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Brazil's Populist Republic and Beyond
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Populism began late in Brazil because entrenched antidemocratic political leaders resisted opening up the system to broader participation. But by mid-century populism reached a fever pitch. During the 1950s nearly a dozen figures fought for national office in populist fashion, and they left a major imprint on the political culture. The military takeover of 1964 brought the demise of the so-called Populist Republic, the most intense political arena in the Americas at the time.
After a decade of repressive government, the military began to allow more open participation again, and a few of the old-timers returned and managed to win state-level offices. None of the elder populists could get a clear shot at the presidency, however, and the promising career of newcomer Fernando Collor de Melo crashed two years into his term as president. By the mid-1990s the populist style in politics seemed destined to fade from the scene, replaced by more moderate approaches. To be sure, the very successful president Luis "Lula" Inácio da Silva between 2003 and 2011 had many characteristics of the populists, although analysts disagree.1
PROTO-POPULISTS
During the 1920s several elected officials in Rio de Janeiro began to conduct what would later be called populist politics. Maurício Lacerda, Adolfo Bergamini, and João de Azevedo Lima broke with the usual neighborhood clientelism and appealed to larger constituencies in the city. They promised to reform government and to fight for the greater good of society as a whole. Just as important, they began to find independent voters and organizations that would support their elections. They pioneered a style of leadership that would flourish during the populist heyday of the 1950s.2
Rio's proto-populists of the 1920s represented working- and lower- middle class precincts, where public services lagged behind more affluent districts. They spoke often and loudly to citizens throughout the city, drawing crowds with their flamboyant manners. They were nonconformists, fed up with doing things the way they had always been done. They championed the underdog and attacked the powerful. In the city council and federal congress they made headlines by denouncing the cozy deals and minor corruptions that kept the wheels of government greased. They always had a social measure to push or some miscarriage of justice to decry.
These reform-minded, outspoken leaders in Rio made an important innovation by recruiting groups as well as individuals. They represented labor unions, employee associations, retired persons, and neighborhoods, thereby expanding their electoral followings. Their constituents were often less well-to-do than those of traditional politicians, but they were more numerous, which counted most on election day. To critics, this broad-based representation was demagoguery, because it “converted individual corruption into that of groups, classes, and special interests.” This simple but powerful breakthrough would make possible the great populist movements of the 1940s and 1950s. The reformers opened the doors to politics for the masses.
The 1930 presidential election, which pitted GetúlioVargas against official candidate Júlio Prestes, witnessed a major increase in voter recruitment. Vargas ran on a reform platform that had great appeal in the cities and among middle-class voters. Rio's reformers, in particular, campaigned heavily for Vargas, as did opposition leaders in other cities. As a result, the turnout was much higher than it had ever been. Still, Vargas lost, because most politicians did not go along with him and kept their voters in the loyalist camp. The country did not, however, return to politics as usual.3
When Vargas and his supporters carried out a revolution in late 1930, many of the reform-minded politicians supported him and ended up in his new government. Bergamini became mayor of Rio, and Lacerda was appointed city attorney, for example. The disarray of the new government, however, and the financial exigencies caused by the New York stock market crash of 1929, prevented Vargas from accomplishing anything serious in his early months. He had too few jobs and too little patronage to spread around.
Soon, a revolution within the revolution occurred. Tough-minded men who had risked their lives fighting to install Vargas now formed a pressure group, the Club 3 de Outubro (named for the date the revolution began). They were called the tenentes, since many were former lieutenants who had been cashiered in the 1920s for their revolutionary activities. They supported Vargas in hopes of restoring their commissions and promoting the nationalistic reforms they had championed earlier. The pressure they exerted put Vargas in a bind, forcing him to choose between them and the civilian reformers. In order to survive, Vargas chose the tenentes, in what amounted to a coup. One of the tenente leaders, Pedro Ernesto Baptista, became mayor of Rio de Janeiro in mid-1931.4
THE FIRST POPULIST
Pedro Ernesto, as he would be known later, became Brazil's first genuine populist. His background would hardly have suggested such a career. A Pernambucan youth who had migrated to Rio to study medicine, Pedro Ernesto stayed and developed into a gifted surgeon. With the backing of some Portuguese investors, he built the largest and best-equipped surgical clinic in South America. For personal reasons, he became embroiled in the struggles of the tenentes during the 1920s and with them joined Vargas's revolution in 1930. Because of his aid to them over the years, the tenentes chose Pedro Ernesto as president of the Club 3 de Outubro in 1931.
Vargas, who united with the tenentes temporarily during 1931 and 1932 in order to retain power, soon distanced himself from their brash and unpopular actions and encouraged allies to do the same. Pedro Ernesto accepted Vargas's advice to form a party and run for mayor of Rio. The platform of his new group, called the Autonomist Party of the Federal District, stressed local self-rule for Rio de Janeiro. Pedro Ernesto, meanwhile, underwent a major transformation in the eyes of the public, from revolutionary to social democrat.
Inspired by the experiments of the 1920s reformers, Pedro Ernesto began inviting organizations into his party. The easiest to recruit were federal and municipal employees, whose associations received benefits in exchange for their votes. Next he turned to unions and workers in major utilities companies. In each case, a delegate of the group was taken into the party hierarchy. Soon the core of the movement was firmly secured by employee and workers organizations representing tens of thousands of voters. Not coincidentally, the new federal election law authorized unions and employers to register their members and present them en masse to election officials. In a matter of months, Pedro Ernesto's party easily dominated local elections.5
While party lieutenants were lining up organizations to vote for Pedro Ernesto, his associates helped him create a new public persona. He returned to his civilian clothing and was addressed as doutor, in deference to his medical career. His clinic treated hundreds of people free each week, so that he became known for his compassion and charity. He began to speak on a radio station owned by the city. His party even founded a newspaper to publicize its program and candidates. In fact, the Autonomist Party was the first to operate a modern campaign in Brazil, albeit on a municipal level.
Early in his administration, Pedro Ernesto had appointed a brilliant educational reformer, An¡sio Teixeira, to be director of schools in Rio. With enthusiasm and zeal, Teixeira set out to provide a place for every child in the city. He built twenty-eight new schools and put the entire system on two shifts a day, so that all children could be accommodated. The city even built a school in a shantytown, the infamous favela of Mangueira. Teixeira introduced a new philosophy, called the New School, which placed the child at the center of the learning process. In all, Teixeira inspired devotion and respect from teachers and school officials.
Pedro Ernesto, meanwhile, expanded the city's health service by constructing six new hospitals in poor and outlying districts. He appointed hundreds of new physicians and nurses. This was a natural initiative for a doctor-politician to pursue, and it made him very popular. He became known throughout the city as the builder of schools and hospitals. His image became that of a benevolent doctor. His administration had a center-left appeal, as did many other regimes formed during the 1930s.
In order to penetrate lower-class precincts and register voters, the Autonomist Party divided the city into zones and designated chiefs to find new recruits in each area. Here patronage came into play, as local constituents signed up in exchange for favors of the most varied sorts. Party agents promised jobs, medical treatment, pensions, street paving, water and sewer lines, electric service, schools, and police protection. Pedro Ernesto, as head of the party, reaped the popularity while his chiefs and lieutenants concentrated on adding new voters to the rolls.
The results were spectacular. In 1930, during the most intense election ever held in Brazil, 64,000 people voted in Rio de Janeiro. Four years later, after new voter lists had been developed, nearly twice as many, 110,000 people, voted. Pedro Ernesto, the reformist mayor who built schools and hospitals, became enormously popular. His appeal reached from the favelas to government offices and from lower-middle class neighborhoods to the highest chambers of business and finance. In the 1934 election, his party took eight out of ten council seats and then chose him for the 1934–38 mayoral term.
By 1935 Pedro Ernesto became a national figure courted by politicians from other states. His very success, however, made him a target for both friends and enemies: leftists tried to take advantage of his popularity, and rightists attacked him as a dangerous radical. The Communists who plotted the November revolt of that year, for example, tried hard to recruit him to their cause. By the same token, right-wing groups targeted him because of his friendship with leftists and his tolerance of their causes.
When the 1935 communist revolt broke out, police and military investigators attempted to link Pedro Ernesto with the conspirators. They rounded up intellectuals and writers and succeeded in shutting down the Federal District University that Anísio Teixeira had founded. But the mayor had actually forewarned President Vargas and so he remained in the clear.
In early 1936 Pedro Ernesto seemed destined for higher office, and his name circulated as a possible 1938 successor to Vargas, who was ineligible for reelection. But the capture of communist leader Luís Carlos Prestes in March 1936 and the discovery of letters (unanswered) to the mayor led to the latter's arrest on charges of conspiracy. He had clearly become too popular and ambitious to be allowed to govern Brazil's capital city any longer. Vargas allowed the police to arrest him.
Pedro Ernesto spent several years defending himself against charges of treason, and he was eventually absolved. By that time, however, Vargas had already launched his New State (1937–45), an autocratic regime that erased most vestiges of democracy. When Pedro Ernesto succumbed to cancer in 1942, he received the largest funeral in the history of Rio de Janeiro.
THE RISE OF POPULISM
One of Vargas's appointees in 1938 was another surgeon, Adhemar de Barros, scion of a wealthy coffee family in São Paulo and dabbler in politics during the 1930s. Brilliant, outgoing, and ambitious, Adhemar used his appointment to launch himself into a career in politics. He immediately began building hospitals, schools, and highways to impress his constituents. He published glossy magazines touting his projects and sent his wife out to visit charity organizations. Imitating Franklin Roosevelt, he even broadcast fireside chats over the radio. This was the beginning of one of Brazil's most extraordinary populist careers.6
Adhemar de Barros was neither liked nor trusted by the traditional political leaders of his state, who hated Vargas for defeating them in a brief civil war in 1932, and in 1941 they succeeded in having him removed from office. That did not deter Adhemar for long, however. With his family money and connections, plus faithful aides from his three-year stint as governor, he would begin politicking again in the newly democratic environment of postwar Brazil.
Vargas himself began a career makeover in 1943 and 1944, anticipating a transition to democracy after the war. He addressed his speeches increasingly to the workers, and he rhetorically allied himself with their interests. His labor ministers remained in the background, allowing Vargas to get the credit for new social and labor programs. The 1943 Consolidation of Labor Laws (CLT), in particular, established Vargas as a friend of the Brazilian worker. By 1944 a veritable media blitz vaunted the benefits Vargas had bestowed on the masses. The culmination was his order in early 1945 that the labor minister create a party to capitalize on this popularity. Thus was born the Brazilian Labor Party (PTB). Even though he did not embrace the populist style wholly, Vargas began to experiment with it. Perhaps he secretly admired the approaches that Pedro Ernesto and Adhemar had pioneered. From all indications, Vargas succeeded in winning the lasting support of Brazil's workers and poor.7
Before he could put his new party to the test in elections, Vargas was overthrown by the army in late 1945. He took refuge on the family ranch in Rio Grande do Sul, in a self-imposed exile. Vargas did win a senate seat the following year, however, and he kept up a modest presence in Rio de Janeiro. He nursed his pride and pondered his chances of returning to power someday to vindicate his record as president.
THE HEYDAY OF POPULISM
In the meantime, Adhemar formed the populist-style Social Progressive Party in São Paulo and ran for governor in 1947. Finding his upper-class background a hindrance, he adopted the image of a rough-and-tumble provincial (caipira). Spending his own money as well as others', he expanded his following by hiring publicity experts, commissioning polls, purchasing radio stations and newspapers, and flying his own airplane to far-flung towns. In office he stressed more building programs—schools, hospitals, highways, and dams—that glorified his image as “the Manager.” Tempted by the presidency in 1950, he nonetheless withdrew in favor of Vargas, on the understanding that the latter would support him in 1955.8
Vargas came out of his quasi-retirement to run for president in 1950 in what became the first truly modern election in the country. It also established his credentials as a full-fledged populist. He chose to be a reluctant candidate who could only be coaxed into the arena again by the will of the people. He remained at his ranch until just months before the election, aloof from the usual by-play of campaigning. Instead, he held quiet consultations with visitors, making deals and waiting for the right moment to go public with his candidacy. Meanwhile, he kept up an intense correspondence with his daughter Alzira, who lived in Rio and acted as his campaign manager and strategist.

Alzira Vargas do Amaral Peixoto (married to an important figure in the government party, the conservative Social Democratic Party—PSD) conducted Vargas's campaign from her apartment in Rio, staying in close touch with her father by courier mail. She assembled a campaign team to coordinate with other candidacies, raise funds, prepare speeches, organize trips, issue press releases, and prepare ballots (a responsibility of candidates before official ballots were adopted). Her apartment became the unofficial headquarters for Vargas's election.9
Perhaps the most important role Alzira played was helping her father create just the right image for the masses in 1950. Vargas would be a solitary figure, maligned by ungrateful politicians and parties, who nonetheless held a covenant with the common people. He had brought about economic development and industrialization, and more importantly, he had protected the interests of the workers in that process. Under his leadership, Brazil had played an important part in world affairs, respected and courted by the great powers. Especially important was his sponsorship of a wide array of rights and social programs for the working class.

Now in his late sixties, Vargas considered returning to office to finish the job by protecting the country's new wealth from rapacious elites and greedy foreigners. The nationalism of his stance complemented his earlier stress on economic development and labor. Yet he would only run for office if the people demanded this ultimate sacrifice from their beloved leader.

The candidate's visual images proved very appealing. Photographs and caricatures showed Vargas on his ranch, wearing cowboy garb and drinking the traditional yerba mate tea of the region. He often posed while he smoked cigars. He always smiled and exuded an air of confidence, thoughtfulness, and pleasure at being around friends. The people needed him, not vice versa. The campaign staff distributed tens of thousands of publicity sheets depicting Vargas in this way.

Simultaneously his daughter Alzira directed the activities of the feminine branch of the PTB. Vargas had given women the vote in 1932, making Brazil the third country in the hemisphere to recognize women's suffrage. By the late 1940s women worked in myriad jobs throughout the economy, from industry and finance to teaching and health services. Those in manufacturing were becoming quite active in labor disputes. Although the PTB women's branch was staffed largely by well-to-do activists, its appeal penetrated deep into the social pyramid. Working women were especially appreciative of the protections provided for them under the CLT of 1943. Polls showed that Vargas enjoyed a substantial lead in preferences among women.

Once Vargas decided to announce himself a candidate, he moved quickly to consolidate his popularity. Meanwhile the organization Alzira had assembled translated the people's preferences into votes on election day. The centerpiece of the campaign was a bruising two-month tour of eighty-four cities in a rented DC-3. At each stop, Vargas had a tailor-made speech drafted by staff and vetted by himself. Seen everywhere as a smiling, warm, grandfatherly figure, Vargas became the best-known and most-liked person in the country. When the votes were finally counted, Vargas had won 48 percent in a contested three-way race, the highest plurality ever received in Brazil.

Vargas tried hard to carry out his promises to the masses, especially regarding protection of natural resources, economic planning, and a fair distribution of wealth. He created a national development bank tasked with channeling public loans to basic and critical industries. He proposed nationalizing all petroleum development and refining, a sector notorious for high profits and excessive remittances abroad. This passed in 1953 and gave rise to Petrobras, today one of the world's largest government-owned companies. Vargas also submitted to Congress a bill that would have nationalized electric power utilities so they could push service into poor and rural areas. This effort failed due to heavy lobbying from the industry. Finally, Vargas continued to give special attention to labor laws, social security, unemployment, and welfare services.10
In all, Vargas's second administration produced some major social progress, yet it did so in a climate of heightened political and economic conflict. Vargas's PTB-PSD coalition in Congress began to unravel. The military became restive over advances made by labor unions. The economy plunged into a recession in 1952, and Vargas, sixty-nine years old, had lost some of the deft touch he had shown earlier. His administration began to founder in early 1954.

No one rocked Vargas's boat more than a young and brilliant newspaper writer named Carlos Lacerda. The only populist born in a major city (Rio), Lacerda was the son of Rio's 1920s reformer, Maurício Lacerda. Writing at first for the sensational press and later in his own paper, Tribuna da Imprensa, Lacerda became an indefatigable crusader who despised politics as usual. A man of deep and conflicted emotions, Lacerda plunged into every controversy as if Brazil's destiny depended upon him. Graced with a high and versatile intellect, plus exquisite speaking abilities, Lacerda became the enfant terrible of 1950s Brazilian politics. President Vargas was on the receiving end of most of Lacerda's attacks.11
Lacerda entered politics in the 1930s as an ally of Luís Carlos Prestes but was forced to bow out after the 1935 revolt failed. In the 1940s he began a long migration toward the right of the ideological spectrum, by repudiating his father, renouncing communism, converting to Catholicism, and devoting himself to protecting the public trust. In 1947 he won election to Rio's city council, where he perfected his skills as an orator and crusader. He eventually found a home, not very comfortable, in the opposition National Democratic Union (UDN) party.
Lacerda campaigned for any cause, large or small, on the grounds that the public must be served by honest men. Uncompromising, flamboyant, outspoken, and outrageous at times, Lacerda became famous for his attacks on the establishment. After 1950 Vargas symbolized the establishment, and hence he was the target of Lacerda's most concentrated criticism.
In mid-1954 Vargas's bodyguard, probably acting alone, attempted to assassinate Lacerda but instead killed an air force major who was providing security for him. The attempt on Lacerda's life, coupled with the other misdeeds he had charged Vargas with, culminated in a national campaign to impeach or overthrow the president. This in turn precipitated a military coup in August that triggered the president's suicide. It was literally a contest of titans, a battle between the old and the young populists, and Lacerda led the winning side. Lacerda became known as the slayer of giants, adored by his followers but detested by Vargas's faithful.
Lacerda had been campaigning for a seat in Congress, which he won handily in October 1954, partly due to his fame. In fact, he received more votes than any other congressional candidate. He had adopted the lantern as his symbol, to shine light into the dark corners of government. His new office allowed him to scrutinize the entire federal government, which he did with his customary relish and fiery oratory.
POPULISM AFTER VARGAS
Adhemar had toyed with the idea of running for president in 1950, but he desisted when polls he commissioned showed Vargas far ahead. Instead, he made a deal to support Vargas in exchange for the latter's backing in 1955. Adhemar returned to São Paulo and prepared to run for the governorship in 1954.
At this point, Adhemar's flamboyant career was blocked by the meteoric Jânio Quadros, a thoroughgoing populist. Jânio had appeared out of nowhere to win a São Paulo city council seat in 1947. As he campaigned and agitated, Jânio gained a reputation as a bohemian, unpredictable, and quixotic figure. In 1950 he won a seat in the state legislature, where his notoriety grew due to his constant questioning of officials and demands for honesty and morality in public office. He adopted the broom as his campaign symbol, by which he implied he would sweep corruption out of government.12
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In 1953, with the backing of Paulistano influentials, he ran for mayor on a platform that stressed cleaning up graft and curbing expenditures. His victory over veteran politicians attracted national attention, and the following year he took on Adhemar de Barros in the gubernatorial election. He used unorthodox appeals that won broad support from the working and middle classes. A surprise endorsement carried on television marked the first effective use of that new medium in Brazilian politics. Jânio's victory confirmed his reputation as a dragon slayer and quintessential populist.
Jânio and Adhemar both looked covetously at the presidency in 1955. Jânio ended up not running, however, and an indictment for corruption stalled Adhemar's campaign. Instead, the highest office went to another populist, Juscelino Kubitschek.
Juscelino had worked his way up the political ladder in Minas Gerais, Brazil's most populous state. Having reached the governorship, he believed he had a chance to win the presidency in 1955. He conferred with government party leaders and with Vargas himself and realized that it would be a wide-open race. Vargas's 1954 suicide made it even harder to predict the outcome.
Juscelino threw himself into the fray with an energy and determination rarely seen. He had already won a reputation for vigor: he traveled so much in Minas Gerais he was known as the “jet-propelled governor.” His presidential campaign included several grueling trips in a specially equipped DC-3, in which he visited hundreds of towns and logged tens of thousands of miles. He used the radio extensively and even made some television spots to publicize his plan of action if elected. He left nothing to chance, even giving the vice presidential nomination to the PTB in order to win that party's support.13
Juscelino's hard work paid off with a plurality of votes in 1955. Unable to relax even as president, he threw himself into his job and pledged to produce “fifty years of progress in five.” Among his accomplishments were a fledgling automobile industry, expansion of capital goods manufacturing, a new capital city in Brasília, improved highways, and a more vigorous foreign policy. Toward the end Juscelino also used his term to begin running for reelection in 1965.
Juscelino's running mate, João “Jango” Goulart, also made a career as a populist. A neighbor of Vargas during the latter's estrangement from politics in the 1940s, Goulart joined the PTB and soon became party chief in Rio Grande do Sul. Handsome, wealthy, and ambitious, Jango helped Vargas ride herd over the many PTB constituencies. In 1953, in fact, Vargas appointed him minister of labor, to handle an unexpected surge of strikes and labor disruptions. Jango's solution, doubling the general wage levels, so enraged employers and conservatives that they forced his resignation. Vargas nevertheless granted the wage increase and enhanced his and Jango's reputations as friends of labor.14
When Juscelino invited Jango to be his running mate, he hoped to restore a coalition that Vargas himself had envisioned in 1945, between working politicians who belonged to the PSD and newer labor and popular leaders in the PTB. Jango got out the votes and made sure that Juscelino won, but he himself received more votes than the president. Afterward, Jango occupied himself with labor and social policy, leaving economics and other initiatives to Juscelino. Their parties never coalesced, and each leader remained close to his original constituency. It was a workable arrangement but hardly ideal. Populists never found it easy to share power with others.
Adhemar, meanwhile, managed to win acquittal of the charges against him and staged a comeback by winning the São Paulo mayor's race in 1957. His personal wealth grew, and he invested heavily in campaign slogans, literature, polls, and public works. His life became an eternal election campaign.
From the moment of his election as governor in 1954, Jânio had turned his attention to the presidential succession. He used his potential candidacy in 1955 as leverage to gain influence and federal patronage. During his gubernatorial term, São Paulo prospered from business expansion and heavy investments in infrastructure. São Paulo surpassed Rio in population in the 1950s and became an industrial megalopolis.
In 1959 Jânio began campaigning for president, accepting the nomination of the UDN but definitely remaining an independent. His fresh image, unorthodox methods, and promises of national prosperity attracted a plurality of the voters, who also returned João Goulart to the vice presidency. As the first president inaugurated in the new capital of Brasília, Jânio made headlines in early 1961, pursuing an ambitious program of reforms while retaining his reputation for moralism and eccentricity. He pursued fiscal austerity, an activist foreign policy, morality in government, and industrial expansion.15
Soon, however, relations between the president and Congress soured, and in August Jânio abruptly resigned. He hoped to be called back by Congress and graced with extraordinary powers and glory. Instead, Congress accepted his resignation and left him out of a job. The next year he announced his candidacy for another term as governor of São Paulo, but in 1963 he was defeated by his old rival, Adhemar de Barros. Jânio's career seemed to have run its course.
Jânio's resignation as president in 1961, meanwhile, caused a crisis in Brasília. His vice president was none other than PTB chief Jango Goulart, who had quietly supported Jânio's ticket in 1960. Jango's leftist tendencies, plus the fact that he was leading a trade mission in communist China in mid-1961, led Jânio to believe that the army and conservatives would not accept a vice presidential succession. He was right about that: the army, with support from Congress and the other service chiefs, declared that Goulart could not become president. But neither did they call Jânio back.
At this point, another populist figure, Leonel Brizola, jumped into the limelight and virtually stole the show. Brizola had grown up poor in Rio Grande do Sul but managed to earn an engineering degree. He joined the PTB in 1945 and proved a skillful organizer, with a penchant for militant socialist rhetoric. Through marriage to Goulart's sister and hard work in the PTB, he became a leader in state politics. After holding several lesser posts, he won election as mayor of Porto Alegre in 1955 by promising to improve the lives of the workers. For three years he enhanced his reputation as an engineer with a social conscience, speaking on the radio, writing newspaper columns, meeting with civic groups, and supervising projects. He was definitely a comer.16
His success as mayor led to a victory in the 1958 gubernatorial election. His administration proved vigorous and constructive, marred only by the controversial nationalizations of the American-owned electric power and telephone companies.
When the army sought to prevent the succession of his brother-in-law, João Goulart, to the presidency in 1961, Brizola organized a revolt among civilian and military forces in Rio Grande. By threatening to divide the army, Brizola's challenge succeeded in forcing Goulart's accession to office. Brizola now had a national reputation for aggressive, confrontational politics.
A year later Brizola won more national prominence by being elected federal deputy from Guanabara (formerly Federal District of Rio de Janeiro) by the most votes ever cast. From his new political base he pressured Goulart and Congress to carry out major reforms, such as land distribution, rent control, and nationalization of utilities. While popular among workers, Brizola's platform alienated businessmen, the upper- middle class, the U.S. embassy, and the military. By polarizing issues, he helped bring on the crisis of 1964.
Another populist emerged on the scene in the late 1950s in the northeastern state of Pernambuco. Miguel Arraes was born into a rural middle-class family in the interior of Cear . He eventually settled in Recife and graduated from law school in 1937. A government job and family connections led to his appointment as finance secretary of Pernambuco in 1947. By 1955 he joined the Frente do Recife, a reformist center-leftist coalition that reached out to rural workers. Arraes won election as mayor of Recife in 1960 and gained a reputation for courting poor voters with slum-improvement programs.17
In 1963 Arraes ran successfully for governor of the state of Pernambuco. His campaign was noteworthy for allying with peasant leagues and broadcasting radio messages to rural voters, recently able to receive them by transistor radio. Once in office, Arraes implemented a minimum wage for rural workers, expanded farm credit, and promoted unionization in the countryside. Land reform, too, became a potent rallying cry thanks to Arraes's leadership. Although he was not an ally of President Goulart, critics accused Arraes of radicalizing politics in the northeast and blamed him for successive waves of strikes and lockouts. For virtually the first time in history, a national-level leader promised to address grievances of the masses of rural poor. One U.S. observer referred to the ferment in the northeast as “the revolution that never was.”

Carlos Lacerda finally gained the limelight in 1960 when he won election as governor of the newly created state of Guanabara. He found his calling, serving as executive for the first time in his career. Instead of the perennial critic, Lacerda proved a constructive, energetic, inspirational, and enormously successful administrator. He built schools, roads, low-cost housing, water and sewer systems, and virtually anything else the city of Rio needed. A true friend of the United States, Lacerda won special concessions from international donors. His 1961–65 term was unquestionably the high point of his career. His last day in office was transformed into a marathon media event to rally support for Lacerda and his movement, in the vain hope of launching him into the presidency.
THE FALL OF POPULISM
Between 1963 and 1966 populism was eradicated in Brazil. The single largest reason was the military's opposition to the open, expansive, increasingly radical politics that the populists waged. Military and communist strategists alike believed that revolution was possible and maybe imminent in Brazil. Fidel Castro had seized control of Cuba, and guerrilla warfare was breaking out everywhere in the world. The military authorities, charged with protecting the state, decided that the risk of revolution was too great to allow political experimentation to proceed. The leftists fought them but ultimately lost.
Most military officers focused their hatred on President Goulart, whose erratic and ineffectual administration had prompted major demonstrations and crises. The economy was in shambles, civil society was increasingly split by irreconcilable differences, and the international situation was becoming more menacing. Behind Goulart, however, they saw others equally or more dangerous. Brizola, thought to be manipulating the president, was a worse threat because he had divided the army once before in 1961. Arraes had assisted in the formation of peasant leagues, which could unleash banditry and rural warfare. Lacerda was a loose cannon who would bring down the government rather than cooperate with anyone else in power. And through it all, the PTB, which Vargas had founded two decades before, was within reach of a congressional majority. The state itself could lurch toward the left at any minute, necessitating military action.18
The military did not banish populism all by itself. It had ample support from some of the populists themselves as well as from most working politicians. The infighting among the populists became intense, bitter, and alarming by 1964. Goulart weighed the possibility of ordering military coups against Arraes and Lacerda in 1964. Adhemar de Barros put the full weight of São Paulo's government and state police behind the coup of 1964, and Lacerda did the same in Guanabara. Only Quadros and Kubitschek, out of office, remained on the sidelines.
Moreover, the great majority of working politicians in 1964 also supported the coup against Goulart. They saw the trends as prejudicial to their own careers—the growing strife and confrontation in politics, the huge costs of mobilizing voters and followers, the chance that the PTB would win control of Congress, and the increasingly divided polity that offered fewer opportunities for compromise. They mostly endorsed the military action of March 1964 in order to protect their own jobs.
Even after the coup, those populists still active tended to push the military into hard-line positions. Brizola's guerrilla activity in Uruguay confirmed the worst fears of the so-called linha dura officers. Carlos Lacerda, who might have compromised with the military to allow a return to civilian government, refused to do so and made the hard-line triumph almost inevitable. His Frente Ampla alliance with Kubitschek and Goulart between late 1966 and 1967, which they hoped would convince the military to turn over power, in fact backfired and brought on more dictatorial policies. Not only did the populists help trigger the military coup, they bore some responsibility for the severity and length of the subsequent dictatorship.19
During the worst years of repression, from the late 1960s until the late 1970s, some of the populists lost their political rights and never recovered them. Goulart retired to a ranch in Uruguay, where he died. Kubitschek perished in a highway accident in São Paulo. Lacerda died of a stroke in Rio de Janeiro. Adhemar passed away in São Paulo in 1968.
DEMOCRATIZATION AND THE RETURN OF POPULISM
The restoration of political rights and a general amnesty in the late 1970s allowed most of Brazil's exiles to return home, including the populists. The transition to democracy lasted a decade and proved slow, painful, and frustrating to the masses of citizens and most politicians. It was called by many names: decompression, distensão, abertura (the opening), and eventually just the transition. The army finally turned power over to civilians in 1985 on the condition that no officers could be tried for crimes committed during the dictatorship.20
Some former populists attempted to make comebacks in the 1980s, even before the restoration of civilian rule. Brizola founded the Democratic Labor Party (PDT), with which he won election as governor of Rio in 1982. He was notable for founding integrated school centers for children; curbing police abuses; and pressuring Congress to hold direct elections for president in 1984. After running unsuccessfully for president in 1989, he was elected governor of Rio de Janeiro the following year. He stood for president again in 1994 but lost. In 1998 he lost the race for vice president.
Jânio Quadros lost his bid to become governor of São Paulo in 1982 but then surprised critics by winning the mayoralty of São Paulo in 1985, over social scientist Fernando Henrique Cardoso. Jânio's decision not to run for president in 1989 marked the end of his active career; he died shortly afterward.
Miguel Arraes was jailed for a year following the 1964 coup, then spent most of the period 1965–79 in Algeria, representing petroleum exporters. He returned to Brazil in 1979 and three years later won election to Congress. Using his image as an elder statesman, he ran for governor in 1986 and took office the following year. He failed to make a large showing in the primaries for president in 1989 but was elected federal deputy that year. In 1994 he won election as governor of Pernambuco for the third time and showed no signs of retirement, but he lost in 1998.
Throughout the dictatorship, the military continued to hold elections for most public offices, attempting to keep a working majority in Congress and control over critical statehouses. In fact, voter turnouts rose even faster than they had before 1964, because suffrage was obligatory. General discontent with military government, moreover, led to creative electoral dissent: millions of voters cast blank or invalidated ballots in protest. Most observers believe this contributed to the military's decision to begin the transition back to democracy. Finally, systematic analysis of polls suggests that voters actually grew in sophistication during the dictatorship. By the 1990s political scientists described Brazil as a model of the “new democracy” sweeping the world.21
The long years of repression and controlled participation left parties and other structures disorganized and unable to mediate between governors and citizens. The new scenario of the late 1980s contained parties, to be sure, yet they were weak and amorphous. New forms of representation and participation arose to create what one analyst calls “direct democracy and state-led representation.”22
The most innovative party to surface in these years was the Workers' Party (PT), a vigorous socialist-oriented political movement. Led by autoworkers union official Luís Inácio “Lula” da Silva and leftist intellectuals, the PT grew rapidly in major cities, attracting many working-class, middle-class, and student voters. In 1989 Lula came within a few percentage points of winning the runoff for president against Fernando Collor de Melo. Lula returned even stronger in the 1994 elections.23
Fernando Collor de Melo (1990–92) was widely regarded as a neopopulist, due to his antipolitics stance and flamboyant use of the media. Offspring of a wealthy family from Alagoas, Collor was raised in Rio and Brasília, where his father served in Congress. His family, which owned television and radio chains in the northeast, was notorious for its rough-and-tumble approach to politics. Collor, with rich backers and unlimited media budgets, ran as an outsider without party connections. Young, athletic, and new on the scene, he convinced a majority of voters that he would conduct a thorough house cleaning and restore good government. He campaigned against the maharajas in backward regions who stole public money and denied democracy to the people. With brilliant use of slogans, sound bites, photo sessions, television debates, and press briefings, Collor convinced Brazilians that he would be an effective leader.
After little more than a year in office, however, evidence of his involvement in a huge bribery scheme began to surface, and within months he was impeached. He resigned from the presidency in disgrace. His little-known vice president, Itamar Franco, succeeded Collor for the remainder of the term.24
The 1994 election saw little evidence of populism. Brizola, the only old-timer who ran, fell behind in the polls, lost in the first round, and was again out of public office. Neither of the front-runners, Fernando Henrique Cardoso nor Lula, could even remotely be called populists. Lula's credentials as union leader and his party's platform located him squarely in the camp of democratic socialism. Neither of his campaigns contained elements of populism. Fernando Henrique, likewise, had been critical of populism for most of his academic career. His widely read book, Dependency in Latin America (1979), coauthored with Enzo Faletto, devoted a chapter to showing how populists served the interests of the national bourgeoisie by keeping the masses in line.
Fernando Henrique, as Cardoso was known popularly, won the 1994 election in the first round, an accomplishment in any country. An experienced leader of the Senate, a seasoned negotiator, and president of the 1988 Constitutional Convention, he had strong credentials for the presidency. Moreover, he had become finance minister charged with carrying out an anti-inflation program in Franco's last year in office. A task fraught with dangers, the Plano Real worked and helped sweep him to victory. Even after the election and January 1995 inauguration, the president managed to keep inflation at bay. He continued to enjoy strong support in opinion polls and carried out a tough but fair program for privatizing public-sector enterprises and opening the country to international competition.25 By 1997 his congressional supporters had amended the constitution in order to allow for reelection, something already done by Peru's Fujimori and Argentina's Menem. In exchange, though, he accepted a permanent reduction of the presidential term to four years. 
By 1998, Miguel Arraes was the only mature populist still holding public office in Brazil. In fact, he did not like to be called a populist, preferring the image of a crusty, shrewd, and seasoned rural leader, steadfastly faithful to his peasant origins in the interior of Brazil's northeast. Still, Lula launched his bid again in 1998, this time buttressed by vice-presidential candidate Leonel Brizola, always a big draw in Rio and Rio Grande do Sul. As the campaign heated up, some polls showed Cardoso and Lula neck and neck. In the end, though, Cardoso won in the first round. His last administration continued most of his policies from the first, and he left a strong positive legacy when he stepped down in January 2003. 
BEYOND POPULISM?
Lula ran for president yet again in 2002, his fourth and finally victorious attempt. Much of the campaign against him that year stoked fears that Lula would be a radical and would scare off foreign and even domestic capital with leftist policies. Once inaugurated, though, Lula surprised critics and angered supporters by extending many of Cardoso's economic policies. After several months of business continuity, foreign capital began to flow back in and the São Paulo stock exchange resumed its steady rise. To be sure, Lula launched his own version of anti-poverty programs, Zero-Hunger, and tied family subsidies to keeping children in school. His approval ratings remained high both at home and abroad. 
The two last icons of populism from the mid-20th century, Brizola and Arraes, passed away in 2004 and 2005, leaving the country largely populist-free. Gradually, however, Lula began to look more like a populist than the labor socialist he began his career as. His long struggle to win the presidency impressed people, as did his commitment to help the less fortunate among them. He championed causes like land reform that his predecessors paid only lip service to. And amazingly, the extreme concentration of income began to improve with the family subsidy transfers. Added to that, his approval ratings remained high despite some withering financial and corruption scandals in his cabinet and party. 
Analysts are divided about Lula's populist characteristics. Wendy Hunter and Tim Power agree that Lula seems to fit the traditional definition yet argue that his stunning reelection in 2006 was due rather to his extraordinary dedication to helping the poor. Basically he won with overwhelming support from the poorest voters, who had benefitted the most from his policies, especially in 2006. They conclude that "the main story of Lula's reelection can be told without reference to the concept of populism." Kirk Hawkins finds that Lula's speeches contain modest elements of populist discourse compared to other famous figures. Lula himself occasionally took populist stances that evoked predecessors like Getúlio Vargas.26 
In the end, Lula became a populist, moving into that style of governance from his earlier union origins. His phenomenally successful two terms as president suggest that he chose well. He may, however, end up as Brazil's last populist: neither of the presidential candidates in the 2010 election displayed any populist characteristics, and the old guard is gone. 
AN ASSESSMENT
Because the populists discussed here dominated the middle and late years of the last century and set the tone for politics in general, they might be regarded as simply the most successful leaders of the era. They were, of course, but that is not what made them populists. Instead, they shared characteristics that set them far apart from the majority of Brazil's sitting politicians. By way of conclusion, this section highlights those attributes and differentiates populists from ordinary officials.
Almost all the populists were born in provincial towns and rural areas, far from the metropolises where they eventually made their careers. Many had fathers active in politics, but the sons usually rejected paternal influences and struck out on their own. They were not religious or inclined to the regimentation of military life. They threw themselves into politics early in life and never gave up trying to scale the heights of elective office, especially those with executive powers. They had extraordinary energy, drive, intelligence, and powers of communication. These qualities, when joined with the adulation of the followers, made them charismatic. They enjoyed and thrived on the campaign trail, the skirmishing, and the rhetorical fights, at which they were very good. They seemed to have been born for public life.27
The populists introduced new forms of opinion shaping and voting behavior, replacing old-fashioned clientelism and patronage with mass suffrage. Using radio and television, new means of transportation, polling services, public relations, efficient organization, and mass print media, they revolutionized the way politicians gained office. From the 1950s on, every aspiring office holder had to use these campaign techniques. Some adopted them reluctantly (Vargas preferred to rely on relatives and his own intuition), while others embraced them enthusiastically (for example, Adhemar and Lacerda). The result was mass politics in which complex and socio-psychological processes came to shape voters' decisions. The populists were in charge, to be sure, but even they did not fully understand the forces they had unleashed.28
The cost of the new politics rose astronomically after the advent of populism because of the need to reach masses of voters. Today national candidates spend tens of millions of dollars to get elected, with all the complications that high finances imply. Aspirants to high office buy books and take courses on “marketing político.” Politics is no longer the domain of elder statesmen and gifted amateurs.
One of the most remarkable legacies of populism has been the enfranchisement of nearly the entire adult population and the creation of election procedures that ensure honest results. Between the hotly contested election of 1930 and that of 1994, the turnout for president rose from 2 to 95 million (see table 1, chapter 1). The secret ballot became the most common way to select political leaders, as even the military came to realize in the 1970s, when their elaborate rigging of election rules failed to guarantee victories.
Populists helped to destroy thousands of localized political redoubts by incorporating them into the national arena. From Vargas's and Juscelino's DC-3 visits to small towns, to Collor's and Brizola's television ads bounced off satellites, national politics have invaded even the most remote and isolated locales. A few television networks, a dozen radio chains, several polling services, and a score of newspapers dominate the communications industry. The populists had a great deal to do with this expansion and consolidation. Adhemar bought radio stations and newspapers and owned an airplane for his campaigns. Vargas financed the first mass circulation daily, Última Hora, with a government loan. Today, politicians, pollsters, and media moguls work hand in hand. By the same token no local official can ignore national issues because of their penetration into every nook and cranny of the country.
The thousands of traditional politicians active in midcentury politics did not have the skills or charisma of the populists. They served in elective and appointive posts at the municipal, state, and federal levels. They got into politics at a later age and came from families with urban roots. They favored preservation of a limited, controlled electorate rather than a growing, volatile one. They grudgingly accepted the advent of mass politics yet resented the successes of the newcomers.29 That is why most supported the 1964 coup that temporarily sidelined populism.
Put in a temporal perspective, Brazil's populist era lasted only a brief time. Populists occupied the presidency a scant thirteen years (1951–64). They controlled statehouses longer: São Paulo about fifteen years; Rio Grande do Sul and Guanabara five each; and Pernambuco three. At the municipal level, populists governed about two dozen years total. In this light, the Populist Republic was an impermanent episode preceded and followed by authoritarian and socially conservative regimes. After the fall of military government, populism resurfaced (as neo-populism) for just a few years. 
Populism in Brazil did not have as profound an impact as it did in Uruguay or Argentina, where Batllismo and Peronismo remain powerful influences. On the other hand, as the other chapters in the book make clear, Brazil's populists made more of a difference than those of Mexico, Chile, Peru, and Venezuela. For better or worse, the conduct of national politics in Brazil has been permanently changed by the populist experiments of the 1930s, 1940s, 1950s, and 1960s.
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