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Three sides of political crisis in Brazil 

 
It is been  more than one year by the handover of power of the presidency of Brazil: in May 

2016, in fact, Dilma Rousseff was deposed by the Brazilian Parliament and Michel Temer became 

President of the Brazilian Republic. A political crisis, that of Rousseff, began with the protests of the 

Confederation Cup of June 2013 (when more than two million people took to the street) and finished 

with the procedure of impeachment of May 2016. A political crisis, that of Brazil, that the new 

presidency of Temer doesn't seem to stop. A political crisis that crosses almost the totality of the 

most important Brazilian parties on whose head hangs the question of the corruption and the not 

transparent management of the public affairs. The hurricane of securities investigations, suspects 

and news of cases of corruption in the political arena and in the administration system is passing on 

the Brazilian political system and, now, it seems not to save anybody. The corruption, in fact, seems 

to cross the borders of the political parties, the ideologies and the alliances, already weakening a 

party system even more atomized. It is nothing new for Brazil the fragmentation of the party system. 

But, in the last twenty years however the hope of a bipolarized system was matured – bipolarized 

among two possible majorities, driven by the two principal parties: the Partido de the Social 

Democracia Brasileira (Psbd) and the Partido dos Trabalhadores (Pt). Today, this tendency shows 

a strong inversion: the Brazilian political system again appears messy, confused and, inchoate as 

Scott Mainwaring described it in a famous essay.1 But what is changed in these last years, when it 

seemed natural to conclude the political process begun during the early Nineties? A lot, too much. 

Or, these last years represented only a parenthesis for the Brazilian political history, atavistically 

marked by the multi-parties, by the presence of strong local leaders that makes difficult the creation 

of national movements. Or perhaps, in Solomon-like way, the actual political situation depends partly 

from the radical changes, partly from the formalities with which the political system has put its own 

roots. 

The first years of the Twenty-first century, in fact, had shown a duality among the party lead 

by Fernando Henrique Cardoso (Psdb) and that lead by Luis Ignacio by Silva, said Lula (Pt). These 

two parties had constituted the pole of attraction for the Partido Democrático Social and for the 

Movement Democrático Brasileiro toward the Psdb while, around the Pt, the Partido Liberal, Partido 

Comunista do Brasil, Partido Communista Brasileiro, Partido from Mobilização Nacional (this last 

only in first moment) are tightened. From one side, Cardoso had built his political capital beginning 

from his own action of government during the Nineties that changed radically the political-economic 

structure of Brazil. From the other, as a long time ago some the political scientist Vicente Palermo 

has written, «an aspect a little underlined by those people who observe Lula it is that, unlike 

Fernando Henrique Cardoso, he has a political capital that feeds it of the identifications and of the 

representative connections (definitive during many years)  with million of voters. It means that he 

has a precious good in the democratic politics: the time».2 Beginning from this political capital, Lula 

has aimed at that he has called the «mature governability» that it also brought to an external support 

of some parties of opposition in order to approve some single provisions. In this sense, it emerged 

both the pragmatism of the Pt with the lulista leadership and the resistances that the political system 

met in construction of the dialectics government/opposition. 

                                                        
1  S. Mainwaring, «Brazil: Weak Parties, Feckless Democracy», in S. Mainwaring, T.R. Scully (eds.), Building democratic 

institutions: party systems in Latin America, Stanford, Stanford University Press, 1995, pp. 354-389.  
2  V. Palermo, «El Pt desde la oposición al gobierno y las gestiones de Fernando Hernique Cardoso», in V. Palermo 

(ed.), Politica brasileña contemporánea. De Collor a Lula en años de transformación, Buenos Aires, Siglo XXI de 
Argentina Editores, 2003, p. 39.  
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A duality, among the Pt and the Psdb, that was continued during the second Lula presidency 

and in the Presidencies of Dilma Rousseff. A mitigated duality, however, from the existence of 

political groups that joined with one of the two majoritarian parties (if necessary) very often changing 

alliances. 

The political crisis started in the last years seems however to have reversed this direction.  

A perception, this, exacerbated with handover of power of the presidency between Rousseff and her 

Vice-president, Michel Temer, during the May 2016. Temer, helped by a deep atomization of the 

parties, has driven the leafy branch to Rousseff, proposing and making to approve by the two 

branches of the parliament a procedure of impeachment against the President Rousseff. This 

transition of power has not succeeded, at least till now, to give a new life to the political reality of 

Brazil. Thanks to the deceleration of the national economy and the success of cases of corruption 

that involved (and they keep on involving) the Brazilian ruling class, the difficulties of the politics don't 

seem to be solved. 

The first reason for which the Brazilian political class still seems in a quagmire is tied up to the 

modest economic results reached by the Temer presidency. The recent data, in fact, reveal an 

uncertain reality that is changing skin. Up to five years ago, the Brazilian economy was in ascent 

with rhythms of development of the gross inside product sustained and accompanied, as usual, by 

important rates of inflation (important but manageable) in the middle period. This situation is changed 

with the abrupt stop of the Brazilian economic growth in 2012 in which, however, is not corresponded 

a diminution of the inflation. The politics of Temer in economic matter have produced, instead, a low 

annual inflation (2,71%), according to the data recently public by the Instituto Brasileiro de 

Geography and Estatística (IBGE). The data, that cover the inclusive months between the July 2016 

and the August 2017, represent the lowest level of inflation in the last eighteen years.3  

This performance, however, doesn't seem to engrave in substantial way on the perspectives 

of growth of the Country for the 2018. The president of the Brazilian Central Bank, Ilan Goldfajn, 

declared that the increase of the national GDP should not go beyond 2% for next year. A slow growth 

that reversed the recessive tendency that had characterized the Brazilian economy in the last two 

years, when it lost around the 3% of annual GDP.4 These are positive economic results, but that they 

give us different perplexities, partly because it was clearly that better results are expected (also if 

one sees the growth of the Latin American area), partly because there are some elevated social 

costs: the unemployment, for instance, continuous to be tall (13%). In this sense, one can read the 

declarations of Paulo Rabello de Castro, president of the Banco Nacional de Desarrollo de Brasil 

(BNDES), elected by the same President Temer. Rabello de Castro, as the Mexican newspaper "El 

Economista" shows, has sustained that «the things [in Brazil] are not good» and that Brazil needs to 

compare itself with the hits of tail of the recent recession: in particular way, the president of the 

BNDES observed, the Mexican newspaper continued, how much the continuous cases of corruption 

that involve the national ruling class have negatively conditioned the industrial growth.5 

And, now this deals with the second "sword of Damocle" that hangs on the head of the Brazilian 

political world: the corruption. In the last years, the ruling class seems not to have peace, shocked 

by the continuous cases of corruption that almost daily come to the light.  

                                                        
3  «Brazil’s annualized inflation in July was 2,71% the lowest since 1999», in Mercopress, 10/08/2017 [available on line 

at http://en.mercopress.com/2017/08/10/brazil-s-annualized-inflation-in-july-was-2.71-the-lowest-since-1999, latest 
access 12/10/2017]. 

4  «Brazilian economy on course to a modest growth (2%) next year», in Mercopress, 08/08/2017 [available on line at 
http://en.mercopress.com/2017/08/08/brazilian-economy-on-course-to-a-modest-growth-2-next-year, latest access 
12/10/2017].  

5  «Economiá de Brasil no anda bien: presidente del BNDES», in El Economista, 9/08/2017 [available on line at 
http://eleconomista.com.mx/economia-global/2017/08/09/economia-brasil-no-anda-bien-presidente-bndes, latest 
access 12/07/2017].  
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Since the moment of the deposition of Dilma Rousseff, in fact, the accusations of corruption emerged 

also involved those politicians who were promoters of process of impeachment, among which 

Eduardo Cunha (at the moment, president of the Chamber of the Deputies) and Aécio Neves (run 

presidential that Rousseff had challenged to the ballot during the elections of the 2014).  

The accusations do not cause a real political upsetting: with the exception of Cunha (who was 

discharged by the presidency of the Chamber of Deputies), the Brazilian political system seems to 

have reduced the level of the crisis. Even if the Brazilian parliament has rejected the application for 

indictment of the President of the Republic, Temer, for the crime of corruption. Those same deputies 

that had sent in judgment the former President, Rousseff, in 2016, motivating their vote making 

reference, in that occasion, «to God and the family», today have asked and obtained the closing of 

the investigations: as the Brazilian edition of the Spanish newspaper «El País» has written, the 

lifeline of Temer has been the hope to reach the economic stability.6 The perception that a part of 

the Brazilian political class is corrupt, once more, emerge. A corruption that do not depend from the 

political affiliation, from the responsibilities of government and from the support to this or to that 

executive majority. In particular way, a pool elaborated by Pulso Brasil and realized by the agency 

Ipsos reveals that the President Temer reaches a level of almost total (94%) disapproval followed 

by the quoted Cunha and Neves that respectively reach the 93% and 90% of the interviewed. But it 

does not deal with only of political figures part of the actual executive majority: Also Dilma Rousseff 

and Lula have a bad performance in the Pulso / Ipsos Pool. The first one picks up the 80% of 

disapproval and she limits to the only 17% of approval of the interviewed, while the second reach 

68% of disapproval and he reaches 29% of support. There is the only Sergio Moro, judge that has 

brought forth one of the principal investigations of corruption (denominated Lava Jato), that 

overcomes the 50% of approval attesting himself to 64%.7 These are transversal data, therefore, 

that involve the political class in its entirety and that they describe Brazil deeply marked by the cases 

of corruption emerged in the recent years. The political class almost comes delegitimized in toto, 

while the trust of the population is put on the judiciary power and, particularly, in the figure of Moro, 

judge in before line in the struggle to the corruption. 

There is, finally, a crisis of the party system itself: the atomization of the political movements. 

One can simply analyse the numbers of the consensus the political parties and, consequently, the 

number of the political groups present in each branch of the Congress. The multi-party system, it 

seems, has been an endemic condition of the Brazilian political system during the XX Century. This 

changed in 1994 Presidential elections when there was an inversion of direction ended with the 

Presidential elections of 2014. If, up to the last decade, five parties picked up more than the 70% of 

the consensus, today it is not the same. The fragmentation of the political arena is substantially due 

to the disintegration of the major political parties. And going to analyse the electoral poll on the next 

presidential elections the political panorama appears still more fragmented: according to the data 

elaborated by Datafolha last June, only one candidate overcomes 30% of the intentions of vote 

(Lula), he is followed by two candidates that are attested to 16% and 15% (Jair Bolsonaro and Marina 

Silva, respectively). 

An interesting data, then, comes from the intention on blank ballots and invalid vote in white / 

void (and undecided voters) that pick up the 20% of the interviewed.8  

                                                        
6  F. B., «Se Deus derrubou Dilma, fé na melhora da economia segura Temer», in El País, 2/08/2017, [available on line 

at https://brasil.elpais.com/brasil/2017/08/03/politica/1501715251_361448.html, latest access 13/08/2017].  
7  «Pulso Brasil: Desaprovaçao a Temer atinge maior ińdice de rejeição com 94%», 27/07/2017, [available on line at 

https://www.ipsos.com/pt-br/pulso-brasil-desaprovacao-temer-atinge-maior-indice-de-rejeicao-com-94#, latest access 
13/08/2017]. 

8  «Lula tem 30%, Bolsonaro, 16% e Marina, 15%, aponta pesquisa Datafolha para 2018», in O Globo, 26/07/2017, 
[available on line at https://g1.globo.com/politica/noticia/lula-tem-30-bolsonaro-16-e-marina-15-aponta-pesquisa- 
datafolha-para-2018.ghtml, latest access 13/08/2017]. 
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The perception is that the tendency to the atomization that one can see today returned to be 

prominent in a moment in which the political ruling class is incriminate by civil society. 

In other terms, in face of a society that reputes the action of the useless and harmful political 

class, the political class itself divides increasing the risk of immobilism risk. There is no doubt that 

an atomized Parliament would be hostage of small minorities that would put not only in difficulty 

Parliament’s work but also the action of the government that would find again to face the dichotomy 

among the inaction or the political action that excludes the legislative branch. 

Brazil, today, doesn't resemble in short so much to yesterday but rather to that of the Fifty’s. The 

history, it is clear, doesn't repeat. Brazil, today, is not simply a multi-party system and politically 

atomized but it is a Country that doesn't believe anymore that politics, in general and, particularly, 

democracy and its institutions (President, Parliament and political parties, most of all) can improve 

the socio-economic condition. Today, Brazil is a divided Country but above all there is no hope of a 

better future. A disenchantment and a malcontent in exponential growth that don't have a leader and 

a movement able to interpret them yet. Noa new matter for the countries of Latin America and, in 

general, for all the western democracies. 

 
 


