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JAMES N. GREEN

Liberalization on 
Trial: The Workers’ 
Movement
 VOLUME 13, ISSUE 3, 1979

T he owners of Brazil’s automobile and other metal-
related industries were caught off guard May 12, 
1978, when 3,000 workers at the Swedish Saab-

Scania plant returned from lunch and refused to start up 
their machines. One worker, asked by a supervisor why he 
wasn’t working, replied: “I am working, I marked my time 
card.” “Why haven’t you started your machine?” his boss 
asked. “Oh, to start the machine I want 20 percent more.” 

Legal strikes have been abolished since 1964, except 
in cases where an employer has refused to pay back wages. 
The penalty for organizing an illegal strike is four to ten 
years in jail. Brazilian unions, moreover, are prohibited 
from negotiating directly with employers. Instead, they 
are symbolic participants in the annual ritual of court 
procedures which determine wage increases according 
to indices computed by the government. Despite this, 
the Saab-Scania strike spread to other multinationals in 
Greater São Paulo. More than 275,000 workers brought 
production to a halt at plants owned by Ford, Pirelli, 
Mercedes-Benz, and Fiat, ending what had been hailed 
as a decade of “labor peace” in Brazil. 

Not since the 1968 factory takeovers and strikes in 
Osasco and Contagem had workers gone out in force, 
defying the government ban. In 1968, the government’s 
response had been swift and severe. The wildcat strikes 
were crushed militarily, hundreds of metalworkers 
arrested and their leadership deposed by the Ministry 
of Labor. 

By 1978, conditions had changed. President 
Geisel’s Administration was committed to a policy of 
slow “democratization,” and elections, though a crude 
formality, were only months away. Conditions were ripe 
for the reemergence of the Brazilian working class as an 
active element of political opposition to the regime. 

In last May’s action, the metalworkers struck for 
wages 20 percent above the government approved limits 
and demanded both that strike time not be deducted 
from their paychecks and strike leaders not be punished. 
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class, along with large sectors of the middle class, supported 
Rousseff ’s impeachment and applauded Lula’s imprisonment 
is a complex one. Ben Cowan unpacks some of the elements 
at the core of the right-wing assault on the Workers Party in 
his 2016 analysis of the “bullets, beef, and bibles” coalition in 
NACLA. The moderate social programs that made a substantial 
difference in many poor people’s lives and gave them greater 
access to higher education, among other social changes under 
the leadership of the Workers’ Party, caused tremendous unease 
among sectors of Brazilian society who now look to the far 
right and the military as the forces that might return Brazil to 
a time when traditional social hierarchies prevailed and favored 
lighter-skinned middle and upper-class people over the vast 
majority of poor people of color. As Cowan points out, many 
of the religious, moral, and political sentiments articulated by 
the Right are similar to ones that conservative forces defended 
prior to the 1964 takeover.

Today, Brazil is politically polarized in ways familiar to 
those living in the United States. At the time of this writing, 
even while in prison, Lula still has 30 percent support in his 
candidacy for the presidency, although it is likely that the 
Federal Electoral Courts will deny him the right to run. His 
popularity is far ahead of Congressman Jair Bolsonaro, the 
right-wing, semi-fascist candidate and the other five major 
presidential contenders. The Pandora’s Box that the pro-
impeachment forces opened up in 2016 with Rousseff ’s ouster 
has created political instability and widespread disillusionment 
with politicians and the electoral system. Although all of this 
may lead middle and upper-classes sectors to seriously consider 
the radical Right as the solution to the problems that the 
country is facing, the Workers’ Party has shown exceptional 
resilience, especially in the population’s electoral support for 
Lula even while in prison. Should the Workers’ Party come to 
presidential power again in the immediate or the new future, it 
will face the challenge of building a strong coalition that can 
carry out social reforms while holding back conservative forces 
resistant to the social changes necessary to resolve the country’s 
chronic problems of socioeconomic inequality. As one sign 
stated in the 2013 demonstrations against the 20 cent increase 
in bus fares: “It’s not about 20 cents. It’s about 500 years.”  nn

James N. Green holds the Carlos Manuel de Céspedes Chair of Latin 
American History at Brown University. He is the Director of Brown’s 
Brazil Initiative and the Executive Director of the Brazilian Studies 
Association. Green’s extensive writings on Brazil include: Beyond Carnival: 
Male Homosexuality in Twentieth-century Brazil (Chicago, 2000); 
We Cannot Remain Silent: Opposition to the Brazilian Military 
Dictatorship in the United States (Duke, 2010); and Exile within Exiles: 
Herbert Daniel, Gay Brazilian Revolutionary (Duke, 2018).
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The Regional Labor Tribunal of São Paulo promptly declared 
the strike illegal, but workers ignored the court’s decision. 

Although the final settlement was for 12 percent, the 
strikes successfully demonstrated both the vulnerability of 
the dictatorship and the potential of the workers’ movement. 
Apprehensive about the upcoming elections, the Geisel 
regime chose not to intervene in the peacefully conducted 
strikes. Employers were obliged to recognize the trade unions 
as bargaining agents for the workers and, for the first time, 
engage in direct negotiations without interference from the 
Ministry of Labor. 

Most importantly, the strikes signified the resurgence 
of rank-and-file activity within the labor movement and a 
challenge to its rigid, hierarchical structure. They set the stage 
for more militant and prolonged confrontations which came 
in November 1978 and most recently in March 1979. 

This new mood of militancy and mobilization—though 
focused primarily on economic demands—has called into 
question the traditional relationship between Brazilian 
unions and the state; between a leadership steeped in 
collaboration and a restless rank and file. 

To understand the growing radicalization of the Brazilian 
working class, it is important to look briefly at the historic 
roots of Brazilian trade unionism and review the history of 
the trade union movement up to and following the 1964 
military coup. 

Brazilian Corporativism 
One of the primary demands of the Brazilian workers’ 

movement today is the demand for trade union autonomy. 
The present structure of Brazilian unions is a legacy of 
the 1930s and ‘40s, the era of Getulio Vargas and the 
Estado Novo. Inspired by Italian fascism, Vargas imposed a 
corporativist framework on the labor movement based on 
total subordination to the state and designed to control the 
class conflict which accompanied Brazilian industrialization. 
As “Lula,” a leader of the Metalworkers’ Union, scoffed, “I 
think that the Brazilian union structure was set up before 
there was even a Brazilian worker.”…

The structure of the Brazilian labor movement was 
carefully designed to inhibit any kind of independent or 
collective action. The law allows for only one trade union per 
category and per geographic area. Unions are forbidden by law 
to join forces with one another at the local or national level, 
and from affiliating with labor organizations internationally.

The Vargas legacy for the working class is a rigid, top-
down structure of social control. At the apex of the pyramid 
stands the Ministry of Labor, with the power to intervene in 

virtually every aspect of union activity. Its base is a relatively 
impotent and ill-organized rank and file. And between the 
two stands a union leadership groomed by the state. ...

The Populist Period 
During the so-called “Brazilian experiment in 

democracy,” between 1945 and 1964, the trade unions 
became the major prop of Brazilian populism. The Partido 
Trabalhista Brasileiro (PTB, Brazilian Labor Party), Getulio 
Vargas’ creation, mobilized masses of workers in support of 
populist demands such as nationalization of the oil industry 
in the 1950s and limited nationalizations and land reform in 
the early 60s. 

Despite the massive mobilizations of this period and 
the radicalization of many trade union leaders, especially 
during the 1962-63 period of populist President Goulart, 
the fundamental subordination of the labor movement to the 
state was never called into question. In addition, trade unions 
generally discouraged mobilizations at the factory level, 
and centralized the functions of advancing class demands 
through the trade union leadership. Rank and file activities 
that did develop were spontaneous and quickly absorbed into 
the trade union structure.

A parallel union structure which acted as a link between 
the spontaneous rank and file movement and the political 
strategy of the labor leaders did arise. Inter-union pacts 
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and associations, headed by the CGT (Workers General 
Command), were formed despite the legal prohibitions. 
During the mass mobilizations of 1962-63, the trade unions 
led the working class to increasingly more radical actions 
in the form of economic and political strikes. But their 
structural dependence on the state and the absence of solid 
ties to the rank and file left the labor movement open to a 
smashing defeat with the 1964 military coup. 

Aftermath of the Coup 
The economic and political program of the military 

dictatorship required a passive and progressively 
impoverished working class, on the one hand, and the 
inflow of foreign capital on the other. Toward this end, the 
labor laws of the 1930s and ‘40s provided a ready-made 
vehicle for political and economic repression. 

As a first step, the military proceeded to purge the labor 
movement of its more militant leaders and activists, and 
replace them with the more reliable pelegos, or trade union 
bureaucrats. The Ministry of Labor and the political police 
were entitled to scrutinize all candidates for union posts, 
barring those who were ideologically reprehensible to the 
regime. During 1964 and 1965 alone, the Minister of Labor 
purged the elected officers in 532 trade unions and union 
federations, or nearly one-third of all such bodies.… 

Help From Their Friends 
The U.S. government, labor bureaucrats and corporations 

also moved in to bolster the new regime, through the 
American Institute for Free Labor Development (AIFLD). 
Brazilian trade union leaders were already being trained by 
AIFLD in Brazil and the United States before the military 
takeover. The AIFLD ideology of “business unionism”—the 
harmony of interests between labor and capital, combined 
with rabid anticommunism—would serve as a useful tool 
in reorganizing the Brazilian labor movement in the post-
coup mold. 

In 1963, the Instituto Cultural do Trabalho (Cultural 
Institute of Labor), AIFLD’s organizational base in Brazil, 
sent 33 influential trade union leaders to the United States 
for a three-month course. Upon returning to Brazil, the 
majority joined the conspiracies that ultimately toppled the 
populist government of Goulart. In a 1965 Nation interview, 
William C. Doherty, AIFLD’s Executive Director, stated 
that “the crop of Brazilian graduates of the AIFLD course 
that came back to their country in 1964 were composed of 
elements so active that they became intimately involved 
in some of the clandestine activities of the revolution [the 

military’s terminology for their dictatorship] before it 
occurred. Many of the trade union leaders, some of whom 
were effectively trained in our institute, were involved in the 
defeat of Goulart.”

Three months after the coup and government 
interventions in more than 450 unions, Doherty commented 
to the Brazilian press “that the Brazilian trade unions are 
enjoying a freedom never seen under Goulart.” 

Since the military coup, AIFLD “educational” programs 
have trained over 50,000 Brazilian trade unionists in their 
in-country programs, and sent over 400 to the Front Royal 
Institute in Virginia for advanced course work. This layer 
of union bureaucrats form the core of the pelegos in the 
Brazilian trade union structure. 

Resistance
By 1967, resistance to the government’s policies 

of squeezing the wages of the working class began 
to surface, both within and parallel to the off icially 
recognized unions. In the state of São Paulo, the Inter-
Union Movement Against the Wage Squeeze (MIA) 
mobilized the rank and file, in defiance of the law that 
forbids unions to join forces locally or nationally. Workers 
formed opposition groups at the factory level, challenging 
the hegemony of the pelegos. 

Then, in April 1968 in Contagem, Minas Gerais, a 
metalworkers’ wildcat strike erupted. Fifteen thousand 
workers struck against the government’s wage policies, and 
against its attempt to disqualify an opposition candidate who 
had been elected to head the union. After negotiations with 
the Minister of Labor failed, the military forcibly intervened 
to break the strike. Four months later, in Osasco, Greater 
São Paulo, another wildcat strike broke out demanding 
higher wages. Again, it was led by one of the few union 
opposition leaders who had managed to get elected to the 
union presidency. The strike was immediately declared illegal 
and crushed. 

With massive student demonstrations on the rise 
and the beginnings of a militant workers’ movement, 
the government moved quickly to repress the growing 
opposition. The infamous Institutional Act No. 5 granted 
the President unlimited legal power to crush any and all 
opposition. Congress was closed, and many members lost 
their right to participate in politics for ten years. Universities 
were invaded and professors and students alike were purged. 

Systematic torture of opponents of the regime and 
brutal repression of any manifestations of the workers’ 
movement marked the next four years. By 1972, however, 
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workers demanded special wage increases to offset a 
drastic decline in their standard of living. Militant workers 
began to organize factory committees which pressed their 
demands through slow-downs and strict adherence to work 
rules. Through these spontaneous actions that carefully 
avoided governmental intervention and repression, shipyard 
workers, bank clerks, bus drivers, construction workers and 
other sectors were able to win their wage demands. 

In the Greater São Paulo area from 1973 to 1977, at 
least 34 job actions occurred. They developed in direct 
defiance of the conciliatory attitudes of the pelegos, wedded 
to the government’s wage-squeeze policy, and got unofficial 
support from the growing number of militant trade union 
leaders who were prohibited from intervening directly 
because of the anti-strike law. 

The Growing Crisis
In 1974, the curtain fell on the “miraculous” performance 

of the Brazilian economy. As diverse sectors of society 
began to voice their opposition to the regime, President 
Geisel made feeble attempts to mollify the working class. 
The government decreed a 43 percent wage increase, double 
the previous year, but it fell far short of stemming the steady 
decline in workers’ real wages resulting from inflation. 

Then, in 1977, a political bombshell exploded. In the 
midst of an already turbulent situation—massive student 
demonstrations in every major city demanding democratic 
liberties and an end to dictatorship—the workers’ movement 
was stirred by an unexpected admission. An investigation 
by economists from the International Monetary Fund 
forced the government to admit that Delfim Neto, former 
Minister of Finance and father of the “economic miracle,” 
had doctored the inflation figures for 1973. As a result, 
workers had been robbed of 34.1 percent of the raises 
legally due them under the official indexing system. 

Since the early 1970s, DIESSE (Inter-Union 
Department of Statistics and Socio-Economic Studies), 
maintained by the São Paulo unions, had insisted that the 
government was tampering with the data used to determine 
wage increases. 

The newest revelations sparked an immediate reaction by 
some of the most important unions in the Greater São Paulo 
area, representing hundreds of thousands of auto, electronics 
and chemical workers. Officers of the metalworkers’ unions 
immediately began a campaign for retroactive wage 
increases to offset the losses in 1973-74. They mobilized 
mass meetings of tens of thousands of workers to pressure 
the government to grant the wage readjustment. 

The principal demand of the massive strikes of 1978—a 
20 percent increase—was to make up for the wages the 
government had stolen. …

The Trade Union Opposition
The program of the Trade Union Opposition, an 

umbrella-grouping of different opposition forces within 
the labor movement, called for “the transformation of 
the unions controlled by the military and its puppets 
into genuine instruments of class struggle, giving equal 
importance to organizing the working class at the base level 
and to combining legal and clandestine forms of struggle.” 
The process of forming factory committees of the most 
conscious workers moved to the formation of inter-factory 
committees….

A group of trade union leaders, known as the autenticos, 
have come to the fore in leading the strike wave. These 
leaders have either come to their posts in recent elections 
by defeating the pelegos or have managed to survive the 
years of government repression and purges. Luiz Inácio da 
Silva, or “Lula,” president of the Metalworkers Union of 
São Bernardo do Campo and Diadema, has become their 
most well-known and articulate leader. Another round of 
metalworkers strikes in November 1978, and yet another in 
March 1979, have made it clear that the pelegos are losing 
their grip on the trade union movement. 

Rank and file metalworkers pushed for a massive 
walk-out when their contract came up for renewal in late 
October 1978. Over 300,000 went out on strike demanding 
a 70 percent increase— instead of the 40 percent proposed 
by the government—and the right to negotiate directly 
with employers about pay and work conditions. They also 
demanded legal recognition of shop-floor representatives 
and an end to arbitrary firings. In a coordinated drive, they 
occupied the plants and downed their tools. This marked an 
organizational advance over the May strikes that had begun 
in one plant and spread in domino fashion to others. 

At an assembly of 30,000 striking metalworkers, the 
President of the Metalworkers Union of São Paulo, Joaquim 
dos Santos, was clearly a minority in pushing for an end 
to the strike and acceptance of the compromise 58 percent 
increase offered by employers. Dos Santos, an AIFLD 
alumnus with over 40 years experience in controlling 
the massive union, managed to diffuse this rank-and-file 
pressure with a slick maneuver. He promised to call a vote 
for the following day in which all strikers—union and non-
union members alike—would participate.

When the vote was held, however, only fully 

FALL 2018  |  REPORT ON THE AMERICAS    289

NACLA_50-3_proof_5.indd   289 9/24/18   7:34 AM



paid-up union members were allowed to vote and the 
pelegos’ proposal won 4,545 to 1,326. Only 6,000 workers 
had been able to vote—out of a striking workforce of several 
hundred thousand. Lacking a well-structured organization, 
opposition leaders were unable to mobilize the rank and 
file to defy these maneuvers and the strike collapsed. The 
final agreement approved the 58 percent increase—only 
15 percent more than the original government offer. 
More importantly, the 12 percent wage increase won by 
striking workers in May 1978 would be deducted from the 
November settlement, leaving a meager 3 percent margin 
of “victory.” The settlement made no mention of factory 
committees or the right to bargain directly with employers. 
When the meeting ended, Joaquim dos Santos left with 
police protection in order to escape the strikers’ wrath. 

In Osasco, where autenticos controlled the union and 
where all strikers were allowed to vote, workers voted 
unanimously to reject the proposal accepted by the São 
Paulo and Guarulhos unions. However, with the strike 
momentum deflated by these divisions, and a growing 
resistance on the part of the employers, the strike failed and 
workers were soon forced to return to work. 

The Bosses’ Offensive 
On the rebound from their May defeat, the industrialists 

of São Paulo quickly organized a well-planned campaign 
to break this year’s new strikes. In a document leaked to 
the press, the Federation of Industrialists of the State 
of São Paulo (FIESP) made suggestions to its members 
which included: unified forced overtime in order to 
stockpile products, unified wage negotiations and firing and 
blacklisting of militant workers. 

In an interview with the socialist monthly, Versus, an 
automobile worker at the Ford assembly plant in São 
Bernardo where the Corcel and Maverick are assembled, 
complained of speed-ups: “The bosses are making time 
studies of the most essential production sectors, where the 
most important parts are made and which take the longest 
to produce. We produce 505 units a day right now and they 
are talking of increasing that to 560 cars. We are forced 
to work eleven hours a day—one hour is already extra, 
and they could increase it by one more hour. You can’t 
even think about Saturday as a day off because we’ve been 
working Saturdays since September 1977 when the Corcel 
II went into production. There is talk of massive firing right 
before contract time with a blacklist that would affect a lot 
of people.”

Two thousand workers in Greater São Paulo have 

already been fired without just cause in accordance with the 
FIESP suggestions. In São Bernardo, Volkswagen has fired 
almost all the workers who participated in the Metalworkers 
Union’s Third Congress this past year, many of them with 
15 years or more job experience. ... 

The favored tactic of the multinationals is to fire large 
sectors of the labor force just before the yearly wage review, 
and for other multinationals to rehire these trained workers 
at a reduced wage rate. As a result, involuntary turnover 
rates are extraordinarily high. In 1970, more than one-third 
of the workforce in the state of São Paulo had put in less 
than one year on the job, and 74.2 percent had worked less 
than three years for the same firm. …The lack of job stability 
has a devastating effect upon both wages and working class 
militancy. Many workers, fearful of reprisals, are intimidated 
into not participating in the union movement. …

The Ides of March
Recognition of shop-floor delegates became a major 

issue in the strikes that erupted in March 1979, as 200,000 
metalworkers paralyzed the plants ringing the industrial 
city of São Paulo. The rallying cry of the workers was 
“78 percent or strike”—34 percent above the wage-rise 
authorized by the government to offset inflation, and 
equal to the miscalculation of inflation figures in 1973-
74. Volkswagen, Ford, Mercedes-Benz, Chrysler, Toyota, 
Saab—all ground to a halt once again, along with scores of 
smaller electrical equipment, metal-fabricating and other 
plants organized by the metalworkers’ unions. 

Employers were absolutely intransigent on the issue of 
recognizing shop-floor delegates. Dismissing union activists 
was too valuable a weapon against the resurgence of trade 
union militancy. They also rejected demands for a shorter 
work week (40 hours instead of 48), job security after 90 
days and a minimum wage of $200 a month. Instead, the 
São Paulo State Federation of Industries limited their 
concession to a wage offer that fell 15 percent short of the 
union demands. 

The government initially tried to head off a strike 
by creating splits within the labor movement. This time, 
however, the familiar tactic was less successful. Officers of the 
São Paulo Metalworkers Federation accepted the employers’ 
proposal in the name of 29 unions. But trade union leaders 
from Santo Andre, São Bernardo and São Caetano (the 
region known collectively as ABC) chose to break with the 
federation and put the proposal to a vote by the rank and file. 

Lula, president of the São Bernardo metalworkers’ 
union, reported the settlement proposal to an assembly of 
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20,000 workers on March 12 and said, “If you want my 
personal opinion, we shouldn’t accept this offer.” The work 
stoppage began at midnight the same day, as metalworkers 
in the other two ABC suburbs voted to strike as well. 

The strike came at an embarrassing moment for the 
regime, only two days before the presidential inauguration 
and amidst increasing emphasis on “austerity” to 
combat inf lation. The metalworkers were soon joined 
by 80,000 public school teachers in the state of Rio de 
Janeiro striking for higher pay and shorter hours, by 
bus drivers in São Paulo demanding 80 percent raises, 
by students protesting attacks on academic freedoms, 
and other threats of stoppages and strikes. The rhetoric 
of “liberalization” was on trial, as all sectors of society 
speculated upon Figueiredo’s response to the challenge.

As word of the ABC actions spread, assemblies were 
held at plants where union leaders had already accepted 
the bosses’ offer. Ten thousand auto workers at the General 
Motors plant voted to overturn their leaders’ decision and 
join the strike. 

Support snowballed among broad sectors of the 
population, especially when the government declared the 
strike illegal on March 16. At a solidarity meeting attended 
by 10,000 people, Bishop D. Angelico Bernardino affirmed 
that the Church would continue “to defend authentic trade 
unionism, including the trade union opposition, free from 
peleguismos and servility to the Ministry of Labor and to 
the powerful.” Students, churches, lawyers and journalists 
collected food and money to sustain the strikers. Office 
workers at Ford do Brasil threatened to strike in solidarity 
with the production workers. 

Within days, decisive action against the strikers put an 
end to speculation about the new government’s posture. 
President Figueiredo began his second week in office by 
ordering the intervention of the unions. Elected union 
leaders, including Lula, were replaced by Labor Ministry 
officials and union headquarters were occupied by the 
military police. 

The following day, workers occupied the main plaza of 
São Bernardo and charged police barricades to retake the 
union headquarters, forcing government officials inside to 
flee. Shock troops and cavalry were immediately dispatched 
to battle the angry workers. Soldiers were quartered inside the 
Volkswagen plant and tanks stationed on its patios. The Jornal 
do Brasil described the ABC region as a string of “occupied 
cities.” The democratic veneer had worn thin very quickly. 

The government tried to justify its actions by crying 
“Communist subversion,” accusing a left group called 

Socialist Convergence of instigating the disorders. More 
than 1600 people were arrested, released only after police 
intelligence had completed their dossiers. 

Despite the government’s heavy-handedness, its strike-
breaking tactics were ineffective, as massive assemblies and 
confrontations continued. The Ministry of Labor presented 
a compromise proposal to the deposed union leaders. Two 
weeks after the strike began, Lula spoke to 70,000 workers 
gathered in the municipal stadium of São Bernardo do 
Campo, recommending that strikers return to work to save 
the unions from perpetual intervention. Under the terms of 
the compromise agreement, workers would get a 63 percent 
raise in wages, they would be paid for days lost during the 
strike and protected from retaliatory firings. Other demands 
would be negotiated during a 45-day period, by a tri-partite 
commission of worker, management and government 
representatives. 

Lula’s proposal was adopted and workers have returned, 
at least temporarily, to the factories. But the ultimate 
outcome of the strike is still very much in doubt. Workers 
have vowed to resume the strike if their demands are not 
met by the May 12 deadline and their elected leaders are 
not re-instated. They have refused to work overtime to 
prevent employers from stockpiling for the inevitable next 
round. And they have protested flagrant violations of the 
compromise agreement, such as more than 300 dismissals 
since the strike was suspended. Elsewhere in the economy 
and the country, strikes continue to proliferate. ...

A Workers’ Party 
In all of the radicalized trade union activities over the last 

few years, several basic themes continue to recur: a) demands 
for substantial wage increases to combat the tremendously 
high cost of living; b) recognition that breaking with the 
40-year governmental control over unions and establishing 
independent unions is essential for any further advances in 
the trade union movement; and c) the growing understanding 
that neither the government nor the tolerated opposition 
offer a real political alternative to the working class. This 
latter awareness is reflected in the widespread invalidation of 
ballots and blank votes in the November 1978 congressional 
campaigns in certain working class cities, and the recent call 
by prominent autenticos for the formation of an independent 
workers’ party. 

Leaders of the metalworkers unions of the state of São 
Paulo, representing more than a million workers, voted 
overwhelmingly at their IX Congress in January 1979 to 
take up the struggle for the formation of a workers’ party. 
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“History has shown us,” the adopted document reads, “that 
the best instrument the workers can use to carry out their 
struggle is their own party. Therefore, in organizing this 
party, which will include the entire proletariat, workers are 
struggling for effective liberation from exploitation.” 

The question of the formation of new political 
parties has been intensely debated in Brazil, ever since 
the government announced the possibility of creating 
new parties to resolve the political deadlock it faces with 
the opposition. Viewing this as an opportunity for the 
working class to break with the traditional control of the 
government and the dominant class, Lula and other trade 
unionists began to propose the idea of an independent 
working class party without bourgeois participation or 
populist leadership from the old PTB structure. According 
to the thesis approved at the Metalworkers Congress, the 
workers’ party would be “not just an electoral party that 
simply elects people to assemblies, Congress or the Senate, 
but besides this and principally a party that functions from 
the first to the last day of the year, all year, that organizes 
and mobilizes workers in their struggles for their demands 
and in the construction of a just society without exploiters 
and exploited.” 

Supporters of the MDB claim that a workers’ party 
would just divide the opposition and play into the hands 
of the government’s strategy. Lula, however, in defending 
the proposal in an interview with Jornal do Brasil, stated 
that… “An independent workers’ party…would not divide 
the opposition but rather strengthen the participation of the 
working class as a unified element in the broad opposition 
to the military dictatorship.” 

Jaco Bittar, autentico president of the important oil 
workers’ union of Campinas, near São Paulo, has been another 
strong proponent of an independent workers’ formation: “The 
trade union is an organ for winning immediate conquests 
while the party should be the organ for changing society. The 
party has to have a program that takes care of the society in a 
general sense, transforming it. And we know that this means 
a struggle against capitalism for socialism.” 

Regardless of the outcome of the 1979 strikes, it is clear 
that a historic step has been taken during the last few years 
toward a break with the old union structure and toward 
independent political action. The Brazilian working class 
has moved to a crucial position on the political scene. 
Whatever the next move by the military, be it toward greater 
liberalization or back to entrenched authoritarianism, it 
will have to take into account a more militant, unified, 
independent, and growing trade union movement.  nn

BILL HINCHBERGER AND LUIZ INÁCIO LULA DA SILVA

Lula: ‘We can take power’ 
VOLUME 24, ISSUE 1, 1990

L ate for our interview, presidential candidate Luiz 
Inácio “Lula” da Silva exploded into the room like 
the proverbial gangbuster. He sported a lit cigar, 

probably the fruit of his time spent with Fidel Castro 
the week before. Our meeting was wedged in between 
two others, giving it a sense of urgency, as if he were still 
campaigning. Despite his sophistication in dealing with the 
press, in person Lula belies his humble past, his demeanor 
reminiscent of many other laborers one might meet in a 
corner bar discussing soccer over a few beers after a day 
of work. 

Last December, in Brazil’s first direct presidential 
election since 1960, Lula received 31 million votes, roughly 
47 percent of the total. Resting on the pillars of organized 
labor, the progressive Catholic Church and other social 
movements, his Workers Party (PT) has flourished in 
recent years, emerging as the leading force on the Brazilian 
Left. In 1988, the party won over 30 mayoralties—
including that of South America’s largest city, São Paulo. 

Lula’s background is unlike that of any other successful 
Latin American politician. He is from a family of poor 
farmers in the northeastern state of Pernambuco. Like 
many from that drought-ridden, impoverished region, the 
family migrated to São Paulo where Lula attended primary 
school. At the age of 11 he went to work in the factories, 
later earning a high school equivalency diploma. In 1975 
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“Lula” has led the metalworkers in three major strikes since May 1978.  (MOUIMENTO)
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