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Political Reversals in Brazil:
The Redemption of Lula
and the Decline of Bolsonaro

THOMAS ZICMAN DE BARROS'

Abstract. This paper examines the profound political shifts in Brazil between
2018 and 2023, focusing on the contrasting trajectories of Jair Bolsonaro and
Luiz Indcio Lula da Silva. In 2018, Bolsonaro rose to power in the wake of a
weakened left, while Lula faced imprisonment. Fast forward to 2023, Lula
has reclaimed the presidency, whereas Bolsonaro confronts a series of legal
inquiries. The paper unfolds in two parts: the first segment traces Lula’s
journey, examining the achievements of his initial terms marked by emanci-
patory populist politics, economic growth, and poverty reduction, and the
subsequent contentious charges of corruption resulting in his imprisonment
and eventual release. The latter part scrutinizes Bolsonaro’s rise amid crises
and his subsequent decline, outlining his reactionary populism characterised
by transgressive communication and assaults on democratic institutions,
which culminated in the scenes of chaos in Brasilia on 8 January 2023, fol-
lowing his electoral defeat. The paper concludes by claiming that these
seismic shifts signal a complex political landscape. It underscores both the
strengths and constraints of Lula’s conciliatory populism, as well as the en-
during influence of Bolsonarism, emphasising the need for addressing histor-
ical authoritarian tendencies in Brazil’s political culture.
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Political Reversals in Brazil: The Redemption of Lula and the Decline of Bolsonaro

The year 2023 in Brazil is ending curiously: the current politi-
cal scenario seems to be almost the exact opposite of what it
was in 2018 when Jair Messias Bolsonaro was elected presi-
dent. In 2018, Bolsonaro came to power in a context in which
the left was very weak. The Workers’ Party (PT), by far the
largest left-wing political group in the country, remained an
important political force, but had suffered successive defeats
and had seen its main leader, Luiz Inacio Lula da Silva, be-
hind bars. Five years on, the extraordinary is before our eyes:
Lula has left prison to return to the presidency, and Bolso-
naro, once president, retains political relevance but finds
himself increasingly embroiled in accusations of corruption
and other crimes, facing a not insignificant risk of arrest.

How did one get from one situation to another in such a
short space of time? To explain such major transformations —
and think about what they indicate about the future — this brief
paper will be divided into two parts. Firstly, I will deal with the
decline and redemption of the Workers’ Party and Lula as an
emancipatory populist leader. Next, I will explore the rise and
fall of Bolsonaro as a reactionary populist phenomenon. I will
conclude with a very brief discussion of the future of Bolsonaro
and the limits of Lula’s conciliatory strategies.

Lula’s redemption

On 1 January 2003, Lula came to power for the first time. It was
an important victory for the left in Latin America, in what later
became known as the ‘pink tide’. Brazil, after all, is the largest
country in the region, in terms of both population and economy.
Indeed, being a former Portuguese colony and a country of con-
tinental dimensions, Brazil’s historical trajectory differs from that
of its neighbours, and the country often sees itself as an island, de-
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Latin America at a Glance

tached from the world and, above all, from the rest of the conti-
nent. However, it is erroneous to overlook Brazil’s central role in
the process of regional integration. Especially under Lula, Brazili-
an diplomacy has sought to adopt a leadership role in Latin
America and has sponsored various projects to bring the region
closer together politically and economically.

Lula’s stance on international relations mirrors his domes-
tic stance. Undoubtedly a conciliatory leader, Lula was
trained in the new trade unionism and his hallmark lies in the
search for compromises and negotiated solutions — to the
point of being called a ‘pelego’ [accommodationist, toady,
scab]?® by many on the left (see also Weffort, 2008, p. 7).

There is much debate about whether Lula could be classi-
fied as a ‘populist’ — an expression used to describe several of
his counterparts in neighbouring countries. The very concep-
tualisation of populism is widely discussed, and my perspec-
tive, informed by the history of Latin America, interprets
populism as an aesthetic transgression (Zicman de Barros and
Lago 2022, pp. 114-15). Not only does the populist leader —
when populism has leaders — deviate from the normal way of
behaving in politics, but above all, by discursively opposing
the ‘people’ to the ‘elites’, populism transforms the coordi-
nates of what can and cannot appear in politics. This trans-
formation incorporates subaltern sectors into the public
sphere that previously had no voice.”

® The word ‘pelego’ literally refers to the numnah placed between the
horse’s saddle and the animal’s back to reduce friction while riding.

% The idea of populism as aesthetic transgression was inspired by Ernesto Laclau
(2005, 155-56), Jacques Ranciere (1995, p. 142; 2000, p. 12) and Georges Bataille
(Bataille [1939] 1970, p. 228; [1933] 1989, p. 142). It was developed together with
Miguel Lago, and later deepened in a rich partnership with Théo Aiolfi (see also
2022, p. 6) which should be published soon.
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While it is true that Lula, due to his popular origins, broke
with the well-behaved way of doing politics in Brazil, the
Workers’ Party staunchly rejected populism from its incep-
tion. Founded from a coalition of new social movements, so-
cialist intellectuals, left-wing clergypersons and trade unions
that was unprecedented in the world, the PT saw populist pol-
itics as outdated and undemocratic. In the Brazilian intellec-
tual tradition, populism — associated, for example, with Geti-
lio Vargas — had always been cartoonishly seen as a process of
class conciliation, in which subaltern sectors entered politics
under tutelage (Zicman de Barros and Lago, 2022, pp. 62-63,
70-73)*. In favour of an autonomous workers’ organisation,
the PT actively opposed these practices.

Upon assuming power, however, Lula underwent a recon-
ciliation with the populist legacy (Ab’Saber, 2005, p. A6). Par-
ticularly from 2005 onward, the convergence of his social
programs’ success in integrating marginalised sectors and the
escalating animosity from the elite in response to specific cor-
ruption scandals prompted Lula to embrace appeals to the
‘people’ against the ‘elites’ and even align himself with Var-
gas’ legacy. Nevertheless, while he can be considered a ‘popu-
list’, he does not fit into the reading that sees populism as in-
herently conflict-driven. Lula’s brand of populism, more
aligned with the Brazilian populist tradition, is based precisely
on reconciling interests (Singer, 2010, p. J3; 2012, pp. 33, 42).
At the end of his second term, while celebrating the height-

* Among others, the seminal works of Hélio Jaguaribe, Fernando Henrique
Cardoso and Francisco Weffort stand out in the Brazilian strand of popu-
lism studies (Jaguaribe, 1954; Cardoso, 1962; 1964; Weffort, 2003a). Despite
its undeniable merits, this viewpoint tends to oversimplify Latin America’s
populist experiences, neglecting the substantial social progress achieved
during that period (for a curious exception, see Weffort, 1976, pp. 79-82).
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ened role of workers, blacks, women and the poor in politics,
Lula proudly asserted that his presidency witnessed the most
substantial gains for banks and businesspersons (Zicman de
Barros and Lago, 2022, p. 113).

Many analysts on the left saw the conciliatory nature of Lu-
la as a factor limiting the country’s emancipatory struggles
(Safatle, 2012, pp. 13-14; 2015, pp. 119-120; 2017, p. 44;
Ab’Saber 2011, §5). While there is some truth in this interpre-
tation, it does not negate the fact that his first two govern-
ments are considered a great success. The period was marked
by economic growth, poverty reduction, and the implementa-
tion of a series of public policies that improved the lives of
subaltern sectors. By the end of 2010, Lula enjoyed approval
ratings unrivalled by any other leader in liberal democracies
at that time. He was ‘the most popular politician on Earth’, as
Obama once referred to him.

If Lula departed from power amidst celebration, managing to
elect his successor, Dilma Rousseff, the years that followed were
marked by a constant political weakening. Particularly since June
2013, when a series of unprecedented street demonstrations
brought down the approval ratings of almost every politician in
the country, the PT found itself cornered (Santos, 2022, pp. 15-
23; 2018, pp. 128-129). In 2014, the so-called Car Wash operation
began, spearheaded by the controversial firstinstance judge Sér-
gio Moro. With repercussions throughout Latin America — nota-
bly but not only in Peru, Ecuador, Panama and El Salvador — this
highly publicised anti-corruption operation, inspired by Italy’s
Manz pulite (Singer, 2018, p. 234; Moro, 2004, p. 61), destabilised
the Brazilian political system, and had the Workers’ Party and Lu-
la as priority targets.

Dilma Rousseff was re-elected at the end of 2014 but soon
had to deal with an economic crisis — partly of her own mak-
ing — and a political upheaval. Several factors converged with-
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in the political landscape. Firstly, the right-wing opposition,
having suffered defeat for the fourth time in the presidential
elections, became enamoured with the idea of seizing power
through non-electoral means — specifically, by impeaching the
re-elected president. This strategy would propel her vice-
president, the conservative Michel Temer, into office. Sec-
ondly, the entire Congress found itself besieged and vulnera-
ble in the face of a legal and media consortium led by Moro.
Recent revelations demonstrate Moro’s orchestration of pros-
ecutorial actions and control over information leaks to the
press. In essence, the political establishment aimed to facili-
tate the removal of an increasingly unpopular president
through a contentious impeachment process, ultimately
handing power to the right and quelling the widespread cri-
sis, as articulated by a prominent senator advocating for ‘stop-
ping the bleeding’ (Singer, 2018, pp. 272-273).

Paradoxically, if there was a bloodletting that was reduced
with the fall of Dilma Rousseff, it was that of the PT itself. Af-
ter being ousted from office in 2016, the party continued to
struggle but managed to distance itself from the ongoing
economic and political crisis, leaving right-wing politicians to
grapple with these issues. Strikingly, the removal of Dilma
Rousseff led to a consistent increase in the approval ratings of
the PT. Against this backdrop, Lula reemerged as the unques-
tioned leader in opinion polls leading up to the presidential
elections in October 2018.The right-wing was certainly dis-
pleased with the possibility of the PT, especially Lula, making
a return to the presidency just two years after Dilma
Rousseff’s ousting. The rapid trial, conviction, and imprison-
ment of Lula in early 2018, an unprecedented episode in Bra-
zil’s typically slow legal system, prompted many to view it as a
case of lawfare designed to eliminate him from the presiden-
tial race. Notably, this procedure was officially sanctioned by
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the Supreme Court at the time, in a highly contentious rul-
ing, and openly endorsed by the summit of the Armed Forces.

It is impossible to determine the outcome of the 2018 elec-
tions had Lula been a candidate. Many factors played in favour
of Jair Bolsonaro, a politician from the bottom ranks of Con-
gress, a former army captain expelled for indiscipline, notorious
for his defence of the military dictatorship, advocacy for torture,
propagation of racist, sexist and homophobic statements, and
connections to paramilitary, white supremacist and neo-Nazi
groups (Gherman, 2022, pp. 107-108, 155-156). Years of eco-
nomic and political crisis fostered a deep anti-system and notably
antileft sentiment, which led elite and conservative sectors to
support any candidate against the PT. Furthermore, driven by
opportunism or miscalculation, many in the traditional right saw
Bolsonaro as a useful tool: a buffoon they could employ to final-
ly win the elections, to control him later.

Some of the major mass media outlets were undoubtedly
complicit in the process of mainstreaming what undoubtedly
stood as the most reactionary elected politician in the coun-
try. The very word ‘populism’ served this purpose very well: by
calling both Lula and Bolsonaro ‘populists’, some newspapers
created false symmetries (Zicman de Barros and Lago, 2022,
pp- 11-18). On the one hand, this equivalence served to de-
monise the PT, which was presented as being as extremist as
Bolsonaro. On the other hand, it served as a euphemism and
contributed to the normalisation of Bolsonaro, portraying
him as a politician comparable to past leaders who governed
the country without major disturbances.

In addition to the implicit support of traditional mass me-
dia, Bolsonaro’s campaign was able to organise an unprece-
dented and efficient virtual campaign — albeit financed by ob-
scure sources. Finally, Bolsonaro’s image benefited from a
tragic stabbing incident that positioned the typically aggres-
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sive and assertive politician as a victim. Nevertheless, it is un-
deniable that Bolsonaro’s electoral success was also influ-
enced by the absence of Lula, who despite his woes remained
the frontrunner in all the polls.

Bolsonaro took office on 1 January 2019, appointing Moro,
the controversial judge responsible for imprisoning Lula, as
Minister of Justice. This move, whose significance cannot be un-
derestimated, showed how Bolsonarism combined and convert-
ed anti-corruption moralism, previously fuelled by the media,
into a conspiratorial and resentful moral panic against all sorts
of minorities (Gherman, 2022, p. 109). The process of main-
streaming the farright continued to progress well, marking a
departure from a political climate where openly embracing
rightwing affiliations was uncommon (Pierucci, 1987, p. 36).
Notably, Bolsonaro proudly embraced right-wing labels and
echoed numerous ‘dog whistle’ slogans with clear Nazi-
inspired undertones — such as “‘Work sets you free’ and ‘Brazil
above all’, to name but two (Gherman, 2022, p. 92).

The left secured a good result in the second round, but its
main leader was in jail. For many, Lula had become a liability
for the left and was in danger of dying in jail with a tainted
reputation. There were ongoing debates on how to organise
the opposition against Bolsonaro outside the Workers’ Party,
and even suggestions that the PT should change its name or
be re-founded, as the rejection of the party was consolidated.

The fortunes of the PT and Lula began to shift in June
2019, following the leak of a series of private messages reveal-
ing the collusion between the then-judge Moro, prosecutors,
and the media. In November of that same year, the Supreme
Court altered its stance, permitting Lula’s release. At first still
ineligible, the PT leader was once again a free man after 580
days in prison.
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Bolsonaro’s damnation

Bolsonaro’s victory brought a coalition of reactionary forces in-
to power. His appeal to the ‘people’ against the ‘elites’ brought
together the military, traditionalists, eccentric monarchists, ul-
tra-liberal economists, and religious evangelicals in an ensem-
ble that was not necessarily coherent, but was openly fascist in
nature (Gherman, 2021, 46:00-48:30). One might characterise
the militant core of his base as what Hannah Arendt would call
a ‘mob’ (Arendt, [1951] 1967, p. 107). As Arendt explains, the
mob is not the poor. Mobs exist across social strata (Arendt,
[1951] 1967, p. 107; Canovan, 1978, pp. 9-10)°. These are si-
lenced sectors whose entry into the public sphere does not
emancipate anyone (Zicman de Barros and Lago, 2022, pp. 17-
18). They are far-right groups, who reproduced themselves on
the margins and in the shadows of society, found it difficult to
express their opinions, and were catapulted to the centre of
politics by the reactionary populist leader.

Bolsonaro’s appeal and his ability to mobilise this mob are
rooted in various fantasies. In a world of growing precarity,
precariousness, and constant transformation (Arendt, [1954]
1994, p. 357; Canovan, 2002, pp. 407-408; Butler, 2009, p. 33;
2019, p. 26), Bolsonaro presents himself as the figure capable
of re-establishing order. Perhaps his main ideological guru, the
late Olavo de Carvalho, was a traditionalist astrologer, conspir-
acy theorist and self-proclaimed ‘populist’ (Carvalho, 2017a;
2017b), who saw modernity as a tragedy (Gherman, 2022, pp.
118-119, 122-124, 154). According to him, the original sin of

% This understanding has surprising affinities with Weffort’s early reflec-
tions, in which he claims that populism can be supported by the lumpen-
proletariat, but also by what he calls the lumpenbourgeoisie (Weffort,
2003b, pp. 33, 38).
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modernity stemmed from the separation of states from the
Church, opening the door to relativism and, ultimately, to the
destruction of the family and the damnation of humanity (Car-
valho, 1998, pp. 271-275). In his peculiar and conspiracy-driven
worldview, the intellectual and administrative elites, guided by
foolish deconstructivist ideas, were the main actors accelerating
this modern hecatomb (Carvalho, 2002, p. 7).

Fantasies of re-establishing order do not solely account for
Bolsonaro’s appeal. In apparent contradiction, a significant
appeal to transgression accompanies his authoritarian insist-
ence on reaffirming the law (see also Safatle, 2015, p. 117).
Bolsonaro is not only aesthetically transgressive by bringing
previously marginalised, invisible groups to the forefront of
politics. He is transgressive in his performances (see also Mof-
fitt, 2023, p. 2; Aiolfi, 2022, p. 1; Ostiguy, 2017, p. 73). Pre-
senting himself as just one more in the crowd — the uomo qua-
lunque — he swears, dresses in an outlandish manner, and
makes low-brow jokes. This way of behaving — also adopted by
Olavo de Carvalho, another fan of swearing — resonates with
another fantasy mobilised by Bolsonaro: the fantasy of ‘free-
dom’. Bolsonaro often portrays himself as a ‘freedom fighter’,
a ‘taboo-breaker’ in the name of ‘free speech’. However, this
is a particular notion of freedom: the freedom of the triumph
of the will of the virile white man, who does whatever he
wants, whenever he wants, despite everyone else (Zicman de
Barros and Lago, 2022, p. 124).

Bolsonaro’s transgressive communication strategy, compat-
ible with the new digital social media environment (Bucci,
2018, p. 29; 2021, p. 143; Gerbaudo, 2018, p. 745; 2022, p.
120), relentlessly flooded the public sphere — or what was left
of it — with absurd statements and disinformation. By saturat-
ing the public debate with crises, and using the populist max-
im inspired by Donald Trump that ‘the best way to weather
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the storm is to be the storm’ (Zicman de Barros, 2020, p. 18;
see also Moffitt, 2016, pp. 113-132), Bolsonaro mostly kept
the opposition in a purely reactive mode.

As Bolsonaro had said in his campaign, his main objective was
not to build anything but to dismantle a series of public policies
and institutions established over thirty years of democracy. Various
regulatory agencies have been taken over by government allies
and subsequently rendered dysfunctional. To cite just a few ex-
amples, organisations such as the foundation for fighting racism
were seized by a militant who denied that racism was a problem in
the country, even arguing that the legacy of centuries of slavery
was positive. Evangelical leaders were appointed to oversee the
foundation responsible for indigenous policies. The Ministry of
the Environment — which Bolsonaro originally promised to in-
corporate into the Agriculture portfolio — was occupied by a poli-
tician linked to deforestation companies. Finally, the Attorney
General’s Office, entrusted with overseeing the president’s ac-
tions, was handed over to a bland character whose main task was
to shelve any investigations against Bolsonaro and his close circle.

Early in his tenure, Bolsonaro expressed a strong hostility
towards the other branches of the republic. According to him
and his supporters, the legislature and judiciary would be ob-
stacles for the president to push through his agenda. Within
the first six months of his term, his supporters organised
marches against the Supreme Court and Congress, demand-
ing that they be closed down.

The coronavirus pandemic only aggravated the tension be-
tween Bolsonaro and the other branches of government
(Zicman de Barros, 2020, pp. 18-20). In a country renowned
for the wide popular support for vaccination campaigns, the
president espoused denialist theses. He questioned the seri-
ousness of the disease — referring to it as only a ‘little cold’ —,
expressed reluctance to take the vaccine, cast doubts on its
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effectiveness, and opposed social distancing measures, mask-
wearing, and any form of lockdown. All this, once again, was
justified in the name of so-called ‘freedom’ and to save jobs.
Many former allies distanced themselves from him. Moro, for
example, quit the government, accusing Bolsonaro of being a
‘populist’ (Moro, 2020, p. 3). With an anti-vax president lead-
ing the country, it was up to Congress and, notably, the Su-
preme Court to take charge of the pandemic. Faced with Bol-
sonaro’s inaction, the Supreme Court opted to empower state
governors to implement essential measures in handling the
crisis, aiming to avert further deaths and the potential break-
down of the healthcare system. Despite their efforts, Brazil
ranked among the world leaders in deaths from the disease,
surpassing 700,000 casualties. Displeased, and fearing the ef-
fects of the pandemic on his popularity, Bolsonaro reinforced
the mobilisation of his bases with threats of a coup détat
against the parliament and the judiciary.

Eventually, Bolsonaro’s tensions with Congress were ad-
dressed. A striking feature of Brazilian politics is the fragmen-
tation of its parliament. With around thirty parties represent-
ed in Congress, forming parliamentary majorities poses a
challenge for any president. Without such a majority, the
president runs the risk of impeachment — a procedure used
twice since re-democratisation and made common with the
controversial fall of Dilma Rousseff.

While he attacked Congress, Bolsonaro simultaneously ne-
gotiated the support of traditional catch-all crony parties. His
strategy to remain in office was to relinquish much of the
power to determine the budget to the legislative branch. By
doing so, Bolsonaro armoured himself against impeachment
calls, albeit at the cost of entrusting the management of cru-
cial sectors in the federal administration to traditional politi-
cians — the very individuals he had pledged to distance him-
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self from during the campaign. Furthermore, this alliance did
not enhance his ability to influence Congress. On the contra-
ry, Bolsonaro was the president since re-democratisation who
approved the fewest executive-initiated bills. Parliament’s pri-
orities were set by the legislature itself, in an informal semi-
presidential system. Growingly incapable of steering the legis-
lative agenda, Bolsonaro acted mainly through infralegal
measures — for example, with decrees that regulate existing
laws, which are the prerogative of the executive branch and
do not need to go through Congress.

Bolsonaro secured a deal with Congress at a considerable
price, sacrificing both political initiative and large chunks of
the budget, yet it granted him some respite on one front.
However, this serenity did not extend to his relationship with
the judiciary. Feeling directly attacked by the president, the
Supreme Court did not stand idly by and watch in astonish-
ment at the threats to democracy. In March 2019, in what
some class as an exercise of ‘militant democracy’ (Loewen-
stein, 1937a, p. 417; 1937b, p. 638), the court set up the so-
called ‘fake news inquiry’ ex officio. Based on flexible interpre-
tations of regulatory loopholes, the court acted on its own vo-
lition to investigate the president’s close circle, including
some of his children. The investigation targeted coordinated
online attacks against republican institutions — starting with
the Supreme Court justices themselves — during and after the
elections. The fake news inquiry was joined by the so-called
‘anti-democratic acts inquiry’ in June 2020. Both under the
direction of Justice Alexandre de Moraes, these inquiries
loomed over the president. While tension between Bolsonaro
and the Supreme Court intensified — culminating in the In-
dependence Day celebrations on 7 September 2021, where
Bolsonaro, encouraged by a crowd of supporters, said ‘Get
out Alexandre de Moraes! Stop being a scoundrel!’” — the in-
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vestigations served as a deterrent against presidential coup
temptations.

The Bolsonaro government faced successive crises, coupled
with a steep rise in poverty and food insecurity, leading to a pre-
carious position as the election year approached. Bolsonaro had
been able to keep his militant base loyal and energised, but had
alienated a significant portion of the electorate. When Lula re-
gained his political rights in April 2021, many predicted that
Bolsonaro’s days were numbered. Quickly, the PT leader began
to appear well ahead of the former captain in all opinion polls
(Singer, 2023, pp. 8-9). In a successful move to unify the opposi-
tion around him, dispelling the discourses of false equivalence
prevalent in 2018, Lula strategically invited Geraldo Alckmin, a
traditional right-wing politician now pardoned for his past ‘sins’,
to be his vice-presidential running mate (Singer, 2023, p. 7; see
also Ab’Saber, 2011, §9). Foreseeing his disadvantage, Bolsonaro
reinforced his old discourse that the Brazilian electoral system
was susceptible to fraud, all the more so because by a calendar
coincidence the same Justice Alexandre de Moraes presided
over the electoral authority.

The 2022 election campaign proved to be much more
heated than some had predicted. The two great political forc-
es that had been unable to compete in 2018 finally clashed.
While Lula had managed to become the candidate of a broad
front, leveraging the memory of his highly approved govern-
ments and an enormous capacity to connect with the most
subaltern sectors of the population, Bolsonaro held the ad-
vantage of being the incumbent president. The amount of re-
sources distributed by the government — notably a generous
emergency aid package instituted by Congress, of which Bol-
sonaro soon claimed paternity — and the use of the public
machinery to entice voters showed one of the reasons why
never before in Brazil’s history had a sitting president lost re-
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election. On 30 October 2022, Lula won, but with the nar-
rowest result in the country’s history.

Defeated, Bolsonaro refused to accept the result and re-
treated to his official residence, opting for silence. After two
days of intense pressure from the political class, his first press
statement was very short and extremely vague, dealing only
with what he said had been an ‘injustice’ and insinuating
electoral fraud. In his absence, it fell upon his chief of staff to
announce the establishment of a government transition
commission. Upset by his defeat and maintaining his silence,
Bolsonaro left the country two days before the end of his
term, settling in Florida for four months. He refused to take
part in Lula’s inauguration ceremony on 1 January 2023,
when the former trade unionist triumphantly walked up the
ramp of the presidential palace accompanied by representa-
tives of workers, women, black and indigenous people.

While Bolsonaro chose silence, the same cannot be said of his
supporters. Immediately after the elections, with the clear con-
nivance of the Armed Forces, Bolsonarist groups camped out in
front of the Army headquarters, calling for the military to stage a
coup and prevent Lula’s inauguration. These individuals were re-
sponsible for incidents of vandalism in Brasilia upon the official
confirmation of the elections results. They attempted to deto-
nate a bomb at the capital’s airport on Christmas Eve and, final-
ly, partook in the regrettable acts of 8 January 2023.

Conclusion

On Sunday 8 January 2023, the absurd happened. The Bolso-
naro mob, in their thousands, marched towards Brasilia’s main
square and, with the complicit omission of the police, stormed
and plundered the buildings of the three branches of govern-
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ment. It was the Brazilian equivalent of the attacks carried out by
Trump supporters on the Capitol in Washington two years and
two days earlier. The demonstrators aimed to force Lula into
declaring a form of state of siege, believing it would leave the
president hostage to the Armed Forces. That is not what hap-
pened, however. Lula initiated a one-off federal intervention in
the Brasilia police, which eventually regained control of the cap-
ital. Many demonstrators, including relatives of high-ranking
military personnel, managed to flee with the protection of the
Armed Forces, but the following day around 1,400 people were
arrested for taking part in the attacks.

The failed attacks on 8 January 2023 have further compli-
cated Bolsonaro’s situation. Throughout the presidential
campaign, he harboured the expectation that securing re-
election would alter the dynamics of negotiations with Con-
gress, providing him the opportunity to nominate additional
justices to the Supreme Court and shape a court aligned with
his preferences. His defeat, a scenario many claim he aston-
ishingly did not anticipate, had already left him vulnerable to
the institutions he vehemently criticised. However, the scenes
of havoc wrought by his supporters provided the compelling
momentum needed to bring Bolsonarism to the dock.

There are countless investigations against the former pres-
ident, in both electoral and ordinary courts. Bolsonaro lost
his political rights in June 2023 for eight years due to exploit-
ing the presidency’s structure to call the Brazilian electoral
system into question. At the end of October 2023, a new con-
viction for electoral offences reinforced his ineligibility.

The possibility of Bolsonaro being arrested should not be
ruled out. On the contrary, this is a scenario that many consid-
er increasingly plausible. He, his closest allies, and family
members face various documented corruption allegations.
Even if he does not end up behind bars, his image will be badly
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tarnished, sparking a rush in right-wing and far-right circles to
seize the political spoils of Bolsonaro’s political influence.

Just as it was a mistake to say that the PT and Lula were po-
litically dead in 2018, though, it would be premature to de-
clare the end of Bolsonarism. Bolsonaro does not have a party
structure like the PT, but he has awakened a legion of follow-
ers who, however weakened, remain very loyal to their leader.
His voters are disciplined and have elected a not insignificant
number of deputies and senators in the legislative elections.
At the very least, Bolsonaro remains a very important electoral
force that should not be neglected.

Furthermore, while Bolsonaro’s performative transgres-
sions explain part of his appeal, they also constitute limits to
his action. Because he was too vulgar, too rude, the former
president limited his mainstreaming capacity. A Bolsonarism
without Bolsonaro, or one where Bolsonaro takes a less prom-
inent role, potentially led by a figure who exhibits a greater
level of decorum, may pose a heightened threat as it could
prove to be more effective.

It is crucial to underscore that Bolsonaro’s ascent in Brazil-
ian politics is not a mere happenstance. He has successfully
revitalised a historical authoritarian streak in Brazil, a facet
the country has grappled with. Brazil’s legacy of centuries of
slavery and subsequent decades of military dictatorships have
not been adequately confronted, often overshadowed by
broad amnesties. As emphasised earlier, Brazil’s political cul-
ture is marked by a proclivity for conciliation, where moments
of transition are frequently portrayed as sweeping agreements
that, paradoxically, uphold the existing state of affairs. While
there have been instances of revolt, protest, and violence,
they have consistently been quelled by state force and rele-
gated to the sidelines of Brazil’s official history. Contempo-
rary Brazilian society faces pronounced violence, albeit in a
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depoliticised urban context. Concurrently, institutional poli-
tics tends to suppress overt conflict. The two — social confla-
gration and political conciliation — certainly go hand in hand,
and will only be resolved together (Safatle, 2008, p. D6;
Ab’Saber, 2010, pp. 192-193).

In this sense, Lula’s conciliatory aspect, which is so Brazili-
an, may also show its limits. Conciliation has its merits, but
only if it is done in conjunction with the symbolisation of
trauma. A possible arrest of Bolsonaro that does not attack
the historical roots of Bolsonarism, which sacrifices him to
preserve those around him, could lead us to repeat history as
farce once again.

References

Ab’Saber, T. (2005) ‘Discursos de Lula sao sintoma de governo’,
Folha de S. Paulo, 7 February 2005, p. A6.

Ab’Saber, T. (2010) ‘Brasil, a auséncia significante politica’ in
Safatle V. and Teles, E. (ed.) O que resta da ditadura: a exce¢do
brasileira. Sao Paulo: Boitempo, pp. 187-204.

Ab’Séaber, T. (2011) Lulismo: carisma pop e cultura anticritica. Sao
Paulo: Hedra.

Aiolfi, T. (2022) ‘Populism as a Transgressive Style’. Global Studies
Quarterly, 2(1), pp. 1-12. https://doi.org/10.1093/isagsq/ksac006.

Arendt, H. (1951) [1967] The Origins of Totalitarianism [ The Burden
of Our Time]. New York: Harcourt Brace Jovanovich.

Arendt, H. (1954) [1994] ‘Understanding and Politics (The Diffi-
culties of Understanding)’ in Essays in Understanding, 1930-1954.
New York: Harcourt Brace Jovanovich, pp. 328-360.

Bataille, G. (1939) [1970] ‘La royauté de I'Europe classique’ in Eerits pos-
thumes: 1922 - 1940. (Euvres compleétes 2. Paris: Gallimard, 222-232.

77



Latin America at a Glance

Bataille, G. (1933) [1989] ‘La structure psychologique du fascisme’,
Hermes, 5-6, pp. 137-160.

Bucci, E. (2018) ‘As eleicoes longe dos fatos’, Interesse Nacional, 43
(October-December), pp. 26-33.

Bucci, E. (2021) A superindistria do imagindrio: Como o capital
transformou o olhar em trabalho e se apropriou de tudo que é visivel. Belo
Horizonte: Auténtica.

Butler, J. (2009) Frames of War: When Is Life Grievable?. London: Verso.

Butler, J. (2019) ‘Ces corps qui comptent encore’, translated by
Dennehy, M, Raisons politiques, 76(4), pp. 15-26. https://doi.org
/10.3917/rai.076.0015.

Canovan, M. (1978) ‘The Contradictions of Hannah Arendt’s Polit-
ical Thought’, Political Theory, 6(1), pp. 5-26. https://doi.org/
10.1177/009059177800600102.

Canovan, M. (2002) ‘The People, the Masses, and the Mobilization
of Power: The Paradox of Hannah Arendt’s ‘Populism”, Social
Research: ~ An  International — Quarterly, 69(2), pp. 403-422.
https://doi.org/10.2307/40971555.

Cardoso, F.H. (1962) ‘Proletariado no Brasil: situacao e
comportamento social’, Revista Brasiliense, 41 (May-June), pp. 98-122.

Cardoso, F.H. (1964) Empresdrio industrial e desenvolvimento economico
no Brasil. Rio de Janeiro: Companhia Editora Nacional.

Carvalho, O.d. (1998) O Jardim das Aflicées. Campinas: Vide.
Carvalho, O. d. (2002) ‘Do marxismo cultural’, O Globo, 8 June, sec.
Opinido, p. 7.

Carvalho, O.d. (2017a) ‘Ndo adianta me chamar de populista,
porque eu sou mesmo’, [online]. Available at: https://
www.facebook.com/ carvalho.olavo/posts/796582847160458 /
(Accessed: 20 October 2023).

78



Political Reversals in Brazil: The Redemption of Lula and the Decline of Bolsonaro

Carvalho, O. d. (2017b) ‘Podem me chamar de populista o quanto queiram.
Sou mesmo, assumido e orgulhoso’, currently unavailable post on Facebook,
but available at: https://olavodecarvalhofb.wordpress.com,/2017,/09/
(Accessed: 20 October 2023).

Gerbaudo, P. (2018) ‘Social Media and Populism: An Elective
Affinity?’  Media, Culture & Society, 40(5), pp. 745-53.
https://doi.org/10.1177/0163443718772192.

Gerbaudo, P. (2022) ‘Theorizing Reactive Democracy: The Social
Media Public Sphere, Online Crowds and the Plebiscitary Logic of
Online Reactions’, Democratic ~ Theory, 9(2), pp. 120-138.
https://doi.org/10.3167/dt.2022.090207.

Gherman, M. (2021) ‘Bolsonaro esta dando ao Brasil um novo
passado’, entrevista a Leandro Demori, Intercept Brasil, 26 March 2021.

Gherman, M. (2022) O nao judeu judeu: A tentativa de colonizacao
do judaismo pelo bolsonarismo. Sao Paulo: Fésforo.

Jaguaribe, H. (1954) ‘Que é ademarismo?’ Cadernos do Nosso Tempo, 2
(JanuaryJune), pp. 139-149. https://doi.org/10.22409 /rep.v3i5.38628.

Laclau, E. (2005) On Populist Reason. London: Verso.

Loewenstein, K. (1937a) ‘Militant Democracy and Fundamental
Rights, I'. American Political Science Review, 31(3): pp. 417-432.
https://doi.org/10.2307,/1948164.

Loewenstein, K. (1937b) ‘Militant Democracy and Fundamental
Rights, II'. American Political Science Review, 31(4), pp. 638-658.
https://doi.org/10.2307,/1948103.

Moftitt, B. (2016) The Global Rise of Populism: Performance, Political
Style, and Representation. Palo Alto: Stanford University Press.
https://doi.org/10.11126/stanford /9780804796132.001.0001.

Moffitt, B. (2023) ‘What Was the ‘Alt’ in Alt-Right, Alt-Lite, and Alt-
Left? On ‘Alt’ as a Political Modifier’. Political Studies, pp. 1-21.
https://doi.org/10.1177,/00323217221150871.

79



Latin America at a Glance

Moro, S.F. (2004) ‘Consideracoes sobre a Operacao Mani Pulite’,
Revista CEJ, 26, pp. 57-62.

Moro, S.F. (2020) ‘Contra o populismo’. O Globo, 3 June 2020, sec.
Opiniao, p. 3.

Ostiguy, P. 2017. ‘Populism: A Socio-Cultural Approach’ in Rovira
Kaltwasser, C., Taggart, P., Ochoa Espejo, P. (eds.), The Oxford
Handbook of Populism. Oxford: Oxford University Press, pp. 73-97.
https://doi.org/10.1093/oxfordhb,/9780198803560.013.3.

Pierucci, A.F.O. (1987) ‘As bases da nova direita’, Novos Estudos
CEBRAP, 3(19), pp. 26-45.

Ranciere, J. (1995) La mésentente: politique et philosophie. Paris:
Galilée.

Rancicére, J. (2000) Le partage du sensible: esthétique et politique.
Paris: La Fabrique.

Safatle, V. (2008) ‘A profecia da violéncia sem trauma’, O Estado de
S. Paulo, 6 July 2008, p. D6.

Safatle, V. (2012) A esquerda que ndo teme dizer seu nome. Sao Paulo:
Trés Estrelas.

Safatle, V. (2015) O circuito dos afetos: corpos politicos, desamparo
e o fim do individuo. Sao Paulo: Cosac Naify.

Safatle, V. (2017) S6 mais um esfor¢o. Sio Paulo: Trés Estrelas.

Santos, N. 2018. ‘The Brazilian Protest Wave and Digital Media: Issues
and Consequences of the ‘Jornadas de Junho and Dilma Rousseff’s
Impeachment Process’, in Sierra Caballero, F. and Gravante, T. (eds.)
Networks, Movements and Technopolitics in Latin America: Critical Analysis
and Current Challenges. New York: Palgrave Macmillan, pp. 113-32.
https://doi.org/10.1007/978-3-319-65560-4_6.

Gravante, T. (2022) Social Media Logics: Visibility and Mediation in the 2013
Brazilian Protests. Cham: Springer. https://doi.org/10.1007/978-3-031-
14560-5.

80



Political Reversals in Brazil: The Redemption of Lula and the Decline of Bolsonaro

Singer, A. (2010) ‘Os descamisados de Lula’. O Estado de S. Paulo, 24
January 2010, p. J3.

Singer, A. (2012) Os sentidos do lulismo: reforma gradual e pacto

conservador. Sao Paulo: Companhia das Letras.

Singer, A. (2018) O lulismo em crise: Um quebra-cabeca do periodo
Dilma. Sao Paulo: Companhia das Letras.

Singer, A. (2023) ‘Lula’s Return’, New Left Review, 139 (January-
February), pp. 5-32.

Weffort, F. (1976) ‘Do anarquismo ao populismo’. Cadernos de
Debate, 1(35), pp. 79-82.

Weffort, F. (2003a) [1967] ‘O populismo na politica brasileira’, in O
populismo na politica brasileira, 5th ed. Rio de Janeiro: Paz e Terra,
pp- 69-89.

Weffort, F. (2003b) [1965] ‘Politica de massas’, in O populismo na
politica brasileira, 5th ed. Rio de Janeiro: Paz e Terra, pp. 13-47.

Weffort, F. (2008) ‘Lula, o pelego?’ O Globo, 15 April 2008, sec.
Opinido, p. 7.

Zicman de Barros, T. (2020) ‘Brazil’, in Stavrakakis, Y. and Kat-
sambekis, G. (eds), Populism and the Pandemic: A Collaborative Report,
Populismus Interventions, 7 (special edition), pp. 18-20.

Zicman de Barros, T. and Lago, M. (2022) Do que falamos quando
Jfalamos de populismo. Sao Paulo: Companhia das Letras.

Funding

This work is an outcome of the project ‘Populism, Demagoguery,
and Rhetoric in Historical Perspective’ (2022.05060.PTDC) fund-
ed by the Foundation for Science and Technology of Portugal.

81



finito di stampare
nel mese di febbraio 2024
presso la LITOGRAFIA SOLARI
Peschiera Borromeo (MI)
su materiali e tecnologica ecocompatibili



Latin America at a Glance: Recent Political and Electoral Trends presents an incisive
collection of academic essays derived from a series of international seminars held at
the Catholic University of the Sacred Heart of Milan between November 2022 and
April 2023. Edited by Samuele Mazzolini, this volume synthesises the intellectual
contributions of some leading experts, oftering a meticulous exploration of
contemporary Latin American politics. The essays traverse the intricate terrain of
the region’s political landscape, delving into historical underpinnings, democratic
dilemmas, social protests, electoral challenges, unexpected political outcomes, and
the emergence, evolution, and ramifications of populism. With nuanced discussions
on Chile, Brazil, Argentina, Colombia, and broader regional trends, this collection
illuminates diverse perspectives, providing invaluable insights into the multifaceted
realities of Latin American politics. This anthology serves as a foundation for
comprehending the dynamics of the region’s political evolution. It is an essential
resource for scholars, researchers, and students seeking to comprehend the historical
legacies and complex transformations that shape current Latin Americas political
identity and trajectory.

Samuele Mazzolini is a Researcher in Political Science at Ca’ Foscari University of Venice and a Senior Fellow
at Polidemos — Centre for the Study of Democracy and Political Changes at the Catholic University of the
Sacred Heart. As a political theorist, his research interests encompass populism, hegemony; political identi-
ties, and discourse theory. His work also involves extensive empirical research on populist politics in Latin
America and Southern Europe. He was recently awarded a Marie Sktodowska-Curie Global Fellowship with
a project focused on analysing the impact of populism on institutions in Latin America, scheduled to com-
mence in 2025. He has recently published Laclaw, lo stratega. Populismo, egemonia, emancipazione (Mimesis,
Milano-Udine, 2024).

Latin America at a Glance

SAMUELE MAZZOLINI (ED.)

EDUCzatt - Ente per il Diritto allo Studio Universitario

e-mail: editoriale.dsu@educatt.it (produzione);
librario.dsu@educatt.it (distribuzione)
web: www.educatt.it/libri

dell’Universita Cattolica
Largo Gemelli 1, 20123 Milano - tel. 02.7234.22.35 - fax 02.80.53.215
ISBN: 979-12-5535-219-5  MAMANCEEMEIREL:

euro 12,00




 
 
    
   HistoryItem_V1
   TrimAndShift
        
     Range: all pages
     Trim: fix size 5.827 x 8.268 inches / 148.0 x 210.0 mm
     Shift: none
     Normalise (advanced option): 'original'
     Keep bleed margin: no
      

        
     D:20240130145949
      

        
     Shift
     0
            
       D:20240130143303
       595.2756
       a5
       Blank
       419.5276
          

     Tall
     1
     0
     0
     No
     1104
     165
    
     None
     Up
     0.0000
     0.0000
            
                
         Both
         AllDoc
              

       CurrentAVDoc
          

     Uniform
     0.0000
     Top
      

        
     QITE_QuiteImposingPlus5
     Quite Imposing Plus 5.3c
     Quite Imposing Plus 5
     1
      

        
     1
     172
     171
     172
      

   1
  

 HistoryList_V1
 qi2base





