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BRAZIL

Brazil: Lula-a symbol of resistance
Corruption charges, violence and imprisonment of ex President Lula might yet unite the
progressive left says Thomas Zicman de Barros

T
hey want to stop me
from talking, but I will
talk, throw your voic-
es”. With this state-
ment, former president

and leading presidential candi-
date Lula da Silva alerted thou-
sands of supporters that rallied in
front of the metallurgical union
where he started his political
career almost five decades ago.
His imprisonment may well jeop-
ardize his ability to travel and
make speeches, but instead of
killing him politically, it is trans-
forming him. Lula is no longer a
simple leader. He is now an idea –
which makes him much more
powerful. Like others in the past,
it is in the moments of apparent
weakness and defeat that he gets
stronger.

What makes Lula’s support
even more extraordinary is that it
takes place after more than four
years of constant political attacks.
Lula, the first and only working
class candidate to be elected pres-
ident in the country, left office in
2010 with an indisputably posi-
tive record. Despite the contradic-
tions while in power, his almost
90% approval ratings were the
result of a government that trans-
formed Brazil into a global player
and generated economic and
social prosperity, removing tens
of millions from poverty.

For years now, however, the
media in collusion with important
sectors of the judiciary incited
right-wing groups by depicting
Lula as the root of all evil and
corruption in Brazil – despite suf-
ficient evidence of any wrongdo-
ing on his part. Hate was irre-
sponsibly inflamed to the point
that, for a growing far right, Lula
became a scapegoat that must be
eliminated at any cost – leading
to a shooting of his convoy in the
south of Brazil on March 27th.
This fury against him established
the background for his controver-
sial – and sometimes Kafkaesque
– high-speed condemnation. Like
the Queen of Hearts in Lewis
Carrol’s Alice in Wonderland, the
judges decided Lula’s sentence
first, their verdict coming after-
wards. A right-wing clamour fol-
lowed pressuring the Supreme
Court to enforce Lula’s immediate
imprisonment – against the con-

stitution that guarantees the
right to appeal before gaol. In a
scene that reminds us of darker
moments, even the Army com-
mander, general Eduardo Villas
Bôas, implied that troops could
intervene to avoid possible
“impunity”. The goal is clear, and
has been openly declared many
times: Lula must be arrested
because, if he runs again, he
might well win.

Lula’s imprisonment is, in
many ways, a new step in the con-

servative hold on the country. The
process is complex, with many
expressions and actors. It got
traction during the parliamentary
coup that overthrew president
Dilma Rousseff in 2016, when a
circumstantial and sometimes
paradoxical alliance was formed.
It involved notoriously corrupt
politicians from catch-all crony
parties – such as the former
Speaker of the House, Eduardo
Cunha, and Michel Temer,
Rousseff’s vice-president – fringe
extreme-right leaders such as
Jair Bolsonaro, the big media
groups, and an hypertrophied
Judiciary that frequently violates
the constitution in order to “make
justice”. 

After Rousseff’s unseating, this
alliance weakened, but while
sometimes fighting each other,
the participants continued to
push the country to the edge. The

new all-white-men conservative
government approved privatiza-
tions and rudimentary austerity
reforms – such as a constitutional
amendment that freezes the total
amount of public expenditures for
the next twenty years. On
February 16th, facing growing
popular dissatisfaction, Michel
Temer decided to make an auda-
cious political move to set a new
agenda, declaring a federal mili-
tary intervention in the state of
Rio de Janeiro to solve a so-called
“security crisis” in the region.

As usual, to every complex and
delicate problem there is always
an easy, demagogic, authoritari-
an – and wrong – answer. It was
clear from the beginning that the
federal intervention was a
pyrotechnical move to produce
positive media coverage. The
reality on the ground, however,
was the absence of control and
the lack of any action plan. It was
from this intervention that
Marielle Franco, a left-wing,
slum-dwelling, black, lesbian city
counsellor was brutally executed
with her driver when leaving a
debate on black feminism in
downtown Rio on March 14th.

It may seem that Marielle
Franco’s assassination and the
witch-hunt against Lula are not
directly related. However, there
is now a growing consensus on
the Left about their connection.
On April 2nd, in a rare moment
of unity, politicians and political
activists from the entire progres-
sive spectrum gathered in Rio.
The message was clear: all forms
of persecution against the Left
are fruits of the same anti-demo-
cratic ambience, and define a
common adversary.

Lula’s arrest was not the result
of a fair trial, but a symptom of
the slow death of democracy,
where those elected are removed
from power, those who protest
are silenced or killed, and those
who dare to mobilize a popular
resistance are imprisoned. Those
who welcome his imprisonment
ignore, however, that they might
inadvertently unite progressive
struggles. The future is uncer-
tain, the Left can still make mis-
takes, but, like Lula, it remains
alive. 
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Time to stand up for the poor
As benefits disaster looms where does Labour stand on Social Security asks Rory O’Kelly?

T
he revolt within the
Labour Party leading to
the election of Jeremy
Corbyn was triggered
by his willingness to

oppose the Government’s Welfare
Reform Bill. One might have
thought that Social Security,
where the issues have been sub-
stantially unchanged since 2015
and even 2010, would have been a
major concern of the current lead-
ership. Strangely this is not the
case.

The fundamental problems
with the Social Security system
are familiar. Benefit levels, par-
ticularly for non-working people
of working age, are impossibly
low. Child poverty is increasing
dramatically, fuelled by devices
such as the ‘benefit cap’ which
puts a ceiling on benefits payable
to families, regardless of size.
This is targeted directly, though
not explicitly, at children. The
introduction of ESA has reclassi-
fied large numbers of people who
cannot work for medical reasons
as unemployed rather than sick
and increases in pension age (par-
ticularly in respect of Pension
Credit) have further reclassified
many people from ‘pensioner’ to
‘unemployed’, leading to large
falls in income and exposure to
punitive sanctions. The propor-
tion of housing costs covered by
benefits is falling, through both
general restrictions on Housing
and Council Tax benefits and
their replacements by specific
devices such as the ‘bedroom tax’.

All this is about to become
much worse. So far the impact of
benefit freezes has been slight,
because inflation and wage
growth have been very low. As an
example, the benefit level for a
single unemployed person fell
from just over 20% to just over
10% of average earnings between
1979 and 2010 but this figure has
hardly changed since. As inflation
increases, assuming real wages
no longer fall, the gap will widen.
Further attacks on children and
sick people will build up cumula-
tively. Withholding benefits from
3rd and subsequent children
starts for children born in April
2017. People who fall ill from the
same point on will normally be
restricted, however long their

incapacity may last, to the same
benefit level as for unemploy-
ment, which is usually short-
term.

Faced with this catalogue of
looming disasters, what does the
Labour Party have to say? The
answer appears to be not much.
The 2017 manifesto had some
useful proposals, particularly on
restoring benefits for people inca-
pable of work and abolishing
sanctions, but these seemed
derived from a pic’n’mix exercise
rather than a systematic analysis.

More recently the National
Policy Forum has published a
truly bizarre consultation docu-
ment In work poverty and work-
ing age inequality which, despite
the title, says very little about
Social Security and literally noth-
ing about personal taxation. The
title itself is telling. The Party
seems deeply ashamed to be asso-
ciated with the sick or unem-
ployed, though it has at least
dropped its claim that its name
was chosen to signal its repudia-
tion of such people. It is true that
working people now form a large
and growing proportion of poor

people and benefit recipients but
it is equally true both that non-
working people are generally even
poorer and that low pay is fre-
quently associated with very
intermittent work. It cannot be
said too often that ‘workers’ and
‘claimants’ are not two distinct
groups of people.

The initial solution to these
problems is actually quite simple,
and would start with reversal of
virtually all the changes to the
Social Security system since 2007.
Everyone should have the securi-
ty of knowing that, whatever
their changes in circumstances,
they will be able to feed and
clothe themselves and their chil-
dren and keep a roof over their
heads. Modest aims but beyond
the hopes of many people in
Britain today. For people in work
pay and security of employment
are crucial and are a better
approach than means-tested sup-
plements but while people are not
working there is no way around
the need for benefits which are
adequate and which maintain
their value.

In 1977 the Labour
Government started to introduce
a genuinely revolutionary Social
Security system based around
contributions and earnings-rela-
tion of benefits. This was system-
atically demolished by the
Thatcher Government. It is a
strange irony that the best aim
we can set ourselves for the
immediate future is restoration of
the system as Thatcher left it.

To move beyond this we need
some serious thinking in the
Labour Party. This seems a more
remote possibility than ever
before. The current shadow
Secretary of State for the DWP,
Debbie Abrahams MP, though her
always inconspicuous perfor-
mance has become more so as she
has become embroiled in one of
those incomprehensible disputes
about whether she is bullying
someone or someone is bullying
her. It does not seem to have
occurred to her or any of her col-
leagues that the most striking
example of institutional bullying
in British society today is the
treatment of sick and unemployed
people.

Shadow minister Debbie Abrahams too quiet
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