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INTRODUCTION N 

Duringg a period when most analysts can only be pessimistic about the role of organised 

labourr in politics and in the workplace, the emergence of the Brazilian labour movement 

offerss an alternative narrative. Brazilian trade unions have not only achieved the re-

introductionn of direct bargaining with employers and the strengthening of representation 

inn the workplace, they have also had a crucial influence on that country's democratisation 

process.. In addition, the establishment of the Workers' Party (Partido dos Trabalhadores, 

PT)) in 1979, has signalled the potential for an innovative left-wing politics in new 

circumstances. . 

Thee Brazilian democratic transition and the re-emergence of opposition forces, 

beginningg in the early 1970s, provided the context for a significant wave of strikes at the 

endd of the decade. This militancy resulted in the emergence of a more autonomous trade 

unionn sector, unions whose shop floor action worked towards a transformation of the 

labourr relations system, which in turn was also translated into political opposition to the 

militaryy regime. The transition process not only demonstrates the institutionalisation and 

thee political development of the labour movement, but also the internal conflicts and 

dilemmass that the labour movement faced in its later activities. These dilemmas become 

especiallyy clear after 1990, as President Fernando Collor de Melo introduced an economic 

reformm programme, a shift in policy-making which underlined the collapse of import-

substitutionn industrialisation and the developmental state as pillars of a specifically 

Braziliann development strategy. 

Inn this context, this study argues that the combination of democratisation with 

economicc reforms has produced a situation in which organised labour has attempted to 

reassertt its role as the legitimate representative vehicle of workers' interests in both 

politicss and in the workplace, while the labour movement has simultaneously been unable 

too define an effective alternative lo economic reforms. The central question of this 

dissertationn is how and why the responses of organised labour to economic and political 

transformationss have changed during the 1990s. Indeed, these recent responses by the 

labourr movement to economic and political reform are defined here as ideas, demands, 

andd strategies, which trade unions use to change the political and economic situation. A 

studyy with focuses on these issues most call into question the changing relationship 

betweenn the state and both the economy and civil society in developing countries. In 

orderr to examine the effects of democratisation and economic reforms on the Brazilian 

labourr movement, the Chapters wil l be shaped by the following three arguments. 

Firstly,, as organised labour as a social and political actor re-emerged towards the 

endd of the military regime (1964-1985), the Brazilian labour movement was largely 



strengthenedd during the dictatorship's final years. Despite repression of trade unionists 

andd the left, the authoritarian regime allowed the continued existence of trade unions, 

althoughh their activities were highly restricted. In addition, the rapid industrialisation 

processs from the mid-twentieth century onwards, which was in turn heavily promoted by 

thee Brazilian military, resulted in the emergence of renewed union activity. The 

industrialisationn process in turn led to an increase of the number of urban industrial 

workerss who were able to recognise the possibilities that trade union action opened, a 

developmentt which further stimulated the rise of a new labour movement. 

Thee trade unions that emerged from the opposition to the military regime 

emphasisedd their autonomy from the state and traditional political parties, representing a 

significantt rejection of both corporatism and populism, both dominant features of the pre-

19644 political system. In addition, the unions attempted to establish workers' shopfloor 

representationn and direct bargaining relations with employers, something which was 

madee impossible by the military regime's restrictions on trade union activities. 

Furthermore,, the unions' mass mobilisations from the late 1970s onwards re-established 

thee labour movement as a legitimate political actor, a process which also included the 

large-scalee involvement of civil-society organisations in the return to democracy, a 

revisedd labour movement more widely known as 'new unionism'. The novel aspects of 

neww unionism are the following: (1) a focus on internal democracy and democratic 

workplacee relations; (2) strong relationships with social movements and a new type of 

left-wingg party, such as the PT; (3) autonomy from the state (a rejection of corporatist 

unionism);; and finally (4), a broad vision of the meaning of workers' representation. This 

conceptionn involved an attempt to include workers from outside the formal sector into the 

labourr movement and represented a wider political programme focused on social 

development.. This type of unionism has often been viewed as an answer to the problems 

thatt unions face in the era of globalisation, avoiding as it does the pitfalls of'traditional' 

tradee unions, which, through their focus on a traditional union constituency, increasingly 

losee membership and representative capacity. 

Secondly,, despite the political momentum that the democratic transition provided 

duringg the 1980s, the political space for the Brazilian labour movement became more 

restrictedd in the 1990s, with the devastating effects of hyperinflation and the financial 

crisess increasing the threat of unemployment. Although economic problems have also 

provokedd large-scale national strikes, they also undermined many unions' capacity for 

effectivee collective bargaining at company level. In turn, the later success of the Piano 

Reall  stabilisation plan (1994) in bringing down inflation led to a decrease in the number 

off  strikes and general mobilisations. The government's success in reducing inflation 

underminedd much of the justification for union opposition, as hyperinflation particularly 

affectss the poorest groups in society. In this context, it has been more difficult for trade 

unionss to find a more effective way to influence political and economic decision-making 

thann during the 1980s. Because the labour movement failed to present a viable, 
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alternative,, political project, and given the few institutionalised channels for political 

participation,, unions and the left in general were strategically outmanoeuvred, often 

findingg themselves in the position of defending the "old" system of state economic 

intervention. . 

Thirdly,, the union movement is also significantly innovatory, yet also internally 

riven,, one example of which are the divisions evident on the question of labour reform, an 

issuee on which the labour movement has never achieved a satisfactory consensus. As wil l 

bee examined throughout this thesis, the Brazilian labour movement has been unable to 

establishh a consensus on the extent to which the corporatist labour relations system has to 

bee reformed. In addition, strategic dilemmas related to the Brazilian economic reform 

programmee have also resulted in internal conflicts. 

Thiss study develops two specific case-studies to examine the changing politico-

economicc context of trade union and worker activity. The first case-study reconstructs 

changess in ideas, strategies and demands of the labour movement during the 1990s, and 

thesee changes are then compared with the main elements of the new economic model in 

Brazil.. In order to fully understand the context of these changes, the dissertation argues 

forr the importance of an analysis of power relations within the labour movement itself, 

alongg with examining its decision-making processes and external relations. It can also be 

arguedd that strategic changes have taken place, primarily as a shift from strategies based 

onn mobilisation to strategies that emphasise negotiations with employers and the 

government. . 

Secondly,, privatisation is one of the central pillars of Brazilian development 

strategy,, and its implementation has been largely successful when compared to other 

reformm measures. By focusing on privatisation this thesis draws attention to the essential 

elementss of the complex transformation process taking place in Latin America. With 

respectt to the labour movement, it can be argued that trade unions have not only been 

incapablee of influencing the privatisation process, but that the practical implications of 

privatisationn have contributed to strategic differences between the central union 

leadershipp and individual unions. In addition, in the absence of a successful anti-

privatisationn strategy, trade unions have tended to prefer the maintenance of the system of 

state-ownedd enterprises. 

Organisedd labour and left-wing opposition in Brazil have found it hard to 

formulatee an effective and coherent strategy to influence the economic reform 

programme,, while one of the major divisions that have emerged is between strategies of 

mobilisationn and negotiation. Mobilisation was very effective during the 1980s, while 

directt bargaining between unions and their employers in sectors where unions are strong 

(such(such as the industrial and metallurgy industries) also provide an effective strategy. The 

rangee of possible strategies available is highly contested within the labour movement, and 

thiss policy struggle provides us with some significant insight into the difficulties and 

possibilitiess of labour opposition. 
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Thee analysis of trade union responses to reforms measures also deals with the 

post-19944 period, a time characterised by the introduction of a stabilisation plan and an 

extensionn of structural reforms, such as privatisation, and also by a significant shift in 

unionn strategies. The focus of the empirical study is on urban industrial workers and their 

tradee unions, within the framework of changing labour market structures, such as the 

emergencee of different categories of workers and the informal sector, and the changing 

contextt of work.' This focus has been chosen partly for practical reasons, as research on 

informall  sector workers requires an alternative research design. Although urban organised 

workerss are a numerical minority in a country such as Brazil, they have a far more 

significantt influence on the political process. The limits of a focus on formal-sector trade 

unionss can be solved by examining changing labour market structures, the balance 

betweenn different categories of workers within the labour movement, and the way in 

whichh organised labour deals with "other" types of workers (cf. Harrod 1987). 

Thee study of labour issues in the social sciences highlights many forces which are 

fundamentall  for any understanding of the transformation processes at the end of the last 

century.. Labour movements should be an important aspect of these studies, as 'the 

developmentt of the modern entrepreneurial and labour classes of Latin America ... is 

indistinguishablee from state-led industrialization' (Cardenas, Ocampo and Thorp 2000: 

19).. The scope and impact of changes since 1985 has been shaped to a large extent by 

socio-economic,, institutional and political continuities with the past. For this reason, the 

analysiss has to consider the complex relationships between the following developments: 

thee emergence and evolution of the labour movement; the development of the Brazilian 

state;; and the formation of a dominant development strategy. In addition, as Candland and 

Sill  argue, research should move beyond the 'strong tendency to view economic 

adjustmentt as a process which governments effect upon societies, not vice versa, and to 

treatt policy choices as matters of strategy, relatively unencumbered by the independent 

interests,, expectations, or political pressure from social groups' (Candland and Sil 2001: 

6).. In this way, an approach focused on political conflicts surrounding the decision to 

implementt economic reforms avoids an exclusive focus on a reform process implemented 

fromm 'above', while paying attention to the responses of those who are affected by 

economicc change. 

OUTLIN E E 

Thee first Chapter discusses the central concepts of the dissertation, including the issue of 

labour,, particularly by focusing on debates relating to the transformation of work and on 

thee expected effects of globalisation on employment patterns and trade unions. Firstly, 

althoughh labour refers to the activity of work, it also refers to particular categories of 

workerss (e.g. 'the working classes') and often to organised labour. While the focus of the 

11 See Appendix for a more detailed discussion of methodology and statistics. 
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dissertationn is on organised labour, organised labour should be analysed within the 

contextt of labour market characteristics and the transformation of the nature of work. A 

conceptuall  framework for Chapters IV and VI's discussion of strategies and power 

relationss within labour movements is also outlined in Chapter I. 

Secondly,, a discussion of the concept of the state in developing countries provides 

ann opportunity to analyse the processes of change during the 1980s and 1990s: the 

Braziliann state is an example of the so-called developmental state, a state is characterised 

byy high levels of intervention in order to promote industrialisation, while specific 

developmentt policies can vary. This form of state is also connected to various forms of 

corporatistt labour relations and labour control, protectionism, and the important role of 

multinationall  corporations in technological development and industrialisation, a type of 

statee which has gradually declined during the 1980s and 1990s. 

Thirdly,, the concept of'development strategies' refers to largely coherent systems 

off  economic policy-making that promote economic development (development goals and 

policiess being variable). Distinctions are usually made between inward- and outward-

orientedd development and degrees of state intervention, while these strategies are not 

mutuallyy exclusive. The Chapter argues that the definition of the concept of 'development 

strategies'' should contain a strong political dimension, as they deal with the allocation of 

resourcess in a society, and, crucially for developing countries, with the balance between 

domesticc and foreign economic actors. By pointing to the political dimensions of 

economicc development, my argument stresses the role of political struggle, disputing the 

notionn that economic reforms are merely a technical issue. 

Thee importance of the economic and political reforms introduced in Brazil cannot 

bee understood without reference to twentieth century developments in state structure and 

itss relations to society. The purpose of Chapter II is to offer an historicised and 

contextualisedd conceptual discussion of Chapter I, while Chapter II also argues that post-

19300 relations between state and society were conditioned by the existence of an 

interventionistt state, import-substitution policies, and a coalition of the urban working 

andd middle classes, and industrialists. Significantly for trade unions during the 1990s, the 

incorporationn of the emerging working classes in the political system from the early 

twentiethh century onwards, was crucial for the development of labour legislation. 

Economicc problems during the 1950s and 1960s were strongly related to governmental 

difficultiess in finding a balance between development goals and popular demands, which 

contributedd to a military coup in 1964. The military government broke the political aspect 

off  the 'developmental alliance', but industrialisation policies based on an increasing 

emphasiss on foreign investment were extended after this time. 

Chapterr III is divided into two main thematic sections. Firstly, on the basis of an 

overvieww of changes in the Brazilian political system it is argued that, although 

democracyy was expected to solve 'non-democratic' politics, many limits to democratic 

politicss remain. To name some examples, clientelism and corruption, which are still 
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commonn in Brazil, along with the weak party system, reduces the role of the Brazilian 

Congresss as an effective democratic control mechanism. 

Thee second section of Chapter III discusses the content of the reform programme 

andd its development during the 1990s. The Chapter argues that the decision to introduce 

reformss is rooted in a series of economic problems, from the devastating effects of the 

debtt crisis (1982-3) to the failure of a range of financial stabilisation plans. From 1990 

onwards,, the following elements of the Brazilian developmental strategy have changed. 

Firstly,, in 1990 president Fernando Collor de Melo introduced a reform programme, 

consistingg of economic and trade liberalisation, privatisation of state-owned enterprises 

andd a redirection of the role of the state in the economy. Secondly, when a successful 

financialfinancial stabilisation plan was introduced in 1994, reforms were extended to include the 

reformm of the social security system; financial and fiscal liberalisation; and outsourcing of 

statee tasks to the private sector. Thirdly, although the corporatist labour laws are still 

largelyy in place, reforms have included the flexibilisation of the labour market and a 

reinforcementt of direct bargaining between employers and workers. It is argued that these 

economicc and political reforms do not simply represent a 'neo-liberal model', as the 

implementationn of reforms has been subject to various exceptions (particularly of a 

protectionistt nature). Furthermore, the reforms have propagated a redirection of the role 

off  the state, rather than an overall minimisation of the role of the state. 

Thee second half of this dissertation (Chapters IV-VI ) is devoted to a case-study of 

thee Brazilian labour movement during the 1990s. Chapter IV addresses the rise and 

successs of new unionism by analysing the role of the labour movement in the Brazilian 

transitionn and also explains how trade unions have played such a crucial role in the 

openingg of political space for a civil-society based opposition. New labour strategies and 

thee "new unionist" attention to community development, social movements, and 

democracyy are features of a unique and dynamic Brazilian labour movement. 

Nevertheless,, as the Chapter argues, the seeds for internal divisions and strategic 

problemss were also sown in this period. To cite one example, the Brazilian labour 

movementt has been unable to form a consensus on the reform of the corporatist labour 

relationss system, a central demand of new unionism. This inability to formulate a 

consensuss on the issue has resulted in splits within the labour movement and the 

formationn of seven different central union organisations during the 1980s and 1990s. In 

addition,, direct union action, such as strikes and mass demonstrates, has not always been 

co-ordinatedd among the various central organisations. This type of competition and lack 

off  co-ordination within the labour movement, has obviously weakened trade unions, as it 

iss easier for employers and the government to negotiate with one individual group and not 

thee other, as the labour movement has largely failed to coalese into a united opposition. 

Chapterss V and VI address the responses of the CUT (Central Unica dos 

Trabalhadores)) to the economic reforms taking place. Chapter V discusses the trade 

unions'' "political programme" which was developed in order to analyse shifts in 
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strategiess and demands. Because of the complicated nature of the Brazilian labour market, 

anyy analysis of union strategies has to include an overview of internal power relations 

withinn the labour movement itself, and particularly within the CUT. This overview 

demonstratess that locations of decision-making can be found in several individual unions, 

ass well as in the CUT itself, and the Chapter then goes on to argue that the meaning of the 

conceptt of the 'working class' has changed within the Brazilian left. This change 

demonstratess that the labour movement has been able to include social groups that might 

notnot be included in traditional definitions of the working class (e.g. small entrepreneurs, 

informall  sector workers, and white-collar workers). 

Thee second half of the Chapter addresses the CUT's analysis of central issues in 

thee reform process, including the 1994 Real Plan and its effects, public sector reform, 

employment,, and labour flexibility . On the basis of this analysis, it can be argued that the 

labourr movement has not developed a well-defined alternative project. Indeed, it also 

appearss the CUT would prefer a return to a strongly interventionist, but democratic, state. 

Onn the basis of the CUT's diagnosis of the reform process, the Chapter goes on to 

comparee a variety of trade union strategies, including the tensions between negotiation 

andd mobilisation. The economic conjuncture of the 1990s has reduced the effectiveness 

andd viability of the type of mass mobilisation that had broadened the democratic agenda 

duringg the 1980s, while the threat of unemployment has also resulted in specific 

negotiationss on the issue of labour flexibilit y conducted by unions in multinational 

industries. . 

Thee final section, (Chapter VI) is devoted to the privatisation of state-owned 

enterprisess in Brazil. Economic and political transformation in Latin America have 

alteredd the way in which the state manages and intervenes in both the economy and 

society,, and the changing role of the state has resulted in a shift in the priorities of public 

policy,, including new priorities such as the creation of conditions for the attraction of 

directt foreign investment and reform of the state apparatus, privatisation, and the overhaul 

off  labour and social legislation. 

Privatisationn is a controversial topic, and it is impossible to assess its effects on 

employmentt and social development without reference to political debates and the 

economicc restructuring process in general. Furthermore, the issue of privatisation is an 

excellentt case for an analysis of the labour movement's view on the state's role in the 

economyy and on the content and impact of economic reforms. For this reason, the Chapter 

providess an overview of Brazilian debates on privatisation. To briefly summarise, 

opponentss of privatisation argue that despite the nature of Brazilian economic reforms 

andd efforts to streamline bureaucracy, the state has to remain responsible for economic 

development.. Therefore, the sale of state-owned enterprises, which have played an 

importantt role in economic and social development, wil l not contribute to economic 

developmentt in a country such as Brazil. For proponents, privatisation is part of a reform 

programmee aimed at increasing the efficiency and competitiveness of the Brazilian 
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economy,, while increased efficiency is expected to contribute to reducing the 

government'ss budget deficit as well as reinforcing macro-economic stability. In addition, 

increasedd economic efficiency is also expected to lead to the employment creation. 

Thee Chapter also focuses on the expected effects of privatisation on labour, an 

issuee which has greatly conditioned the responses of the left and the labour movement to 

privatisation.. By examining the strategies of the CUT dealing with privatisation, the 

Chapterr reconstructs the resulting internal strategic and ideological problems (within the 

labourr movement and left-wing opposition). Strategies of opposition to privatisation have 

includedd strikes, demonstrations, legal action and (sometimes violent) occupations of 

governmentt and company properties. The CUT has also formulated an alternative for the 

statee productive sector, which proposes a 'democratisation' of the public sector. In reality, 

thee labour movement could not halt privatisation and individual unions often opted for 

participationn in the process through employee shares. 

Inn summary, the limits on union action posed by the military dictatorship and the 

transitionn to democracy have shaped a new type of union movement, which has played an 

importantt political role during the 1980s. Meanwhile the origins of the strategic shift 

withinn the labour movement itself can be found in the combination of economic reforms 

andd democratisation, particularly as the economic problems of the 1980s as well as the 

Braziliann government's commitment to a reform programme, have combined to limit the 

effectivenesss of union opposition. In this context, the labour movement has gradually 

discoveredd new avenues for union action, in addition to the maintaining the original 

strengthss of new unionism. 
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