
Seeing

Social movements in Brazil have
experienced a unique trajectory: they have
grown and flourished during a twenty-
year period of discernible and highly
uneven democratic deepening.  As a
result, Brazilian activists face ongoing and
urgent questions about the location of
politics.   Since the mid-1980s, many
grassroots activists have opted to move
from “the streets” to “the institutions,”
seeing in elections or policymaking the
possibility of advance for issues of
equality and inclusion.

As some activists chose a more
institutional path, others continued to
work in local communities, in religious
groups, in transnational protest networks,
and in the streets, or to move back and
forth or pursue both paths
simultaneously.  Ongoing engagement
with political institutions has meant that
many radicals replaced their notion of
revolution with one of reform.  Generally,
they did so with the conviction that
reform needed to be significant to justify
the bet on the institutions.  And most
remain radically uncertain about the
result of this bet and their own future
strategies.

In the course of fieldwork among activists
in southern Brazil in 2001-2002, I was
repeatedly struck by the sense of
achievement of the people with whom I
spoke and the vital character of their
debates and activities—in participatory
budgeting meetings in Porto Alegre, rural
women’s mobilizations and MST
settlements in the interior of Rio Grande
do Sul, and the performance projects of

the Afro Reggae Cultural Group in Rio
de Janeiro.  In saying this, I do not mean
to minimize the difficulties Brazilian
social movements have faced or to cover
over their many limits and contradictions,
which I sought to describe and critically
evaluate in my research.  Rather, I mean
to underscore that Brazil is one of the few
places in the world today where activists
have seen their work consistently
advance, despite harsh repressions and
setbacks, over the course of two decades,
including the election of a Workers Party
president in 2002. 

Looking backward, Lula’s electoral
victory represents the culmination of
twenty years of movement between the
streets and the institutions.  And indeed
this is what democracy hopes and
promises—that the animation of social
movements will take up residence in
institutions and that the quality of
ordinary people’s lives will improve
through the policymaking that results.
However, it is now clear that Lula has not
championed significant reform and that
PT officials routinely bought votes in
Congress and made use of illegal
campaign contributions.   Furthermore, it
appears that PT leaders, despite the
innovation they initiated or observed at
the level of social movements and
municipal government, have little
conception of what a national

government might say or do to exercise
power in new ways to further equality
and inclusion.   Without such
imagination, economic orthodoxy and
political corruption can appear essential
and even legitimate. 

What is at stake in Brazil in this context
is enormous.  As one of the best scenarios
for democratically-driven socioeconomic
reform in the world today, Brazil puts to
the test the claims of those who
champion democracy or argue
pragmatically for entering the institutions:
that democracy can improve people’s
lives; that citizenship within political
institutions fosters inclusion and well-
being; and that nation-states can be
significant forces for self-government and
social justice in today’s globalized world.

What Brazilians active in social
movements will do next is unclear.
Virtually anyone who supported the PT
or hoped it might carry out significant
reform feels betrayed.  Brazilian activists
may continue their two-pronged strategy,
innovatively connecting activism within
democratic institutions to mobilization
outside them, committed by necessity or
conviction to a democratic wager.
Alternately, the failure of Brazil’s
democracy under Lula significantly to
transform the lives of the poor may lead
activists to look elsewhere and
experiment with new forms, such as the
very different ones that have developed in
Venezuela, the Andes, and Argentina, as
well as in transnational protest networks
and evangelical churches.  My fieldwork
revealed that few Brazilian activists—and
none of the many with whom I spoke at
the grassroots—believe in democracy as a
paramount good.  Despite their partial
embrace of democratic institutions and
their awareness that these institutions at
times provide protection for organizing,
activists remain largely neutral or
skeptical regarding the value of
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democracy for making headway on issues
of social justice.

For those who believe or hope that
democratic mechanisms at the national
level and within social movements can
constitute a viable path to equality and
inclusion in Latin America, the choices
Brazilian activists make in the face of
disillusionment with Lula and the PT—
and the choices the President and party
themselves make concerning progressive
reform—will be of great consequence.  If
reform in Brazil, including new economic
relations with the United States and the
IMF, were to lessen inequality, then
promises made in the name of democracy
and civil society would gain credence
internationally.  In today’s world of real
and imagined fundamentalisms, such an
outcome would be of considerable
benefit.

Not Seeing 

In the course of my research on social
movements and states in Mexico and
Brazil, I have developed the concept of
“seeing and not seeing” as a bridge
between conventional historical and
social scientific approaches, with their
emphasis on bounded, coherent actors
and interests, and poststructuralism, with
its focus on multiple, decentered, and
cultural forms of subjecthood and power.
“Seeing and not seeing” means
acknowledging the existence, force, and
cohesiveness of political actors and
regimes, while simultaneously recognizing
something else at play in them, the
mixture of fragments and pieces, with
their own histories, out of which subjects
are constituted.  

The analysis above speaks in terms of
discrete, coherent actors, a democratic
process with rules that are kept or
broken, and the choices that activists
make.  It seeks to characterize a
particular political moment with clarity
and urgency.  In so doing, it delineates a
possible path, a coalescence that comes
out of a more varied and complex set of
circumstances.  What I would like to do
in the rest of this essay is present some
examples of what becomes visible
primarily when we are “not seeing”
formal political actors, but rather looking
inside and around them.  Drawing on the
Brazilian social movements I have
studied, I will briefly describe the kinds of
questions, fragments, exclusions, and
possibilities out of which this moment of
social movement activism in democracy
has been made.  I do this because the
messiness and incompleteness beneath the
surface may prove more central to the
future of cultural struggles and material
conditions than the political phenomena
we more easily perceive and address. 

The explosiveness of hidden spaces.

Many policy analysts argue that Lula has
appropriately adjusted to the politics of
the possible and that democratic change
is a slow process, while leftist critics
counter that significant reform could have
been initiated after the 2002 elections and
that social movements need new
strategies.  In different ways, each looks
past the pervasiveness of harm, hunger,
and violence in places such as Rio’s
favelas and the rural Northeast and
ignores the possibility that these violences
will spiral out of control before political
strategies bear fruit. The reality of
Brazilian favelas in a radically divided

society brings continuing anguish to
millions of Brazilians, and this will likely
continue unabated for the foreseeable
future.   In the documentary, News from

a Personal War, Rio’s then-Chief of Police
Hélio Luz wonders how to keep two
million people who earn less than $100 a
month under control and says bluntly, “I
practice law enforcement to protect and
serve the status quo.”  Captain Pimentel
of Rio’s Special Police Operations
Battalion explains the excitement that
surrounds this task: “I am in a war.  The
only difference is that I go home every
day.”  A “seeing and not seeing”
approach would keep everyday political
processes and everyday violences
simultaneously in view.

The unevenness of citizenship. The
notion of more developed and enduring
citizenship parallels that of democratic
deepening.  However, while claims and
practices of citizenship are an integral
part of Brazilian social movements, my
research suggests that such practices are
always partial and uneven, not because
one or another aspect of citizenship has
not yet been fully realized, but rather
because being a citizen who claims
rights—what kind of citizen, which
rights?—is just one aspect of the lives that
people bring to politics.  As a result, it
doesn’t make sense to talk about
pathways to deeper democracy or more
participatory citizenship as if greater
amounts or deeper qualities will lead to
better results.  The “thing” itself,
citizenship or democracy, is always
partial, gendered, constructed, etc.  What
is interesting and important are the
particular ways in which citizenship or
democracy in a given place become part
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of individuals and societies and what this
makes possible.  Thus, women in the
Movement of Rural Women Workers
(MMTR) in Rio Grande do Sul may in
the same week march against
neoliberalism in front of the Governor’s
Palace, attend a workshop on stress that
includes advice on when to drink one’s
afternoon chimarño, feel keen nostalgia
for the early days of unified women’s
mobilization as they negotiate in
predominantly male labor unions, and
hope that daughters grow up quickly so
they will help around the house.  The
nostalgias one harbors, the personal needs
one brings to public spaces, one’s
contradictory impulses about
transformation—these are always
components of citizenship.

The corruptions inherent in democracy.

The PT corruption scandal is a reminder
that different forms of corruption are
constitutive elements of any politics,
including democracy, if by corruption we
mean a range of practices from favoritism
to patronage to cash, along with politics
fueled by rumor, fear, vengeance, and
varieties of religious faith.  Claims to
transparency elicit beliefs about
conspiracy because democracy is partial
and functions to obscure as well as
illuminate.  The scholarly and political
question of any democracy or social
movement needs to be, what is its
character, its story?  What is the mix and
balance among everyday practices and
formal rules, and what does this changing
mix make possible for particular groups
of people?

The institutional spaces for ordinary

passions. Institutions and social

movements are not only or necessarily
places people enter to pursue political
goals, foster identities as citizens, or
reshape local communities.  They are also
spaces where people bring angers, gossip,
rumor, crime, and the dramas of daily
life.  The real-life telenovela of corruption
hearings in the Brazilian Congress, with
politicians, bureaucrats, publicists, and
their spouses moving from conspiracy to
revelation as ordinary citizens sit glued to
their TVs, has made clear the role of these
cultural motivations and performances in
defining Brazilian democracy.  The
pathways connecting local life to social
movements and democratic institutions
depend on the ways in which each makes
spaces for the less overtly political aspects
of people’s lives and what happens in
these spaces.   Even as Participatory
Budgeting develops skills of concise
argument, for example, it encourages
emotion and storytelling, as people use
open-comment time at meetings to talk
about what is most pressing or engaging
in their lives.  Women in the MMTR can
analyze pensions and plan takeovers of
legislative offices, while in role-playing
workshops in church basements they find
the words out of which discussion and
negotiation are crafted in families and
tell, often for the first time, stories of pain
and loss.  

The paradoxes at the heart of social

movements and life trajectories. “Seeing
and not seeing” means laying out more
detail, more ambiguity and complexity,
than conventional social science allows.
But what then is one to do with all that
complexity?  How does one craft a
compelling analysis or explanation?   In
my work on the MMTR, I have written

portraits of several women activists,
focusing on ways in which each of them
“holds paradox.” This means, for
example, the paradox of seeing all sorts
of injustices in one’s daily life, but having
to continue to live intimately with those
injustices, working from before dawn
until long after dark to feed and clothe
one’s family; or the paradox of having
moved into a “broader” public space, as
president of a rural union, but remaining
suffused with nostalgia for the early days
of the women’s movement and the
inspiration it provided.  Paradoxes range
from the seemingly personal to the
explicitly political: the paradox of having
the courage to establish a lesbian
relationship because of the subjecthood
encouraged by the women’s movement,
but finding that relationship unspeakable
within the movement; or the paradox of
having “two hearts,” one in the streets
and one in the institutions, and constantly
having to choose between them.  These
paradoxes in social movement activism
reveal particular ways in which history is
carried into the present and underscore
the tensions that propel activism forward.

Movements-in-democracy. In the
countryside where the MMTR has been
active, I glimpsed the possibility of a new
way of being a social movement in a
democracy, of being in the streets and in
the institutions simultaneously.   This
means combining, in different forms and
moments, concientización, inspiration,
connection with daily life, creation of
innovative political forms, and pressure
and threat from the streets—the
multifaceted work of social movements—
with running health and education
departments, gaining political office, and
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negotiating and implementing legislation
and policy reform—the work of
democratic institutions.  Most of the
women in the MMTR do not believe this
combination can be contained within one
movement or political vision, and they act
to claim the women’s movement for one
side or the other.  In contrast, some
women emerging as leaders, some older
leaders who have distanced themselves
from the MMTR and pursued other
paths of activism, some radical priests,
and some scholars speak of what does
not yet exist in fleshed-out form:  a
pluralism within one movement about
both the goals and the locations of
politics.  Social movements in Brazil
under Lula act at the edge of this
possibility, which may be the most
innovative and desirable path for
pursuing social justice in a democracy.

Governing-as-movement.  Participatory
Budgeting in Porto Alegre has gained
international acclaim because of its
success in creating new democratic
procedures that foster animated
discussion about local budgets.  The cycle
of participatory budgeting and the theory
of local participation behind it have been
exported globally, by the World Bank,
international foundations, NGOs,
scholars, and the Prefeitura of Porto
Alegre itself.  What made Participatory
Budgeting in Porto Alegre flourish as it
did, however, was that the PT and urban
social movements infused a government
program with the spirit and dynamics of
a social movement, bringing
neighborhood cultures and passions into
local meetings, fostering participation
through the rootedness of activists in
people’s lives; garnering national and

international media and political
attention; sparking impatience and anger
(and corresponding possibilities of
learning and rapprochement) in meetings
between community residents and
government officials; and reinventing the
commitment and carnival of movements
within the repetitive agendas of meetings. 

Storytelling. I conclude with a question:
how can scholars of social movements
and politics “see and not see” compelling
political forms and bring into our
analyses the complexity and messiness
that shape politics on the ground?  The
conventions of storytelling demand and
encourage those facets of empirical reality
I have described above:  hidden spaces,
explosiveness, unevenness, corruptions,
ordinary passions, and paradox.  We
might better discern and enact
movements-in-democracy and governing-
as-movement if we focused our attention
consistently on these “other sides” of
politics and developed new ways of
representing them. 
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