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When Brazilian society returned to democracy in the 1970s, social movements 
demanding recognition of basic social and political rights became the focus of sociological 
research. This research was informed both by the social context and by interdisciplinary 
theories that gave analytic centrality to social and political actors. It broadened the hori-
zons of sociological interpretation to include political activities outside the established 
institutions and the collective representations that shape public actions and produced 
new ideas about conflict and the behavior of those involved in it.
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It is generally accepted that sociology’s choice of topics is the product of 
particular historical contexts. This is especially the case with work on social 
movements. When Brazilian society began its return to democracy in the 1970s, 
demands for the public recognition of basic social and political rights—housing, 
child care, health, education, and jobs—erupted on the national scene in such 
novel forms as mass demonstrations by both trade unions and the general 
public, and Brazilians felt that their society was at last coming back to life. In 
this context, social movements became a focus of sociological research and 
analysis that modified theoretical positions and produced results that were 
applicable to the field of practical politics. It was these innovative social and 
political movements that drove sociologists and others in the human sciences 
to become analysts of Brazil’s destiny at the moment of its institutional renewal. 
The sociological literature is full of references to “novelty,” applied both to 
what is considered emergent in terms of political practices and to what appears 
to be unusual in theories of change and social conflict.

Studies of social movements have created a tradition in Brazilian sociology. 
They began with reflections on conflicts in the workplace and the struggles of 
farm workers, mostly those of the Peasant Leagues of the 1960s. These were 
followed by studies of the demands of those living on the shantytown outskirts 
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of the big cities for social rights and the provision of tangible infrastructure 
and goods for the collective, the campaigns to preserve the environment, and, 
more recently, the Landless Peasants’ Movement (Movimento dos Trabalhadores 
Rurais sem Terra—MST). All these studies have helped to broaden Brazilian 
sociology’s horizons.

The social movements that emerged in the 1970s, 1980s, and 1990s were no 
longer limited to particular social classes but noted for their diversity in both 
membership and objectives. The rights being sought were based on ethical 
principles, expressing the contradictions of an urban industrial society in a 
time of expansion. The struggle for rights centered on the cities, where the 
unequal distribution of the benefits of a consumer society among different 
social sectors was most apparent. The development of the Landless Peasants’ 
Movement added food for thought about the links between town and country 
as agriculture became globalized (Gizybowski, 1994).

This paper develops the hypothesis that the academic treatment of social 
movements was conditioned both by the return to democracy in Brazil and by 
the influence of interdisciplinary theories, with contributions from both anthro-
pology and political science, that gave analytic centrality to social and political 
actors. Out of this emerged technical perspectives that informed sociological 
accounts on both the micro and the macro level. The paper reflects mainly on 
the output of Brazilian sociology of the last 30 years of the twentieth century 
but, with regard to the most recent research, also takes into account the influ-
ence of foreign writers. A brief discussion of social movements in Brazil will 
serve to place the reader in the universe of the practices of social mobilization 
and the attempt to give them a theoretical interpretation.

SOCIAL CONFLICTS AND MOVEMENTS 
IN BRAZIL’S RETURN TO DEMOCRACY

Brazil in the 1970s and 1980s was characterized by social conflict. A succinct 
explanation of this conflict emphasizes the great variety of areas of mobiliza-
tion, scattered and sometimes united, that influenced institutions and socio-
political fields. The sole legal opposition party under military rule, the Brazilian 
Democratic Movement (Movimento Democrático Brasileiro—MDB), whose 
supporters included Catholic clergy seeking a return to democracy, had its 
first success in the 1974 elections. Other political groups, including the two 
rival Communist parties, the Maoist Communist Party of Brazil (Partido 
Comunista do Brasil—PCdoB) and the Stalinist Brazilian Communist Party 
(Partido Comunista Brasileiro—PCB), both then still outlawed under the dic-
tatorship, also played a role in this period.

The demands of mass movements outside, among them the various women’s 
movements of the United States and Europe, for civil rights had an impact on 
trade unions and political parties and on the struggles directed at recovering 
civil rights and full citizenship for those who had been persecuted by the 
military dictatorship, This movement for amnesty, based on overseas exam-
ples, was very effective in obtaining the support of institutions linked directly 
or indirectly with practical politics and in involving the families of political 
victims and sectors of the Church, which assured them of important bases of 
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legitimacy. The trade-union militancy that reemerged in 1976 in Greater São 
Paulo’s well-known ABCD region (the Santo André, São Bernardo, São Caetano, 
and Diadema industrial belt) influenced unions in the rest of the country and 
produced leaders such as Luís Inácio (Lula) da Silva, who would eventually 
serve as elected president of the republic (2002–2010). These so-called new 
trade unions were fundamental in obtaining civil rights for workers, rights 
that had already been achieved on paper but had had no practical effect, 
and this contributed to the formation of the Workers’ Party (Partido dos 
Trabalhadores—PT), whose rapid growth under Lula’s leadership was con-
solidated at the outset of the new century. Large-scale strikes from 1978 on 
marked this moment, shaped by massive gatherings and actions that impacted 
public space in which women played a significant role.

Starting in 1979, there were also movements of the middle classes, mobilizing 
professionals in the fields of health and education. When the government, seek-
ing to reduce expenditures, began to argue for drastically reducing the size of a 
bureaucracy swollen by the old habit of offering posts on the basis of clientelist 
relationships, strikes broke out among the civil servants threatened with the loss 
of their formerly secure employment. Driven by demands for employment rights 
associated with the return to democracy, unionization spread to the middle sec-
tors of society. Movements of members of the liberal professions spread to the 
lower classes, while physicians and other health-care workers were involved in 
the widespread demand for improved health services.

At the same time, public transport became a major issue, the source of 
strikes and protests that often led to buses’ being set on fire (Moisés and 
Martinez, 1977). These protests, especially in the cities of São Paulo and Rio de 
Janeiro, encouraged many other forms of mobilization. There was a sharp 
increase in protests in the poorer urban residential districts for better and 
more accessible housing, health, and education. Throughout Brazil, neighbor-
hood associations pursued their rights as city dwellers with marches, sit-ins in 
public places, and even direct action in the streets.

Despite the diversity of these movements, they all had the support, direct or 
indirect, of the parties on the left and the progressive sectors of the Catholic 
Church, which came together in the hugely symbolic struggle for democracy and 
social rights. Kowarick (1984) points to the links established between workplace 
struggles and those for housing that were brought into the public consciousness 
by the workers of São Paulo under the slogan “Workplace and Housing Rights.” 
The Diretas Já (Direct Elections Now) campaign of 1984 for the selection of the 
president of the republic witnessed the coming together of diverse organizations 
throughout Brazil in protest marches and meetings organized by committees 
that transcended party politics. This broad range of opposition movements identi-
fied the era as one of popular movements in ethics and politics (see Doimo, 1995).

The idea of civil society became a subject of discussion, together with the 
influence of value systems on the growth of movements and social participa-
tion. To understand the many types of social movements, it is important to 
approach the question from historical and anthropological points of view, tak-
ing up the themes of memory and collective action based on the construction 
of identities in addition to the immediate theme of the return to democracy.

Social conflict had of course existed before this period, but the struggle for 
democracy in Brazil acquired a particular power in this period. The channeling 
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of the struggle into movements was due mainly to their visibility and the 
impact of their demands on the public sphere. Conflicts that in the past would 
never have gone so far or had so great an impact were now being spread and 
given legitimacy by intellectuals and religious and social organizations. With 
the consequent increase in their impact, they went beyond their immediate ori-
gin in urban tensions to become more organic and concerned with the “future,” 
linking campaigners on various issues with whom they shared experiences. In 
fact, what we call “social movements” embraced a variety of groups, including 
those of shantytown residents fighting for legal ownership of their dwellings,1 
those demanding social rights, movements against racial or gender discrimi-
nation, and the traditional ones of the workplace. A sort of institutionalization 
of these movements, made explicit in the official register of nongovernmental 
organizations (NGOs), took place in the late 1980s and early 1990s. These NGOs 
functioned as networks that set up partnerships with the poor to find ways to 
increase incomes, improve housing, establish schools, and acquire infrastruc-
ture. Rather than just making proposals they promoted militancy.

Gohn’s (1997) typology of these organizations provides a general picture of 
the way they worked in Brazilian society: (1) the militants, fighting for the 
interests of children, mothers, and old people; (2) the developmentalists, con-
ducting campaigns for sustainable development linked to international net-
works; (3) the human rights groups, campaigning for the rights of the citizen, 
concerned with public policy on education, and denouncing violations of 
human rights; and (4) the environmentalists, fighting to save the environment 
and to defend the country’s natural resources against overexploitation.

More concerned with remedies than with mere protests, the NGOs func-
tioned as a series of networks offering support in various ways for the demands 
of ordinary people and providing practical advice through specific projects. 
They presented themselves as independent of the logic of Church, state, busi-
ness, and political parties, depending on the support of intellectuals concerned 
about popular education and human rights. Many of them were looked upon 
as the exact opposite of social movements, more interested in “solutions” than 
in protests. The fact, however, that some of them depended upon the support 
of foreign capital created mistrust.

This NGO activity showed the dynamic makeup of a society propelled by 
social actors or “collective subjects.” It also revealed ways in which theories 
about social dynamics, strongly supported by the links between culture and 
politics, were being reshaped. The output of a sociology engaged in analyzing 
and interpreting social movements was characterized by interaction between 
classical theories and attempts to understand the dynamics of society. Conceptual 
and theoretical contributions from anthropology, sociology, and political sci-
ence helped build a field of interdisciplinary research based on the central 
position assigned to social and political actors.

THE SOCIOLOGY OF SOCIAL MOVEMENTS: THEORETICAL 
INDICATORS OF CHANGE AND CONFLICT

Regarding society under the optic of social movements has not been with-
out its consequences. The idea of mobilization that is part of the focus on social 
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actors has increased the emphasis on the potential for fundamental change in 
what the Portuguese sociologist Boaventura de Souza Santos (2000: 30) has 
called “the sociology of absences.” This type of analysis, he opines, allows 
observation of fundamental social processes based on indicators of the possi-
bility of change, “breaking the silence with regard to nonhegemonic discourses.” 
Social movements, with their innovative attitudes to action, become, in this 
sense, privileged actors in sociological research.

What stands out in this theoretical approach is the prevalence of agents and 
processes at the level of political and social structures that are mostly out of 
step with the most dynamic aspect of collective life. Alexander (1987) has said 
that the history of the output of sociology oscillates in its theoretical priorities 
between a theoretical emphasis on structure and an emphasis on action. From 
this perspective, it can be said that the concept of action has served to set the 
boundaries for the discussion of social movements. In fact, observation by 
social scientists has given analytic visibility to movements that are, so to 
speak, the exact opposite of an institutional order based on traditional author-
ity. Alexander’s rich picture of sociological understanding as a pendulum 
swinging between action and structure suggests that the writings of Brazilian 
sociologists on social movements marked a moment when social mobilization 
was accorded priority and less weight was given to the more permanent 
dimension of social life.

The annual conferences of the Associação Nacional de Pós-Graduação e 
Pesquisa em Ciências Sociais (National Association of Graduate Studies and 
Research in the Social Sciences—ANPOCS) have, since 1978, been emblematic 
in presenting polemics about the constitution and conceptualization of social 
movements based on the observation of cultural and political practices.2 The 
formulation of a subject field in which ideas about social movements have been 
central has given these ideas an interdisciplinary nature, bringing together 
theories from anthropology, political science, and sociology. Boundaries between 
different fields of knowledge break down: the themes of diversity, differentia-
tion, and identity are invoked to show the need for sociology to adopt concep-
tual tools more flexible than social class, state, and political parties. The great 
diversity of social practices that could be considered problematic for sociology, 
such as plurality, incoherence, and dispersal, have become virtues in reflecting 
on social movements. In this context anthropology has become a source of 
inspiration in that its concerns directly involve not society as a whole but cul-
ture as the differentiated expression and manifestation of social life.

What research on social movements has emphasized is the need for a 
broadening of the horizons of sociological interpretation to comprehend the 
diversity of interactions of both the lower and the middle classes. The move-
ments of housewives and neighborhood associations, in contrast to the trade 
unions, had a number of targets. At times their language revealed a desire for 
independence or even autonomy. Such unfamiliar social practices, with their 
variety of aims, called for new theories about social conflict and the behavior of 
those involved. A sociology of social movements gave priority to the idea of 
actors (Touraine, 1978) or political subjects (Castells, 1980) recognized by their 
various responses, which are not always orchestrated in a uniform fashion. 
This approach led to new theories hypothesizing, for instance, that each move-
ment created its own area of mobilization without any immediate relation to the 
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state, thus displacing the boundaries between what was considered “political” 
and what was not (Bruni, 1988).

Within a more structural theoretical framework, social conflict in the fields 
of housing, transport, or other aspects of urban life was analyzed in terms of 
the concepts of “urban contradictions” (Castells, 1980) and “urban spoliation” 
(Kowarick, 1983). Brazil’s cities as the stage for social inequality and conflict 
were considered as displaying the presumed structures of a society whose 
development was accompanied by various forms of social exclusion. The con-
cept of spoliation pointed to the persistence of forms of extortion in the work-
place. These theoretical approaches also included an analysis of the way 
urban contradictions led to conflict and this conflict was transformed into 
social movements. Discussion of the nature of the link between privation and 
conflict called for a deeper analysis of their interaction, usually formalized in 
terms of the way social movements employed the language of human rights.

The contradictions between the social movements and the state, sometimes 
involving city landlords, were expressed through conflict as different collec-
tives in the process of mobilization asserted themselves. The transformation 
of this conflict into movements, however, depended on the differences’ visibil-
ity and legitimacy. Visibility involved bringing social demands to public atten-
tion through speeches and slogans, staging sit-ins in government offices, and 
organizing marches and public protests, all of which gave a sense of presence 
and engagement of social actors to a collective symbolically constituted as 
“the people on the march.” Various theoretical explanations of the idea of civil 
society inspired by Gramsci now began to emerge. To establish their legiti-
macy, the social movements had to secure institutional support with a view to 
opening of areas of adherence and recognition. The progressive wing of the 
Catholic Church lent its support to movements resisting the expulsion of 
squatters from private land and to popular organizations concerned with the 
consumer and with lowering the cost of living.

Ruth Cardoso (1983), in an article that became a sort of classic in discussions 
on the subject, argued that the way the debate on social movements had been 
structured exaggerated the role of the dynamic side of civil society and dis-
regarded the presence of the state. Appreciating such supposedly spontaneous 
behavior as that of movements of tenants, public transport users, housewives, 
and various occupational groups meant interpreting the manifestations of civil 
society as expressions of a “popular nature” with no political connection to the 
state. Cardoso advocated instead a contradictory and complex view of the rela-
tionship between urban movements, seen as democratic (of the “people”), and 
political power, seen as authoritarian (coming from the state). From an anthro-
pological viewpoint, examining this dynamic relationship might indicate that 
the social movements could be encouraged by the state itself.

The economist and sociologist Francisco de Oliveira (1994) treated the com-
plex communication between state and society rather differently. For him the 
idea of theoretical renovation supposed an approach capable of recognizing 
the emergence of new actors on the public scene. He insisted that it would be 
necessary, in studying social movements, to go back to the tradition of socio-
logical interpretation that gave pride of place to “the state moving toward 
society.” Arguing that the economic and social transformations in play up to 
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the end of the twentieth century had created displacements in the structure 
and permanence of social actors, resulting in a political vacuum, Oliveira pro-
posed to invert the analytical perspective, making the idea of “society moving 
toward the state” fundamental for understanding the sociopolitical context. In 
the absence of interlocutors and mediators such as political parties in a society 
only just freed from dictatorship, social movements became actors in direct 
communication with the state. In language borrowed from Sérgio Adorno, 
Oliveira saw them as producing an “explosion of differences” whereby the 
traditional theories of sociological explanation based on the unity and identity 
of social practices in connection with institutions and political parties were 
rendered impotent. He pointed out that, historically, social movements had 
played a significant role in the democratization of the bases of the political 
parties and later helped to energize the values that favored “ethics in politics.” 
Along with the protagonists of an idea of renovation, they had been influential 
in developing public policy.

Signs of the novelty and creativity of these social movements are also evident 
in Sader’s (1991) book, whose suggestive title Quando novos personagens entram 
em cena (When New Personalities Come on the Scene) marks the emergence of 
a social dynamic involving collective subjects influenced by models of discourse 
derived from the Church and from the emerging political sectors. The links 
between social movements, culture, and politics became the common thread of 
reflections on the new situation that followed the end of the dictatorship.

SOCIAL MOVEMENTS, CULTURE, AND POLITICS: 
INTERDISCIPLINARY EXCHANGES

The need to understand the diversity of popular experiences and manifes-
tations in the public sphere makes the concepts of culture and politics impor-
tant in the analysis of social movements. The links between these two concepts 
have been observed both at the level of general discussions of theory and in 
more concrete analyses, especially with regard to the themes of the identities 
of social movements and the cultural representations that underwrite practi-
cal policies. Concerns about gender, the free expression of one’s sexuality, and 
the environment (Viola, 1992), seen in demands for recognition associated with 
ethical questions present in a society characterized by rapid change, have pro-
vided significant support for the study of social movements (Costa Santos, 
2007). When the debate on this topic first began in Brazil, it was suggested that 
a new paradigm might emerge that interpreted collective actions in a way that 
would clarify the reconstruction of politics in daily life. A broader concept of 
politics including social practices that had not yet become institutionalized 
began to shape the objectives of much of the research on collective organiza-
tions in all corners of the country as signs of the emergence of a sort of civil 
society. Looking for political activities outside the narrow confines of the estab-
lished institutions and beyond strictly partisan politics characterized much 
social analysis. Research on social movements sought especially to understand 
what seemed, at first glance, spontaneous and outside the ways in which polit-
ical power was traditionally constituted.

 at NATIONAL CHUNG HSING UNIV on April 8, 2014lap.sagepub.comDownloaded from 



Barreira / SOCIAL MOVEMENTS, CULTURE, AND POLITICS    157

Parallel to this attempt to broaden the concept of politics to embrace forms 
of action more concerned with the problems of everyday life there emerged an 
awareness of protest movements as capable of signaling transformations in 
the social order. One writer whose work became a reference point in the dis-
cussion of social movements posed this question very well (Evers, 1994: 5):

It is within this cellular structure of society that the everyday “differentness” of 
the behavior of the new social groups is maintained. Precisely because this 
“microphysic of power” depends on subsconscious realization, even the smallest 
and weakest instances of divergent social action represent a potential danger, at 
least by calling into question the unconscious automatism of obedience. Creating 
areas of consciousness directed less by the market, of less alienated cultural 
manifestations, values, and beliefs, these movements represent a constant injec-
tion of a foreign element into the social body of the capitalist periphery.

Evers’s thought, which influenced a number of Brazilian works on social 
movements, extends to the dynamics of power that is decentralized and held 
by groups and individuals who embody the day-to-day experience of living 
in society. The “reappropriation of society by itself,” to use one of Evers’s own 
expressions, provides the basis for the thesis that the potential richness of 
these social movements was, above all, sociocultural.

The importance of culture in the analysis of social movements has not been 
limited to its politicized aspect. It has also contributed to the study of the 
ways of living that condition the beliefs and representations about the society 
created by the “popular classes.” Thus, the analysis of the cultural context has 
offered a perspective for understanding their language and collective prac-
tices and the variable effects of these on the level of sociability. Much research 
has focused on the urban periphery (the low-income residential areas on 
the outskirts of major cities) from a perspective broader than politics: “The 
proliferation of neighborhood associations, which reflects the specificity of 
the way in which the lower classes are constituted as political subjects, has 
been emphasized by many researchers. The cultural processes that underlie 
this political movement have not yet been made sufficiently clear” (Duhran, 
1986: 87).

The analysis and interpretation of Brazil’s return to democracy started from 
the concept of political culture: the possibility of making democracy effective, 
that is, the creation or renovation of institutions capable of aggregating the 
complex plurality of objectives and actions present in the national context. 
“Political culture” came to be understood as an expression of a set of collective 
representations that shaped public actions, determining both the choices made 
by political parties and ideologies and worldviews. Among other things, it 
involved “spreading the values, directions, and political attitudes among the 
different sectors of the public market, the results of both the process of social-
ization and the concrete political experience of the members of the political 
community” (Moisés, 1992: 7). In these reflections there is criticism of the con-
struction of policy as something made by the elite at the expense of broad 
sections of society in the building of democracy. Incorporating this dimension 
into the analysis involves noting the old and new styles of policy making that 
were combined in creating various alternative forms of representation and the 
delegation of power.
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The idea of a connection between democracy and political culture was not 
limited to the situation in Brazil but extended to other Latin American coun-
tries with similar experiences of dictatorship. Lechner (1982), analyzing the 
meaning of politics in these countries, pointed to the importance of alternative 
social spaces and driving forces capable of redirecting forms of authoritarian 
power. From this perspective, different areas of civil society were considered 
areas of politicization, creating strong links between cultural, political, and 
religious activities by means of various forms of sociability.

Conceiving political culture as an important requirement for the transi-
tion to democracy inspired writers to examine the possibilities for social 
change given the prevailing social norms and patterns of behavior. Among 
them, Ponte (1992: 167) thought of political culture as being made up of a 
set of codes that permitted “the establishment of political relations between 
individuals and groups and thus have to do with the subjective dimension 
of public life and with the interpretation of the production of meaning.” 
Ponte’s reflections, based on the pioneering studies of Gabriel Almond and 
Sidney Verba (1963), had empirical support in the research he carried out in 
medium-sized towns in Mexico. Seeking to understand their “civic culture” 
through research based on sampling led him to conclude that there were dif-
ferentiated cultures and political attitudes producing multiple transitions in 
each locality.

An alternative conception of citizenship that was not based on legal require-
ments alone regarded the democratic struggles of the social movements as 
capable of not merely redefining political systems but modifying society 
through their influence on the direction of action in the economic and cultural 
spheres. In this sense, social movements called into question conventional 
notions of citizenship, political representation, and participation, broadening 
the concept of culture to include everyday actions through a collective process 
of producing what really mattered (Dagnino, 2000). The public demonstra-
tions promoted by social movements carried politics beyond the conventional 
rituals of institutional spaces (voting, electoral campaigning) to struggles for 
power in all kinds of private, social, and economic spaces, confirming Slater’s 
(2000) thesis that contemporary social movements were challenging the fron-
tiers of action in the political sphere.

An understanding of culture as giving direction to political forms of orga-
nization underlay the interdisciplinary approach to the study of social move-
ments. Ways of responding to discourse or elaborating it were seen as expressing 
the historicity of particular social groups. Women, blacks, shantytown dwell-
ers, homosexuals, and others all organized themselves on the basis of demands 
that were not limited to a single direction because their identities permeated 
many different social spaces. Social scientists concerned with feminism found 
that the relationship of culture to power was also the focus of theories about 
forms of domination and subjection (see Machado, 1994: 17).

Many analyses of social movements came to gave value to particular 
aspects of social life, inspiring what Scherer-Warren and Krischke (1987) 
called “the revolution of everyday life.” From the analytic viewpoint, macro-
tendencies yielded to more microscopic approaches, bringing social move-
ments into focus as participants in everyday processes of change with different 
degrees of visibility.
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THE MICROSOCIOLOGY OF DAILY LIFE

Analyses of identity and culture have posed important questions about col-
lective behavior. In observing organizations of ordinary people more system-
atically, ethnography has proved an important research tool. To understand 
the individual protagonists of social movements we must look at their indi-
vidual experiences, examining how shantytown residents and various types 
of workers came to mobilize and collaborate. Attention to the everyday prac-
tices that contribute to mobilization reveals elements grounded in culture. The 
“discourse of the object” promotes or reinforces specifities, neighborhoods 
being considered potential sites of communitarian practices organized by  
neighborhood associations. The 1990s saw many practices based on empirical 
data that indicated processes of organization of residents for daily survival 
and the defense of their social rights. It was the remarkable trajectories of 
these organized social sectors that set the direction of sociological analyses of 
the principal urban struggles. The mobilizations for health, education, child 
care, and housing became the keynote of much research.

The notion of rights pitted the existing legal order against a just, legitimate 
one. Religion, made explicit in liberation theology, was one of the supports of 
this struggle, but it was also guided by political rationality. Unlike the workers’ 
rights pursued in the trade-union struggle of the 1960s, these “new rights” 
were based on ideas of personal dignity and a moral order that was expected 
to make an imprint on the new society’s emerging values. “Rights” were also 
related to poverty and to the kind of citizenship, still characterized by the 
absence of rules of civility, that was characteristic of a country with a history 
of hierarchy and limited public space. Paoli and Telles (2000) analyzed the 
record of trade-union action, the 1988 Constitution, public policy, and the con-
duct of NGOs in an effort to verify the implementation of an agenda of rights, 
legitimate and legal.

Criticism of the privileges considered typical of Brazilian society also 
induced a dialogue with Marxism.

THE DIALOGUE WITH MARXISM

The debate with those claiming expertise in Marxist theory challenged, in 
general and in particular, the idea that everything was determined by class 
struggle and the principle of unity that had up to then been the basis of trade-
union practice. The structural polarities imposed by the system of production 
yielded to the emergence of inequalities in the supply of collective consumer 
goods that the Spanish sociologist Manuel Castells (1980) labeled “urban con-
tradictions.” Castells’s work was central to thought on urban movements in 
both Brazil and Latin America generally, creating a theoretical model that 
emphasized the hostile and paradoxical role of the state as it attempted the 
reproduction of the workforce while offering broader protection to monopoly 
capitalism. According to Castells, the diversity of historical situations in Latin 
America showed just how many different ways there were of confronting the 
state, and this made the citizenship movement broad enough to embrace 
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various strata of the population. His explanatory model allowed an updating 
of the theory of the class struggle that applied especially to historical situations 
in which conflict was the result of a relative decline of living standards. The inter-
class dimension of various individual movements also reflected the nature of 
contradictions in city life, which went beyond labor questions to influence the 
behavior of collective subjects organized on other bases.

Thompson’s (1979) concept of experience, focused on the behavior of social 
actors (so-called collective subjects), provided an important theoretical lever. 
It was used to interpret the paths of social sectors in a new way, defining them 
not just in terms of their objective positions in the structure of production 
but in terms of their identities as sharers of historically constructed interests. 
Thompson replaced the old, more conventionally Marxist interpretation of the 
direction of social struggles with an analysis of the working classes that started 
from their day-to-day actions: his ideology developed at the concrete level of 
what actually happened. His notion of experience, a critique of the concept of 
“class consciousness” adopted by Brazilian writers, pointed to the accumulated 
social and political practices coming from various social sectors. Analyzing the 
organization and mobilization of neighborhood residents and professionals of 
various sorts and social sectors gathered together around identities of gender, 
ethnicity, residence, and working conditions meant becoming familiar with 
the internal language of collective actors permeated by a culture of response 
with historical roots.

Originally associated with the behavior of the working class, the concept of 
experience was extended to other social subjects, in particular the influence of 
cultural representations on the development and interpretation of conflicts. 
Although Thompson never used the phrase “political culture” in his work, he 
supplied elements for the introduction of the practices and perceptions that per-
meated conflicts with many sources, giving them their own particular forms and 
shapes. It was a question of a break with the notion of essence that was common 
in the work of those who saw a historical role to be played out by collective 
subjects—social classes—independently of their concrete social positions.

Reflections on democratic institutional practices have also benefited from 
the thought of Hannah Arendt (1991), who took the society of ancient Greece 
as her referent in analyzing the political activity at the dawn of history and the 
human condition. The political dimension of her thought and in particular her 
opposition to totalitarianism are apparent in the way she links action with 
the discourse fundamental to sociability. This broader view of politics, going 
beyond the institutionalized sphere of the state, is also central to her research 
on the role of language in social movements and on the role of their experience 
in the achievement of political sociability. For her the “right to have rights” 
represented the possibility of a broader democratic space in which sections of 
society could demand participation and recognition.

The prospect of a democratic order not centralized in the state found an 
important spokesman in Habermas (1984) in his reflections on social move-
ments. His idea of many differentiated spaces in which rights were asserted 
and demands were channeled collectively supposed a civil society based on 
principles of “popular sovereignty.” His view called attention to the possibil-
ity of creating a public democratic sphere.3
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The theory of power implied in these interpretations of social movements 
indicated a break with the traditional notion of politics as a limited and central-
ized sphere of the structure of society. The social movements, seen as the cre-
ators of a more inclusive social space, offered the opportunity to differentiate 
power and decentralize it, building on their experience of a many-faceted 
democracy based on legal process. The development of this view of democracy 
also drew on the thought of Antonio Gramsci, which inspired intellectuals from 
various countries to perceive the representations, practices, and ideological 
systems that were being organized, all with strategies for change as their refer-
ence, as a whole. What was at stake in this respect was the possibility of creat-
ing a civil society directed by the limited action of a centralizing state.

The discussion of social movements also raised questions dear to political 
science about representation and the delegation of powers. The ways in which 
the movements organized and chose their leaders provided experience that 
many students perceived as a special form of “political apprenticeship” not 
always conforming to laws on representation. How this limited experience 
was applied in the area of the selection of officers by municipal councils was 
analyzed as evidence of the social movements’ special attitude toward politics—
chiefly characterized by self-assertion and the day-to-day representation of 
their shantytown members quite separate from the institutionalized represen-
tation of elective offices and political parties (Barreira, 1992).

The concepts of exclusion and marginalization, holdovers from developmen-
talist theory, also remained linked to research on social movements. While the 
“marginalization” involved was of individuals deprived of power and influ-
ence because they existed totally outside the labor market, the social move-
ments were a repositioning of a sense of the collective formed from other 
identities. Their members were, in the last analysis, individuals brought together 
by their shared lack of the necessities for survival and citizenship, defined as 
political subjects or actors who now had the capacity to exert pressure collec-
tively. As members of social movements, they were seen as “excluded” not so 
much from the economic system as from any effective exercise of social rights. 
The movements signaled a sort of organized pursuit of recognition, a gather-
ing together of various aspects of the mobilization of civil society. The demand 
for social rights served as a symbolic lever for strategies of organization that 
could make the different forms of exclusion—political, economic, and social—
visible. Both in terms of the perception of individuals confronting the indus-
trial system of production and in terms of forms of organization, the theory of 
social movements kept up a useful dialogue with the periphery while also hav-
ing interesting repercussions on party politics.

MOVEMENTS AND POLITICAL PARTIES

The tension between party and movement, a classic one in political theory, 
became especially noticeable in Brazilian society as it returned to democracy. 
This moment was characterized by two tendencies, the more independent of 
which emphasized the spontaneous nature of the social movements as cre-
ative forces of change not necessarily directed at the center of power. It was 
taken as a given that the leadership conferred on the “bases” would need to 
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consolidate democracy in a way that avoided “repeating the mistakes of the 
past.” The more traditional parties of the left, the Communist Party of Brazil 
and the Brazilian Communist Party, were accused of not recognizing that the 
world was redefining popular sovereignty and this had its consequences for 
the practices of social movements. The other tendency, derived from the strat-
egies of the more traditional left, sought to provide direction to social practices 
that if left (supposedly) “unguided” could damage or even reverse what had 
been achieved by the political parties in power. The parties saw themselves as 
having to formulate a policy for or impose direction on what they saw as “dis-
persed and discontinuous mobilizations.”

One of the forms of action promoted by the political parties on the left 
was the institutionalization of popular organizations, turning them into rep-
resentative bodies such as neighborhood associations with the function of 
centralizing demands for parliamentary representation. The proliferation of 
representative entities in many city districts (not always noticed in studies 
of social movements) could be viewed as the fruit of the efforts of left-wing 
parties to consolidate and expand forms of association that were, for the most 
part, only just beginning to form. Although the political parties had thus 
established their presence in urban working-class neighborhood associations, 
their presence was often interpreted negatively; they were perceived, as I myself 
said in an earlier paper (Barreira, 1986), as “awkward guests.”

Some debates within the left—whether to take part in government pro-
grams or not, whether to radicalize demonstrations or restrain them, whether 
to control public opinion and have their own party candidates express the 
views of the social movements—were recurrent. There was also an investment 
in the development of leaders through specialized courses offered in lower-
class city districts whose objective was to give young people the potential for 
political action. A number of politicians now depend for their symbolic capital 
on their active participation in the activities of the social movements. Many 
representatives of popular associations and councils have become technical 
experts for NGOs and provide advice on public policy. More recent forms of 
recruitment of leaders within the public sphere have, however, revealed a 
decrease in the visibility of social movements.

SOCIAL MOVEMENTS IN THE CONTEMPORARY CONTEXT: 
THEMATIC MIGRATIONS

When the social movements lost their prominence and their impact on the 
political scene diminished in the 1990s, sociological research sought to under-
stand their relative “disappearance.” Various explanations were offered for 
this “crisis,” ranging from a “lack of a broad program for change” due to the 
failure of their leaders to cooperate or the diffusion of their interests and 
efforts attributed to their being driven by corporatist interests. At the same 
time, the need was recognized for more realistic observations of the situation 
in the light of differences in the historical context. This contrasted with the 
optimistic view that had characterized the sociological literaure in the previ-
ous decades: “Our viewpoint and analyses are not as naive and out of context 
as they were 20 years ago. In those days there was a belief, held not just by us 
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but by the whole social group—itself an alliance of intellectuals, progressive 
politicians, and the people’s own leaders—that the social movements rep-
resented a new and emergent social force that would radically reform the 
national reality” (Gohn, 1997: 11). This retrospective look at the situation dur-
ing the return to democracy attributes everything to what the social actors 
did, and this had clear repercussions on the writings of sociologists on the 
subject. An alternative analysis of what was dubbed “the crisis of social move-
ments” was that, rather than measuring the success of mobilizations in terms 
of the extent to which their demands were met, it would be better to examine 
the way in which collective actions destabilized the dominant discourses 
(Dagnino, 2000). This would involve a focus on the less immediate effects of 
the social movements, giving priority to the more profound and gradual pro-
cesses of social change.

More recently, reflection on social movements has incorporated other foci 
less marked by the idea of “organized civil society” in opposition to state insti-
tutions. Questions for research on the subject have included participation in 
local government, partnership systems, and other forms of social action. In the 
1990s and the early years of the new millennium, invitations to social participa-
tion have been extended to political parties and sectors of society associated 
with NGOs and other organizations derived from state policies. What were 
once demands have now become projects developed on a partnership basis. 
A significant part of the sociological literature on social movements has turned 
its attention in this most recent period to the character of social struggles under 
the impact of actions linked to NGOs. Its analyses have been concerned with 
the experiences and movements that have yet to fall under these entities’ pro-
tection, which gives collective mobilizations a different form (Gohn, 1997).

The social movements of the 1970s and 1980s, whose aim was to exert pres-
sure directly on the state, have been largely displaced other forms of mobiliza-
tion, but their legacy has been a symbolic capital that has been used to inspire 
cooperative actions with an emphasis on social and political leadership involv-
ing wide sectors of the population representing various social classes and politi-
cal standpoints. Among these are the citizenship action committees in support 
of the 1993 Campaign for Citizens’ Rights and Against Hunger led by Herbert 
de Souza. The new idea aimed at specifically directed actions, with a more or 
less philanthropic motivation, that associated a rhetoric of immediate needs 
with the politicization of civil society. This “politicized philanthropy” might 
equally well accept or reject the discourse of “social rights” carried over from 
the movements of the 1970s and 1980s (Barreira, 2006). The ideological domi-
nance of neoliberalism, however, introduced corporatist discourses directed 
toward the defense of the specific demands of defined categories. This stimu-
lated the actions of trade unions and a call for self-government by the poor. The 
relative absence of social movements from the sociological output of the past 
20 years or so has been due to both a change in sociologists’ approaches and a 
change in the ways in which collective action has played out in public.

An analysis of the continuities and changes in academic thought about 
social movements points to factors that have contributed to a change of 
focus. The analytical categories (political subjects, civil society, urban con-
flicts) that in the 1980s gave prominence to actors in public space have been 
replaced by concerns with broader networks of collective action, including 
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even organizations content with the levels of activity of NGOs.4 More recent 
theoretical perspectives have included the globalization and neoliberalism 
that have affected the cultural policies of the social movements. Activism at a 
distance, with the media playing an important role, has also become relevant 
in contemporary thought about social movements. The concept of networks 
used in much research on the social movements of the 1990s sought to account 
for a new phase characterized by internationalism and organizational and 
ideological pluralism (Scherer-Warren, 1993). The system of broader commu-
nication among social movements has been analyzed, from this perspective, 
in terms of interaction among different institutions.

A new development is the way the Landless Peasants’ Movement has made 
the public aware of its demands. Its demonstrations have had various ideo-
logical underpinnings, combining specific demands with wider proposals 
for social change. “A country where no one is exploited and no one does any 
exploiting” has been part of the discourse of its leaders, who have become 
nationally known. The movement has undertaken actions that have had a 
significant impact, and, using strategies calculated to achieve maximum visi-
bility, it has made effective use of the media of mass communication, employ-
ing symbols to demonstrate its status as a collective subject. Its rituals have 
included marches, gatherings, sit-ins, public acts, and assemblies, all making 
their impact on the public sphere, particularly through the way the media 
have familiarized the public with the symbols associated with its program. 
The landless peasants are now looked on as the spokesmen for a social exclu-
sion that is still present in a modern capitalist society.

While it can be said that the more recent social movements have lost the 
power to have an impact on either theory or political action, the example of 
the landless peasants is becoming an emblem not so much of the present situ-
ation as of the structure of a society characterized by a contradictory combina-
tion of modernity with social inequality.

MOVEMENTS, CHANGES, AND CONFLICTS:  
CONCLUDING REMARKS

Any sociological analysis of social movements in Brazil must stress the 
need to think of them not in terms of their immediate success in achieving 
their demands and resolving conflicts but also as creating symbolic capital 
with various consequences for the life of society. This review of research on 
social movements has revealed a kind of “thematic migration”; the study 
of social movements has, over time, come to conform to studies of other top-
ics. Starting out as novel subjects for academic debate, social movements have 
come to be included in analyses of public policy concerned with incorporating 
popular demands and popular participation into the political agenda. In the 
more recent sociological literature they have been interpreted, in the context 
of popular participation, as political actors that may influence the manage-
ment of county governments under the new decentralized regime promoted 
by the 1988 Constitution. New forms of participation, taking concrete shape in 
the various experiences of organization institutionalized in county councils, 
have been identified throughout Brazil. The city of Porto Alegre, state capital 
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of Rio Grande do Sul, is an example of the action of representatives of the 
lower socioeconomic classes in local government councils. For Santos (2002), 
the participation of popular organizations in county government is the expres-
sion of resistance to the trivialization of citizenship and has produced a highly 
intensive practice of democracy capable of modifying the distribution of resources 
and altering priorities in the creation of public goods.

This paper has argued that the sociological approach to social movements of 
the past three decades is the product both of the current situation and of theories 
that prioritize the action of collective subjects. Although there have been social 
movements throughout the history of Brazil, the ways in which they have arisen 
and acted in the public space have varied with the situation. The social mobili-
zation that began with the opening up of government at the end of the military 
dictatorship was more visible and more powerful because of the absence of 
other channels of communication with the state. Street demonstrations, with their 
calls for visibility and for the support of public opinion, became prominent. At 
a particular moment, the concept of an “organized collective” expressing in its 
actions the gathering together of many diverse experiences emerged.

The degree of visibility of the social movements, with their impacts on 
theory, is worth measuring. Analyses of the political character of social classes, 
the interactive dynamics of power, and the idea of social transformation have 
revitalized theoretical perspectives, promoting interesting debates that include 
interchange between different fields of knowledge. Politics and culture as 
conceptual frameworks have been perceived as related, opening the way for 
perceptions of the complexity of institutions and collective action in opposi-
tion to the teleological view of the practices of contestation.

The broadening of the concept of politics has been fundamental in analyz-
ing actions to achieve specific demands that, from a more orthodox viewpoint, 
could be understood as episodic and even as having no effect on the exercise 
of power. With this new approach, organizations concerned with day-to-day 
affairs and other social groupings have acquired considerable importance in 
sociological analyses of political actions.

Looking for politics in its noninstitutionalized forms of expression—identifying 
it in the daily business of the associated groups and occupational bodies that 
underpin many social movements—has pointed to the existence of collective 
actions that are not limited to a single objective but evolving. Individuals who 
“do politics” without holding formal representative office have come onto the 
scene as citizenship has been constructed on the basis of the here-and-now of 
daily life.

Perceiving culture in all its diversity has also represented a new perspective 
on the ordering of society. Recognizing differences and deconstructing sym-
bolic hierarchies has called attention to the plurality of social practices as a 
repertoire of significant items brought within the scope of sociological research. 
The discovery of symbolic forms of domination and violence in the negative 
classifications and prejudices of daily life has had an impact on social move-
ments’ critiques of the mechanisms of the exercise of power in society.

Research on social movements has given rise to new subject fields in a dia-
logue with models for understanding conflict and contradictions and their inter-
pretation by different collective actors. The recent growth of interdisciplinary 
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research has enhanced a belief in theories that incorporate the complexity and 
richness of the organizations that best nourish social life. Sociological research 
on social movements has made it possible to verify the construction of sym-
bolic capital based on the manifold experiences that today nourish discourse 
and proposals for intervention in various areas of Brazilian society. Although 
it may be an exaggeration to assert that the social movements have created new 
theory, it is at least reasonable to suggest that the thought of those who have 
studied the subject has produced sociological concepts and perceptions that 
are being applied in the interpretation of Brazilian society in all its diversity 
and complexity.

NOTES

1. The growth of cities in Brazil had created many squatter communities (favelas or shanty-
towns) both of recent immigrants from the countryside and of the traditional urban poor. Their 
inhabitants’ lack of legal title was the motive for the formation of many movements.

2. ANPOCS’s working group on social movements has produced much important research, 
including the pioneering contributions of Machado and Ziccardi (1983), Valadares and Boschi 
(1982), Jacobi and Nunes (1983), and Kowarick (1984) and, more recently, Gohn (1997; 2003) and 
Doimo (1995).

3. Costa (1997: 121–134) reflects on the process of constructing public spheres from Habermas’s 
perspective in the cities of the state of Minas Gerais, focusing on the media, the parliament, orga-
nized groups, and the primary spaces of communication.

4. A new institutionalization of social movements is emerging in the form of links between 
groups of associations or civil bodies such as the Associação Brasileira de ONGs, the Rede 
Brasileira de Entidades Assistênciais Filantrópicas, and the Rede Nacional Feminista de Saúde e 
Direitos Sociais e Reprodutivos (see Lavalle, Castello, and Bichir, 2004).
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