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BRAZILIAN DEMOCRATIC CAPITALISM 

Brazilian democratic capitalism sours the social 

relations between capitalists and workers. It 

simultaneously provokes working class formation and 

undermines worker solidarity. In Brazil, workers hang 

between, what Bolivar Lamounier calls, "medieval economic 

inequalities ... " and "a dynamic and increasingly 

sophisticated society(1990:112) ." Brazilian workers must 

ultimately choose between direct confrontation or interest 

conciliation with their capitalist employers. 

The transition to democracy in Brazil did not include a 

class compromise, nor a "social pact.'" Accordingly, 

Brazilian workers were not offered the opportunity to 

consent to the perpetuation of profit as an institution in 
exchange for the prospect of improving their material well­
being in the future(Przeworski 1985:180) 

The successive agreements between military governments, 

legal political parties and civilian notables such as 

Tancredo Neves, excluded the labor movement's participation 

and refused to consider a class based political exchange 

between capitalists and workers(Bruneau 1992, Hagopian 

1990). On the contrary, as Bruneau hesitantly observes, 

1 The term social pact has been used throughout the 
recent literature on the transitions to democracy to refer 
to short term agreements between collective political actors 
and government to temporarily suspend social conflicts in 
order to achieve economic and political stability. 
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Brazilian democracy exposes a basic 

consensus and unity ... among the Brazilian elites, but it 
rests on opposition to the entry of the masses; it is an 
undemocratic consensus(1992:259).2 

The cornerstone of the Brazilian intra-elite 

"undemocratic" consensus is an uncompromising concentration 

of national income in the hands of capitalists and their 

managers. Despite Brazil's redemocratization, capitalists 

as a social class have maintained an uncompromising 

intransigence, subjecting nearly all workers to decreasing 

shares of the national income and undermining their material 

well being during the 1980s and early 1990s. Such employer 

intransigence punctuates the country's dynamic and socially 

exclusive form of capitalist economic development. 

Between 1965 and 1980 Brazil's average annual Gross 

Domestic Product(GNP) growth rate was a notable 9.0 

percent(Gereffi 1990:11), well above the "rich" countries' 

average combined rate of 3.01 percent between 1962 and 

1990(Passe-Smith 1993:23). Of the total number of 

developing nations studied by Passe-smith for the period, 

1962-1985, only Botswana, Gabon, Hong Kong, Indonesia, 

2 Bruneau's argues that Brazil's democracy is not 
consolidated because of the absence of intra-elite 
consensus. This argument should be treated as analytically 
distinct from his observation that historically the 
country's democratic regimes have reflected elite 
cooperation to exclude or control organized social 
movements. 
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Malta, singapore and South Korea maintained growth levels 

above Brazil's annual average of 4.78 percent(1993:107-110). 

Despite the country's economic downturn during the return to 

democratic rule in the 1980s the GNP grew annually by 3.3 

percent(Gereffi 1990:11). Of the eight Latin American 

countries studied by Bresser Pereira from 1985-89, only 

Chile and Colombia maintained annual growth rates above 

Brazil's 2.2 percent rate(1993:21). During this same 

period, Argentina, Bolivia, Mexico, Peru and Venezuela 

endured negative growth rates(Ibid.). Even in the face of 

its debt crisis, economic stagnation and spiraling 

inflation, Brazil's dependent capitalism marched on, leaving 

workers far behind. 

Brazilian capitalism concentrates national income. 

During Brazil's impressive capitalist economic expansion 

since the end of World War Two, throughout its "miracle" 

years of 1968-73, and into the transition to democratic rule 

national income inequality was high by all international 

standards. Indeed, Peter Evans argued that 

Only one kind of redistribution is likely under [Brazil's] 
triple alliance, redistribution from the mass of the 
population to the state bourgeoisie, the multinationals, and 
elite local capital. The maintenance of the delicate 
balance among the three partners militates against the 
possibility of dealing seriously with questions of income 
redistribution, even if members of the elite express support 
for income redistribution in principle(1979:288). 

Referring on to the 1980s the Brazilian Federal Government's 
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own research institute, the Instituto de Pesquisa Econ6mica 

Aplicada(IPEA), concluded that the country's development 

reflected a 

process of incomplete and mutilated social evolution, which 
tends to become gradually more exclusive[its emphasis], 
sharpening the distributive conflict, amplifying social 
tensions, reducing space for personal choice, and as a 
result, the economic participation of significant segments 
of the population(IPEA 1993:48). 

Among a cross section of fourteen semi-peripheral or 

semi-industrialized countries, Muller(1993) found that 

Brazil had the highest level of income inequality for the 

sample in 1970. He measured inequality as the proportion of 

national income concentrated in the upper quintile of income 

earners. Muller calculated a cross section mean average of 

51.8 percent and reported Brazil's sample high of 66.6 

percent for the year under study(1993:277). DIEESE carried 

out a similar operation using a sample of 23 nations, both 

industrialized and developing. Of the sample, Brazil's 

upper decimal of income earners held the highest percent of 

total national income at 48.1 percent for 1990(1993:23). 

The mean average for the sample was 29.18, nearly 19 

percentage points less than Brazil's measure. This pattern 

of high income inequality was reproduced between the years 

under study, 1970 for Muller and 1990 for DIEESE, despite 

Brazil's striking annual growth rates and dynamic industrial 

development. 
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Between 1960 and 1980 Brazil's income inequality rose 

when measured through the Gini Index of income 

distribution. 3 In 1960 the country's nation wide index was 

0.497, in 1970 the measure increased to 0.565, and by 1980 

it grew to 0.590(IPEA 1993:138). Using a number of 

different data sources, Reis, et. al. calculated a 1988 Gini 

Index score of 0.612, indicating a trend toward greater 

income concentration and inequality during the transition to 

democracY(1993:138) . 

This trend of increasing income inequality during the 

transition to democratic rule was largely engineered through 

skyrocketing inflation and falling wages. Table 4:1 shows 

the annual rates of inflation for the period from 1980 to 

1992. Inflation grew, however sporadically, from 93.58 

percent in 1980 to 1,946.58 percent by 1989. Annual 

inflation continued above 500 percent per year into the 

1990s. These high inflation rates, and the periodic 

episodes of hyperinflation they reflect, expose an evolving, 

and periodically sharpening, distributional conflict in 

Brazil. This social conflict is played out both through the 

interaction between workers' wages and the prices(Amadeo 

3 The GINI index of national income distribution 
summarizes the degree of income inequality from 0.00 to 
1.00. The higher the value the greater the inequality or 
concentration of income. The lower the value the less 
inequality. 0.00 represents perfect income equality with 
1.00 signifying the absolute concentration of income. 



Table 4:1 

1980 
1981 
1982 
1983 
1984 
1985 
1986 
1987 
1988 
1989 
1990 
1991 
1992 
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Average Annual Rates of Inflation, 1980-1992 

93.58 
87.94 

103.02 
172.05 
202.82 
264.03 

96.54 
398.26 
921.24 

1,946.58 
1,849.83 

500.34 
1,127.53 

Source: DIEESE 1993:13-15. 
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1991b, Oliveira 1992), as well as the deepening fiscal 

crisis of the state(Bresser Pereira 1993). However, the 

combination of increasing aggregate income inequality and 

galloping inflation during the transition and installation 

of democracy indicate that this distributional conflict 

served to enlarge profits at the expense of workers' 

material welfare. 

The decline in workers' material welfare can be roughly 

estimated through an analysis of labor market data during 

the period, including wages and unemployment. Throughout 

the 1980s and into the 1990s employers adjusted to the 

country's economic downturn by reducing the real wages paid 

to their workers, and eventually trimming their labor forces 

to increase productivity. Table 4:2 shows the relative 

decline of workers' remunerations, including both the 

Federal Government regulated Minimum Wage and the average 

wage, in relation to fluctuations in the GNP per capita. As 

this table demonstrates, Brazil's GNP per capita swayed back 

and forth between positive and negative rates, achieving a 

high of 6.8 percent in 1980 and bottoming out at a negative 

6.3 and 6.2 percent in 1981 and 1990 respectively. Ending 

the period under the weight of a deep recession in the early 

1990s, Brazil's GNP per capita contracted by 7.7 percent 

from 1980 to 1992. Hence, despite Brazil's economic growth 

from 1984 to 1987, the latest recession gravely impoverished 



Table 4:2 

Year 

1980 
1981 
1982 
1983 
1984 
1985 
1986 
1987 
1988 
1989 
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Average Annual variation of Minimum Wage, 
Average Salary, GNP/per capita, and the 
annual differentials of the Minimum Wage and 
Average Wage from GNP/per capita 

Min.Wage Av.Sal. GNP/pc MWd AWd 

+0.8 -6.15 +6.8 -6.0 -12.95 
+3.25 +2.66 -6.3 +9.55 +8.96 
+4.10 +5.19 -1.4 +5.55 +6.59 

-15.03 -12.34 -5.3 -9.73 -7.04 
-7.30 -14.31 +3.3 -10.60 -17.61 
+2.30 +6.78 +5.9 -3.60 -0.88 
-5.40 +6.00 +5.6 -11.00 +0.40 

-27.90 -25.60 +1.6 -29.50 -27.20 
+5.26 -0.90 -2.7 +7.96 +1. 80 
+6.10 +4.34 +2.1 +4.00 +2.24 

1990 -28.60 -17.65 -6.2 -22.40 -11.45 
1991 +4.25 -12.21 -0.8 +5.05 -11. 41 
1992 -14.20 -1.19 -2.7 -11.50 +1.51 

Sources: Minimum Wage (DIEESE 1993:30) , Average Salary 1980-
1985 (Amadeo and Camargo 1991b:18) and· 1985-1992 (DIEESE 
1993:66), and GNP/per capita, 1980-1992 (IPEA 1993: 691) • 
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the country. That is, there was less to go around after the 

economic pitfalls of the early 1990s. 

The fluctuations of the GNP per capita and its dive in 

the early 1990s were also accompanied by even deeper cuts in 

workers' remunerations. The Federally mandated Minimum 

Wage, which is commonly used as a general salary index(as 

multiples) throughout both the formal and informal labor 

markets in Brazil and is earned by approximately one quarter 

of the EAP(DIEESE 1992a:13), fell dramatically during the 

period. From 1983 to 1987 the Minimum Wage stumbled without 

relief, recovering in 1988 and 1989 before falling again 

during the recessionary 1990s. In 1983 it fell by 15.03 

percent, in 1987 by 27.90 and dropped by 28.60 percent in 

1990. From 1980 to 1992 the Federally set Minimum Wage was 

compressed in real terms by 58.55 percent, well above the 

decline of the GNP per capita. 

The average salary paid to a Brazilian worker declined 

in equal fashion during the period. It registered huge cuts 

as well, including 12.34 percent in 1983, 14.31 in 1984, 

25.60 in 1987, 17.65 in 1990 and 12.21 percent in 1991. 

Despite period and partial rebounds the average Brazilian 

wage dropped by 41.7 percent between the shorter period of 

1985 to 1992. 
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Table 4:2 also reveals the proportional differentials 

between increases and decreases in the GNP per capita and 

those for both the Minimum Wage and the average salary. 

This type of measure gauges the relative distance between 

the country's aggregate productivity on a national scale and 

workers' remunerations. The figures show that on this 

aggregate level workers wages are largely unrelated to the 

annual economic performance per capita. For example, in 

1980 the GNP per capita grew in sizable terms while the 

Minimum Wage fell behind by 6.00 percent and the average 

salary by 12.95 percent. Inversely, while the GNP per 

capita contracted in 1981 and 1982, wages grew 

proportionately. In 1984 the country's wealth per person 

grew by 3.3 percent, yet the Minimum Wage trailed by 10.60 

percent and the average wage by 17.61 percent. Such a 

dynamic was repeated in 1987 when the Minimum Wage trailed 

economic growth by 29.50 percent and the average wage by 

27.20 percent. Throughout much of the period wages 

consistently fell behind economic growth, and when the 

economy contracted wages were often brutally cut. Only 

during 1981-82 and 1988-894 did wages out pace the GNP per 

4 The period also corresponded to the largest strike 
wave in Brazilian history, thereby strengthening the 
hypothesis that massive labor mobilization effectively 
reversed, at least temporarily, the trend of increasing 
income concentration under capitalist democracy in Brazil. 
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capita, but not enough to regain lost purchasing power or 

anticipate further cuts. Thus, wages for most Brazilian 

workers plummeted from 1980 to 1992, far beyond what could 

have been expected from the country's economic downturn and 

ensuing crisis. 

Even for those workers laboring in Brazil's most 

industrialized region of greater Sao Paulo and within 

unionized segments of the labor market wages fell in 

commensurable fashion. As Dedecca and Brandao show, for the 

industrial subsectors employing metalworkers and textile 

workers, wages contracted significantly between 1982 and 

1988. For metalworkers, salaries decreased by 11 percent in 

real terms, while textile workers suffered cutbacks of 10.7 

percent according to conservative estimates(1993:334). 

Although the Brazilian economy and its GNP per capita 

recuperated during the 1982-88 period, the Sao Paulo 

metalworkers and textile workers suffered considerable wage 

compression. These figures help sUbstantiate Dedecca and 

Brandao's argument that even among unionized workers who 

consistently carry out some type of collective negotiation 

with their employers, however restricted by the state 

corporatist controls, wage cuts went deeper than the 

nation's economic downturn. 
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Throughout the transition to democracy and amidst 

economic turmoil, Brazilian workers paid an inordinate price 

for economic adjustment. According to Jose Casado of the 

Estado de Sao Paulo, 

Industrial productivity is growing at record levels. 
Between 1990 and 1993 industrial enterprises amplified their 
profit margins through layoffs, increasing the number of 
units produced for every employee. Today, they are further 
increasing this margin by incorporating new productive 
technologies (1994) . 

Entering the decade of the 1980s Brazilian workers were 

caught in a vicious cycle of income concentration propelled 

by the country's dependent and late industrializing 

capitalist development and enforced by authoritarian rule. 

During the 1980s this cycle was aggravated by the country's 

deepening economic crisis, marked by accelerating inflation, 

increasing unemployment, and the successful efforts of 

employers to shift the cost of economic adjustment to their 

workers. 

Unemployment levels in the greater Sao Paulo area, the 

most dynamic region of the nation, swelled during the 

installation of democracy. As Table 4:3 shows, unemployment 

steadily grew from 1989 onwards, reaching 15.2 percent in 

1992. For heads of families unemployment also rose, from 

4.1 percent in 1990 to 7.0 percent by 1991(DIEESE 1992b:13). 

In addition to increasing unemployment, DIEESE's research 

leads this union supported institute to conclude that many 



Table 4:3 

1985 
1986 
1987 
1988 
1989 
1990 
1991 
1992 
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Average Annual Rates of Unemployment in the 
Greater Sao Paulo Area, 1985-1992 

12.2 
9.6 
9.2 
9.7 
8.7 

10.3 
11. 7 
15.2 

Source: DIEESE(1993:68). 



jobs were "informalized" during the late 1980s and early 

1990s in order to further diminish labor costs and boost 
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productivity. The result of worker layoffs and employers' 

efforts to make employment ever more precarious was a rapid 

rise in productivity levels, at least within the secondary 

sector. Table 4:4 reproduces Casado's report which confirms 

that industrial productivity outgrew worker remunerations by 

a wide margin from 1988 to May of 1994. This table shows 

that since 1989 annual, aggregate productivity increases 

have out paced the wages earned by workers by 3.4 percent in 

1990, 8.0 in 1991, 0.4 percent in 1992, 8.8 in 1993 and 12.9 

percent by May of 1994. Despite the rapid economic 

adjustment carried out by many private sector, industrial 

firms in Brazil, including impressive productivity gains, 

industrial workers' wages up to 1994 trailed far behind. 

An analysis of Brazilian capitalism during the 1980s 

and installation of democratic government reveals the sharp 

and rapid decline in workers' material welfare. This drop 

in workers' remunerations and employment prospects was 

mediated through a society wide distributional conflict 

which accelerated both inflation and productivity levels. 

Capitalist employers adjusted to Brazil's economic downturn 

by increasing their income at the expense of their workers 

and customers. As a result, wages fell, employment 

opportunities trailed behind unemployed workers, inflation 



Table 4:4 

1988 
1989 
1990 
1991 
1992 
1993 (DEC.) 
1994 (MAY) 

Index of Average Wages and Productivity in 
the Industrial Sector, 1988-1994 
(1988 = 100.00) 

100.0 
103.9 
97.1 
96.7 

108.3 
114.8 
112.5 

productivity 

100.0 
101. 5 
100.5 
104.7 
108.7 
123.6 
125.4 

Source: Casado(1994). 
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soared, and productivity increased at record rates. 

Throughout the 1980s and into the 1990s, most capitalist 

employers were able to avoid the high costs of the economic 

downturn in general, and successive recessions in 

particular, by shifting most of the burden upon the 

shoulders of workers, both as suppliers of labor power and 

as consumers. In so doing, they made Brazilian capitalism 

ever more exclusionary and the nation's income distribution 

more unequal and internationally notorious. 

Even though most capitalist employers were able to 

increase their shares of the national income at the expense 

of workers, they did so at the risk of inciting class 

struggle. Increasing scores of workers directly confronted 

their employers and openly questioned the Federal 

Government's economic policies as democracy was unveiled. 

Capitalists' efforts to preserve or enlarge their share of 

national income at the expense of workers did not proceed 

without protest. Brazilian workers, first under political 

liberalization, and later through democratic rule, 

increasingly engaged in labor militancy and class based 

political action. Brazil's democratic capitalism not only 

provoked class conflict between capitalists and workers, but 

also provided most workers with sufficient liberty to 

intensify such conflict if they chose to. 
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INTENSIFYING CLASS CONFLICT 

Increasing numbers of Brazilian workers chose to 

exercise their increasingly protected rights to freely 

associate, express their opinions and strike during the 

transition to and installation of democratic rule. Many 

workers chose to organize unions, engage their employers in 

direct negotiations over wages and working conditions, and 

mobilize to paralyze production. These forms of direct 

confrontation crystallized the nation's distributional 

conflict at the local level, and pushed many workers to 

integrate themselves in efforts to elaborate a working class 

strategy for improving their welfare under Brazilian 

democratic capitalism. The direct confrontation between 

capitalists and workers at the workplace or in the meeting 

rooms of the Regional Labor Justice DelegationsS was also 

increasingly transposed onto the country's party and 

electoral systems. Many workers sought to change their 

relations with their employers, either directly or through 

national politics. These efforts lifted up an organized 

"working class," and aimed to steer Brazil clear of its 

traditional, exclusionary path of capitalist development. 

5 The Regional Labor Justice Delegations are the state 
offices of the Federal government's labor justice system and 
exercise the authority to impose their mediation, and 
arbitration, of any legally composed labor contract dispute. 
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As chapter two detailed, the breakdown of authoritarian 

rule was pushed forward by increasing labor mobilization 

associated with the New Unionism, and later the CUT. The 

expanding labor mobilization of the 1980s moved workers in . 

nearly every sector and region of the country into direct 

confrontation with their capitalist employers, and at times 

the Brazil's capitalist state. The labor mobilization and 

direct confrontation of the 1980s unfolded through various 

types of labor actions. Workers organized themselves into 

new corporatist unions for the purposes of legally 

negotiating with their employers. They and their labor 

organizations sought to engage their employers through 

permanent negotiations over wages and working conditions. 

Workers conducted strikes in order to enhance their 

bargaining positions or dramatize employer intransigence. 

In the countryside, rural workers conducted strikes and 

demanded agrarian reform by occupying idle tracts of land. 

Throughout the transition to democracy increasing numbers of 

Brazilian workers participated in some form of labor action 

directed at confronting their employers, thereby setting the 

foundation for a working class political project. 
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Labor organization Formation 

Throughout the transition to democratic rule Brazilian 

workers sought to form labor organizations or more actively 

participate in existing ones. Many workers carried out 

collective action at the workplace through factory 

commissions and workplace organizations. others organized 

corporatist unions in order to legally represent themselves 

in their negotiations with employers. These efforts 

represented the first steps taken by workers who sought to 

improve their material welfare through sustained collective 

action and direct confrontation with their employers. 

The strike mobilizations which exploded in 1978 and 

continued thereafter were largely the result of informal 

labor organization. They were often initiated without union 

knowledge or support, as Alves(l985) reports for the Saab-

scania strike which sparked labor's resurgence in 1978. The 

strikes of the late 1970s and early 1980s were largely 

coordinated and led by informal, workplace labor 

organizations. According to Iram Rodrigues, 

During the strike wave hundreds of workplace commissions 
were created, particularly in the city of Sao Paulo. These 
commissions had the principal objective of representing 
workers in their negotiations with employers, and were 
generally formed by those elected by an assembly of workers 
in their place of employment(1991:148). 

For Jose Ronaldo de Mello Franco, a metalworker in Santa 

Luzia, Minas Gerais, the creation of a workers commission at 
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his workplace in 1978 represented 

not only the crystallization of the workers' desire for 
direct representation, but also the foundation of our future 
union. We felt that we were part of a much larger group, 
one which reflected the will of many workers, and as such, 
had to win, to make gains for our fellow workers who labored 
within the factory confident that their representatives 
would not fail(1985:108). 

The workplace commissions often served as the first step 

towards the formation of a corporatist union, as was the 

case for the santa Luzia metalworkers, or of eliminating the 

authoritarian union practices associated with the pelego 

union leaders during the military regime(I. Rodrigues 1991, 

silva 1992). As such, the creation of workplace commissions 

provided a necessary organizational condition for 

articulating workers interests and representing them across 

the table from employers. 

Most Brazilian employers continue "to resist the 

formalization of such worker initiatives. Moreover, the 

labor movement did not resolve the tensions between worksite 

and union representation. Nevertheless, as both Iram 

Rodrigues(1990 and 1991) and Roque Aparecido da Silva(1992c) 

suggest, 

one of the most important characteristics of labor unrest 
during the end of the 1970s and throughout the decade of the 
1980s was the fact that labor demands were primarily 
configured at the worksite, placing the creation of 
workplace labor organizations as a central objective of the 
labor movement(I. Rodrigues 1991:154). 
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During the period of 1978 to 1988 the Centro Pastoral 

Vergueiro(cPV) documented the existence of 263 workplace 

commissions in Brazil. While these commissions represented 

workers of many labor market segments, 85 percent were 

linked to metalworker segments and most were found in the 

state of Sao Paulo. The CPV's documentation is not a 

reliable measure of the total number of workplace 

commissions in Brazil, but it does provide an illustration 

of the marked difference in labor organization before and 

after 1978. As Silva reports(1992c), there were few 

workplace commissions before 1978, and those which did 

operate faced considerable state sponsored repression and 

employer sanctions. Since the breakdown of authoritarian 

rule and in the face of widening labor mobilization, 

including many enterprise level strike actions, workers have 

increasingly turned toward workplace organizations, whether 

employer recognized or not, as the primary locus of 

collective action. 

It is difficult to precisely gauge the quantitative 

dimensions of workplace labor organization during the 1980s. 

However, most of the informal, employer resisted workplace 

organizations functioned as extensions of the union which 

legally represents most of the workers of a given worksite 

or enterprise. A common practice adopted by many workers is 

to organize themselves around a union director which 
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maintains employment within the enterprise and is 

constitutionally protected from employer sanctions, such as 

dismissal, for the term of his union mandate plus one year. 

By organizing around a union director workers can more 

easily protect themselves against employer reprisals while 

exchanging information with their union representatives and 

coordinating collective action among themselves. 

Union directors serve to compose a proxy variable for 

the most reliable estimate of worksite labor organization in 

Brazil. Since worksite labor organization often centers 

upon the presence in production of an elected union 

director, then the growth in the number of union directors 

in the country may also parallel the expansion of informal 

workplace organizations. Table 4:5 shows the notable growth 

in the number of elected union directors in Brazil from 1988 

to 1990. The 1988 Federal Constitution ratified unions' 

freedom to choose the numeric size of their directorates. 

Many unions quickly took advantage of this freedom to expand 

their directorates and extend their reach into the 

workplaces of their members and the workers they legally 

represent. This table includes both low and high estimates, 

with the figures calculated to represent conservative 

estimates of the actual number of union directors. Before 

1988 there were less than 25,000 union directors composing 

the leadership of the labor movement. By 1990 this number 



Table 4:5 

1988 
1989 
1990 

The Absolute Growth in the Number of Union 
Directors, 1988-1990 

171 

Low Estimate* High Estimate** 

25,684 
70,530 
74,524 

28,999 
74,475 
78,400 

* The low estimate is derived by multiplying the number of 
unions with the lowest possible number of union directors for 
each classification given by IBGE, and then summing the totals 
for each class. For example, if 100 unions reported having 
between 4-6 union directors, the number 4 would be multiplied 
by 100 and the total summed with those totals derived from the 
other classes by number of union diretors. 

** The high estimate was derived in the same fashion, except 
that the high possible number of union directors for each 
class was used to as the multiplier, except for the class 
incorporating those unions with 13 or more directors. In this 
case I used the number 13 as the multiplier, thereby 
restricting the high estimate. 

Source: IBGE-Pesquisa Sindical (1989 and unpublished data) 
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had jumped to nearly 75,000 at least, with approximately 10 

percent of these union directors solely devoted to union 

affairs and without access to the workplace of the rank and 

file. If these numbers approximate the number of informal, 

workplace organizations, then the number of such 

organizations not only rose throughout the 1980s, but 

numbered into the thousands. 

In addition to the probable increase in the number of 

workplace labor organizations created during the transition 

to democracy, workers also formed new corporatist unions to 

legally represent their interests. Table 4:6 reports the 

increases in the absolute number of urban, liberal 

professional and rural unions from 1978 to 1990. In 1978 

IBGE found 4,352 labor unions in Brazil, including urban, 

liberal professional and rural types. In 1987 IBGE(1988) 

reinitiated its census of the labor movement and reported a 

total of 5,646 corporatist unions, a 22.95 increase over the 

number in 1978. Between 1987 and 1990 the number of unions 

continued to increase significantly, growing to a total of 

6,675 by 1990. The number of labor unions in Brazil grew by 

35 percent between 1978 and 1990. By 1990 IBGE reported 

3,460 urban based industrial and service sector unions, 366 

liberal professional unions, and 2849 rural worker unions. 

Taking into account that Brazil's economy tilted downward 

during the 1980s, falling behind the dynamic pace achieved 
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Table 4:6 Total Number of Unions by Year and Annual 
Variation, 1978-1990 

Year Urban* Lib. Prof. Rural Total %VAR. 

1978 4,352** 
1987 2,573 343 2,732 5,648 22.95 
1988 2,627 342 2,747 5,716 1.19 
1989 3,186 359 2,852 6,397 10.65 
1990 3,460 366 2,849 6,675 4.17 

*This category of unions is composed of both industrial and 
service sector unions by IBGE. 
**This number includes all unions reported by IBGE(1980) plus 
343 liberal professional unions which were not counted in the 
1978 survey. By increasing the total number of unions in 1978 
by 343, the number of liberal professional unions existing in 
1987, the relative increase in the number of unions between 
1978 and 1987 reported in this table represents a conservative 
estimate. 

Sources: IBGE(1980) and IBGE-Pesquisa Sindical(1987 and 1988, 
and unpublished data from the 1989 and 1990 surveys). 
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during the late 1960s and early 1970s, the growth in the 

number of unions is best accounted for by workers' renewed 

interest in labor organization under democracy. 

Table 4:7 shows the relative increases in the number of 

unions by sector and for the tertiary subsectors between 

1987 and 1989, as well as the number of public servant 

unions created in the year following their legalization by 

the 1988 Federal constitution. The total number of unions 

during this three year period grew by 11.71 percent. The 

number of Rural worker and Liberal Professional unions grew 

by 4.2 and 4.46 percent respectively, below the rate for all 

unions combined. The sum of unions representing workers in 

finance and credit enterprises grew by 14.7 percent, just 

above the aggregate rate. The amount of Industrial worker 

unions expanded by 17.0 percent, well beyond the rate for 

all unions. The number of Commerce, Education and Cultural, 

and Transportation worker unions grew rapidly during this 

short period, reaching beyond 30 percent. Lastly, 137 

public servant unions representing municipal, state and 

federal employees were created and recognized by the state 

as legal bargaining agents during 1988 and 1989~ 

representing 13 percent of the new unions created during the 

1987-89 period. 



Table 4:7 The Relative Growth of Unions by sector 
Between 1987-1989 

sector 

Rural (Agricultural) 
Industrial 
Water and Air Transport 
Land Transport 
Communications and 
Publicity 
Finance and Credit 
Education and Culture 
Liberal Professional 
Public servants 

Relative Growth 

4.4 
17.0 
30.4 
34.5 

21.4 
14.7 
36.5 
9.2 

137.0* 
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*This is an absolute number and represents the total number of 
public servant unions legally formed after the 1988 Federal 
Constitution. 

Source: Unpublished memo from IBGE-Pesquisa Sindical-1989. 
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These figures indicate that the growth in the number of 

unions under democracy was not sector specific, but 

reflected a broad movement by workers across all sectors of 

the labor market for legal union representation. Under 

Brazilian labor law, workers must gain state recognition 

before their unions become legal and able to bargain with 

employers on workers' behalf. Thus, increasing numbers of 

workers sought such recognition to bring their employers to 

the negotiation table and seek legally binding accords. 

The increases in the number of labor organizations, 

whether workplace or state corporatist, demonstrate one 

dimension of the intensifying class conflict between 

capitalists and workers during the period of 

democratization. The constitution of labor organizations 

and greater worker participation in their affairs, achieved 

a necessary, although not sufficient condition for 

conceiving divergent interests from those of employers and 

acting upon them through labor mobilization. By organizing 

themselves workers were able to dramatize and press their 

demands for better wages and working conditions, defying 

employer intransigence and challenging the economic pOlicies 

of the new civilian rulers. 
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Labor Mobilization 

With inflation multiplying and wages declining, 

workers' increasingly used labor mobilization to defend 

their material welfare under democratization. Workers and 

their labor organizations attempted to negotiate wage 

adjustments for inflation through the 1980s and into the 

1990s. They carried out labor mobilizations, particularly 

unionization drives and strikes, to confront employer 

intransigence. In the rural sector, agricultural workers 

struck and also organized themselves to occupy and cUltivate 

idle lands. Across all sectors of the labor market, in 

nearly every region of the country, more and more workers 

engaged in militant collective action to defend their 

already small share of the national income. 

According to data reported by Noronha, Brazil led a 

list of capitalist countries in the average annual number of 

working days lost per 100,000 workers between 1976 and 

1987(1991:125). Noronha reports that Brazil's average 

annual rate nearly reached 80,000 work days lost, with Spain 

and Italy following with almost 70,000. Ten other countries 

included within the sample, including France, Great Britain, 

Japan, Sweden and the United States, registered strike rates 

well below that of Brazil. Edward Epstein's composite 

index of "labor autonomy" for eight Latin American countries 

during 1970 to 1986 also places Brazil ahead of other 
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capitalist countries in terms of labor militancy. Epstein's 

index gauges levels of labor militancy by calculating a 

score based on weighted measures of between l(low) and 

5 (high) for: general strikes(x3), number of strikers(x2) and 

number of strikes (xl) . According to his calculations, 

Brazil's overall score for the period, 25, was one point 

ahead of both Argentina and Peru(1989:284). Epstein also 

calculated Brazil's score for the period of 1978 to 1986, 

which reached 27, one point more than Uruguay during 1985-

86. Although Epstein's index was designed to measure labor 

autonomy from the state, it is best used as a comparative 

indicator of labor militancy in Latin America. Used in this 

way, Epstein's index reveals Brazil's comparatively high 

level of labor militancy during the breakdown of democratic 

rule(1978-1985), a level surpassed under the first civilian 

administration of Jose Sarney(1985-1990). 

Both Noronha(1991) and Sandoval(1993) confirm the 

sweeping tide of labor militancy in Brazil during 

democratization. The sweeping tide of labor unrest is 

summarized by table 4:8 which reports three measures of 

strike militancy for the 1980s. First, the total number of 

strikes increased from 144 in 1980 to 2,193 by 1989. 

Second, the annual strike rate, which measures the number of 

strikes per 100,000 workers in the non-agricultural labor 

force, multiplied several times over. In 1980 Sandoval 
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Table 4:8 Number of strikes, Annual strike Rate and 
Annual strike strength Coefficient, 1980-1989 

Year strikes Strike Rate Coefficient 

1980 144 0.72 49.34 
1981 150 0.77 40.84 
1982 144 0.74 21.54 
1983 347 1.85 30.19 
1984 492 2.54 29.18 
1985 619 3.28 227.63 
1986 1,004 5.05 151. 75 
1987 2,193 10.76 369.08 
1988 (972-1800)* 8.55 296.43 
1989 3,164 14.14 507.30 

* The first number is reported by DIESSE (1993:89) and the 
second number is reported in approximate terms by 
Sandoval (1993: 157) • DIESSE's number comes from documentation 
of strike actions by newspaper accounts and union reports. 
Sandoval's number comes from the Ministry of Labor. 

Source: Sandoval (1993:157, 160 and 172). 
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measured the strike rate at 0.72. It grew to 3.28 by 1985 

and peaked at 10.60 for the private sector and 31.20 for the 

public sector by 1989. Lastly, the strike strength 

coefficient, calculated by Sandoval to reflect the overall 

annual intensity of national labor unrest, also rose 

dramatically throughout the period. In 1980 the coefficient 

measured 49.34, expanding to 227.63 by 1985 and reaching 

507.30 in 1989. All of these measures of labor mobilization 

clearly indicate the growing capacity of labor organizations 

to mobilize workers to paralyze production in order to 

compel employers to negotiate wage claims and working 

conditions. Moreover, the growing scope and intensity of 

this labor unrest demonstrates the intensification of class 

conflict, expressed at the shop floor by worker militancy 

and employer resistance. Under the strain of falling wages 

and galloping inflation, more and more Brazilian workers 

chose direct confrontation as the best strategy for 

resolving the distributional conflict in their favor. 

The intensification of class conflict also unfolded in 

Brazil's rural areas, as rural, mostly agricultural, workers 

sought to improve their standard of living through both 

strike actions and land occupations. Throughout the decade 

sugarcane workers carried out numerous strikes for better 

wages and working conditions in Pernambuco(Sgreccia 1992). 

citrus and sugarcane workers in the state of Sao Paulo, many 
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of whom were hired on a daily basis, carried out strike 

mobilizations in the mid-1980S(L.S. Medeiros 1989). Rural 

workers around Brazil also organized land occupations. 

Between 1985 and 1991 the Comissao Pastoral da Terra of 

Brazil's Catholic Church documented 3,757 social conflicts 

involving land ownership(DIEESE 1993:41). Most of these 

land occupations were organized and supported by the 

Movimento dos Trabalhadores Rurais Sem Terra(MST) or Workers 

Without Land Movement, an organization strategically linked 

to the CUT and the PT. Large landowners, whether facing 

striking employees or rural workers occupying their lands, 

often relied on paramilitary or state sponsored police 

forces to end these disputes(L.S. Medeiros 1989). Thus, the 

intensification of class conflict between capitalists and 

workers was not limited to urban areas, but expressed a 

nation-wide social conflict stemming from Brazil's notorious 

form of capitalism and the income inequality it reproduces. 

The class character of this expanding social conflict 

revealed itself on a national level through the emergence of 

strike waves and the organization of general strikes. 

According to Sandoval, strike waves reflect quantitative 

leaps in the annual average rate, volume(duration X number 

of strikers), and strike strength coefficient. Sandoval 

finds three such strike waves under Brazilian democratic 

rule, corresponding to the years 1985, 1987 and 



1989(1993:181). Accordingly, 

the strength of labor protest grew over the decade in a 
rising staircase-like fashion with increasing successive 
yearly strike strengths led by the strike wave 
years (Sandoval 1993:183). 

Furthermore, Sandoval concludes that 
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Each wave brought into the political arena new contingents 
of workers, exposing them to the experiences of protest 
organization and activities as well as transmitting to them 
a sense of class solidarity in an atmosphere of widespread 
working-class discontent with political and economic elites. 
Each strike wave period forced workers to test their 
resistance levels as they were confronted by the 
intransigence of employers and the ineptitude of 
governmental authorities in finding solutions to the 
deteriorating economic situation of the working 
class(1993:183). 

Not only did these three strike waves reflect the 

efforts of the CUT and the PT to organize a working class 

through direct confrontation with employers, but they also 

prepared the social conditions for "class" action in the 

form of general strikes. The general strikes of 1983, 1986, 

1987, 1989 and 1991 were spearheaded by the CUT amidst 

alarming increases in inflation after government efforts to 

control it. These general strikes grew in size and 

political scope throughout the 1980s, crystallizing the 

class based distributional conflict experienced by workers 

on the shopfloor. 
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Sandoval reports that 

The increased level of conflict between labor and capital 
was reflected in the more politicized demands of the 1987 
general strike: demands for 37.74 percent salary increase to 
recuperate lost wages due to inflation and government 
policies, protest against payment of the foreign debt, 
demands for job stability and a 40-hour work week, and 
support for agrarian reform •.. The increase in the number 
of demands from the previous general strike is indicative of 
the growing politicization of the general strikes over the 
period(1993:185) . 

Although the CUT initiated preparations for each of the 

general strikes, the CGT eventually supported the 1986 and 

1987 general strikes and officially sponsored with the CUT 

the 1989 strike, a month before Magri assumed the presidency 

of the CGT. Thus, the general strikes were not only 

associated with the New Unionism and the CUT, but a 

Brazilian working class as political actor in formation. 

Worker participation in the general strikes of the 

1980s steadily grew and reached a notable level in 1989. 

Estimates of worker adherence ranged from 2 to 3 million for 

the 1983 strike, 10 million for the 1986 and 1987 strikes, 

and 22 million for the first day of the two-day 1989 general 

strike(Sandoval 1993:186). The increases in worker 

adherence for each successive general strike is apparently 

associated with expanding labor protest in general during 

the decade and the increasing size and influence of the CUT. 

Worker adherence for the 1991 general strike did not equal 

the estimated numbers of the 1989 strike according to the 
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CUT's own estimate of 19.5 million. (Jornal do Brasil May 5, 

1991). Although the 1991 general strike did not meet the 

rising expectations generated from the growing labor protest 

of the 1980s and the increasing size of the CUT, it did 

include the participation of nearly a third of the 

workforce. Such a level of worker adherence is also 

significant in light of the deepening recession of the early 

1990s and the FS' strident opposition to this general 

strike. Even though worker adherence to the general strikes 

leveled off in 1991, taken together the general strikes 

reflect important moments of working class formation and 

action, as well as the intensification of class conflict 

through the transition to democracy. 

The participation of approximately one third of the 

Brazilian workforce in recent general strikes confirms the 

rapid rise in labor organization and mobilization during the 

transition to and installation of democratic rule. More and 

more workers organized labor organizations and engaged in 

direct confrontation with their employers and political 

opposition to government economic policies. The swelling 

numbers of labor organizations, strikes and land occupations 

framed a social process of working class formation, albeit 

without including all wage earners in Brazil. This class 

based social mobilization intensified class conflict and 

eventually polarized political contestation under democracy. 
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CONCLUSION 

The development of Brazilian capitalism, from slavery 

in past centuries to the installation of automobile assembly 

plants in-the late 1950s and thereafter, has continually 

concentrated the benefits of production in the few hands of 

capitalists and their managers. Although workers in the 

fields and on the shopfloors have been instrumental to 

Brazil's dynamic economic development as both colony and 

nation, they have never tasted the fruits of their labor. 

On the contrary, the "miracle" years under authoritarian 

rule saw Brazilian workers producing more and earning 

increasingly less. Moreover, and even more surprising, the 

concentration of national income worsened as democratic rule 

was installed in the late 1980s. 

Class conflict arose at the workplace, propelling 

increasing numbers of Brazilian workers to organize informal 

factory commissions, participate more actively in union 

affairs, organize unions where they were previously absent, 

and confront their employers to force them to negotiate 

wages and working conditions. This surge of labor 

organization and mobilization not only fueled rapid labor 

movement development throughout the 1980s, but it provided 

fertile political ground for the creation and equally rapid 

development of national, working class political 

organizations, including the CUT, the CGT(to a lesser 
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extent), the MST, the PT, and later, the FBP 

electoral/political coalition. Thus, Brazil's high level of 

income inequality not only undergirded the country's 

peculiar path of economic and social development, but it 

propelled many Brazilian workers towards class action to 

change the path of the nation's development under democracy. 

By mounting an increasingly credible threat to the 

reproduction of Brazil's notoriously skewed distribution of 

national income and path of capitalist development, such 

national organizations as the CUT and the PT also created 

the conditions necessary for a second, alternative and 

competing collective action strategy for some of Brazil's 

workers. The threat posed by the CUT was countered by some 

employers' willingness to trade nominal wage increases, 

greater employment security and improved working conditions 

to their employees in exchange for their quiescence and 

political support. Yet, the choice between confrontation 

and conciliation were ultimately linked to the 

intensification of class conflict resulting from high income 

inequality and sparked by the return to democracy. 
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CHAPTER FIVE 

LABOR MARKET SEGMENTATION 

The intensification of class conflict, brought on by 

high income inequality and the spread of democratic 

freedoms, made viable the CUT and its class based, 

confrontational strategy. However, class conflict did not 

determine the variable adherence of unions and other labor 

organizations to the CUT and its strategy. Why did some 

unions prefer confrontation and class conflict while others 

avoided the evident risks associated with such labor action? 

This chapter explores this question by studying the 

uneven distribution of risks from confrontational labor 

mobilization, and its impact upon organizational adherence 

to either the CUT or the FS. It does not fully explain the 

dynamic propelling the bitter dispute. Rather, this 

chapter's examination provides a partial account of union 

adherence to the strategies of both the CUT and the FS, 

specifying the types of labor market segments wherein the 

bitter dispute is waged. 

The first section of the chapter analyzes labor market 

segmentation in Brazil, but does so by first considering how 

workers are organized for production, before their employers 

organize them in production. Labor market segmentation in 

Brazil cuts two ways. First, the Brazilian workforce is 
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segmented before production and faces a variable structure 

of choices as a result. Second, the workforce is also 

segmented in production, amplifying the variation in the 

structure of choices between workers of different production 

processes. This chapter presents a typology of labor market 

segments in Brazil in order to frame the following analysis 

of segmentation and its effects on labor movement division. 

This typology is based upon the segmentation of the 

workforce for production, but encompasses segmentation 

within production. 

The second section of the chapter employs this typology 

to examine the relationship between labor market 

segmentation and the adherence to either the class based, 

confrontational or opportunistic strategies, as reflected by 

affiliation to the CUT and the FS. This analysis shows that 

labor market segmentation in Brazil accounts for the 

particular location of the bitter dispute within the 

workforce. That is, labor market segmentation as it is 

expressed by the organization of workers before they engage 

in production accounts for the fact that the bitter dispute 

is largely restricted to that significant component of the 

workforce laboring in the urban, private industrial and 

service sectors. However, labor market segmentation 

analysis falls short of explaining the choices made and 

carried out by the labor organizations of these sectors. 
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SEGMENTING WORKERS 

Labor market segmentation theorists attempt to explain 

variation in workers' strategic choices and labor action by 

defining segments and associating their peculiar traits to 

individual or collectively expressed behavior. The 

"structural and qualitative differences in the jobs and 

labor markets through which workers secure their 

livelihood (Gordon, et.al. 1982:2) ," ultimately frame their 

strategic choices. For the purposes of my analysis, labor 

market segmentation can produce an uneven distribution of 

risks(or costs) and benefits(or gains) across a national 

workforce for anyone course of individual or collective 

action. For some workers labor market segmentation produces 

insurmountable obstacles to any particular collective action 

strategy, for others it propels them toward the adoption of 

a specific conception of their interests, an associated 

course of action and ultimately a particular political 

orientation. Some workers face a structure of choices only 

loosely molded by labor market segmentation, leaving other 

factors to play a bigger role in preventing or promoting 

particular collective action strategies. 

Previous applications of labor market segmentation 

analysis to the problem of explaining political differences 

among workers tend to classify segments in accord with the 

organization of workers in production. Martinez and 
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Tironi(1982) examine the Chilean labor movement through a 

focus on the sectoral and subsectoral cleavages within the 

workforce, and their relationships with political and policy 

preferences. Campero and Cortazar(1986) also investigate 

Chilean labor through labor market segmentation analysis. 

They offer a typology of segments corresponding to what they 

define as the monopoly, competitive, and public sector 

activities of the national economy. For Campero and 

Cortazar, the variation in "market pressures" across these 

three types of labor market segments is hypothesized to 

account for the differences in strategies pursued by Chilean 

workers and their labor organizations. 

Tokman(1989) analyzes labor market segmentation in 

Latin America and the united states, arguing that 

segmentation in the former region is largely the product of 

the wide disparity in productivity levels across the labor 

force. Two basic segment types are offered by Tokman, the 

formal or modern segments based on high productivity and the 

informal or traditional segments with relatively low levels. 

Gordon, et.al.(1982) detail an elaborate typology of 

labor market segments which also features the focus upon the 

organization of workers in production. Their analysis of 

the changing nature of the united states' workforce and the 

variation of its organization over time and through "long 
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swings,,1 of capitalist development centers on levels of 

productivity and labor supervision or control. Gordon, 

et.al. use dichotomous variables of productivity and labor 

control into high and low levels, producing a typology 

incorporating four distinct segment types. This typology 

guides their examination of labor market segmentation as it 

is expressed through the production process. 

For Gordon, et.al. the "modern" segments are 

characterized by high productivity coupled with low levels 

of labor control, referred to as the Primary-Independent 

type. The Primary-Subordinate segments refer to the "blue 

collar" workforce engaged in relatively high productivity 

combined with high levels of labor control. The Secondary­

Subordinate segments are associated with the expanding pool 

of low paid service sector workers who labor in less 

productive, but highly supervised economic activities. 

Lastly, Gordon et. ale pose the Secondary-Independent type 

without discussing these segments in detail. They imply 

that these segments incorporate the "informal" labor force 

employed in less productive activities, but without 

1 These authors define "long swings" as "alternating 
periods (of approximately twenty-five years) in the world 
economy of vigorous and sustained economic activity, 
followed by equally sustained periods of 
stagnation(1982:8)." For an extended discussion of the long 
swings and labor market segmentation in the United states 
see pp. 18-47. 
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intensive supervision. These four segment types compose 

their typology and provide a sturdy framework for analysis 

of labor market segmentation as it is produced by the 

organization of workers in production. 

All of these approaches are representative of prominent 

labor market segmentation analyses in that they attempt to 

confirm associations between political differences among 

workers and the disparate ways they are organized to 

produce. Thus, most labor market segmentation analysis 

focuses entirely on the organization of workers in 

production while disregarding the variation in the 

organization of the workforce before they enter the 

workplace. That is, the approaches reviewed above assume 

that under capitalism labor markets are completely I'free" 

and exclusively determined ·by the forces of the market. 

They ignore the pervasive impact of national labor relations 

systems and labor organizations upon the structure of 

choices workers face. 

Labor markets resemble an economic activity under 

capitalism. They are expressed as a market transaction in 

the literature, a social relationship between workers and 

employers contoured by the needs of both. However, under 

modern capitalism labor markets are intensely regulated by 

political institutions, more so than any other type of 

market transaction save financial and military hardware 
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markets in some countries. Capitalist labor markets are 

institutionalized, in most instances, by public policy and 

state agencies such as the Ministry of Labor, Social 

Security Administration, and the Police. Under capitalism 

workers pass through a web of state regulations and 

institutions before they enter into a contractual or 

informal employment relationship. That is, workers are 

first organized for production, and are differentiated by 

the variation in such organization. In Brazil, the web of 

regulations and institutions surrounding and contouring the 

labor market is made greater by the country's state 

corporatist labor relations system,2 a factor which 

segments the Brazilian workforce before they enter into 

productive association with employers. 

organizing Workers For Production 

The enactment of the 1988 Federal Constitution 

reaffirmed and further institutionalized a dual labor 

relations system which partitions the national labor market 

between private and public employment. This dual labor 

relations system awards all Brazilian workers the social 

rights and protections incorporated through Articles Seven 

and Eight of the Federal Constitution, with the exception of 

2 For a comparative analysis of state corporatism see 
Collier and Collier(1979 and 1991). 
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the members of the Armed Forces. 3 These rights and 

guarantees include the freedom to form unions and strike. 4 

The essence of the difference between the two tracks of 

labor relations in Brazil centers on the issue of employment 

security. 

Both private and public employees are constitutionally 

protected against "arbitrary" dismissal by Article Seven. 

Yet, public servants hired through an open, competitive 

process are granted "permanent" employment after a two year 

probationary period by Article Forty One. 5 Private sector 

employees are not sheltered from unemployment through 

3 See Boito, Jr. (1991a and 1991b) and L.M. 
Rodrigues (1991a) for analyses of state-labor relations and 
the 1988 constitution. 

4 Although the 1988 guarantees workers' rights to 
organize and strike, not all workers can exercise such 
rights without significant threats to their welfare or 
lives. A huge contingent of Brazilian workers labor through 
employment relations which are not fully recognized by the 
labor relations system as discussed later in this chapter. 
Moreover, a small, but remarkable number of Brazilians are 
effectively "enslaved" by their employers. Americas watch 
has documented "forced labor" in a number of rural areas 
across Brazil, particularly in the sparsely populated 
regions in or around the Amazonia region. According to one 
of Americas·Watch's international reports, "There can be 
little doubt that forced labor is a serious problem in 
Brazil, and one of national dimensions (Nov. 30, 1993:16)." 
Forced labor prevents worker/captives from exercising their 
constitutional rights, including choosing between 
alternative collective action strategies. In fact, they are 
violently repressed if they attempt to terminate their 
"employment" relationship with their captors. 

5 Political appointees are not covered by Article Forty 
One. 
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constitutional guarantees, they can be dismissed with "due 

cause," as determined by their employers. The dual tracks 

of the labor relations system effectively divides the 

Brazilian workforce into vulnerable, private sector 

segments largely contoured by market pressures and employer 

prerogatives and the protected, public sector. This means 

that public servants do not risk losing their jobs by 

engaging in the class based, confrontational strategy of the 

CUT, but private sector employees certainly do. 6 

In addition to this dual track labor relations system, 

the Brazilian workforce is further segmented by the state's 

corporatist controls over workers' associational practices. 

Brazil's state corporatist controls bifurcate the workforce. 

They divide workers between state regulated segments wherein 

workers are legally and collectively represented by the 

official, state sanctioned corporatist union structure and 

the "informal" segments which incorporate workers laboring 

outside the institutional reach of both the state and its 

corporatist union structure. The state corporatist controls 

effectively imposes collective representation upon some 

6 Although workers are constitutionally protected 
against employer sanctions against their collective 
organization and action, they are frequently fired with "due 
cause." These dismissals are frequent, prevalent and 
extremely difficult to overturn in Brazil's Labor Justice 
system. In fact, CUT unions often initiate strikes to 
protest employers' dismissal of workers active in union 
affairs. 
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workers while leaving others marginalized from regulated 

employment(Araujo 1993, Boito, Jr. 1991a and 1991b, Erickson 

1977, H.H. Martins 1989, Mericle 1977, L.M. Rodrigues 1991a, 

R.A. Silva 1992b, and Troyano 1978). 

The primary institutional mechanism responsible for 

splitting the workforce into the collectively and 

individually represented segments is the carteira do 

Traba1ho or Employment Registry Booklet. The "carteira" 

serves as a universal, individual employment contract 

between its holder(the employee) and the employer who signs 

it. A signed carteira engages the state's regulation of 

employment to the extent that the employer is obligated to 

observe the constitutional provisions(including 

contributions to social security) and recognize any union or 

federation awarded the state sanctioned representational 

monopoly over his or her employees. Thus, the signed 

Employment Registry Booklet not only binds employers to the 

state's labor market regulations, including constitutional 

protections for workers, but it also regulates the relations 

between individual workers and the corporatist union 

structure. unions can only represent workers with signed 

carteiras in negotiating accords or conventions with 

employers to further regulate the employment relations 

between individual worker and employer, since collective 



197 

bargaining is prohibited by the standing labor code. 7 For 

the purposes of this labor market segmentation analysis the 

importance of the carteira is precisely its effect of 

dividing the Brazilian workforce between those segments 

constitutionally entitled to collective representation by a 

corporatist union or federation, and those segments without 

a state sanctioned, corporatist labor organization capable 

of signing on to legally binding labor agreements. Although 

other mechanisms and factors influence the process of 

workers' collective organization and representation, all are 

dependent on the carteira as it is expressed through the 

dichotomous variable of labor representation. Those with 

signed carteiras are entitled to collective representation, 

those without are left to their own self reliance(individual 

representation) . 

The combination of a dual private/public labor 

relations system with the bifurcation of the workforce into 

collectively and individually represented segments creates 

four analytically distinct types of labor market segments 

7 The legally sanctioned corporatist unions and 
federations in Brazil cannot conclude legally binding 
agreements between a collective of workers and their 
employers. Rather, they sign on to accords(enterprise) or 
conventions(by federation of employers) which are recognized 
by the state as legally binding contracts regulating the 
relationships between each individual worker and the 
employer. Although side agreements with a collective 
character are made in the course of each annual negotiation, 
they are not legally binding. 
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based on the organization of workers for production. This 

typology is illustrated by Figure 5:1. The vertical axis of 

the typology is cut by the private/public tracks of labor 

relations discussed above. This also serves as a 

dichotomous variable where the private segments endure 

higher risks of unemployment from carrying out the class 

based, confrontational strategy while the public segments 

encounter significantly lower risks of unemployment. The 

horizontal axis is bisected by the dichotomous variable 

representation, either collective or individual. This 

typology allows for an analysis of labor market segmentation 

based upon the organization of workers for production, but 

before the variation in the productive process 

differentiates their individual experiences. Moreover, it 

fully synthesizes the e"conomic with the political by 

treating the conception of labor markets as fundamentally a 

social construction expressing a synthesis of market factors 

and political institutions. 



FIGURE 5:1 

TYPOLOGY OF LABOR MARKET SEGMENTS IN BRAZIL 
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The Private-Collective segment type is the most complex 

of the four segment types since it encompasses the widest 

range of workers and labor organizations. Private-

Collective segments include workers employed in the 

primary(agriculture and extractive activities), 

secondary (industrial) and tertiary(service) sectors of the 

national economy. These workers are constitutionally 

protected against arbitrary dismissal and are represented by 

the corporatist union structure, usually through a union 

reigning over a particular professional category and 

restricted to a municipality. Yet, in practice the workers 

of the Private-Collective segments are subject to a widely 

uneven distribution of the risk of unemployment, as well as 
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other types of employer reprisals, as a result of their 

participation in the CUT's class based strategy, despite the 

law. The level of this risk is only surpassed within the 

Private-Individual segments wherein workers labor without 

recourse to the law or collective organization and 

representation. 

The structure of choices faced by the workers of the 

Private-Collective segments is further complicated as 

employers seek to subvert, undermine and ultimately defeat 

the CUT's working class project. Employers' efforts to 

minimize the organizational capacity of the CUT often 

complicate workers' structure of choices by linking the 

level of risk of unemployment to cooperation. Some 

employers "offer" to exchange immediate benefits to their 

workers, such as wage adjustments to catch up with inflation 

or employment security, for labor quiescence and political 

cooperation in quelling the advances of the CUT, the PT, and 

the FBP. Employers' offers present workers and their labor 

organizations with an opportunity to advance their welfare 

without taking any of the risks endured by those adhering to 

the CUT's strategy. Although workers pursuing the CUT's 

strategy do occasionally secure immediate benefits and 

advance their working class political project, they do so at 

considerable risk in addition to the high costs(loss of 

wages and time) of militant labor mobilization. Not all 
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employers offer an opportunity to gain without pain, nor are 

all workers in the Private-Collective segments willing to 

listen to such an employer overture, but when such an 

opportunity arises it transforms the structure of choices 

workers consider. Moreover, this opportunity to advance the 

welfare of workers without risk is largely restricted to the 

Private-Collective segments, making this type the most 

complex of the four presented in Figure 5:1. 

Private-Individual segments 

The Private-Individual segments incorporate the largest 

number of Brazilian workers of the four types composing the 

typology. This segment type corresponds to the "informal" 

sector where workers labor under precarious conditions 

without enforcement of constitutional rights, nor the 

benefit of legal, collective labor representation. By 1991 

the workers of the Private-Individual segments, or informal 

sector, accounted for 47 percent of the EAP(Dedecca and 

Brandao 1993:340). These workers do not hold signed 

carteiras, nor are their employers(if they have such an 

identifiable relationship) willing to sign them. The 

workers of the Private-Individual segments face clear and 

direct threats to their livelihood when they directly 

confront their employers or attempt to engage in collective 

labor action. These workers face the highest risk of 

unemployment when they engage(or attempt to) in the class 
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based, confrontational strategy promoted by the CUT. At the 

same time the opportunity to trade cooperation for immediate 

gain does not surface in these segments, since their 

employers are unwilling to recognize any form of collective 

representation, an essential condition for the opportunistic 

strategy to take hold. 

Public-collective Segments 

Workers of the Public-Collective segments are 

represented by unions and federations created after their 

legalization by the 1988 Federal Constitution. The Public­

Collective segments incorporate the public servants of 

federal, state, and municipal governments, as well as the 

many state owned and managed industrial enterprises. The 

workers composing these segments face little risk of 

unemployment while exercising their rights to form unions 

and carry out strikes against their government employers. 

They face a structure of choices which encourages militancy, 

confrontation, and the class solidarity promoted by the CUT 

and instrumental to its efforts to organize a working class 

as political actor. Not only does the low level of risk 

induce militancy, but the near absence of opportunities to 

exchange cooperation for gain leaves few options for 
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improving the welfare of public servants. 8 Such a 

structure of choices leaves most public servants predisposed 

to the class action of the CUT, and makes their unions a 

central force within this labor central. 

Public-Individual segments 

Finally, the Public-Individual segments are constituted 

by public servants with signed carteiras who are not 

represented by a corporatist union or federation for the 

purposes of negotiating with their government employers. 

Increasingly, the workers of these segments are migrating to 

the Public-Collective segments by organizing unions. 

Although public servants in some smaller municipalities have 

yet to legally constitute state sanctioned labor 

organizations, most are in the process of organizing and 

seeking state recognition of their associations. Gradually, 

public servants are overcoming the extra-constitutional 

obstacles to labor organization, including government 

employers threats and reprisals. Hence, this segment type 

should be understood as a transitory station for public 

servants who can be expected to be collectively represented 

8 There are a few small municipal governments which 
have offered their public servants immediate gains, usually 
in the form of salary increases to keep up with inflation, 
if they forego association with the CUT. However, more 
often than not, these opportunities are offered in 
combination with threats to employment security, 
compensation, and political reprisals. 
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in the not so distant future. Clearly, this segment type 

features greater risk of unemployment for carrying out the 

CUT's class action, but also great advantages for struggling 

to initiate and legally constitute union representation. 

The typology discussed above details the uneven 

distribution of risks associated with class action and 

militant labor mobilization, as well as the isolated 

presence of the opportunity to gain and avoid risk by 

cooperating with employers. The distribution of risk and 

opportunity, as this typology illustrates, is not only 

uneven, but very much dependent on the political 

institutions which regulate and contour the national labor 

market in Brazil. That is, the dual tracks of Brazil's 

labor relations system coupled with the bifurcation of types 

of labor representation are overlaid upon the 

differentiation of workers in the production process. 

Hence, this typology allows for an understanding of labor 

market segmentation founded upon analysis of the synthesis 

of economic and political variables as they directly impinge 

upon the different ways workers are organized both in and 

outside of production. Moreover, such an understanding does 

not discount the predominant, production focused manner by 

which much of the labor market segmentation analysis 

depends. Rather, it sheds new light upon the ways labor 

markets are segmented and workers divided under capitalism. 
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FROM SEGMENTATION TO STRATEGY 

This section of the chapter applies the typology 

outlined above to an analysis of the association between 

labor market segmentation in Brazil and labor movement 

political division in the 1990s. My examination 

demonstrates that workers of the Private-Individual segments 

are largely excluded from engaging in collective labor 

action of any kind. They stand at a distance from the labor 

movement and its efforts to indirectly represent them in 

matters of public policy. Second, my analysis shows that 

workers and their labor organizations of the Public­

Collective segments, and eventually those workers of the 

Public-Individual segments, largely gravitate to the class 

based, confrontational strategy of the CUT, since the risks 

to their employment is minimal and the opportunity to gain 

without such risks nearly absent. Third, this section's 

investigation of labor market segmentation in Brazil reveals 

that the bitter dispute unfolds within the Private­

Collective segments. Moreover, it shows that the labor 

movement's political polarization revolves around the urban 

industrial and service sector unions and federations of 

Brazil's most developed regions, principally the Southeast. 

Labor market segmentation falls short of explaining the 

choices made by the workers and their labor organizations in 

these segments, but it does directly impact upon the 
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structure of these choices. 

The methodology of this examination focuses upon the 

organizational membership of the two labor centrals in 

question. The dependent variable of my labor market 

segmentation analysis is adherence to either of the 

collective labor action strategies promoted by the CUT and 

the FS. This variable is operationalized by measuring 

affiliation with either of these two labor centrals. That 

is, I assume that their is a direct and incontrovertible 

association between strategy adherence and labor central 

affiliation. Although I recognize that there may exist 

momentary, counterfactual exceptions, such cases do not 

distract from the thrust of this analysis. This assumption 

is born out through the following analysis which includes 

discussion of those isolated cases where labor unions 

switched their labor central affiliation to one of the other 

labor centrals studied in this dissertation. 

Measurement of labor central affiliation in Brazil is 

somewhat problematic in Brazil, but not insurmountable. The 

best survey of labor unions in Brazil, including their self 

reports of labor central affiliation, has been carried out 

on an annual basis since 1988 by the Federal Government's 

Instituto Brasileiro de Geografia e Estatisticas(IBGE) or 

the Brazilian Institute of Geography and statistics. 

However, the IBGE surveys are not fully published or widely 
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available due to budget constraints. The data used in this 

analysis combines both published documents with unpublished 

data provided by IBGE for the purposes of this study. In 

addition, the IBGE data is reported and only available in 

aggregated form,9 preventing more sophisticated forms of 

data analysis than those utilized for this study. 

In addition to the IBGE survey data, this analysis also 

relies upon the self reported data of both the CUT and the 

FS. The data reported by the CUT comes from both 

questionnaire surveys applied to the delegates of this 

central's national congresses, as well as the General 

Secretary's office for the purpose of this study. The self 

reported data of the FS comes from the survey research 

conducted by L.M. Rodrigues and A.M. Cardoso(1993) at this 

central's founding national congress in 1991. Because of 

the restricted availability of information about the 

organizational memberships and internal affairs of both the 

CUT and the FS, this study ultimately relies upon the self 

reported information of these centrals. 

Clearly, reliance on self reports may evoke questions 

about the reliability of the data used. In order to counter 

such a valid criticism this analysis relies upon the sturdy 

9 In order to maximize the accuracy of each union's 
self reported data IBGE guarantees complete confidentiality, 
thereby excluding the disaggregated use of the data 
collected. 
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reports of union representation by sector and region while 

carrying out the examination through proportional measures. 

Since union leaders are unlikely to misreport the sector or 

professional category their unions represent, or the 

territorial domain of their unions, this self reported data 

holds up to standards of reasonable reliability. Also, 

proportional measures avoid the distortion brought on by 

exaggerated union self reports in absolute terms. Although 

these methodological maneuvers are imperfect, they do allow 

for a straight forward analysis of the association between 

labor market segmentation and labor central affiliation in 

Brazil. 

Lastly, this methodology reflects an assumption that 

Brazilian unionists are relatively free to choose between 

the collective action strategies of the CUT and the FS. 

That is, union democracy exists to the extent that union 

members are able to decide to affiliate with a labor central 

through a majority vote, unusually expressed through 

elections for union directorates. Complete union democracy 

does not exist throughout the corporatist union structure in 

Brazil. To the contrary, many of Brazil's unions are small 

and held captive by an old guard leadership cohort trained 

under military authoritarianism and dependent on the state 

corporatist controls to preserve their own domination of 

union structures. However, as a number of scholars of 
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Brazilian unionism have observed(see Morais 1994), more and 

more unions are subject to political contestation between 

two or more leadership slates during directorate elections. 

The tendency in Brazil, where only 19.54 percent of 

unions reported affiliation to a labor central in 1988(IBGE 

1988), is a greater propensity to elect new union leaders 

and choose to affiliate with a labor central. The IBGE 

survey shows that by 1991 at least 28.78 iDi]i of the union 

population reported labor central affiliation and 

unpublished accounts by IBGE researchers indicate that by 

1994 approximately half of all Brazilian unions were either 

affiliated or deciding their affiliation to a labor 

central. 10 Not only is the labor movement polarized on 

political grounds, but it is effectively divided by 

association with the labor movement's national leadership or 

independence. Moreover, rural unions make up nearly half of 

the union population, but most have opted to steer clear of 

national labor centrals, deferring to their sectoral 

confederation, the CONTAG. In addition to the rural union 

movement's distance from labor centrals in the past, there 

10 Marina Texeira, the Director of IBGE's union survey 
known as Pesquisa Sindica1, reported such an estimate on 
several occasions in 1994 to this author. Ironically, the 
strikes conducted by IBGE workers and their CUT affiliated 
union in 1993 and 1994, combined with the decreasing flow of 
resources, has slowed research, data collection and its 
analysis. As of this writing, conclusive evidence of such a 
rapid rise in affiliation rates was not yet available. 
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may well be an association between the "independent" unions 

and the over 40 percent of unions whose president has served 

at least three consecutive terms(usually of three years 

duration) .11 

Although such an association lacks confirmation, the 

data suggests that union members are increasingly interested 

in choosing a collective action strategy and affiliating 

their labor organizations with a labor central. This 

tendency clearly increases the political importance of the 

bitter dispute. Moreover, it shows that the question of 

union democracy, at least to the extent that two or more 

leadership slates contest union elections, is very closely 

tied to the unfolding clash between the CUT and the FS, 

since these labor centrals support such elections and 

attempt to influence" their outcomes. Thus, it is not 

unreasonable to assume that most Brazilian unionists are 

relatively free to choose between strategies and centrals in 

the 1990s. 

This analysis proceeds by first examining the Private-

Individual segments and their disassociation from the labor 

movement and its labor centrals~ Second, the examination 

treats the Public-Collective and Individual segments and 

shows that public sector workers are increasingly adhering 

11 This data was reported by the IBGE union survey and 
analyzed by R.A. Silva(1992a). 
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to the class based strategy of the CUT. Lastly, the 

analysis focuses upon the Private-Collective segments as the 

location of the bitter dispute. The examination 

demonstrates that the competition between the CUT and the FS 

takes place within the urban, industrial and service sector 

workforce with collective representation. However, further 

labor market segmentation by sector or subsector shows that 

labor organizations of the same sector, subsector, size and 

region affiliate with both the CUT and the FS, although with 

the former labor central in larger absolute numbers. 

Moreover, the FS attracts industrial unions, especially the 

metalworker(known in Brazil as the Metalworking, Electrical 

and Mechanical worker unions) unions, and unions from the 

more developed Southeast, in disproportionate numbers. This 

suggests that the type of representation provided by the FS 

is only effective where private employers are compelled to 

seek cooperation rather than rely on intransigence. 

Exclusion From Collective Action 

Workers laboring in the Private-Individual segments of 

Brazil's labor market are divorced from the labor movement 

and its alternative collective action strategies. By far, a 

majority of the workers of these segments pursue an 

exclusively individual, risk adverse strategy aimed at 

preserving their employment. Few efforts have been taken by 

the labor movement and its leadership to stimulate 
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collective organization within this very large contingent of 

the country's workforce, with the exception of the CUT's 

recent attention to the problem of incorporating these 

workers within its organizational domain. 

The Pesquisa Por Amostra de Domicilios(PNAD) or 

National Research Sample of Domiciles has gathered self 

reported questionnaire data from representative sampling 

throughout Brazil. The PNAD study indicates that 66 percent 

of the EAP is composed of employees, excepting the members 

of the Armed Forces(IBGE Trabalho no Brasil 1992:62). Also, 

21.9 percent of the EAP work for themselves, but are not 

employers(Ibid.). Thus, at least two thirds of the EAP, if 

not more, could employ collective labor representation to 

conceive and defend their interests, although only slightly 

less than half of these workers possess signed carteiras. 

The PNAD study shows that 51.3 percent of those surveyed who 

did not possess a signed carteira were in search of a formal 

sector job where their Employment Registry Booklet would be 

signed by an employer(IBGE Trabalho no Brasil 1992:73). 

These workers preferred to migrate to either the Private­

Collective or Public segments in search of better working 

conditions, than take on the risks of labor organization and 

collective action at their present jobs. 
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Some 49.7 percent of those reporting employment without 

a signed carte ira preferred their current employment(IBGE 

Trabalho no Brasil 1992:74). However, those workers who 

preferred laboring in the Private-Individual segments of the 

labor market were also more likely to report higher earnings 

from their jobs(IBGE Trabalho no Brasil 1992:81). Better 

paid workers of the informal sector are much more content 

with their individual, risk averse strategy, but those 

earning less preferred to leave their current employment 

given the opportunity to work in the Private-Collective or 

Public segments. The combination of these two strategies 

lock most of the informal workers out of the labor movement, 

since it is increasingly difficult to find gainful 

employment in the formal sector of Brazil's labor market as 

Dedecca and Brandao(1993) argue. 

The CUT has begun to confront this predicament for 

workers wanting collective labor representation in these 

segments. Although the CUT prevents individual workers from 

directly participating in its affairs, since its 

organizational membership unit is a labor organization of 

some form, it has initiated programs to reach out to the 

workers of the Private-Individual segments in recent years. 

The CUT's Department of Rural Workers was the first to 

address the problem, resolving at it First National Congress 

in 1990 to 
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intensify labor mobilization in order to secure the 
recognition of workers' constitutional rights and collective 
accords, frequently ignored by their employers(CUT 1990:22). 

In 1992 the CUT's National Executive followed the lead 

of the rural sector by authorizing the implementation of a 

program to organize workers of the informal sector(CUT 

1992:39). This program largely focused on rural workers 

employed in migratory, seasonal agricultural labor(De Fato 

1994:53-56). Since these efforts were taken the CUT has 

also reached out to street vendors, domestic servants, 

unemployed workers engaged in garbage recycling, and others 

working in those activities associated with informal 

labor(see Portes 1993). Although the FS did hold a seminar 

to discuss the informal sector in June of 1993(Journal da 

Forca August 1993:4), it has yet to implement a program to 

organize the workers of these segments as the CUT has done. 

Thus, while the vast contingent of informal workers stand at 

the sidelines of the bitter dispute, available information 

indicates that only the CUT is trying to incorporate them 

within its own expanding organizational development. 

Public-Collective segments and class Action 

The available data shows that most public servants are 

striving to create labor organizations for the purposes of 

collective representation. Furthermore, their recently 

formed unions disproportionately affiliate with the CUT. 

Table 5:1 shows the size of the non-industrial public 
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servant union membership of the CUT, the FS, the total 

population of Brazilian unions and the EAP in proportional 

terms. A comparison of the public servant membership 

proportions of each of these two labor centrals indicates 

that 8.8 percent of all CUT unions represent public 

servants, excepting those laboring for the state's 

industries. This proportion shadows that of the FS, 2.9 

percent, and surpasses both the public servant component of 

the union population and the EAP. Public servant unions are 

much more important to the CUT than they are for the FS, and 

more so than their proportion within the total number of 

unions in Brazil would suggest. Moreover, of the non-

industrial public servant unions existing in the country two 

years after their legalization, 76.45 percent were formally 

affiliated with the CUT.12 

This finding is consistent with the conclusion of other 

scholars. Sandoval finds that public sector workers 

have been more successful in mobilizing workers than has 
often been the case for the private sector(1993:166}. 

By 1989 the average number of working days lost in public 

sector strikes numbered 109,353.7, dwarfing the private 

12 IBGE's union survey reported the existence of 242 
non-industrial public sector unions in 1990. The CUT 
reported 185 non-industrial public sector union affiliates 
at its 1988 National Congress. Thus, 76.45 percent 
represents a conservative estimate of the overall rate of 
affiliation to the CUT. 
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THE RELATIVE SIZE OF THE NON-INDUSTRIAL PUBLIC 
SECTOR MEMBERSHIP FOR THE LABOR CENTRALS, THE 
UNION POPULATION, AND THE NON-INDUSTRIAL PUBLIC 
SECTOR WORKFORCE AS A PROPORTION OF THE EAP 

UNION POP. 

Public Sector 8.8 2.9 3.8 4.7 

Sources: CUT-General Secretary (unpublished membership data 
from 1993), DIEESE (1993), IBGE (unpublished data from the union 
survey), and L.M. Rodrigues and A.M. Cardoso(1993). 
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sector average of 34,166.7(Sandoval 1993:170). Although 

disaggregated strike data for the 1990s was not available at 

the time of this writing, public servant unions remain much 

more strike prone than their private sector counterparts 

demonstrated during the recessionary years of the early 

1990s. Thus, public sector labor militancy coupled with the 

CUT's special attraction for the public sector unions 

demonstrates that the Public-Collective segments are indeed 

closely associated with the Class based, confrontational 

strategy. 

Available data does not allow for an full investigation 

of the Public-Individual segments. Yet, the explosion of 

public sector unions following their legalization in 1988 

and their close association with the class action of the CUT 

suggests that workers of these segments are much more likely 

to favor the class based strategy of the CUT rather than 

side with its rival. Since its founding the FS has done 

little to attract public servant unions or organize workers 

of the Public-Individual segments. As a result this 

central's public sector membership is nearly insignificant, 

if not contradictory. 

At the FS' Second National Congress in 1993 the few 

delegates representing public servant unions or professional 

associations(without the legal power to represent employees 

in legally binding negotiations with employers) were deeply 
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upset at this labor central's support of efforts to remove 

public sector employment security from the 1988 Federal 

constitution. On one occasion a delegate representing 

public sector workers at University of Viscosa in Minas 

Gerais denounced the FS' opposition to public sector 

employment security and angrily left the podium after a 

heated exchange with congress delegates. Although this 

contradiction does not prevent the FS from attracting a few 

small public sector unions, it clearly bars it from 

successfully absorbing the growing organizational capacity 

demonstrated by the many well organized unions of this 

sector. 

The Bitter Dispute Over the Private-Collective Segments 

This part of the labor market segmentation analysis 

reveals the location of the bitter dispute among the 

workforce of the Private-Collective segments. The clash 

between the CUT and the FS is essentially constrained to 

Brazil's industrialized, urban Southeast region, although it 

does threaten to go beyond these limits as the labor 

·movement continues to rapidly develop during the 1990s. The 

bitter dispute is constrained to the urban, Private­

Collective segments because it is within these segments that 

labor organizations face an ever changing mix and 

distribution of the risks emanating from confrontation and 

the opportunities stemming from inter-class cooperation. 
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Rural unions do not usually encounter the opportunity to 

trade worker cooperation with employers in the workplace and 

at the ballot box for immediate gain. They are increasingly 

moving from political independence to the CUT camp through 

the affiliation of their national confederation, the CONTAG, 

with this central. Thus, the bitter dispute emerged as an 

urban phenomenon, one very much associated with and 

interrelated to the dynamic economic and political 

development of the states of Minas Gerais, Rio de Janeiro, 

Sao Paulo, and to a lesser extent, Rio Grande do SuI. 

Rural Private-Collective Segments 

In 1991 IBGE reported the existence of 2,223 rural 

worker unions, of which 682 admitted affiliation with a 

labor central. Thus, nearly a third of rural unions are 

labor central affiliates and at least 88.7 percent of these 

affiliates are members of the CUT(IBGE unpublished data from 

the 1991 survey). Of the over two thirds of all rural 

unions independent from the labor centrals nearly all are 

members of their sectoral confederation, the CONTAG. 

Since the emergence of labor movement political 

division in 1983 the CONTAG has maintained its 

organizational distance from the various labor centrals. 

However, the President of the CONTAG in 1983, Jose Francisco 

da Silva, did assume the Vice-Presidency of the CGT. 

Throughout the 1980s the political polarization of the rural 



220 

labor movement developed through the competition between the 

CONTAG and the CUT. Initially, rural CUT unionists sought 

to dislodge the sectoral confederation as the central 

political reference for rural workers while also assuming 

the leadership of union and federation directorates around 

the country. The CUT's Department of Rural Workers was 

increasingly effective as a counterweight to the CONTAG's 

national leadership, as an increasing number of CONTAG 

members choose to affiliate with the CUT under democratic 

rule. 

The political conflict crystallized during the CONTAG's 

election for its National Directorate in 1988. Claiming 

that the election was not fairly administered, the CUT 

controlled state federations of Goias and Para instructed 

their state delegates not to cast ballots for the unified 

and sole slate of directors led by Jose Francisco da 

Silva(Regina Novaes 1991:189). As a result the CONTAG 

National Directorate was elected with less than 40 percent 

of its members' votes(Ibid.). In the aftermath of this 

election, the CONTAG's CGT linked President stepped aside to 

allow for more cordial relations between the new CONTAG 

leadership and the CUT rural unionists. By 1993 the CONTAG 

National Directorate had resolved to seek formal affiliation 

with the CUT, setting forth the current process of a nearly 

complete alignment of the rural labor movement with the 
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CUT's class based, confrontational strategy. 

Rural employers were either unable or unwilling to 

offer rural workers an opportunity to take another course of 

action, preventing the CGT's Unionism of Results, and later 

the FS, from contesting the CUT's expanding influence among 

the rural, Private-Collective segments. In the absence of 

opportunity and given the recently consummated strategic 

alliance between the CONTAG and the CUT, most rural unions 

will be steered by the former to affiliate with the latter. 

Moreover, the absence of a comprehensive land reform in 

Brazil, rural workers' struggle for fertile land or stable 

employment, and the "forced" labor practices prevalent in 

many rural areas propels rural workers to either move to the 

cities or integrate themselves within the working class 

project composed by the CUT, MST, the PT and the political 

forces of the FBP. Standing aside the public sector, 

organized rural workers represent a second major column of 

support for the CUT, advancing its class based organization 

of workers throughout Brazil and leaving the FS to 

concentrate its efforts in the cities. 

Urban Private-collective Segments 

This examination of the urban, Private-Collective 

segments and labor central affiliation confirms the class 

encompassing character of the CUT as well as limits to the 

FS interclass political exchange strategy_ 
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Table 5:2 presents the relative distribution of labor 

central membership, the union population and the EAP by 

sector. This data helps confirm the class encompassing 

character of the CUT, since its membership approximates or 

falls between the sectoral distribution of both the union 

population and the EAP. The CUT's rural labor organization 

contingent accounts for 33.3 percent of this central 

membership, a proportion which falls between the union 

population figure of 44.78 and that of the EAP, 23.15 

percent. Its industrial members, including those unions 

which represent public servants employed in the state's 

industries, makes up 22.0 percent of the organizational 

membership. This proportion nearly matches that of the 

union population, 23.25, and the EAP, 23.70 percent. 

Lastly, the CUT's service sector membership of 35.8 

lies between the service sector component of the union 

population at 28.17 and that of the EAP, 48.41 percent. The 

only exception to the even distribution of CUT affiliates in 

accord with the sectoral distribution of both the labor 

movement and the EAP is its non-industrial public servant 

sector. This exception may add to the confrontational 

propensity of the CUT, but it does not significantly distort 

the class encompassing membership profile of this labor 

central. The CUT is present in all of the collectively 

represented segments of the Brazilian workforce, and making 



TABLE 5:2 

SECTOR 

Rural 

Industrial 

Service 

Public 
Servants 

Other* 
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THE RELATIVE DISTRIBUTION OF THE ORGANIZATIONAL 
MEMBERSHIP OF THE LABOR CENTRALS, THE UNION 
POPULATION, AND THE EAP BY ECONOMIC SECTOR 

CUT FS UNION POP. EAP 

33.3 3.5 44.8 23.2 

22.0 60.3 23.3 23.7 

35.8 28.5 28.2 48.4 

8.8 2.9 3.8 4.7 

0.1 4.8 

* This category represents both associations of retired 
workers and FS affiliates not included in the other four 
categories by L.M. Rodrigues and A.M. Cardoso(1993). 

Sources: CUT-General Secretary (unpublished membership data for 
1993), DIEESE(1993), IBGE(unpublished data from the union 
survey) and L.M. Rodrigues and A.M. Cardoso(1993). 
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efforts to penetrate the informal sector. 

Its rival, the FS, does not express a class wide 

membership profile. On the contrary, Table 5:2 indicates 

the sectoral concentration of the FS within the industrial 

and service sectors. Only 3.5 percent of this central's 

membership is composed of rural labor organizations. In 

addition, the public servant contingent is less than the 

CUT, the union population and the EAP. These small 

membership proportions indicate either the absence of 

employers' willingness to trade immediate benefits for 

cooperation, the FS inability to promote such an 

opportunity, or both. 

Further examination of the FS ' membership by sector 

reveals that its foundation rests upon industrial and 

service sector unions. 60.3 percent of the membership is 

composed of industrial labor organizations, nearly 40 

percent more than the CUT, the industrial proportion of the 

union population, as well as the EAP. Given that its 

service sector membership proportion of 28.5 percent nearly 

equals that of the union population, the industrial 

membership of the FS is clearly disproportionate. 
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The FS's skewed membership distribution by sector is 

further confirmed by data provided by the FS of the state of 

Minas Gerais. 13 Table 5:3 presents the relative 

distribution of labor central membership by sector in Minas 

Gerais. This data both confirms the class encompassing 

profile of the CUT in Minas Gerais and the skewed 

distribution of the FS membership. The FS' rural sector in 

Minas Gerais is larger in proportional terms than the 

national membership distribution, but this represents only 

two rural and extractive FS affiliated unions in the state. 

Given that the absolute number is so low one cannot draw the 

conclusion that the FS in Minas Gerais is more successful in 

attracting rural affiliates than the national effort. In 

addition, the five public servant labor organizations which 

together comprise 10.4 percent of the FS' membership are too 

few cases to make conclusions. One of these labor 

organizations, the Union of Public Professors of the state 

of Minas Gerais did not hold the legal power to negotiate 

binding accords at the time of this writing. A second 

union, the Union of Public Servants of the Municipality of 

13 The state of Minas Gerais is the second most 
important state in terms of absolute member affiliates for 
both the CUT and the FS. Moreover, its balanced mix of 
urban and rural unions makes the state more representative 
of the total national union population than the state of Sao 
Paulo which is the most important state for both centrals, 
but not representative of the national union population. 
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SECTOR 
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RELATIVE DISTRIBUTION OF THE ORGANIZATIONAL 
MEMBERSHIP OF THE CUT AND THE FS IN THE STATE 
OF MINAS GERAIS BY ECONOMIC SECTOR 

CUT FS 
(N=223) (N=48) 

RURAL 26.2 4.2 

INDUSTRIAL 36.9 58.3 

SERVICE 30.0 27.1 

PUBLIC SERVICE 6.9 10.4 

Sources: CUT-General Secretary (unpublished membership data 
from 1993) and FS-Minas Gerais/President Antonio Carlos 
Franciso dos Santos. 



Curo Branco was claimed by both the FS and the CUT, after 

the town's mayor dismissed the CUT unionists without due 

cause, opening the door to the FS. The matter was in the 

hands of the courts at the time of this writing. Lastly, 

the three remaining public servant unions affiliated with 

the FS represent small numbers of municipal or university 

workers, and stand in contrast with the very large public 

servant unions, such as the Union of Educational Workers, 

affiliated with the CUT. 
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What the data presented in Table 5:3 does show is the 

large proportion of industrial unions within the membership 

of the Minas Gerais FS. 58.3 percent of the membership is 

from the industrial sector, nearly matching the national 

proportion and well beyond the CUT's 36.9 percent. 

Moreover, of the 28 industrial unions affiliated with the FS 

in Minas Gerais, half are metalworker unions. Also, the 

only state federation to formally affiliate with the FS is 

the Minas Gerais Metalworker Federation. In Minas Gerais, 

the backbone of the FS is within the metalworker unions, and 

the industrial labor organizations in general. 

The concentration of the FS within the industrial 

sector both nationally and in Minas Gerais is partially 

accounted for by the disproportionate numbers of metalworker 

unions affiliated with the FS. In Minas Gerais the FS 

represents 12 metalworker unions, with the CUT claiming 28. 



However, at the national level the CUT reports the 

affiliation of 83 metalworker unions with the FS also 

approximating this number. 14 Table 5:4 presents the 

relative distribution of the industrial membership of the 

CUT and the FS, and the union population, by industrial 

activity. A review of the industrial membership by 
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subsector as a proportion of the overall membership of the 

CUT shows its relative balance among the various industrial 

activities from metalworking to civil construction. Across 

every industrial subsector the CUT's membership proportion 

does not deviate more than 1.5 percent from the distribution 

expressed by the union population. 

The FS industrial membership distribution does not 

express such balance. Rather this central's membership is 

heavily 'skewed and features large proportions of both 

14 It is extremely difficult to estimate the absolute 
number of unions affiliated with the FS, and their sectoral 
association. The FS claimed that over 700 labor 
organizations sent delegates to the founding congress in 
1991, but IBGE reported that only 212 unions indicated their 
affiliation with the FS at that time. Because the IBGE 
survey is carried out throughout the year with unions 
responding at different times through the year, and the 
official founding of the FS corning in the last half of 1991, 
the absolute number of affiliates was probably under­
reported. On the other hand, the FS own number of 700 plus 
may have exaggerated the true number of unions with formal 
representation at the congress. Since 25.6 percent of the 
congress delegates represented metalworker unions or 
federations (L.M. Rodrigues and A.M. Cardoso 1993:46), a 
conservative estimate of the number of metalworker 
affiliates falls between the range of 53 and 173, based on 
the two different sources of data. 
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TABLE 5:4 THE DISTRIBUTION OF THE INDUSTRIAL SUBSECTOR 
MEMBERSHIPS OF THE CUT AND THE FS AS PORTIONS 
OF THE TOTAL ORGANIZATIONAL MEMBERSHIP, AND 
THE INDUSTRIAL SUBSECTOR UNION COMPONENTS OF 
THE UNION POPULATION. 

INDUSTRIAL SUBS ECTOR 

METALURGICAL, MECHANICAL 
AND ELECTRICAL 

FOOD AND BEVERAGE 

CHEMICAL, PETROLEUM, 
PHARMACEUTICALS, AND 
PAPER PRODUCTS 

CLOTHING AND TEXTILES 

CONSTRUCTION 

MINERAL EXTRACTION 

OTHERS 

4.4 25.6 3.19 

2.8 11. 7 3.87 

3.8 5.5 2.37 

3.0 3.3 3.79 

4.3 2.3 5.10 

1.4 1.45 

2.2 10.1 3.36 

Sources: CUT-General Secretary (unpublished membership data 
from 1993), IBGE(unpublished data from the union survey) and 
L.M. Rodrigues and A.M. cardoso(1993). 
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metalworker and food/beverage worker unions. 25.6 percent 

of the overall national membership of the FS is composed of 

metalworker unions with food/beverage worker unions 

comprising another 11.7 percent. Taken together, these two 

industrial activities account for slightly more than 7 

percent for both the CUT membership and the union 

population, but well over a third of the FS membership. 

This data does not suggest that the FS is more successful 

than the CUT in attracting affiliates from the industrial, 

metalworker and food/beverage worker unions, only that the 

FS is more successful in promoting and seizing the 

opportunity to trade rank and file quiescence and political 

support for employer concessions. 

The data presented in Tables 5:2, 5:3 and 5:4 show that 

both of these centrals attract union affiliates across the 

urban, Private-Collective segments. The CUT does so as part 

of its efforts to organize a working class political force. 

Hence, its membership distribution by sector and industrial 

subs ector parallels the sectoral distribution of the labor 

movement at large, as well as the EAP in general. The FS 

attracts affiliates from these segments because it provides 

a special type of labor representation, much different than 

that of the CUT. The success of the FS is dependent on its 

leadership striking "deals" with the employers of its rank 

and file. The leadership of the FS is not composed through 
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the political balance of competing forces, as it is for the 

CUT. Rather, the FS' leadership is composed by those 

capable of negotiating the exchange between employers and 

workers based upon cooperation for immediate gain without 

risk. So far, those leaders most successful in pulling off 

such deals have been the FS' President, Luiz Antonio de 

Medeiros, who is also the President of the city of Sao Paulo 

Metalworkers Union and the National Confederation of 

Metalworkers. In addition, the FS ' Vice-President, 

Melquiades de Araujo, is also the President of the Sao Paulo 

State Federation of Food Workers. These two labor leaders 

of the metalworking and food/beverage industries are clearly 

instrumental in attracting union affiliates from these 

subsectors, but why? 

Some observers would conclude that these leaders pull 

unions to the FS through either clientelist or corrupt 

practices. others might argue that these leaders are simply 

"effective" in persuading the rank and file of their 

organizations to embrace the FS and its opportunistic 

strategy. No doubt that both of these types of accounts 

contribute to a partial understanding of the concentration 

of the FS ' membership within the urban, industrial 

workforce. Yet, both fail to explicate the logic underlying 

the decisions of the rank and file to accompany these 

leaders, as well as the success of these leaders in 
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advancing the aims of their respective labor organizations. 

The success of Medeiros, Araujo and the FS is dependent 

on the opportunity to exchange workers' cooperation in both 

production and through the ballot box for immediate gain 

without the risks and costs associated with the CUT's 

strategy. Medeiros' success in cultivating such 

opportunities and persuading unionists to take full 

advantage of them is noteworthy, but without employers' 

willingness to make a deal neither Medeiros or Araujo could 

have scaled the heights of national labor leadership under 

democracy. Therefore, it is reasonable to argue that the 

concentration of the FS' membership reflects the initial 

success of Medeiros and Araujo in seizing the moment and 

employers' willingness to offer something in exchange for 

cooperation to stall the CUT's development. This does not 

understate the remarkable leadership skills of those in 

command of the FS, but links such success to an explanation 

of why industrial, private sector unions are more likely to 

side with this central in comparison to unions of the rural, 

service and public servant sectors. 

Alternative explanations based on labor market 

segmentation in production can be considered in light of the 

available evidence. First, as the evidence presented above 

shows, both centrals draw affiliates from both the 

industrial and service workforce incorporated by the urban, 
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Private-collective segments. Also, both draw from all 

industrial subsectors. Second, as Table 5:5 shows, the 

relative distribution of labor central membership and union 

population across the five regions of Brazil confirms two of 

the conclusions drawn above. 

The regional distribution of the CUT parallels that of 

the union population, never varying by more than 5 percent 

in any region. The distribution for the FS is as skewed as 

this central's membership distribution by sector. Fully 

65.9 percent of the FS' affiliates are drawn from the 

Southeast, which includes the industrialized states of Minas 

Gerais, Rio de Janeiro and Sao Paulo, as well as Espirito 

Santo. This proportion is more than 30 percent larger than 

that of the CUT or the union population. Although available 

data does not allow for an examination of the association 

between the metalworker and food/beverage worker unions and 

their location in the Southeast, the possibility of such an 

association is undeniable. The sectoral and regional 

concentration of the FS "fits" to the extent that the 

leadership of the FS emerged from both the metalworker and 

food/beverage workers unions located in the Southeast, 

principally in Brazil's most developed state, Sao Paulo. 

This evidence suggests that labor market segmentation in 

production accounts for the emergence of the FS from the 

industrial sector of the country's largest regional economy. 



TABLE 5:5 

REGION 

North 

Northeast 

Southeast' 

South 

Center-west 

THE RELATIVE DISTRIBUTION OF LABOR CENTRAL 
MEMBERSHIPS AND THE UNION POPULATION BY 
REGION 
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CUT FORCA SINDICAL UNION POP. 

9.9 3.3 5.9 

29.3 9.0 29.3 

32.1 65.9 31.2 

21.2 16.5 26.2 

7.5 5.3 7.3 

The five regions are composed by the following states; North: 
Rondonia, Acre, Amazonas, Roraima, Para, Amapa, and Tocantins; 
Northeast: Maranhao, Piaui, Ceara, Rio Grande do Norte, 
Paraiba, Pernambuco, Alagoas, sergipe, and Bahia; Southeast: 
Minas Gerais, Espirito Santo, Rio de Janeiro, and Sao Paulo; 
South: Parana, Santa catarina, and Rio Grande do SuI; Center­
west: Mato Grosso do SuI, Mato Grosso, Goias, and the Distrito 
Federal or Federal District. 

Sources: CUT-General secretary(unpublished membership data 
from 1993), IBGE(unpublished data from the union survey) and 
L.M. Rodrigues and A.M. Cardoso(1993). 
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A second alternative explanation based on labor market 

segmentation in production poses the size of the bargaining 

unit, namely the union, as a decisive factor in shaping 

strategic choices of workers(Offe and Wiesenthal 1979). 

This argument would hypothesize that confrontational 

collective action by workers would be easier to coordinate 

the smaller the union, whereas very large unions would pose 

obstacles to intra-worker cooperation for carrying out 

strikes. Data collected by lBGE and made available for this 

study neither confirms or falsifies such a proposition for 

the Brazilian case. 

Table 5:6 presents the relative distribution of labor 

central membership by the size of their affiliates. The 

size is measured by the number of dues paying members. 15 

Considering that more Brazilian unions are small, less than 

500 members, than large, more than 5,000 members, the 

distribution by size does not reveal much variation. 

Although the CUT draws a larger proportion of its membership 

from small unions, it may do so because it so closely 

15 Brazilian unions legally represent those workers 
encompassed by each union's representational monopoly. Yet, 
the affairs of the union, including directorate elections, 
are only deliberated upon by dues paying members of the 
union. Thus, while all workers with signed carteiras 
finance their respective unions through the Union Tax and 
other compulsory contributions, they do not exercise the 
right to participate in union affairs without first paying 
the additional union membership dues. 
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TABLE 5:6 THE RELATIVE DISTRIBUTION OF LABOR CENTRAL 
MEMBERSHIPS BY SIZE OF UNION AFFILIATE 

SIZE CUT FORCA SINDICAL 

0-500 49.5 41.7 

501-5,000 44.8 49.3 

5,001 
OR MORE 5.7 9.0 

Source: IBGE(unpublished data from the 1991 union survey) . 
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mirrors the union population at large. On the other hand, 

9.0 percent of the FS are unions of over 5,000 members, 

above the CUT's proportion for this size of union. This 

piece of data may sUbstantiate the alternative proposition 

suggested by Offe and Wiesenthal, but in absolute numbers 

such confirmation falls short. lBGE found 37 unions with 

5,000 or more members reporting affiliation with the CUT, 

but only 8 such union for the FS. Relying on the lBGE's 

measures the argument does not hold up. The proportional 

distribution of labor central membership by union size is 

close enough to suggest that size is not a decisive factor 

shaping the structure of choices faced by labor 

organizations in terms of strategy adherence or labor 

central affiliation. Size may determine variation in 

tactics during any given situation, but it is does not seem 

to contribute to an explanation of the bitter dispute. 
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CONCLUSION 

Labor market segmentation does not divide Brazilian 

workers, but it does produce an uneven distribution of risks 

and opportunities which greatly shape their structure of 

choices. My examination shows that nearly half of the 

Brazilian workforce stands distant from the clash between 

strategies and labor centrals, but could playa decisive 

role in the future if either labor central is able to 

organizationally and politically incorporate the workers of 

the Private-Individual segments. The other half of the 

workforce is highly segmented by political institutions and 

productive processes. 

Public servants do not face the great risks to 

employment as do private sector workers. Their structure of 

choices favor their adherence to the class based, 

confrontational strategy as inflation erodes their wages and 

governmental authorities resist salary adjustments. The 

constitutional guarantee of permanent employment for public 

servants galvanizes their resolve to struggle for both 

immediate and future gains. The protected employment of the 

public sector serves to segment the unionized workforce 

between low risk and vulnerable segments. In so doing, it 

contours the boundaries of the bitter dispute. 

The rural workers of the vulnerable Private-Collective 

segments may face the greatest risks from engaging in the 
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CUT's collective action strategy. Not only do they face the 

prospects of losing their already precarious employment 

opportunities, but many are threatened by their employers 

and some violently repressed. However, the rural labor 

movement has increasingly gravitated toward the CUT since 

the transition to democracy indicating that while the risks 

maybe overwhelming the potential benefits from class action 

are more compelling. Certainly more and more rural labor 

organizations are deciding that agrarian reform and the 

modernization of labor relations in the countryside are very 

much dependent on the development and success of the CUT. 

Labor market segmentation analysis demonstrates that 

the CUT is able to appeal to every type of labor market 

segment in Brazil, including the Private-Individual 

segments(but with much less success). The FS is limited to 

the urban, Private-Collective segments where both the CUT 

and employers' offers to deal immediate gain for cooperation 

are present. As my model explains, the development and 

success of the FS is highly dependent on the perceived 

threat to employers' interests represented by the CUT, and 

the employers' willingness to undermine such a threat by 

making concessions for productive and political cooperation. 

This is the crux of the bitter dispute, the 

opportunistic strategy requires that the class based, 

confrontational strategy be relatively successful in 
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mobilizing workers. Without the "working class" threat to 

employers interests, they would not be disposed, nor 

compelled to concede anything to workers. This condition 

held during Brazil's recent military dictatorship and the 

transition to democracy when the country developed, most 

private sector employers profited, and workers' wages lost 

sight of productivity increases. Yet, the presence of the 

CUT does not explain the emergence and subsequent 

development of the FS. In the urban, Private-Collective 

segments, particularly in the Southeast, workers' choice 

between the two collective action strategies and political 

projects is ultimately decided by the structure and dynamic 

of political contestation. The following chapter explores 

this factor as the primary source of combustion fueling the 

bitter dispute among the urban, Private-Collective segments 

of the workforce. 
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POLITICAL CONTESTATION 
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Goaded by the intensification of class conflict and 

mediated through labor market segmentation the bitter 

dispute has unfolded .almost exclusively within the urban, 

private sector labor market segments up to 1994. While the 

CUT's organizational membership has nearly mirrored the 

Brazilian workforce by sector and region, the FS's 

membership has been concentrated in the industrialized 

Southeast and its urban, private labor market segments. 

The CUT and the FS have clashed over many of the unions and 

various labor organizations representing the workers of 

these segments, the most productive and politically 

important of the nation under democracy. Why is the bitter 

dispute constrained to these segments? Moreover, what 

explains the choices made by those unions contested by both 

the CUT and the FS? 

This chapter completes the explanation of the bitter 

dispute by exploring these questions. The chapter presents 

the argument that the dynamic fueling the bitter dispute, 

conditioned by class conflict and labor market segmentation, 

arose from the polarized structure of political contestation 

from 1989 to 1994. More specifically, it was the 
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consolidation of a working class political project, the 

threat it posed to most employers, and its impact upon the 

nature of political contestation in democratic Brazil which 

unleashed a conflict over conception and strategy within the 

labor movement. This conflict was crystallized by the 

formation of the FS in 1991, but the dynamic underlying it 

was unleashed by the increasing numbers of urban, private 

sector employers willing to exchange concessions to unions 

for their political support. Thus, the dynamic of the 

bitter dispute was set in place by labor organizations' 

efforts to effectively represent their urban, private sector 

memberships, albeit through competing strategies and at the 

cost of political division. 

Three conditions surfaced to catalyze the dynamic of 

division and ignite the explosive clash between the CUT and 

the FS during the early 1990s. These conditions not only 

increased the viability of the class based, confrontational 

strategy of the CUT, but provided the opportunity for the FS 

to coordinate political exchanges between labor 

organizations and employers under democracy. Henceforth, 

urban, private sector labor organizations faced clearly 

defined and viable options which transcended mere quiescence 

and subordination. 

First, the gradual, but unmistakable rise of the PT, 

anchored to the organized social forces of the CUT, 
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threatened employers and their influence over the direction 

of Brazil's democratic capitalist path. By the second round 

of the 1989 presidential race the PT and its closet allies 

stood poised to scale the heights of democracy and put into 

motion its ambitious, redistributive reform agenda. The PT, 

the CUT and their working class political project did not 

imperil capitalism in Brazil, but they did threaten to 

change the path it took under democracy. 

Second, the threat posed by the PT after 1989 

transformed the political structure of electoral 

contestation by polarizing important majoritarian elections 

and bringing the labor movement to the political center­

stage. The PT successfully polarized the 1989 and 1994 

presidential elections, as well as the mayoral races for 

most of Brazil's state capitals and major cities in 1992, 

between its working class political project and various 

incarnations of employer led, multiclass candidates, parties 

and coalitions. The PT's electoral successes of the late 

1980s and early 1990s transformed the political structure of 

electoral contestation from the competition between 

candidates of multiclass parties and coalitions to a 

fundamental political conflict between political projects 

for guiding development and democracy. This transformation 

and each successive polarized election allowed the labor 

movement to play a pivotal electoral role, attracting the 



attention of employers eager to prevent the PT's 

majoritarian ambitions from being realized. 
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Third, the threat posed by the PT led working class 

project moved many and important urban, private sector 

employers to seek out allies within labor to defeat the PT 

in elections and spoil the CUT's strategy. Unable to count 

on systematic, state sponsored repression of the labor 

movement to defend their interests and privilege, some 

employers chose to make concessions to labor organizations 

in exchange for their political support, or at least their 

public opposition to the CUT and the PT. Thus, the 

opportunity to obtain perceivable gains without the risks of 

class based confrontation was conceived and the dynamic of 

the bitter dispute unleashed. 

This chapter examines each of these three conditions, 

spelling out their impact on both the location and dynamic 

of the bitter dispute between the CUT and the FS during the 

early 1990s. The first section examines the threat posed by 

the PT and the working class project it leads. This 

sections out~ines ~he PT's growth, confirms its expanded 

electoral reach and shows that it is sufficiently 

threatening to provoke a concerted response by many private 

sector employers. 

The second section details the changing structure of 

electoral contestation brought on by the PT's rising 



political stature and demonstrates the labor movement's 

central political role within it. 
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The third section investigates the responses of 

employers to the threat posed by the PT and its project. 

This section demonstrates that important employer 

representatives actively sought out allies within the labor 

movement to restrain the CUT and undercut the PT's massive 

electoral support in many of Brazil's largest cities. In 

addition, the section shows that the formation of the FS and 

its subsequent development were largely shaped by emerging 

political exchanges between employers and increasing numbers 

of urban, private sector unions after the 1989 presidential 

election. 

The final and fourth section examines the dynamic 

unleashed by this new opportunity for labor, and the clash 

between the CUT and the FS. This section reveals the link 

between the bitter dispute within the labor movement and the 

polarized structure of political contestation shaping 

Brazil's capitalist democracy in the 1990s. 
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THE WORKING CLASS POLITICAL THREAT 

The presence and increasing success of Brazil's working 

class political project did indeed threaten the path of 

capitalist development. It propelled increasing numbers of 

workers and their families to engage in class based 

political cooperation from a sturdy organizational 

foundation. Its project of redistributing economic wealth 

and political authority was as viable as it was threatening 

to those who traditionally hoarded the fruits of Brazil's 

capitalist democracy. Led by the PT and organized 

electorally through the FBP, the country's working class 

project has been increasingly successful in mobilizing the 

citizenry and attracting their votes. 

The Partido dos Trabalhadores 

The uncontested leader of the working class political 

project is the PT. This party was founded in 1979 by many 

of the New Unionists who were also instrumental in founding 

the CUT four years later. The emergence of the PT 

represented the organization and revitalization of many 

political forces arising "from below" and outside the 

political institutions of the authoritarian capitalist state 

of the late 1970s and early 1980s(Keck 1992, Meneguello 

1989, Moises 1986 and L.M. Rodrigues 1990b). At the core of 

these emerging political forces were the two most important 

institutional pillars of Brazilian civil society, the labor 
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movement and the Catholic Church. According to L.M. 

Rodrigues, 

the PT emerged from those social movements controlled or 
influenced by the Catholic Church, which is long from being, 
in Brazil, a weak, marginal or illegitimate institution. 
Also, the PT was launched and supported by union leaders, 
directors of the "official" unions with the power to 
pressure employers and the state, as well as mobilize the 
masses(1990b:10). 

In her detailed study of the PT Margaret Keck concluded 

that the rise of the New Unionism in the late 1970s and the 

accompanying repression against it forced militant unionists 

to reason that 

if an industrial strike was to be automatically transformed 
into a political strike by the government's response, then 
workers needed a political voice(1992:67). 

Lula, the leader of the New Unionism, founding President of 

the PT, and its only presidential candidate, elaborated the 

idea of a workers party in 1979 by arguing that 

It's not enough to have a program that is of interest to 
workers. All the parties have programs like this, but up to 
now I have not seen any party defend these interests in 
practice. The working class is fed up with these parties, 
and what we need is for workers to defend their own 
interests, they being the most concerned. In other words, 
the workers themselves must lead the party(as cited by Keck 
1992: 84) . 

The founders of the PT agreed that workers needed a 

political party which they controlled for the purposes of 

discerning their interests and defending them under 

democracy. However, it was not until the late 1980s, a 

decade later, that the PT was capable of presenting a 
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political project that was not revolutionary, but geared to 

guiding a wave of political and economic transformation 

within the institutions of representative democracy. If the 

efforts by labor leaders, lay workers of the Catholic 

Church, intellectuals and Marxists of many varieties to form 

a workers party was not threatening to many Brazilian 

employers in the early 1980s(Payne 1994:97), then certainly 

the PT's project for governing Brazil in the late 1980s and 

1990s was. 

The political project led by the PT and articulated by 

its leadership, the political forces of the FBP, the MST, as 

well as the CUT, threatens the concentration of wealth and 

political power under Brazilian capitalist democracy. 

Although this working class project is partially inspired by 

Marxism and social isms of nearly every sort, its policy 

orientation and electoral strategy pivot on the problematic 

of expanding political participation, downward income 

distribution and further economic development under 

capitalism in Brazil. 

First, the PT's conception and practice of democracy is 

radical to the degree that it emphasizes direct 

participation by citizens. According to Keck, 

In fighting for the right of workers and the poor to speak 
with their own voices, the PT often seemed to identify class 
struggle with the struggle for citizenship(1993:26). 

The PT and the CUT were not only born under 
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authoritarianism, but they were instrumental to pushing 

ahead the transition to democracy in the mid 1980s by 

mobilizing workers, students and others for direct and 

democratic elections. Moreover, as Keck(1992 and 1984), 

Lowy(1986) and Meneguello(1989) make clear, the PT's own 

internal party organization was created to stimulate the 

participation of its members and serve as a model of what 

democracy could be. Thus, the PT was tooled as an 

instrument allowing workers and other citizens to exercise 

their human and civil rights while struggling to transform 

the political economy of the nation.' 

At the heart of the PT's proposed policy agenda to 

transform the structural landscape of Brazil are a set of 

structural reforms for lessening poverty, redistributing 

income downward, and bolstering agricultural production and 

industrialization for domestic consumption. Three reforms 

which are central to the working class political project and 

avidly supported by the PT and the CUT are: 1) the adoption 

of unrestrained collective bargaining between employers and 

labor organizations; 2) the implementation of an industrial 

policy focusing on job creation and production for domestic 

mass consumption; and 3) a comprehensive agrarian reform. 

, For the party's most current statement about 
participation and democracy see the section "Politica, 
Cidadania e ParticipaQao Popular" in Bases do Programa de 
Governo 1994. 



250 

The CUT has been at the forefront of efforts to 

transform or replace Brazil's aging labor code, the CLT, in 

order to permit workers to freely negotiate their wages and 

working conditions with employers without state 

intervention. 

Also, the PT has championed a nationalistic industrial 

policy orientation aimed at generating more manufacturing 

employment, expanding the access of Brazilians to consumer 

markets for manufactured products, and making Brazil a more 

important agent in the global economy(PT 1994:124-127). 

Lastly, the PT in strategic alliance with both the CUT 

and the MST has placed agrarian reform as a necessary 

structural condition for equitable economic growth. Their 

conception of agrarian reform represents the experiences and 

demands of rural workers struggling for their own land. 

This conception features the redistribution of unused and 

public lands, and stiff taxation for idle private lands. 

Moreover, the PT's agrarian reform includes policies to 

stave off hunger in the countryside, to enhance the 

productivity of small and medium landholders, to support the 

commercialization of agricultural products, and to provide 

technical assistance to improve the productivity and return 

from agricultural production for those without such 

resources(PT 1994:131-134). 
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These three structural reforms not only illustrate the 

working class political project's reformist bent, but also 

represent its strategy for governing over a massive 

redistribution of wealth and income under Brazil's 

capitalist democracy. 

polarizing Elections 

What makes these policies and programs for 

redistributing economic resources and political clout 

threatening to employers is their increasing appeal to the 

electorate. When the PT contested its first elections for 

public office in 1982 it floundered miserably. According 

to Keck, 

The results of the 1982 elections were a profound shock and 
disappointment to the PT. It did not meet the law's minimum 
goal of 5 percent nationally and 3 percent in each of the 
nine states. Indeed, it won over 3 percent of the vote only 
in Sao Paulo(9.9) and Acre(5.4). Nationwide, its 
gubernatorial candidates won only 3.3 percent of the total 
vote cast(1992:149) . 

Only seven years later the party grew to national 

proportions and fell short of electing its candidate, Lula, 

to the presidency by only 6.1 percent of the vote(Moises 

1990:138). Along with Brizola's PDT, the PT was one of the 

two fastest growing parties in Brazil during the 1980s, 

mostly at the expense of those parties associated with 

employer~' interests(Lima Jr. 1993). 
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The threatening rise of PT popularity was evident with 

the election of the party's candidate, Luiza Erudina, as 

Mayor of Sao Paulo in 1988 and undeniable on the eve of the 

1994 presidential election. In 1988 the party elected the 

mayors of thirty one municipalities, including the state 

capital's of Espirito Santo (Vitoria), Rio Grande do 

SuI (Porto Alegre) and Sao Paulo. In Sao Paulo, Brazil's 

largest and most important city with over ten million 

residents, Luiza Erundina came from behind to garner a 

victorious plurality with 30 percent of the vote(Kowarick 

and Singer 1993:201).2 Erudina's and the PT's surprising 

victory in Sao Paulo not only reflected the increasing 

uncertainly of electoral outcomes under Brazilian democracy, 

but demonstrated that the PT's core electoral constituency 

resided in many of the country's most densely populated 

cites and regions. 

In the 1989 presidential election, the first direct and 

democratic election for this office since 1960, the PT 

served notice on the polity that its sights were now set on 

governing Brazil, rather than just opposing the governing 

elite. Lula, the PT's candidate, surpassed Leonel Brizola 

2 After the 1988 municipal elections the 1988 Federal 
constitution mandated that in cities over 100,000 residents 
the mayoral elections would be majoritarian and involve a 
second round contested by the winner and runner-up if no 
candidate received more than fifty percent of the vote in 
the first round. 
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of the PDT as the candidate of the Left in the first round 

of the election, garnering 16.08 percent of the vote to 

overcome Brizola's 15.46 percent(Cotrim 1990:13). Lula's 

electoral support in the first round was shadowed by that of 

the first round winner, Fernando Collor de Mello, with 28.5 

percent(Ibid.). However, as Cotrim(1990) details, Brizola's 

support for Lula in the second round allowed the PT's 

candidate to extend his electoral reach and rapidly close 

the gap with Collor. Brizola's and the PDT's support for 

Lula during the second round effectively polarized the 

election between an evolving working class political project 

and Collor's conservative coalition. 

This second round of the 1989 presidential election was 

critical in that it gave political definition to an 

otherwise fragmented, and obscure multiparty system. It 

forced political parties to choose between the employer 

supported, neoliberal inspired program of Collor and the 

rapidly ascending working class project now led by Lula and 

the PT. Moreover, the rise of the PT to the heights of the 

presidential election in 1989 effectively galvanized a Left 

leaning electoral coalition for the purposes of contesting 

majoritarian elections made up of the PT, the PDT, the PCB, 

PCdoB, the PSB, the PV, and some elements of the PSDB 
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associated with Mario covas. 3 In the end, this coalition 

lost to Collor, but not before polarizing Brazil's 

fragmented multiparty system and the electorate it 

represents. 

The second round of the 1989· presidential election was 

largely decided in the state of Sao Paulo(Cotrim 1990:24) 

where Collor earned a positive margin of 4.8 million votes 

over Lula. This decisive margin was not only instrumental 

to the election's outcome, but also to the impending 

conflict within the labor movement. The instrumental 

support given by Collor by the leaders of the Unionism of 

Results, Magri and Medeiros, not only deflated Lula's 

popularity within the paulista workforce, but also 

demonstrated the importance of workers' votes in defeating 

the PT and the working class political project it led. 

Although Magri and Medeiros had rational, individually 

calculated reasons for supporting Collor, considering 

Magri's appointment as Minister of Labor and Medeiros' 

extremely cordial relations with Collor as President, they 

also demonstrated to employers their disposition to engage 

3 Mario Covas was an important leader of the PMOB, who 
with Fernando Henrique Cardoso and other important 
"paulista" members of the PMOB left Brazil's largest party 
after the adoption of the 1988 constitution to form the 
PSOB. The creation of the PSOB was an attempt to bring 
together the best, brightest and least corrupt of the PMOB 
to forge a social democratic party more moderate than the 
PT, but much more programmatic than the PMOB. 
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in political exchanges on behalf of the workers they 

represented. Clearly, the second round campaign in Sao 

Paulo not only decided the outcome of this election, but 

also crystallized the best strategy for defeating the PT and 

its working class project under democracy. 

The success of Lula and the PT in the late 1980s began 

to galvanize employers' and their representative 

associations and political parties around opposition to the 

PT and the FBP it created in 1989. Yet, it was the 

continuation of the PT's gradual scaling of the electoral 

ladder in the 1990s which forced employers to recast their 

policy orientation and political organizations. In 1990 the 

PT doubled its congressional delegation, despite Brazil's 

skewed distribution of congressional representation which 

over represents small and sparsely populated states while 

under representing the densely populated states, precisely 

where the PT is strongest(see Lima Jr. 1991 and 1993). In 

1992 the PT spearheaded the legislative efforts and promoted 

the wide spread social mobilization which resulted in the 

impeachment of President Collor on Dec. 29, 1992. During 

the municipal elections following Collor's departure from 

formal executive power in September of 1992, the PT received 

the most votes in both the first and second rounds of the 

mayoral elections for all of the state capitals counted 

together(Dirceu 1993:3). The party elected the mayors of 
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Belo Horizonte, Goiania, Porto Alegre and Rio Branco, and 

lost closely contested elections in Rio de Janeiro and Sao 

Paulo. 

These important victories and disappointing losses for 

the PT were largely determined by tilt of political 

polarization during each of these elections. For example, 

in Sao Paulo the well respected PT Senator of the state of 

Sao Paulo, Eduardo Suplicy, lost out to archenemy of the PT 

and civilian supporter of the military dictatorship, Paulo 

Maluf. Maluf was a former governor of Sao Paulo appointed 

by the military under authoritarian rule and its preferred 

candidate for the first civilian president in 1985. Up to 

1992 Maluf had never won a direct, democratic election, 

despite holding various public offices under the 

dictatorship and running for the presidency in 1989 and for 

governor of Sao Paulo in 1990. However, his candidacy in 

1992 was avidly supported by the leadership of the FS and 

its Sao Paulo affiliated unions. This political alliance 

between Maluf, a large employer in his own right 

representing a conservative political coalition, and the FS 

not only undercut Suplicy's claim to represent all workers, 

but tilted Maluf's electoral constituency toward 

majoritarian proportions. The support of FS for Maluf was 

necessary for the latter's victory, if not decisive. 
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A similar polarized election took place in Rio de 

Janeiro where the PT's Benedita da Silva contested the 

mayor's office with the PMDB's Cesar Maia. In a city 

normally dominated by Brizola's PDT, the first round outcome 

was surprising to most observers, but also demonstrated the 

increasing polarization of urban politics in Brazil. 

Although the FS is not as strong in Rio de Janeiro as it is 

in the city of Sao Paulo, its success in defeating the CUT 

directorate of the nearby Volta Redonda Metalworkers Union 

strengthened its voice in Rio politics. Although the FS' 

support of Maia may not have been decisive, it was certainly 

an obstacle to the PT's and Benedita da Silva's exclusive 

claim to workers' votes. Maia's victory also confirmed the 

important, if not decisive role of the FS in keeping the PT 

out of majoritarian, executive offices. 

Lastly, the 1994 presidential election dramatically 

confirmed that employers' political cooperation was on the 

rise and the FS played a huge role in such cooperation. 4 

In the face of Collor's impeachment and the PT's subsequent 

performance in the 1992 municipal elections, Lula held a 

commanding lead the presidential candidate popularity polls 

during the year preceding the first round of the 1994 

presidential election. In May of 1994 Lula enjoyed 42 

4 For a focused analysis of this election and that of 
1989 see Langevin and Morris(1995 unpublished). 
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percent of survey respondent preference(Veja August 3, 

1994:30). The possibility of Lula winning 50 percent of the 

valid votes in the first round was evident, and there were 

virtually no contenders in sight. 

Employers and their representative associations rallied 

around Fernando Henrique Cardoso and his Plano Reals and 

the best vehicle for stopping the PT's tracks toward the 

presidency. Cardoso, better known outside of Brazil for his 

scholarship than inside the country for his politics, had 

been chosen the fourth Minister of the Economy under former 

Vice-President Itamar Franco's caretaker government. The 

initial formulation of the Plano Real emerged in the late 

months of 1993 when 74 percent of those responding to a 

public opinion poll did not trust that Cardoso's efforts 

would truly reduce inflation(Folha de Sao Paulo Dec. 19, 

1993:13). At the same time Cardoso was preparing the 

political terrain for his presidential bid by stating that 

his proposals would 

achieve the much hoped for dream of every Brazilian citizen 
by permitting the country to enjoy a stable and strong 
national currency(Folha de Sao Paulo Dec. 13, 1993:3). 

From the end of 1993 to April 1, 1994, when he resigned as 

Minister of the Economy to be legally eligible for 

candidacy, Cardoso slowly unfolded the Plano Real and forged 

5 For a good description of the Plano Real see 
Documentos-Giepe(1994) . 
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his political coalition. By July 1, 1994, when the Plano 

Real exchanged the inflation battered national currency, the 

Cruzeiro Real, with the Real, Cardoso was the candidate of 

his party, the PSOB, that of the congress' second largest 

party, the PFL, and the conservative PTB. By the end of 

July inflation fell from 50 to 5 percent per month and 

Cardoso's popularity sailed past that of Lula's. In fact, 

Cardoso was able to garner a majority in the first round, 

despite a wide field of candidates. 

It is unlikely that Cardoso on his own could have 

mustered enough support to challenge Lula and the PT, let 

alone win in the first round. As late as May of 1994 many 

members of the PFL, including the then Governor of Bahia, 

Antonio Carlos Magahlaes, were openly suggesting that 

Cardoso be replaced. In addition, the young wing of 

Cardoso's PSOB as well as those within the party accustomed 

to working with the PT threatened mutiny. However, Cardoso 

overcome his sagging candidacy, successfully holding onto 

his political partners until the unveiling of the Plano Real 

in July. 

Not only did Cardoso depend on his allies on the Right 

to extend his electoral reach, but also to convince 

Brazilian business to restrain from hiking up prices once 

the new currency become available. Cardoso's rise to the 

pinnacle of presidential politics in Brazil not only 
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demonstrated his own personal political skills, but also the 

political cooperation among those who had the most to lose 

if Lula were elected. If nothing else, Cardoso's first 

round victory proved that employers were capable of 

incredible political cooperation given the pressing threat 

of the PT taking the Federal Executive. Moreover, Cardoso's 

successful candidacy also demonstrated that as the PT 

stepped ever closer to the guarded corridors of political 

power in Brazil, Brazilian capitalists and employers were 

increasingly likely to engage in political cooperation to 

prevent the threat of the working class project from 

becoming reality. 
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POLITICAL CONTESTATION AND THE LABOR MOVEMENT 

Before the rise of the CUT, the PT and their allies 

Brazil had never witnessed a clearly defined working class 

political project, nor the evident threat it posed to 

employers and the state authority they relied upon. During 

the mid-1930s the A1ianza Nacional Libertadora(ANL) 

attempted to organize a broad based opposition movement, 

including some militant unions, against the increasingly 

authoritarian government of Getulio Vargas(see French 

1992:62-67). However, the ANL did not set out to organize a 

Brazilian working class political force, nor did it fully 

threaten the Vargas led regime. The ANL suffered a rather 

quick and targeted wave of state sponsored repression after 

gaining some momentum in 1935. 

In 1945 the PCB's candidate garnered over ten percent 

of the presidential vote, only to provoke the newly elected 

administration's ban of the party upon taking office. 

Moreover, throughout the authoritarian and democratic 

regimes of Brazil, political contestation revolved around 

competing, multiclass political groups, parties and 

coalitions largely based upon regional rivalries or sectoral 

disputes. Getulio Vargas' populist coalition from 1950 to 

1954 was built from an alliance centered upon Brazilian 

industrialists and the corporatist labor movement. This 

coalition remained fundamentally intact until the political 
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unrest of the early 1960s leading up to the onset of 

military rule in 1964. During most of the military 

dictatorship political contestation was constrained, and 

electoral competition was limited to the two legal parties, 

ARENA and the MDB. Neither party sought to represent a 

Brazilian working class, and the labor movement was largely 

excluded from public policy making. 

Political contestation Under Democracy 

During the transition to democratic rule in the 1980s 

the PCB and the Pcdob followed a "broad front" strategy 

which was translated into support for the PMDB and reflected 

by the Unidade Sindical group within the labor movement. 

The communists' political strategy did not repeat the 

fundamental alliance of Brazilian populism, industrialists 

and their employees, but it did hail a multiclass coalition 

united to the cause of democracy. 

Leonel Brizola's PDT diverged from the communists' 

strategy during the transition to democracy by posing itself 

as the party of labor, but within the populist inspired, 

corporatist modeled framework first crafted by Vargas. 

Although Brizola and the PDT did pursue workers' support and 

attempt to define and represent their interests, they were 

not closely linked to the labor movement with the exception 

of several unions in the state of Rio de Janeiro. Brizola 

and the PDT chose not to organize workers as a working class 
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political force. Rather, they voiced the nationalist 

aspirations of many Brazilians, most of whom were workers. 

While the PT included a nationalist aspect and composed 

a diverse set of political identities and forces, its 

primary mission was the political organization of the 

Brazilian "working class." Its founding and mission did not 

pose a threat to Brazilian capitalists or the elected 

officials who safeguarded their interests through public 

policy. Indeed, the PT's initial, dismal electoral 

campaigns may have encouraged the military's political 

liberalization plans and employers' unwillingness to 

negotiate with unions. On the eve of the installation of 

democracy the PT appeared weak, there were no apparent 

threats to the political order, and the multiclass political 

front of the PMDB seemed on the verge of majoritarian 

proportions. 

The PT's surprising electoral victories in 1988, 

including the mayoral races of Porto Alegre, Sao Paulo and 

Vitoria, followed by Lula's remarkable near miss on the 

presidency in 1989 radically transformed the nature of 

political contestation under Brazilian democracy. No longer 

could employers and the candidates, parties and coalitions 

they entrusted ignore the PT and its emerging FBP. Brazil's 

proportional system of legislative representation placed 

certain limits on PT's growth in the Federal Congress and 
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state assemblies, although it could not stop it, nor that of 

its occasional ally, the PDT(Lima Jr. 1993). However, it 

was Lula's presidential campaign and the 1992 majoritarian 

mayoral races which dramatized the impending threat of the 

PT's working class project. These electoral contests 

essentially polarized the national electorate and the 

largest municipal electorates between working class 

political forces and their class adversaries. 

The polarization of Brazilian politics, in large 

measure a consequence of the CUT's rapid expansion and labor 

mobilization within the broader working class project 

promoted by the PT, made union-party links decisive for many 

electoral and political outcomes. Under the increasingly 

centrifugal structure of political contestation, 

particularly in the largest Brazilian cities, the urban, 

private sector unions became central political actors. 

These unions were able to provide sUbstantial material 

assistance to electoral campaigns and steer many of the 

votes of their members and the workers they represented. 

The Political Import of unions 

In Brazil's major cities, industrial and service sector 

unions are typically the largest representative 

associations. Although there are only a handful of unions 

with over 50,000 dues paying members in the country, nearly 

all of them organize workers in the immense cities of Belo 
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Horizonte, Porto Alegre, Rio de Janeiro, Salvador and Sao 

Paulo. In the city of Sao Paulo, with nearly eighteen 

million inhabitants, the FS affiliated metalworkers union 

represents approximately 300,000 workers, the largest union 

membership in Latin America. Also in Sao Paulo, the CUT 

busdrivers union negotiates on behalf of approximately 

140,000 transport workers. In Rio de Janeiro, the CUT 

affiliated metalworkers union represents roughly 110,000 

workers while the nearby Volta Redonda Metalworkers Union 

legally negotiates for approximately 50,000 steel mill 

employees. While it is true that far fewer workers actually 

pay dues to these unions and actively participate in their 

affairs, this does not prevent them using their public 

voices and organizational resources in selecting and 

promoting candidates. 

The organizational resources of urban, private sector 

unions are ample and have been used to promote candidates 

and support party organization. Since these unions are 

financed by the Union Tax and other compulsory 

contributions, stable revenue is guaranteed. In addition, 

unions collect dues from those workers wanting a vote and 

voice in union affairs. Since, the corporatist union 

structure was founded in the early 1940s, some unions have 

amassed a considerable patrimony. The massive city of Sao 

Paulo Metalworkers Union, the spearhead of the FS, is 
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reported to hold over $45 million dollars in fixed assets 

with an annual budget of approximately $80 million 

dollars(Veja Jan. 26, 1994:36). Included in this union's 

organizational resources is the recently constructed "Palace 

of the Worker," a towering building worth an estimated $10 

million dollars(Jornal da Forca April 1993:8). 

Down the road and directly across from the Sao Paulo 

Stock Market sits the Martinelli Building of which six 

floors belong to the city of Sao Paulo Bankworkers Union, a 

CUT affiliate. One of the floors is loaned to the CUT for 

its National Headquarters. The Sao Paulo Bankworkers Union 

is also the owner of one of the city five largest printing 

firms, estimated to be worth $3 million dollars(Veja Jan. 

26, 1994:36). 

Most Brazilian unions do not hold such sizable assets 

or administer such huge budgets, but they do hold other 

scarce resources such as offices, meeting halls, vehicles 

and "sound" trucks for making the union's voice heard in 

workers' neighborhoods. In fact, the Santo Andre, Sao 

Bernardo do Campo and Diadema Metalworkers Union collected 

member donations to purchase a sound truck for Lula's 1994 

presidential campaign. 
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The CUT's growing arsenal of organizational resources 

has benefited the PT, partially accounting for its growing 

capacity to contest elections during the late 1980s and 

early 1990s. More importantly, the public voice and 

organizational resources of the urban, private sector unions 

allow them to directly impact upon electoral and political 

outcomes. The polarized structure of contestation from 1989 

onward, particularly in the larger municipalities, made 

these unions the center of political attention. By siding 

with the CUT and the PT, or allying with employers through 

the FS, these unions could greatly contribute to the outcome 

of important elections and public policy debates. Unions 

political importance became increasingly appreciated by 

employers when faced with the possibility of PT government 

and CUT coordinated confrontation. 
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EMPLOYERS' SEARCH FOR LABOR ALLIES 

Capitalists do not always cooperate for political ends, 

especially Brazilian capitalists. Yet, as Payne(1994) 

shows, most Brazilian capitalists supported the installation 

of military rule in 1964 and some were instrumental to 

bringing it about. According to Payne's findings, most 

Brazilian capitalists and their managers perceived that the 

standing democratic regime threatened their fundamental 

interest in private property. since the installation of 

democratic rule in the 1980s, employers once again found 

themselves on the defense, as a working class political 

project emerged to question of the role and limits to 

private property in Brazil. Although employer's faced a 

panoply of collective action problems, many became 

increasingly interested in and able to directly oppose the 

PT and its allies during majoritarian, executive elections. 

Capitalist class defense in democratic Brazil has 

occurred under two conditions. First, the working class 

project threatens to win an important majoritarian election 

for mayor, governor or president. Second, that employers 

are able to coordinate their political cooperation to 

effectively confront this threat. When these two conditions 

were met, then capitalists and their managers are able to 

muster a collective defense through an electoral or 

political strategy which reached out to workers, more often 
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than not through an alliance with the FS. These conditions 

meet Payne's own analysis of Brazilian capitalists' 

collective action, which reveals that they engage in 

collective action to protect investments when: 1) the 

threats are severe and affect most businesses; 2) individual 

actions are ineffective at eliminating the threat to firms; 

and 3) the cost of inaction is greater than the cost of 

collective action(1994:14). 

Brazilian capitalists have been relatively well,' 

organized in the country's major urban areas, especially in 

the more developed Southeast. Indeed, the same state 

corporatist labor relations system which locks workers in 

the corporatist unions and federations, also compels 

employers to work together in their own sectoral 

federations. The state of Sao Paulo's FederaQao das 

Industrias do Estado de Sao Pau1o(FIESP) not only represents 

industrial employers in Sao Paulo, but also serves as the 

major voice of business in Brazil. While there have been 

important and divisive differences over public policy within 

FIESP and other employer associations around the 

nation(Diniz 1992 and Campello de Souza 1992), including the 

confederaQao Naciona1 das Industrias(CNI), they have also 

offered employers an organizational framework to galvanize 

opposition to the PT during a critical election. 
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In the 1986 elections for congress and the constituent 

Assembly, Payne reports that industrialists created a "war 

chest" of $600 million dollars to finance the campaigns of 

approximately 300 candidates(1994:113). According to Cesar 

Rogerio Valente of the Federation of Commercial Associations 

of the state of Rio Grande do SuI, 

The economic power of the business community, and its 
ability to influence, will be used to a great extent to 
ensure the election of candidates committed to private 
enterprise(as cited by Payne 1994:113). 

These type of efforts benefited the candidates of political 

parties which competed against the PT and the working class 

political coalitions, including the POS(later to join with 

the POC to become the PPR) , the PFL, the PTB, and the PMOB. 

However, capitalists found that money was not enough to 

successfully oppose the PT in majoritarian elections, as 

Erudina's election as mayor of the city of Sao Paulo 

suggested in 1988 and Lula proved in 1989. To defeat the PT 

in important majoritarian elections, employers' political 

cooperation required that attention be given to winning over 

the votes of workers. 

The effort to repel the PT's electoral advances and the 

CUT's steady growth rested not only cooperation among 

employers to finance campaigns and parties, but also 

extending this political cooperation to their employees. 

That is, to beat the PT in majoritarian elections employers' 
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required cooperation from workers, the PT's base 

constituency. Such a requirement dovetailed with the 

unionism of Results' and the FS' emphasis on a productive 

partnership between employees and employers, where 

cooperation would displace confrontation. 

Employers' increasingly important need to combine 

productive and political cooperation with workers was neatly 

expressed by Medeiros and then President of FIESP, Mario 

Amato, in a jointly written article. Together they proposed 

that 

Workers and business are not enemies. They can have 
differences and conflicting interests, but both desire a 
stable economy, with healthy enterprises, that guarantee the 
highest level of employment and better salaries. The union, 
the partnership of labor power with that of capital is 
indispensable in this moment of extreme hardship for the 
resumption of development, to take the country out of its 
crisis and propel toward the path of modernization ... They 
should be partners of modernity(o Estado de Sao Paulo June 
14, 1992). 

Paulo Maluf, a capitalist who beat the PT's candidate 

for mayor of Sao Paulo in 1992 with the help of FS, has also 

been instrumental, along with FIESP and Amato, in 

coordinating political cooperation between employers and the 

FS as he did to win in 1992. At the FS' Second National 

Congress Mayor Maluf proposed the rationale behind such 

cooperation, 
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The ForQa Sindical is the best form of unionism. It is a 
unionism of successes that aims at improving the life of 
each worker. The ForQa Sindical is not a sectarian force, 
intolerant, wishing to destroy, at times, industry. The 
ForQa Sindical is precisely that unionism that wants healthy 
businesses, so that they can pay better and offer greater 
benefits to their employees. It is an entity which is 
absolutely right for the moment in Brazil(Journal da Forga 
Nov. 1993:3). 

The development of the Unionism of Results and the 

creation of the FS gave urban employers an opportunity to 

effectively oppose the CUT and the FS, albeit with some 

concessions to their labor forces. As Gianotti suggests, 

the emergence of the FS not only reflected the need of the 

Unionism of Results to evolve politically and structure its 

strategy through a labor central, but also the wishes of 

urban, private sector employers 

to have a trustworthy interlocutor capable of making a part 
of the working class docile to the plans of the dominant 
classes(1994:97) . 

without the cooperation of the FS, employers' concerted 

efforts to defeat the PT in majoritarian elections have been 

seriously jeopardized. They could not appeal to workers 

through an intermediary and representative association, nor 

offer workers anything in return for their political 

support. The FS allows employers to forge a broad based, 

truly multiclass political coalition during majoritarian 

elections, serving as the coordinator of an exchange between 

employers and their workers. 
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THE DYNAMIC OF THE BITTER DISPUTE 

If employers began recognizing the threat posed by the 

PT and its working class project after 1989 and appreciating 

the important political role of unions in contributing to or 

taking away from this threat, then increasing numbers of 

predominately urban, private sector unions saw a rare 

opportunity on the horizon. unions interested in the 

prospects of trading their political support for employer 

concessions would have to rally around the FS and set out to 

prove their political value. Thus, the formation and 

initial development of the FS reflected both employers' need 

for additional political backing and hundreds of unions' 

interest in making a trade. However, the rare opportunity 

sought by the FS could only be realized through political 

conflict with the CUT, thereby dividing the Brazilian labor 

movement under democracy. 

The dynamic of the bitter dispute has unfolded during 

the successive clashes between the CUT and the FS over the 

control of urban, private sector unions. Yet, these clashes 

have taken place within the broader context of political 

contestation wherein the control over unions can sway the 

political balance and influence the outcome of important 

elections. This final section of the chapter analyzes 

contested union elections in Brazil and examines their link 

with electoral and political contestation. This section 
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shows that the choices made by labor organizations respond 

to both the organized alternatives promoted by the CUT and 

the FS, as well as the impact labor central affiliation can 

bring to bear on the outcome of political contestation and 

democracy in Brazil. 

contested Union Elections 

Most of the urban union elections, including those of 

the public sector, are carried out with only one slate for 

the directorate. As a carryover from the union 

organization statutes enforced by the Ministry of Labor up 

to 1985, most union conduct directorate elections every 

three years. However, most unions have never experienced a 

contested election, since victorious opposition slates were 

often removed from office by the Ministry of Labor during 

authoritarian rule. Union memberships are just beginning to 

contest union elections in democratic Brazil. In 1990 only 

27.5 percent of all urban, union elections were contested by 

two or more leadership slates(IBGE unpublished data from the 

1990 union survey). From 1988 to 1990 the percent of unions 

with first term presidents grew from 49.1 percent to 55.9, 

indicating a modest increase in union leadership turnover. 

These indicators reflect the fact that the directorates of 

most Brazilian unions are not contested over by both the CUT 

and the FS. 
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However, most of the more significant unions 

representing workers of the urban, Private-Collective 

segments of the more developed areas of the country are 

contested or directed by leadership slates associated with 

either the two labor centrals under study. Since the 

formation of the FS in 1991, this central and the CUT have 

squared off in a series of dramatic, often violent, union 

elections. These politicized union elections, although 

fewer in number than those conducted by most Brazilian 

unions, not only demonstrate the rancor between the CUT and 

the FS, but also reflect the importance of each union as a 

link in the political chain connecting the labor movement 

with political contestation in Brazil. 

In June of 1991, three months after the founding 

congress of the FS, the city of Santos Metalworkers Union in 

the state of Sao Paulo held a membership vote to decide the 

union's affiliation with either the CUT or the FS. Although 

70 percent of the union's directorate sided with the FS, 

4,000 members voted for the CUT, surpassing the 3,000 

garnered by the FS(Correio Brasilense March 4, 1992). 

Those union directors who supported affiliation with 

the CUT were locked out of the union headquarters after the 

majority of the union directorate, associated with the FS, 

refused to carry through the decision of the membership 

vote. This special referendum in Santos not only unveiled 
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the competition between these two centrals, but dramatized 

the important and difficult decision awaiting many workers 

throughout the urban, Private-Collective segments. Given 

that the PT elected the mayor of santos in 1988, the outcome 

of this plebiscite in one of the city's most important labor 

unions was of major political importance and a harbinger of 

things to come. Eventually, after Jair Meneguelli of the 

CUT "descended the mountain with every CUT unionist in Sao 

Paulo to guarantee the results of the Santos 

referendum(Correio Brasilense March 4, 1992)," the CUT 

rested control of the santos Metalworkers Union from the FS, 

contributing to the PT's election of a second, consecutive 

municipal administration in 1992. 

In 1992 another salvo of the bitter dispute was shot 

over the Volta Redonda Metalworkers Union, representing the 

workers of the largest steel mill in Brazil. In 1983 a 

group of young, militant unionists associated with the CUT 

beat the standing directorate in elections(Mangabeira 

1993:75-79). Between 1983 and 1992 the CUT associated union 

directorate led the union through successive, long strikes 

against the federally owned and operated companhia 

siderugica Nacional(CSN).6 

6 See Mangabeira(1993) for a full account of the CSN 
and company-labor relations. 
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Several of these strikes led to the workers' occupation 

of the mill, and subsequent. "invasion by the Army. In 

November of 1988 workers struck and occupied the mill for 

wage adjustments for past inflation and the rehiring of 

workers laid off during previous strikes(Antunes 1993:105 

and Mangabeira 1994:119-149). The Army invaded the mill and 

eventually retreated after the government conceded to many 

of the workers demands, but not before 3 workers were shot 

and killed. 

In the aftermath, the Federal Government planned and 

initiated the privatization of the mill, and a majority of 

the workers reconsidered their collective action strategy. 

By 1992 the selling of the CSN to the private sector was in 

the works and a majority of union members voted to oust the 

CUT leadership and install one associated with the FS. The 

CUT leadership opposed the selling of the steel mill while 

the opposition slate supported by the fS eagerly defended 

it. The election demonstrated the political worth of the FS 

to employers. Moreover, at Volta Redonda the FS enjoyed its 

first victory against the CUT by replacing confrontation 

with cooperation, thereby adding a second, alternative 

conception and strategy for unions to consider. 

Jose Ibrahim, the Secretary of International Relations 

of the FS, an original founder of the PT, and the leader of 

the 1968 strike of metalworkers in Osasco during the most 
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victory. He reported, 
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I stayed in Volta Redonda during the week preceding the 
elections and I witnessed the high level of political 
consciousness of the Volta Redonda workers. The result of 
the elections, that of voting for one slate or the other, 
occurred from the power of each proposal. And it was that 
of Luizinho, supported by the For9a Sindical, that won the 
election, marking a watershed in Brazilian unionism. 
Another wall fell, one which seemed forged in steel(Jornal 
da Forya Oct. 1992:5). 

Luiz Antonio de Medeiros, President of the FS, was 

explicit by reasoning why a majority of workers voted for 

the FS slate. He explained that, 

nothing is achieved by maintaining an angry, stubborn 
position against the privatization of the CSN, as the CUT 
was doing. The important thing now, is to prevent the CSN 
from being parcelled out and having to layoff of workers, 
and principally, to guarantee the participation of workers 
in the privatization process(Jornal da Forya Oct. 1992:5). 

Both Ibrahim and Medeiros testify to the logic which 

shaped the outcome of the Volta Redonda election. After 

years of confrontation, many times violent, workers were 

increasingly willing to test a more conciliatory approach 

beginning with support for privatization. In a effect, they 

were communicating to their future private sector employer 

that they wanted to cut a deal, rather than force 

negotiations through confrontation. 
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For the FS the 1992 Volta Redonda Metalworkers election 

was extremely important, since it demonstrated this 

central's aim of displacing the CUT as the leading 

representative of the private sector, industrial workforce 

in Brazil. After the triumph at the Volta Redonda union in 

the state of Rio de Janeiro, Enilson Simoes de Moura, 

"Alemao," the General Secretary of the FS, exclaimed, "We 

are going to get rid of the CUT in Rio(Jornal da Forca Oct. 

1992:5)." Of course, the FS' goal of displacing the CUT 

went hand in hand with its strategy of creating an 

opportunity whereby private sector employers could now 

depend on the FS to diffuse the working class threat and the 

organizational and electoral base coordinated by the CUT. 

Alemao's claim of pushing out the CUT in Rio de Janeiro was 

both a statement of purpose as well as a marketing ploy 

aimed at anxious industrial and service sector employers. 

Thus, the 1992 Volta Redonda election victory proved that 

the FS could beat the CUT while convincing a majority of the 

rank and file to consider cooperation with employers as the 

preferred means for improving their welfare. 

The victory of the FS in Volta Redonda did not have an 

immediate impact in local politics, but it fortify the 

central's state organization in Rio de Janeiro. It provided 

the FS greater organizational capacity to play an active 

role in subsequent union elections in the state, as well as 
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important mayoral races in 1992. 

In Volta Redonda, several months after the FS upset of 

the CUT controlled metalworkers union, the PT supported 

candidate of a locally composed version of the FBP was 

elected mayor. The victory of the PT and CUT supported 

candidate demonstrated that Volta Redonda was a contested 

political terrain, polarized between a working class project 

and that of employers. Moreover, the victory of the PT 

supported candidate came after nearly a decade of the CUT 

strong presence in this city. However, the displacement of 

the CUT from the metalworkers union by the FS portends 

change in local politics. 

Greatly strengthen by the win in Volta Redonda the FS 

was able to contribute to the electoral outcome in the 

nearby city of Rio de Janeiro's mayoral race in 1992. The 

second round of the contest featured Benedita da Silva of 

the PT and Cesar Maia of the PMDB, both of whom surpassed 

the always favored PDT candidate in the first round. Maia 

won the election with only a slight margin, counting on the 

full support of the FS. 

Although the FS only retained a small presence in the 

city, based largely on the Bus and Truckdrivers Union, they 

victory in nearby Volta Redonda provided both inspiration 

and organizational resources to vigorously supported the 

neoliberal inspired Maia. In addition, while the FS was 
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only just beginning to rally union support behind its 

strategy in Rio de Janeiro during 1992, it may have been 

enough to lessen support for the PT's Benedita da Silva and 

contribute to the slight winning margin of Maia. Regardless 

of the FS' organizational strength in Rio de Janeiro the 

outcome of the mayoral race demonstrated that employer led, 

multiclass candidates may have to join forces with the FS if 

they planned to defeat candidates supported by the PT and 

the CUT in majoritarian elections. 

The more recent, highly contested election at the Ouro 

Branco, Minas Gerais Metalworkers Union best illustrates the 

importance of these elections, their outcomes, and their 

role as a links in a chain connecting the labor movement 

with political contestation. 

During June of 1993 and amidst the privatization of 

ACOMINAS, the federally owned steel mill and major employer 

of the region, this FS controlled union held directorate 

elections contested by the both FS and CUT associated 

slates. The outcome of the election was at least uncertain, 

since the FS claimed victory and the CUT cried fraud(CPV 

April 1994:51). A Military Police officer found over a 

thousand marked ballots in the home of one of the union's FS 

associated directors after the ballots had been gathered and 

counted. The CUT slate brought its case to court and won 

the right to a second election a year later. This election 
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was clearly won by the CUT with approximately 85 percent of 

the vote, with a majority of the union membership 

participating. 7 However, the CUT slate did not take 

office, since the FS directorate interceded with a court 

injunction to stop the transfer of the union's direction. 

It appeared that two years after the Volta Redonda 

Metalworkers Union election, the Ouro Branco union 

demonstrated a preference for the CUT as they entered the 

more precarious, private sector labor market. 

Down the road at the Municipal Employees' Union the 

former CUT directorate was dislodged when the mayor fired 

all the CUT unionists, opening the way for the FS to take 

control of this small public sector union. Thus, the FS 

control over both the metalworkers and the municipal 

employees unions assured the town's mayor and allies of 

political support from the two most prominent sources of 

worker representation. Although the FS directorate of the 

metalworkers union may lose control in the near future, they 

did prevent the CUT from using the union's organizational 

capacity to support its preferred candidates in the 1994 

elections. Moreover, the FS in Ouro Branco proved their 

7 The author personally witnessed the election and the 
counting of the ballots. Ironically, the sitting FS 
directorate did not contest the vote count of this second 
election, only the legitimacy of it, suggesting that they 
did indeed engage in fraud to win the first election. 
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political worth by supporting the mayor and undermining the 

CUT's class based, confrontational strategy at ACOMINAS. 

A similar twist of events occurred in Ipatinga, Minas 

Gerais where the FS succeeded in affiliating the local 

metalworkers union in 1992 amidst the privatization of the 

major employer, the USIMINAS steel mill. However, the FS's 

success in resting control of this metalworker union was 

also accompanied by the PT's election of two consecutive 

mayors in 1988 and 1992. These events show that the FS' 

major successes come where the CUT and the PT have had a 

rather strong presence, one which may compel private sector 

employers to invite and encourage unionists to associate 

with the FS. 

Indeed, the contested, and possibly fraudulent election 

in Ouro Branco combined with the mayor's punitive actions 

against the CUT unionists of the Municipal Employees Union 

reveals that FS 'success is also interrelated with the 

efforts of private employers, and at times, public 

authorities, to displace the CUT. This evidence does not 

lead to the conclusion, as some CUT unionists offer, that 

the FS is merely the creation of Brazilian capitalists and 

their political representatives. Rather, it demonstrates 

that those most threatened by the working class project of 

the CUT, PT and FBP are likely to assist the FS' efforts to 

provide workers' with another option, another collective 
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action strategy to secure their welfare. However, this 

option would be shallow if it did not include the benefit of 

gain without the risks taken by the CUT. 
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CONCLUSION 

The dynamic of the bitter dispute is largely confined 

to the Southeast's urban, private sector labor market 

segments because it is precisely where employers face the 

greatest threat from the CUT and the PT. Hence, the FS is 

most successful where the CUT is very successful, but it is 

limited to those unions representing workers whose employers 

are most eager to displace the CUT and capable of conducting 

a political exchange with the FS. In Brazil's rural areas 

employers have relied on the difficulty of labor 

organization and mobilization to instill quiescence, or the 

use violence when confrontation surges. However, in the 

urban areas, private sector employers have faced constant 

labor organization and mobilization without sustained 

reliance on coercion to dissuade confrontation. Under 

democracy, urban, private sector employers face the 

constraints brought on by workers' rights of association, 

expression and strike mobilization. Thus, they must rely on 

cooperation with others to preserve their privilege through 

public policy and authority. 

Employers' search for allies and interest in expanding 

political cooperation has posed a problem for the Brazilian 

labor movement. This problem arises from choice, rather 

than subordination. During the transition to democracy 

urban, private sector unions chose between confrontation or 
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quiescence. Under democracy, these unions have increasingly 

faced a more complex set of choices, between quiescence, 

cooperation or confrontation. 

This new set of choices for urban, private sector 

unions reflects the dynamic of the bitter dispute. These 

choices arose from the recent trajectory of Brazil's 

capitalist democracy, and they portend to greatly impact the 

country's future. More specifically, this complex set of 

choices emerged as the CUT and the PT succeeded in 

developing a working class political project and rallying 

significant support around it during the late 1980s and into 

the 1990s. The success of the CUT and the PT triggered the 

emergence of a subsequent condition leading to the dynamic 

of the bitter dispute, employers' search for labor allies. 

Employers' embrace of Medeiros and the FS was not just for 

show, it represented the promotion of political cooperation 

between labor and capital based upon a political exchange. 

Moreover, it provided a rare opportunity for labor 

organizations to make claims on employers by assisting their 

political ventures to defeat the PT. It was this special 

opportunity, conceived by employers' pursuit of political 

support and delivered by the founders of the Unionism of 

Results and affiliates of the FS, which sparked the dynamic 

dividing the labor movement by its own choices. 
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PART FOUR: 

CONCLOSION 



CHAPTER SEVEN 

CONCLUSION: DIVISION, 

LABOR MOVEMENT DEVELOPMENT 

AND BRAZILIAN DEMOCRACY 
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Labor movement political division can arise from 

leadership contestation, competition between organizations 

for membership, or divergent strategies for advancing 

workers' interests. This dissertation explains the latter 

type of division as it has corne to the fore during the 1990s 

in democratic Brazil. 

The bitter dispute ignited after a decade of rapid and 

noteworthy labor movement development. The beginnings of 

the duel between the CUT and the FS during the installation 

of democratic rule also marked the cUlmination of a rich 

period of labor movement development. This period witnessed 

the labor movement's heroic march from the political 

hinterlands of military authoritarianism to the public plaza 

of democratic political contestation. The sharpening of 

labor movement political division not only reflected the 

growing strength of worker association and marked 

improvement in labor representation, but it promised that 

organized workers could playa decisive role in Brazil's new 

democracy. 



DIVISION 

This study shows that the bitter dispute arose from 

three interrelated factors, class conflict, labor market 

segmentation and political contestation. The analysis of 

these factors exposed the interaction between social 

structures and political institutions. 1 
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First, class conflict intensified during the breakdown 

of authoritarian rule in the late 1970s and raged during the 

transition to democracy, when high income inequality 

festered and the democratic freedoms of association, 

expression and political contestation blossomed. These 

conditions allowed for and promoted the composition of 

working class representative associations, including the 

CUT. 

Second, the course of class conflict between workers 

and capitalists was mediated by labor market segmentation. 

The theoretical interest in the interaction between 
social structures and political institutions comes from two 
different sources. First, the "Political Structuralism," as 
coined by Chilcote(1981:365) , and elaborated by Antonio 
Gramsci, Louis Althusser, Nico Poulantzas, and in its most 
recent form, Adam Przeworski, refined Marxist thought to 
understand the relationship between economic and political 
development. Second, the "New Institutionalism," identified 
by March and Olsen(1984) recognized that "Human actions, 
social contexts, and institutions work upon each other in 
complicated ways, and these complex, interactive processes 
of action and the formation of meaning are important to 
political life(1984:735)." These approaches inspired the 
new "modern" political economy as defined by Freiden(1991) 
and others. 
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Labor market segmentation, carved from both the productive 

processes of capitalism and the political institutions which 

regulate them, unevenly allocated the risks of direct 

confrontation with employers and the state. This condition 

placed limits on the organizational reach of both the CUT 

and the FS, and constrained their bitter dispute over the 

direction of the labor movement. Third, the alternative 

collective action strategies promoted and coordinated uy the 

CUT and the FS emerged from the social structures and 

political institutions of Brazil's late developing, 

dependent capitalism. 2 However, these strategies were 

ultimately tooled through the structure of political 

contestation forged by the new democracy. The CUT played an 

instrumental role in polarizing the structure of political 

contestation between a working class political project led 

by the PT and assorted, multiclass coalitions. Once the 

threat of the working class political project crystallized 

with the 1989 presidential candidacy of Lula, and then 

continued into the 1990s, the FS was able to coordinate 

political exchanges between urban, private sector unions and 

employers. While the FS' strategy was opportunistic, 

untenable without the threat posed by the CUT and the PT, it 

also induced employer concessions without the risks 

2 For an exemplar analysis of Brazil's late developing, 
dependent capitalism see Evans(1979). 
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associated with confrontational labor mobilizations. Thus, 

the bitter dispute carne to a head after a decade of rapid 

labor movement development, including the definition of two 

alternative, but clearly viable strategies for conceiving 

and pursuing workers' interests under capitalist democracy. 

In less than a decade the Brazilian labor movement 

underwent the formation of five different labor centrals, 

demonstrating successive efforts to elaborate and test 

worker collective action strategies. Most of these efforts 

failed, beginning with the USI's creation in 1985 under the 

banner of corporatist renewal. In 1989 the CGT broke down 

amid the remarkable gains of the CUT. In effect, the CGT's 

moderate, but class based conception of the labor movement 

could not match the mobilization of the CUT or effectively 

court employers' interests in diffusing labor conflict. In 

the end, the CGT splintered with some groups switching 

affiliation to the CUT, others remaining with the CGT or 

starting their own version in the form of the CGT/MR-8, and 

many gravitating toward the conception of the FS offered by 

Luiz Antonio de Medeiros. 3 The founding of the FS as the 

3 Brazil's state corporatist labor controls ensure the 
survival of labor centrals who represent few workers and 
coordinate a failed collective action strategy. For 
example, in 1994 the CGT/MR-8 represented a membership of a 
dozen or so unions, one of which, the Belo Horizonte 
Construction Workers Union housed and financed this tiny 
labor central. This union receives compulsory 
contributions, such as the Union Tax, from the workers it 
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second largest labor central not only confirmed the prior 

success of the CUT, but promised a new strategy defined as 

its polar opposite. By 1991, a decade after the historic 

unity forged at the I CONCLAT, the opposing projects of the 

CUT and the FS propelled the Brazilian labor movement toward 

its sharpest political division ever. 

The opposing projects of the CUT and the FS, so 

different in their political orientation, economic policy 

preferences, and organizational structures, were linked to a 

common structural condition, extremely high national income 

inequality. Chapter four demonstrated that Brazil's 

national income concentration worsened during the turn 

toward democracy, sparking class conflict between workers 

and capitalists and encouraging both to rely increasingly on 

politics as a solution to their respective problems. 

Organized workers and their labor organizations 

struggled for expanding rights of association and lobbied 

for favorable economic policies. Employers' by and large 

legally represents, whether or not they are dues paying 
members. Hence, the CGT/MR-8 is able to stay afloat with 
the contributions of a relatively small number of workers, 
many 
of whom do not exercise the right to vote in union 
elections, but whose contributions are used to finance this 
labor central. On the other hand, the organizational 
capacity of the CUT and the FS is dependent upon 
contributions made by most of their affiliates, and 
ultimately rests with the approval workers across the 
spectrum of these centrals' organizational membership. 
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resisted workers' demands for organization, representation 

and collective bargaining, and supported successive economic 

policy programs which compressed their labor costs by 

reducing workers' real earnings. The results of this 

standoff were dramatic. The CUT expanded throughout Brazil 

and encompassed the sectoral distribution of the workforce, 

anchoring the PT led working class political coalition. By 

the 1989 strike wave and presidential election, the 

strategic alliance between the CUT and the PT was knocking 

at the door of the guarded corridors of political power in 

Brazil. The working class in formation, organized by the 

CUT and led by the PT, threatened to reduce employers' large 

share of the national product without threatening democratic 

institutions. 

Not all Brazilian workers could or chose to confront 

their employers and act as members of a working class 

political force. Chapter five demonstrated that labor 

market segmentation in Brazil greatly shapes the structure 

of choices facing workers. First, approximately half the 

workforce is marginalized from the labor movement, either by 

choice or fear of losing their employment. Although this 

very large portion of the workforce lies at the sidelines of 

the bitter dispute, it may eventually play an important role 

in deciding the outcome of labor movement political 

division. 
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Second, the constitutional protection of public service 

employment greatly reduces the risks associated with class 

based, confrontational labor action. Given the inability of 

public authorities to trade immediate benefits for political 

cooperation as the state's fiscal crisis rages on,4 public 

servant unions are overwhelmingly drawn to the CUT. This 

sectoral association with the class based collective action 

of the CUT demonstrates that labor market segmentation not 

only shapes the structure of choices, but can propel certain 

types of workers toward one particular strategy. 

Third, labor market segmentation also explains the 

increasingly direct association between rural unionism and 

the CUT. High income inequality in the countryside is 

manifested through concentrated landholding patterns, 

setting off social conflict over land ownership. Although 

rural unionists face great risks, including the loss of 

employment or their life, increasing numbers identify with 

the CUT's class based promotion of agrarian, agricultural 

and rural labor regulation reforms. Although the FS also 

supports agrarian reform, it does so without the verve and 

rural labor constituency of the CUT. Since very few large 

landholders are willing to trade their land for rural 

4 See Bresser Pereira(1993) for a detailed examination 
of the fiscal crisis in Latin American with special 
attention given to Brazil. 
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labor's political cooperation, there are few fertile 

pastures for the FS to graze. Taken together, the public 

servant and rural labor sectors confirm the proposition that 

labor market segmentation greatly informs workers' adherence 

to a particular collective action strategy and affiliation 

with a labor central. 

At the very core of modern Brazilian capitalism are the 

urban, Private-Collective segments wherein the most 

productive workers are employed. Chapter five also shows 

that it is among these segments where the bitter dispute 

rages. This finding also confirms the explanatory power of 

the labor market segmentation theoretical approach, but in a 

different manner. 

It is within these urban, Private-Collective segments 

where both the class based, confrontational strategy and 

opportunistic strategy are viable and promising. Labor 

market segmentation in Brazil allocates great risk to 

confrontational labor action in the urban, private sector. 

Many unionists can and do lose their jobs when they engage 

in such action, or simply demonstrate their loyalty to the 

CUT or PT. Thus, workers of the urban, Private-Collective 

segments carefully weigh the risks associated with class 

action with the potential benefits, both short and long 

term. Moreover, the employers associated with these 

segments are increasingly willing to reduce the threats 



posed by the CUT and the PT by offering their employees a 

trade. 
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The analysis presented in this dissertation showed that 

the FS' concentrated representation of metalworkers and food 

and beverage workers in the industrialized Southeast region 

is certainly a consequence of the presence of an 

opportunity, albeit greatly restricted, for political 

exchange in these industrial subsectors. Employers' 

interest in displacing the CUT and rolling back the PT 

within the industrial workforce of the Southeast combine 

with workers' own interests in reducing risk to form a 

compelling opportunity. Thus, with the FS promoting such 

shared interests by employers and workers, more workers face 

an opportunity to gain something without taking the risks 

faced by the CUT's rank and file. 

It is precisely this complexity and the difficult 

choice it presents which makes the bitter dispute inevitable 

amongst the urban, private sector workforce. As long as the 

stakes are so high, workers of the urban, Private-Collective 

segments are likely to be drawn to both the CUT and the FS 

in increasing numbers. Yet, the difficult choice between 

the CUT or the FS divides organized workers because their 

unions and labor organizations calculate the costs and 

benefits of each labor central's strategy differently. 
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At the core of this strategic decision, as it is taken 

collectively through unions, is the potential for deciding 

the outcome of democratic contestation in Brazil. Each 

strategy's success is ultimately linked to the outcome of 

the polls. In order for the CUT to demonstrate that 

structural reforms are both necessary and possible, the PT 

and the FBP must win lots of elections. For the FS to 

effectively piomote its opportunistic strategy within the 

workforce it must convince employers that its support is 

paramount to deflecting the CUT and turning back the PT and 

the FBP at the polls. This linkage between strategic 

success and electoral politics makes each point of 

contestation between the CUT and the FS critical. Where 

union directorates are contested the complexity of the 

choice members' face is twofold. 

Contested union elections feature selections over 

different slates of leaders, with nearly each slate loyal to 

a labor central. This close association between slate and 

central allows union members to identify the ballot as a 

choice between collective action strategies. A vote for a 

CUT associated slate means adherence to the class based, 

confrontational strategy with all the risks and promise of 

social change. A vote for a FS aligned slate is associated 

with the strategy to negotiate a deal with employers, 

trading workers' quiescence and political support for gains 



such as inflation adjustments or employment guarantees. 

However, this structure of choice is incomplete. 
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Contested union elections also confront the rank and 

file with the potential of tipping the political balance and 

deciding the outcome of electoral contestation. The choice 

over alternative collective action strategies goes beyond 

union-employer relations, it strikes at the very core of 

democracy. The ballot box of contested union elections not 

only produces the aggregate outcome of union members' 

strategic choices, but aligns the union with either the 

working class political project or employer led, multiclass 

coalitions. This complex structure of choice affords the 

workers of the urban, Private-Collective segments the 

freedom to choose between starkly opposing alternatives and 

possibly decide the future path of the country's democracy. 

Labor leaders can split labor movement leadership, 

organizational competition can differentiate rank and file 

loyalties, but the choice between two opposing collective 

action strategies sharply divides labor movements. In 

Brazil, the constellation of social structures and political 

institutions has allowed both the CUT and the FS to make 

strategic headway, despite division. With CUT expansion and 

PT electoral victories, employers are more interested in 

creating the conditions for the success of the FS. Although 

employer interest may never permit the FS to displace the 
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CUT as the largest labor central, it certainly prevents the 

CUT from exercising hegemony within labor. 

Theoretical Implications 

This explanation of the bitter dispute holds out 

several theoretical implications for consideration and 

possible incorporation within existing theories of labor 

movement division. It implies that the nature of labor 

movement division must be defined before it is explained. 

Also, it suggests that workers collective action is not 

determined by anyone factor, but is propelled and limited 

by the definition, organization and promotion of choices. 

Finally, that the simultaneous success of both the CUT and 

the FS indicate that the development of the class based, 

confrontational strategy also creates the conditions 

necessary for the emergence and initial success of labor 

mov~ment opportunism. 

First, accounts of labor movement division must first 

define the nature of such division in order to move from 

analysis to explanation. Labor movement division in Brazil 

demonstrates that division can occur at three levels for 

analysis. The labor movement's leadership may divide over 

personal ambitions, partisan loyalties or government 

opposition or sympathies. This type of division may be the 

most common and certainly does not prevent the labor 
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movement at large to follow a unified collective action 

strategy with some tactical variation. Under capitalist 

democracy we might expect that labor leaders, for whatever 

reasons, would differ over tactics. 

A second type of division, inter-organizational 

competition, might feature both leadership feuds as well as 

the formalization of tactical differences through the 

creation of parallel leadership organizations. Yet, despite 

these expressions of division, labor leaders, organizations 

and the rank and file might still pursue a common collective 

action strategy. Initially, the presence of the both the 

CUT and the CGT featured leadership and organizational 

competition, but both shared a working class orientation and 

a willingness to confront employers, albeit to very 

different degrees. The CUT's working class orientation came 

from shared experience and socialist inspiration, while the 

CGT's class perspective resulted from the communists' class 

ideology combined with the pelegos' corporatist culture. 

However, both labor centrals advocated better treatment for 

the "working class" by Brazilian capitalism. 

More often than not, leadership rivalries and 

organizational competition go hand in hand. These types of 

division, and the animosity they can generate within labor 

movements, often overshadow the presence of a common, 

unifying collective action strategy for workers. 
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Researchers such as Epstein(1992) , A.M. Cardoso(1992) , and 

L.M. Rodrigues and A.M. Cardoso(1993) place to much 

analytical import on these expressions of division, 

detracting analysis away from the issue of workers' 

collective action, the very currency of labor movement 

development. Epstein sets out to explain division within 

the Argentine labor leadership, but overlooks the 

relationship between such type of division with workers' 

collective action. He leaves the reader wondering whether 

such division translates into alternative collective 

strategies, or remains above or aside from the broader unity 

of purpose within organized labor. The Brazilian 

researchers, L.M. Rodrigues and A.M. Cardoso, provide 

sUbstantial insight into the divided leadership of the 

Brazilian labor movement, the competition between labor 

centrals, and even the nature of the bitter dispute between 

the CUT and the FS. Yet, because their analyses are not 

theoretically framed, they ignore workers' collective 

action, thereby relying on explanation of leadership 

rivalries and organizational competition to account for the 

bitter dispute. These approaches to explanation fail 

because they are not pinned to a definition of the type of 

labor movement division in question. 
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This study reveals that labor movement division in 

Brazil goes beyond leadership feuds and organizational 

battles, it strikes at the very foundation of the movement. 

The bitter dispute is fundamentally a struggle among workers 

induced by the choices they face and the strategies they 

follow. This third type of labor movement division 

necessarily includes the characteristics of the other two 

types of division, but goes much deeper. Here division 

occurs not as the result of choices between different 

leaders or organizations, but because workers face a 

structure of choices with two viable, alternative collective 

action strategies for conceiving and pursuing their 

"interests." The combination of different labor leaders and 

organizations does help to define workers' structure of 

choices, but it does not account for the bitter dispute. 

This dissertation argued that the bitter dispute is the 

outcome of workers' structure of choices under Brazilian 

capitalist democracy. The explanatory framework did not 

ignore division at the leadership or organizational levels, 

it accounted for them the outcomes of conflict between labor 

organizations and over the best strategy for improving 

workers' welfare. In so doing, this dissertation recognized 

that Brazil's urban workers were largely free to choose 

among the competing collective action strategies. However, 

their choices and the strategies they adhered to were both 
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determined by the interaction between social structures and 

political institutions sustaining capitalist democracy. 

The approach used in this study concedes the 

methodological individualism advocated by 

Przeworski(1985:92-97) , but it does so without reducing 

explanation to individual agency. The question for analysis 

of the third type of division, such as the bitter dispute, 

is what determines the range of viable options faced by 

workers' willing to act in concert? 

This dissertation answers this question and explains 

the bitter dispute by recognizing that the social structures 

of capitalism and the political institutions of democracy 

combine to structure the labor movement's strategic 

possibilities. This approach attempted to go beyond 

traditional political economy analysis centered upon the 

assumption that the interplay of different economic 

interests translates into policy outcomes(Frieden 1991). 

That is, "modern" political economy takes workers' interests 

for granted. This dissertation accepts Offe and 

Wiesenthal's(1979) critique, arguing that the formulation of 

workers' economic and political interests is problematic 

under capitalism, since "interests" can be distorted as a 

result of workers' subordination to capitalists. Thus, 

explanation of Brazilian labor movement depends on the more 

reasonable assumption that Brazilian workers' economic 
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interests cannot be taken for granted, but are subject to 

contestation between different conceptions and definitions. 

Relying on such an assumption discounts both 

traditional political economy and pluralist, interest group 

analyses, but it also compels examination of the interaction 

between the social structures of capitalism and the 

political institutions of democracy for explaining labor 

movement division under capitalist democracy. 

These findings sUbstantiate this approach to political 

economy analysis to the extent that Brazilian workers' 

structure of choices is a product of the interaction between 

economic and political variables. First, high income 

inequality, a social structure, intensifies class conflict 

between workers and capitalists when combined with 

democratic freedoms. That is, greater class conflict 

results from the interaction between high income inequality 

and democracy, making viable a class based, confrontational 

collective action strategy for workers and their social 

movement. 

Second, the level of intensity and the reach of a 

project to organize a working class political force is 

mediated by the outcome of another set of interactions. 

Labor market segmentation, understood from the perspective 

that such a process is the product of social structures and 

political institutions, mediates the viability and success 
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of the class action strategy. It unevenly allocates the 

risks and limits the potential for immediate and future 

gains posed by such a strategy. Moreover, labor market 

segmentation also differentiates workers according to the 

variable likelihood that their employers are willing to 

offer an opportunity to gain by defecting from the working 

class political force. Thus, high income inequality and 

democracy propel the class based strategy, but it is 

employers' interest in undermining this strategy, either by 

imposing high costs(e.g. unemployment, harder work, 

violence) or bartering immediate gains for their employees' 

political support which limits the reach of the CUT and 

makes the opportunistic strategy viable. Labor market 

segmentation goes far in determining the differentiated 

levels of risk and opportunity allocated to workers. 

The analysis suggests that high income inequality and 

democracy are essential conditions for working class 

formation as a political force. Moreover, the establishment 

of a "working class" threat to employers' income and their 

willingness to undermine such a threat by offering workers a 

political exchange may be necessary conditions for labor 

movement opportunism. Lastly, the polarizing structure of 

political contestation in Brazil, born from both the unequal 

distribution of the fruits of capitalism and structure of 

political contestation is ferments, permits the labor 
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movement to play a decisive role in many majoritarian 

elections throughout the country. The combination of 

majoritarian elections for public executives and a highly 

fragmented, multiparty system encourages polarization. Yet, 

these conditions alone do not contribute to an explanation 

of the bitter dispute or labor movement division. 

It is the linkage between labor's collective action 

strategies, political coalitions and electoral campaigns 

which makes each union election a trigger for future 

outcomes of political contestation. When workers, acting 

through their labor organizations, are able to greatly 

influence the course and outcomes of political contestation, 

their structure of choices are further complicated and their 

decisions made more difficult. Seen from this perspective, 

workers and their unions not only become the subject of 

political contestation to the extent that political parties 

court their favor, but they must consider the impact of 

their strategic adherence and labor central affiliation on 

future political contestation. consequently, the labor 

movement's central role in deciding electoral outcomes makes 

workers' structure of choices even more divisive. 

When workers' structure of choices are complex and 

include multiple viable collective action strategies, then 

both division and rapid labor movement development can 

occur. If choice can divide workers, it also induces 
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workers to ensure that their decisions were correct, even if 

divisive. Thus, presence of various strategic options and 

the organization of alternative collective action strategies 

can propel labor movements toward rapid development as 

workers, their labor organizations and labor leaders 

struggle to make their strategies payoff. 

These implications may assist efforts to refine 

theories of workers collective action. In particular, this 

study should prompt a reconsideration of explanations of 

both working class formation and labor movement opportunism. 

In order to highlight the theoretical relevancy of these 

implications this discussion links the findings of this 

study with the theoretical framework provided by Offe and 

Wiesenthal(1979) 

Offe and Wiesenthal are correct in associating working 

class formation with worker collective action based largely 

on their willingness to pay and act. That is, working class 

political movements are socially constructed through labor 

and political organizations whose survival and success is 

dependent on the internal guarantees of workers' willingness 

to pay dues and paralyze production. They are also correct 

in posing labor movement opportunism as equally rational for 

workers to adopt when they can achieve organizational 

survival and success through the provision of external 

guarantees originating from either employers or government. 
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However, Offe and Wiesenthal do not specify under what 

conditions workers are willing to pay and act for the sake 

of working class solidarity and action, nor do they specify 

the conditions which permit workers the "opportunity" to 

replace their own willingness to pay and act for external 

guarantees of organizational survival and success. They 

cannot specify these conditions because they theorize labor 

movement development as both homogenous and cyclical. 

In short, Offe and Wiesenthal understand labor movement 

development under capitalism as originating from a 

dialogical mode of collective action wherein workers are 

eager to pay and act. As the labor movement develops and 

comes to exercise some power, defined at the capacity to 

pose a credible strike threat, then its power can only be 

preserved by restraining the rank and file's willingness to 

engage in labor militancy. At this developmental stage the 

labor movement demobilizes the membership and searches to 

replace workers' willingness to pay and act with external 

guarantees. It undergoes a transformation which, according 

to Offe and Wiesenthal, 

"neither threatens the survival of the organization nor 
interferes with its chances for success(1979:106) ." 

This transformation leads organized labor to adopt the 

opportunistic, monological mode of collective action. 

Lastly, Offe and Wiesenthal posit that the opportunistic 
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strategy can decompose once it has lost the capacity to 

mobilize workers and its external guarantees are removed. 

This condition leads to a second transformation, one 

steering labor organizations back to the dialogical, class 

based mode of collective action. 

The research presented in this study illuminates 

several problems with Offe and Wiesenthal's theory of labor 

movement development and worker collective action. Although 

they specify the initial structural conditions under 

capitalism which creates a collective action dilemma for 

workers, they do not specify the precise conditions which 

allow for both the class based, dialogical mode of 

collective action or opportunism. This analysis of the 

bitter dispute in Brazil reveals that the class based, 

confrontational strategy is made viable by two conditions 

under capitalism: high income inequality and democracy. 

without these two conditions, one structural and the other 

institutional, efforts to organize a working class political 

force are entirely voluntaristic, and probably doomed to 

strategic failure. 

This analysis 

suggests that the 

strategy requires 

of the Brazilian labor movement also 

viability and success of the opportunistic 

a set of conditions which includes those 

associated with the class based, confrontational strategy. 

Labor movement opportunism requires that employers' perceive 
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a credible threat to their investment and profits posed by 

the political organization of workers as members of a class 

in conflict with their own material interests. without this 

threat, and the observable signs of a working class 

political project in formation, employers cannot be 

compelled to provide an "opportunity" to their employees. 

This second condition, that of employers' offer to trade 

immediate benefits for their employees' quiescence and 

political cooperation, is the very crux of labor movement 

opportunism. Offe and wiesenthal do not explain why 

external guarantees to labor organization survival and 

success come about, they take it for granted that 

governments and employers' are always willing to co-opt 

organized labor. While such an assumption may hold for the 

modern capitalist democracies of Western Europe and North 

America, it does not stand for the new developing capitalist 

democracies of Africa, Asia, Europe, and Latin America. 

Offe and Wiesenthal's theory of opportunism neglects 

these two vital conditions: working class threat and 

employers' provision of an opportunity for workers to gain 

without taking risks. By overlooking these necessary 

conditions, they cannot link the two political processes of 

working class formation through the class based, 

confrontational or dialogical collective action strategy and 

labor movement opportunism. This study shows that in Brazil 
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these processes are interactive to the degree that the 

viability and success of the FS' opportunistic strategy is 

dependent on the success of the CUT and the PT led working 

class project as well as some employers' interest and 

efforts to undermine this project within the institutional 

limits of Brazilian democracy. Although it is true that 

such unions as the Metalworkers Union of Volta Redonda in 

Rio de Janeiro may indeed follow the developmental stages 

set out by Offe and Wiesenthal, these are exceptions and not 

representative of the labor movement at large. 

Offe and Wiesenthal argue that both class based and 

opportunistic strategies are rational for workers to pursue. 

They make an important contribution with their theoretical 

argument for the existence of labor movement opportunism 

which goes beyond political critique. Indeed, they define 

labor movement opportunism in a way which can be empirically 

analyzed and theorized. 5 Yet, Offe and wiesenthal make a 

common analytical mistake for students of labor movement 

5 Offe and Wiesenthal offer a cogent definition of 
labor movement opportunism(1979:106-107) in stark contrast 
with Elster's understanding of opportunism as the 
"relentless pursuit of self-interest(1989:264)." 
Accordingly, the former's definition is informed by analysis 
of workers' collective action problems while the latter's 
emerges from a preoccupation with individual human 
motivations in isolation from others. Offe and Wiesenthal's 
definition is much more reasonable because it is able to 
incorporate individual motivations while focusing analysis 
on the organizational dimension of workers' collective 
action. 



312 

development, they treat it as an homogenous actor-social 

movement. It is not, as Samuel Valenzuela(1986:3) reminds 

us. Labor movements can and do, as the bitter dispute 

demonstrates, be divided by the pursuit of two or more 

alternative collective action strategies. 

The crucial implication suggested by my research of 

labor movement division in Brazil concerns the 

interrelationship between alternative collective strategies. 

In particular, my analysis shows that the class based, 

confrontational strategy, if successful, creates the 

conditions for the emergence and even initial success of the 

opportunistic strategy. Offe and Wiesenthal miss this 

point. Opportunism is dependent.upon the organization and 

success of a working class political project, what they 

would conceptualize as the widespread expression of the 

dialogical mode of collective action. Rather than grow from 

the collective action problems associated with workers' 

willingness to pay and act, as Offe and Wiesenthal wager, 

opportunism emerges from the successful coordination of 

workers' willingness to pay and act, to the extent of posing 

a threat to their employers. Certainly, opportunism also 

requires employers' provision of an opportunity for gain 

without risk and the creation of labor organizations suited 

to coordinating the political exchange between workers and 

employers. But the motivation for the first and the 



viability of the second arise from the organization of a 

working class threat to capitalists' profits and 

investments. 
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Refinement of Offe and Wiesenthal's theory of labor 

movement development should center on the interactive 

rationality of both the class based, confrontational and the 

opportunistic collective action strategies. Labor movement 

opportunism, or the political exchange strategy, is viable 

to the extent that employers' are motivated to trade 

immediate benefits for quiescence and political cooperation 

in the face of a threat to their property. This argument 

poses a sequential order, class conflict under capitalist 

democracy, the rise and apparent success of a working class 

political project, and the subsequent emergence of labor 

movement opportunism as a rational collective action for 

some workers. However, once both the class based and 

opportunistic strategies are elaborated and coordinated by 

labor centrals, political parties and coalitions, they not 

only serve to sharply divide the labor movement, but also to 

drive its development. 

strategic success in the face of an organized 

alternative strategy leads to the doubling of efforts to 

preserve past victories and ensure future ones. In the case 

of the bitter dispute, both the CUT and the FS are 

continuously doubling their efforts to increase their 
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success and spoil that of their rival. This contestation 

between workers, their collective action strategies and the 

organizations which coordinate and promote them is indeed 

transforming the Brazilian labor movement. Standing 

divided, the movement is now developing into the strongest, 

most representative sector of Brazilian civil society. 
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LABOR MOVEMENT DEVELOPMENT 

The bitter dispute between the CUT and the FS has 

fueled labor movement development under democracy. It has 

given greater reason for worker association, it has improved 

labor representation at all levels of the corporatist union 

structure, and most importantly, it has served to dilute the 

reigning state corporatist labor relations regime preserved 

by the 1988 Federal Constitution. The bitter dispute has 

not only improved the organizational capacity of the labor 

movement and extended its representation of the workforce, 

but it has made the labor movement a central political actor 

under democracy for all the right reasons. 

First, worker association has expanded and improved as 

a consequence of labor movement political division in 

Brazil. Although tall obstacles still prevent widespread 

organization of factory commission and workplace 

associations, namely employer intransigence, the bitter 

dispute forces informal shopfloor organization where unions 

are contested by both the CUT and the FS. In order to win 

closely contested union elections, directorate slates must 

reach workers in the workplace and organize their support. 

Although such efforts do not always lead to the formal 

recognition of worker associations at the workplace by 

employers, it may create the conditions for such recognition 

in the future. 
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Second, labor representation has increased as a result 

of greater worker association, the expanding contestation of 

the CUT and the FS at the union level, and the increasing 

use of the union election ballot box to gauge strategy 

success and worker approval. More and more workers have 

organized unions and affiliated them to a labor central 

since the transition to democracy. Although the number of 

new unions does not match up with the very large number of 

rural unions created by the Ministry of Labor during the 

military's authoritarian rule,6 the number of unions 

created by workers association and initiative since the 

transition to democracy surely exceeds that of previous 

periods. 

Not only has the number of unions and union members 

increased in dramatic fashion under democracy, but labor 

representation has been profoundly transformed. 

Increasingly numbers of labor organizations, particularly 

unions, experience contested leadership elections. Although 

such contested elections can generate great animosity and 

sometimes violence, they also provide union members with 

6 As a number of researchers point out, the military 
regime created hundreds of rural labor unions as both an 
instrument of rural worker control and a source of social 
assistance(R. Novaes 1991, L.S. Medeiros 1989, and Sgreccia 
1992). Accordingly, these unions served more as agencies of 
state sponsored welfare programs, than representatives of 
labor in their dispute with employers and large landholders. 
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options over union leaders, organizational strategy, and 

possibly labor central affiliation. contested union 

elections bring the concerns and demands of the rank and 

file closer to union administration and strengthens the 

delegational relationship between union directors and 

members. Moreover, contested elections forces labor leaders 

to limit corruption while going beyond delegational 

representation of the rank and file. 7 contested elections 

with so much at stake, compel union directors to exercise 

leadership to the extent of defining what workers' interests 

should be. In order to win contested elections, slates must 

convince the rank and file what their interests really are 

and detail the proper strategy for achieving them. The 

result is that union members are presented with choices 

about differently conceived interests and collective action 

strategies for realizing them. 

The notion of organizational success is swiftly 

changing throughout the Brazilian labor movement. No longer 

can success be measured by the number of workers legally 

represented(or the resources which accrue from such numbers 

through the compulsory contributions). Also, success can no 

longer be contrived, as pelegos once did, through intimate 

7 For an interesting study of Brazilian union 
representation and the question of leadership see J.V. de 
Morais(1994). 
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cooperation with the Ministry of Labor. Unions are 

increasingly measuring organizational success at the ballot 

box. Brazilian union members can now define organizational 

success or failure, and take the necessary measures to 

achieve success in the future. 

Third, the bitter dispute has effectively liberalized 

the state corporatist labor relations system. Although 

unions maintain their representational monopolies by 

territory and professional category through constitutional 

guarantees, increasingly numbers of these unions are subject 

to leadership contestation. Moreover, the remaining 

components of the union structure are increasingly 

pluralist, including the sectoral state federations and 

national confederations. Where the CUT or the FS cannot 

take control of an older, corporatist crafted federation or 

confederation, they are often able to create their own under 

the standing corporatist labor code. Since the labor code 

does not sanction representational monopolies for 

federations or confederations, parallels ones can be created 

by dissenting unions. Both the CUT and the FS galvanize a 

patchwork of formerly corporatist and newly formed parallel 

federations and confederations to extend their strategic 

reach. More importantly, the entire union structure, from 

the corporatist unions to the national confederations, 

whether formerly corporatist or parallel, is now headed by 
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completely independent labor centrals without direct 

dependence on the state. Although the Brazilian labor 

movement is not completely free of the corporatist controls 

which have traditionally chained worker association to the 

state, the bitter dispute has certainly increased workers' 

freedom of maneuver from the existing chains. 

By liberalizing the state corporatist labor relations 

system and inducing greater worker association the bitter 

dispute has made the Brazilian labor movement more 

independent, representative, and central to the nation's 

democratic development. 
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BRAZILIAN DEMOCRACY 

The bitter dispute between the CUT and the FS both 

reflects and shapes Brazil's democratic rule. Labor 

movement division has introduced and the bitter dispute has 

institutionalized political contestation within Brazil's 

largest, representative social movement. It has 

increasingly stripped the state corporatist labor relations 

system of its capacity to control worker association and the 

development of the labor movement. Also, the bitter dispute 

plays an instrumental role in striking a stabilizing 

political balance of power between mutually threatening 

political coalitions, that led by the PT and anchored to the 

CUT and those led by employers and reliant upon the FS for 

political support. with such an explosive concentration of 

national wealth, the bitter dispute's role in striking a 

political balance may be a key agent of democratic stability 

in the short term. 

In the past, under President Getulio Vargas' Estado 

Novo and again under the military's so called Bureaucratic~ 

Authoritarian regime, the state corporatist controls were 

widely used to restrict worker association and keep the 

labor movement from exercising any political 

autonomy(Almeida and Lowy 1976, Erickson 1977, Mericle 

1977). For nearly half a century Vargas' corporatism was 

successful in reducing the labor movement's mobilizational 
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capacity and political import. The emergence of the New 

Unionism in the late 1970s and development of the CUT in the 

1980s challenged the corporatist controls, even though the 

Constituent Assembly preserved many of these controls in the 

1988 constitution. Yet, the bitter dispute of the 1990s has 

effectively liberalized the corporatist controls from below. 

Although workers are usually locked into one particular 

corporatist union for legal representation, they are 

increasingly wielding their unions for their own purposes, 

rather than those of the governing elite. In addition, the 

parallel federations, confederations, and the CUT and the FS 

are increasingly leading labor movement development by 

promoting, coordinating and guiding their respective 

collective action strategies. Hence, the corporatist 

controls used by Vargas and the military to keep the labor 

movement from spoiling their authoritarian laid plans in the 

past, may be of little use to authoritarians in the future. 

Not only has the bitter dispute chipped away and 

transformed institutions capable of contributing to and 

preserving authoritarian rule, but it has institutionalized 

democratic political contestation among the workforce. 

Brazilian unionized workers now face real and distinct 

choices over collective action strategies, organizational 

affiliations and leadership. They vote for union 

directorates, approve organizational affiliations with 
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federations, confederations, labor centrals and 

international labor organizations, and discern their union's 

success or failure in carrying out the selected course of 

action. The bitter dispute has made political contestation 

within labor the mechanism of labor movement development, 

making union members central to the decisions which steer 

their social movement. By making political contestation 

paramount, the bitter dispute has brought union members to 

the head of the labor movement, allowing them to choose the 

path of labor movement development. 

By allowing union members to vote for alternative, 

competing conceptions of labor movement development the 

bitter dispute is making elections and democratic political 

contestation the preferred means for temporarily resolving 

conflict and deciding a course of action. Given workers' 

relatively new opportunity to decide the destiny of their 

own social movement, and the central role of the labor 

movement in deciding many of the outcomes of democratic 

political contestation, it is unlikely that organized 

workers would sacrifice democracy for an authoritarian 

solution of any kind. Developing through division the labor 

movement may indeed provide the tallest obstacle to a return 

to authoritarianism and the greatest source of support for 

democratic political contestation. 
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Lastly, the bitter dispute between the CUT and the FS 

does inflame and polarize Brazilian politics, but it also 

serves to strike a stable balance between the competing 

political forces. If the success of the CUT allows the PT 

and the FBP to expand the working class project's electoral 

reach, the FS limits this reach and contributes to a stable, 

albeit polarized polyarchy. Because the labor movement does 

stand at the center of democratic politics with the capacity 

to tip the balance of power one way or the other, the bitter 

dispute ensures that this balance can swing back and forth 

with each electoral outcome. It allocates sufficient 

uncertainty of outcome with prospects for winning to keep 

most candidates, parties and political coalitions organized 

for democratic political contestation. In this way the 

bitter dispute contributes to democratic stability in the 

absence of a class compromise contingent on downward income 

redistribution. 8 

8 This proposition is drawn from Przeworski's 
conception of a class compromise between workers and 
capitalists where "workers consent to profit as an 
institution, that is they behave in such a manner as to make 
positive rates of profit possible; and capitalists commit 
themselves to some rate of transformation of profits into 
wage increases and some rate of investment out of 
profits(1985:182)." For Przeworski this class based, 
political exchange creates the institutional foundation of 
enduring capitalist democracy. Implicitly, these conditions 
of a class compromise serve to redistribute income to 
workers in a context of income concentration. That is, 
capitalists accept a stable rate of return from their 
investments and exercise the right to hold private property, 
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There can be no question that the consolidation and 

stability of Brazilian democracy rests with a structural 

transformation which lessens national income inequality. 

This structural transformation and redistribution of income 

are more likely to occur under capitalist democracy than 

authoritarianism. The question Brazilian workers face is 

whether such an economic outcome under democracy is 

contingent on labor movement unity? Ironically, while the 

bitter dispute may act to prevent a return to authoritarian 

rule, it may also preclude the labor movement from playing 

the leading role in consolidating democracy. 

even though their employees receive a greater share of the 
product. 
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