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Introduction:  The “Third Way” and Latin America

The year 1994 was a fateful one for social democracy on both sides of the Atlantic.  Only six short years ago, the German SPD, the world’s oldest and arguably most influential social democratic party, went down to its third consecutive electoral defeat at the hands of Helmut Kohl, leading many to despair about the fortunes of democratic socialism on the European continent.  In 1994, France, Germany, and the UK all had entrenched conservative governments.  This may seem like a century ago in “political time,” and in some ways it was.  But 1994 also brought forth several intriguing developments.  In the UK, the tragic death of John Smith sparked a leadership struggle in the Labour Party, and when the dust cleared the new leader of the opposition was a previously little-known 41-year-old MP named Tony Blair.  In that same year, the British sociologist Anthony Giddens published an influential book called Beyond Left and Right (Giddens 1994), a volume that would herald a series of publications proposing a major rethinking of social democracy (Giddens 1998, 2000).  Meanwhile, in Brazil, the crucial October 1994 presidential election was won by Fernando Henrique Cardoso, self-described social democrat who, quite unusually, exercised the professions of both Giddens and Blair.  The stage was set for a critical debate over the renovation of European social democracy and the rapid diffusion of this debate to South America.

Over the past six years, political change in Western Europe has been quite substantial, both in terms of the partisan composition of key governments as well as in the intra-party transformations of influential social democratic parties.  The year 1997 witnessed the triumph of both New Labour and the French Socialists, and in 1998 the SPD returned to power in Germany for the first time since 1982.  By 1998, democratic socialists were present in 13 of the 15 governments of the European Union.  Even more importantly, the substantial ideological and policy changes within New Labour and other major parties gave rise to a debate over so-called “Third Way” politics.  The Third Way is a term used by Giddens (with some misgivings) and by many politicians (more indiscriminately) as shorthand for the modernization of social democracy and its adaptation to a profoundly changed world.  The inclusiveness of the Third Way debate is elastic, ill-defined, and always controversial:  for example, no one is really sure if the dialogue includes Bill Clinton, who has dismal social democratic credentials but is enthusiastic about the possibility of a Third Way, or Lionel Jospin, who has excellent social democratic credentials but is decidedly unenthusiastic about appropriating external models or labels.  Moreover, as was the case with early revisionist socialism a century ago, the Third Way debate is an evolving, improvisational domain of both intellectuals and practitioners, containing elements of both theory and praxis and occasionally creating miscommunication between the two.  As an initial starting point it can be said that the Third Way debate is being conducted by left-of-center parties and intellectuals, predominantly socialist but occasionally left-liberal in their political origins, that have a common interest in public policy experimentation under the broad rubric of “progressive governance” (an alternative term coined to avoid the “Third Way” moniker and to pitch a deliberately broad tent) in the context of a newly globalized economy.

From the perspective of Latin Americanists, one of the most unusual aspects of this controversy is that, unlike most other transnationalized policy and ideological debates involving advanced industrial democracies, the Third Way debate has encompassed a major Latin American country, party, and leader.  Discussion of the Third Way has drawn scholarly and political attention to the reformist experiment led by Brazilian president Fernando Henrique Cardoso and his Party of Brazilian Social Democracy (PSDB).  This results partly from the personal prestige of Cardoso, who has a dual role as a respected, antipopulist statesman (rare in Latin America) and as an eminent academic sociologist whose curriculum vitae and influence rival those of Giddens;  partly from the heavily internationalist profile and external linkages of the PSDB, which from its birth has unabashedly identified itself with the Socialist International and the model Western European social democratic parties;  partly from a self-motivated desire on the part of Northern governments to see Cardoso succeed in his restructuring of the Brazilian economy and serve as a model for neighboring countries;  and partly because there are real items of overlap between the views propounded by Cardoso, on the one hand, and Blair and Giddens, on the other.  However, the inclusion of Cardoso and his government in the evolving Third Way debate points up some important ways in which his experiment differs from others (above and beyond the obvious fact that Cardoso governs a developing country and the Third Way has mostly been debated in Europe).

More specifically, the Cardoso experiment raises interesting questions about the viability of “late social democracy,” that is, the attempt to “modernize” social democracy in a country without a strong social democratic tradition.  An examination of the PSDB’s transformation over the past ten years illustrates the difficulty of “skipping ahead” to a Third Way variant of social democracy without ever having passed through a traditional or classical variant.  The problem can be put quite succinctly:  the PSDB was founded in 1988 following Western European models, advocating parliamentarism and redistributive politics, but after coming to power with Cardoso in 1994, however, the party adopted a largely orthodox and market-oriented program.  Although Cardoso strenuously resists the term, most observers consistently apply the term “neoliberal” to his policies and programs, and the label has stuck.  Why did the PSDB undergo such a rapid and profound transformation in only a decade?  And what are the implications of this transformation for the party itself, for social democracy in Latin America, and for the Third Way debate more generally?

This paper begins with an attempt to narrow the definition of the Third Way into something usable for comparative, empirical analysis of specific parties and movements.  I then proceed to develop a case study of PSDB in the Brazilian context.   A review of the PSDB’s experience under Cardoso shows that the party has not truly conformed to the essential nucleus of Third Way politics, and that its inclusion in the transnationalized debate over the modernization of social democracy must take this fact into account.  The experience of the PSDB’s transformation sheds light on the viability of social democratic parties in “emerging markets” in a globalized world economy.

Cutting Through the Thicket:  The Third Way as an Empirical Referent


The notion of Third Way politics has crept into the public consciousness by way of osmosis, mostly through the indiscriminate use of the term by the media.  Few academics seem to lend it credence, perhaps for ideological reasons, perhaps because of innate distrust of politicians’ motives and slogans. However, if one scratches the surface, one of the most striking things about examining the Third Way debate is the sharp contrast between the maddeningly superficial treatment the Third Way is given by the media and the thoughtful, sophisticated form it takes in the hands of its chief academic proponent, Anthony Giddens.   (Not surprisingly, Giddens consistently reminds us that the label “Third Way” is optional, and its frequent abuse may in fact cloud theoretical discussion:  one can just as easily substitute “modernizing social democracy,” a “renewed center-left,” or any such term that the reader prefers.)  In order to participate in a reasoned debate on Third Way politics, we must clearly depart from the more formalized treatment Giddens has given it, and not rely on journalistic treatments, nor on the sloganeering of political practitioners.  Henceforth I will treat Giddens’ main works on the topic (1998, 2000) as embodying the essence of Third Way politics, and I refer the reader to his books.


Giddens has answered his critics much better than I can, and moreover, he has answered them on a much wider range of topics than I propose to treat here (for Giddens’ own summary of criticisms, see Giddens 2000, pp. 22-26):.  However, from the perspective of a student of the developing world and of Latin America in particular, one tends to hear some of the following criticisms when the concept of the Third Way is introduced 

•  The Third Way is merely a slogan, lacking any authentic content.  This statement may or may not be true depending on the specific party or movement in question;  however, this is a matter for empirical investigation, and cannot be determined a priori by a dismissive shrug.

•  The Third Way represents warmed-over neoliberalism:  it is a rhetorical facade to justify the maintenance of predictable Thatcherite, Reaganite policies, etc.  Interestingly, this criticism is sometimes made by some of the same actors who accuse Third Way politics of being empty sloganeering, although it is obvious that one cannot assert both things simultaneously.  Again, this is an empirical question that can only be answered by comparative, systematic, case-driven research.  In some cases, the criticism that self-styled Third Way politics is indistinguishable from neoliberalism may hold water;  in others, it may not.  We are far from having the data to make such sweeping assertions.

•  The Third Way is too elastic a concept, if it can receive endorsements from politicians as different as Tony Blair, Hugo Chávez, Bill Clinton, and José María Aznar.  On the surface, this is a telling criticism:  it is indeed bewildering, if not outright ridiculous, to see such a heterogeneous group of names associated with Third Way politics.  However, one cannot simply take such endorsements at face value and drop the matter there;  such an approach is tantamount to allowing the research subjects to dictate the investigator’s framework.  Rather, one must establish an ideal type or benchmark definition of Third Way politics, and then determine, again by case-driven research, how closely certain individuals or parties approximate it.  Granted, such an approach is not easy, yet political scientists attempt similar tasks all the time.  For example, we have not jettisoned the concept of democracy just because individuals as different as Vaclav Havel and Alberto Fujimori both claim to be democrats.

•  The Third Way is “vague.”  This is a considerable kernel of truth to this criticism, for three reasons.  The first is simply time;  the current debate on Third Way politics is only a few years old, and definitions and concepts have not been widely and authoritatively diffused—although the publication of Giddens’ important works may help to remedy this.  The second reason for perceived vagueness lies in the different emphases and styles of leaders associated with the Third Way, as well as in the fact that the specific, pressing needs of public policy—simply put, the proposed reforms—are not necessarily identical from country to country.  The third reason that Third Way politics suffers from the perception of vagueness is that the Third Way is, by nature, experimental.  By definition, the Third Way is a departure from scripted politics and a move into uncharted territory:  the Third Way is essentially the dismantling of the “standard operating procedures” of traditional democratic socialism.  By moving from predictability to flexibility in addressing the public policy agenda, the Third Way naturally invites criticisms of vagueness.


It should be remarked, however, that those who criticize the Third Way as “vague” must answer the question;  vague in relation to what?  Many political movements, approaches, and “isms” are prone to elasticity, and the Third Way is no different.  Liberalism, conservatism, socialism, corporatism, welfare statism, social democracy:  all of these terms are bandied about in the academic literature, all have ideal-typical forms, and yet all encompass significant variations in actual practice.  Think of the social democratic welfare states, and of the respective political parties that defended them, in 1970s Britain and Sweden:  substantially different, yet no one would deny that we were talking about the same genus of “social democracy.”  The same applies to the concept of “neoliberalism,” which has been applied to models as different as those of Thatcher’s Britain, Salinas’ Mexico, and Collor’s Brazil.  One wonders why so few intellectuals accuse neoliberalism of vagueness, conceptual stretching, or excessive heterogeneity, but frequently apply a higher standard to Third Way politics.  The problem of “obscurity” can only be addressed by the creation of ideal types and the simultaneous recognition that real-world examples almost always differ from the ideal.  This tension between overgeneralization and the diversity of empirical examples, between “lumping” and “splitting,” etc., is a normal and healthy part of social science research.  It could well be that once the Third Way has been sufficiently poked and prodded, it too will become part of the academic lexicon and the theoretical toolbox, and will take up a place next to the “isms” mentioned above;  alternatively, the concept and/or its political incarnation[s] could wither and die.  In the meantime, the best solution is to address the “vagueness” issue head on.


As mentioned above, the only “fair” way to treat the Third Way is to examine it in its most serious, formalized, sophisticated incarnation, which is elaborated in the recent work of Anthony Giddens.  Giddens’ works are much too nuanced to summarize here, but we can attempt to distill some of the basic elements of what does and does not qualify as Third Way politics in his understanding.  Such a distillation is necessary if we are to arrive at some kind of benchmark or empirical referent for comparative analysis.  Basically, Giddens argues that social democrats must understand that the world has changed substantially from the times in which the “traditional left” was forged.  The classical instruments of social democratic practice—nationalization, a broad welfare state, and a general resorting to statist solutions to all manner of problems—were exhausted by the late 1970s and were successfully attacked by neoliberals.  The bipolar world is gone, leading to a “state with no enemies.”  The left’s electorate has changed:  social democrats can no longer rely on the industrial working class as a social base.  Postmaterialist values, including an enhanced desire for individualism, self-realization, and sexual emancipation and equality, are forcing parties and governments to enter into new kinds of dialogues with their electorates.  In postmodern society, authority of all kinds is suspect; states and bureaucracies are rejected, grassroots participation is prized, “small is beautiful.”  Changes in the nature and the definition of the family  have outpaced traditional mechanisms of social policy.  Immense technological innovation has begun to overwhelm the standard operating procedures of economic management.  Globalization, especially as relates to communications and to financial markets, has dismantled the traditional economy that social democrats had trained themselves to manage.  According to Giddens, unless social democrats update their theory and praxis to take account of these secular changes, they will become irrelevant, and the future will belong to neoliberals by default.


All of these challenges suggest that democratic socialism defined as a set of predictable economic and social policies is dead, and Giddens essentially agrees.  However, the essence of Third Way politics is that social democracy defined as a set of enduring values is very much alive.  The basic idea is fairly simple:  that policy instruments can and must change, but the intrinsic values of socialism must remain the guiding principles of political action.  Such values include egalitarianism, emancipation, citizenship, community, solidarity, transparency, and democracy.  The left’s emphasis on equality and solidarity is what will continue to distinguish it from all forms of conservatism, including neoliberalism.  Third Way politics is a value-driven program of social democratic renewal:  the policies may evolve, yet the values remain the same.

The Third Way rejects both the ossification of the traditional left and the social Darwinism of the neoliberal right.  But it is not an empty, vapid center equidistant from two warring poles.  Because it is based on the enduring values of the political left, the Third Way is, to use Giddens’ term, a radical center.  The Third Way is an attempt to demonstrate that the enduring values of the left still have some “purchase” in contemporary, postindustrial society.


Although this is an admittedly crude summarization of his ideas, the above describes in general terms how Giddens envisions the terrain of Third Way politics.  In the interest of furthering comparative research, we can use the above to derive a set of initial decision rules about which parties, leaders, and movements can be legitimately discussed in the context of the Third Way.  First, although this is self-evident to Giddens and he does not touch on the subject, the Third Way is a form of democratic political practice:  therefore, we can begin by excluding putschists and authoritarians (e.g., Hugo Chávez) from the universe of analysis.  Second, the Third Way encompasses parties and movements that have a bona fide center-left history and legacy:  it refers to an updating of social democratic currents.  This would exclude, for example, the Spanish Partido Popular;  although its leader Aznar professes admiration for the Third Way, the PP has an entirely different historical trajectory, with roots in Franquism.  The inclusion of the Democratic Party of the United States (which Giddens himself frequently engages in) is also questionable, because the social democrats therein share space with liberals and conservatives;  but it can be justified on the grounds that the U.S. has a two-party system of catch-all parties, and the Democratic Party certainly occupies the center-left ground in this context.  Third, Third Way parties and movements must display significant policy innovation, departing from the policy prescriptions of the traditional left.  Fourth, these changes in policy cannot be mere pragmatism or opportunism:  they must be value-driven and display a historical continuity with the values of the political left.  (Note that this fourth criterion raises the bar considerably for professional politicians:  it embodies Giddens’ view that the Third Way is not pragmatic, but is an enterprise involving some authentic ideological debate.)  Fifth, Third Way parties and movements should be identifiable by a prominent and well articulated values-based discourse that emphasizes continuity with the historical struggles of the left for emancipation, equality, solidarity, and citizenship.  This discourse is necessary to link policy innovation with the legacy of the traditional left.  But discourse alone is not enough:  if policies are not linked clearly, directly, and comprehensibly to established left values, then the accusation that the Third Way is repackaged neoliberalism may well be justified.


Defined in this way, Third Way politics is not restricted to the advanced industrial democracies.  The task of updating policies to conform to traditional left values must be shared by left-of-center parties everywhere, especially since many of the new challenges to policy makers are unambiguously global in nature.  Although social democratic parties in the developing world have very different origins, trajectories, and social bases from the prominent Western European parties, they too are grappling with the new challenges detailed by Giddens—in particular, they are struggling with how to proceed directly to a “modernized” form of social democracy without having passed through the long cycle of welfare statism and left governance that was experienced in Europe.


Of all the social democratic parties in the developing world, the one that has been most closely connected with the Third Way debate has been the PSDB of Brazil.  The remainder of this paper explores the case of the PSDB, first examining its origins and transformation, then judging it against the backdrop of the Third Way as defined above.

The Prehistory of the PSDB


The PSDB was born in 1988 as a dissident faction of the Party of the Brazilian Democratic Movement (PMDB), the opposition party to the Brazilian military regime of 1964-1985.  It is impossible to understand the emergence of the PSDB without reference to the front-like nature of the PMDB.  Although the dominant tendency of the PMDB could be described as center-left, anti-authoritarian, and moderately nationalistic, the party contained a wide range of forces ranging from Moscow-line Communists (the PCB was illegal until 1985) to traditional conservatives.  The force holding these various groups together was the logic of unified opposition to authoritarian rule (Kinzo 1988).  The PMDB’s remarkable defeat of the promilitary PDS in the indirect presidential election of 1985, marking the end of the authoritarian regime, lent an enormous amount of democratic prestige to the party.

Under the first democratic president, José Sarney (1985-1990), the party benefited spectacularly from the short-lived success of the Cruzado Plan in 1986.  In the elections that year, the party won an absolute majority of the seats in the all-important National Constituent Assembly (ANC) plus 22 of 23 state governorships.  The party had swollen to unprecedented size, but much of the growth came from the influx of opportunistic conservatives seeking a free ride on the popularity of the Cruzado Plan (just in time, as it turned out: the Cruzado collapsed less than two weeks after the election).  As the ANC began in early 1987, the PMDB appeared hegemonic, in a position almost to dictate the terms of the country’s first democratic constitution in a generation;  however, this was not the same party as the PMDB of only five years earlier.

 Given this scenario, certain environmental variables and intraparty fault lines can be considered permissive conditions for the emergence of the PSDB in 1988.  The end of the antiauthoritarian struggle, which had encouraged both ideological and regional factions to work together under the broad PMDB umbrella, signified that (viable) factions could now consider the option of becoming parties.  The resumption of political competition exposed the increasing balkanization of the PMDB, and changes in the macropolitical environment—newfound pluralism and the adoption of permissive electoral laws—lowered the costs of defection from the party. Equally important was the increasing dissatisfaction of the progressive sectors of the party, which were alienated by the advent of a large conservative, clientelistic wing in the PMDB after 1986 (one in five pemedebistas elected in 1986 had previously been a member of ARENA/PDS, the official party of the authoritarian regime).  The Sarney government, which the PMDB found itself backing due to the tragic death of PMDB president-elect Tancredo Neves, was too conservative for the tastes of the progressives.  Another permissive condition for factionalization was the cautious, hands-off neutrality of the party president, deputy Ulysses Guimarães, who instinctively understood that the party had become too large and unwieldy for him to micromanage.  In his capacity as “triple president” (president of the Chamber of Deputies, of the ANC, and of the PMDB), Ulysses elected to remain above the fray.  He declined to intervene in intraparty disputes, restricting himself to lofty calls for party unity—a unity that he would need to achieve the prime ministership or the presidency after the ANC.  In this context of a swollen, decentralized, catch-all “party of power,” factionalism flourished.

If these were the permissive conditions for a division of the PMDB, what were the proximal causes?  These can be reduced to three interrelated sets of factors:  (1) certain controversial votes in the Constituent Assembly, (2) the naked practice of patronage politics by the Sarney government, and (3) a regional dispute in the state of São Paulo, where the administration of PMDB governor Orestes Quércia engaged in practices mirroring those of Sarney at the national level.  Many progressives in the PMDB wanted direct presidential elections to be held in 1988, thus limiting President Sarney to a four-year term.  This issue, combined with the left wing’s desire to break with Sarney altogether, led to the creation in mid-1987 of the first major dissident faction within the PMDB, the Movimento de Unidade Progressista (Marques and Fleischer 1999: 60-65).  This faction, which had a left-nationalist profile, did not contain a sufficient number of PMDB “heavyweights” to be viable as a party, and for a time considered defecting to the miniscule Brazilian Socialist Party (PSB).  One such heavyweight, Senator Mário Covas (São Paulo), prevailed on the MUP to remain in the party until the end of the ANC, arguing that the progressives could still make use of the PMDB’s party structure to secure important victories.  It was only in early 1988 that an overlapping but higher-profile faction came to threaten a more dramatic exodus from the PMDB.  This press called this faction the históricos or autênticos, although the label is confusing because it is also used more generally (even today) to refer to progressives with an unwavering historic commitment to the PMDB.
  The “historic” faction of early 1988, known for its vigorous defense of parliamentarism, contained such São Paulo luminaries as Covas, his fellow Senator Fernando Henrique Cardoso, and former governor André Franco Montoro;  other notables included Senator José Richa (Paraná) and Deputies Euclides Scalco (Paraná) and Pimenta da Veiga (Minas Gerais).  This faction was viable as a party, boasting a good number of the PMDB’s most respected interlocutors and most reliable votegetters over the previous decade.  This group’s worsening relations with the Sarney government reached the breaking point in March 1988, when Sarney used blatant patronage politics to overturn a parliamentary option in the ANC and secure a full five-year term in office for himself.  Although the defeat of parliamentarism was particularly grievous to them, the São Paulo históricos were also increasingly victims of an intraparty power play in their home state, where PMDB governor Orestes Quércia put the state party squarely behind Sarney and progressively shut the autênticos out of power.  The combination of these factors led the heavyweight autênticos to organize an exodus from the PMDB in June 1988, just as the Constituent Assembly was winding down.  They christened their new party the Partido da Social Democracia Brasileira (PSDB).  Their choice of a colorful avian mascot immediately gave them their nickname, the tucanos.

Although the MUP and the proto-PSDB overlapped in membership (especially with regard to backbenchers), there were some important differences between the factions. First, as noted above, the MUP lacked notables, thus illustrating Sartori’s hypothesis that factions do not become parties unless they acquire the electoral resources to do so (Sartori 1976).  The founders of the PSDB knew full well that they possessed such resources—many were planning all along to found a new party after the ANC was concluded and presidential elections were scheduled, but the behavior of the Sarney government in early 1988 convinced them to act earlier than planned.  After the defeat of parliamentarism in March, it became increasingly uncomfortable to persist as a faction when it was quite obvious that the group was viable as a party.  Secondly, to the extent that there were ideological differences between the MUP and the proto-PSDB, the MUP was closer to the left-nationalist wing of the old MDB.  This tendency had its origins in the ISI-inspired economic nationalism of the 1950s, a line best expressed in the Vargas-era PTB, and which resurfaced in the heavily statist orientation of the MDB in the 1970s.  This current survives today in such diverse figures as ex-president Itamar Franco, current senator Pedro Simon (PMDB-Rio Grande do Sul),
 and publisher and ex-deputy Fernando Gasparian.  In contrast to many MUP backbenchers, who considered themselves socialists “without adjectives,” the tucanos consciously styled themselves after the modern social democratic parties of Western Europe.  Their commitments to parliamentarism and to a progressive welfare state were strong, but they were less monolithically statist than the MUP, and the majority of tucanos did not share in the MUP’s 1970s-style economic nationalism.  For these reasons, Fernando Henrique Cardoso argued that the PSDB was not simply a continuation of the historic/authentic wing of the PMDB, but rather represented an important break with that position as well:  the PSDB was opting explicitly for European-style social democracy, with its adjectives and its pragmatism (Marques and Fleischer 1999: 58).

If Cardoso is correct, then the so-called “historic” or “authentic” wing of the PMDB was never truly an ideological tendency:  it simply designated an unwavering commitment to democratization.  Within the “authentic” wing of the party, there were underlying cleavages with regard to statism, to economic nationalism, and to the nature of “democratic socialism” versus “socialism without adjectives.”  After the tucanos departed the PMDB, these cleavages became interparty rather than intraparty, and they dominated Brazilian politics for much of the 1990s.

The Ideological Transformation of the PSDB

In 1988, the creation of the PSDB was commonly described as the exodus of the “left wing” of the PMDB.  The PSDB began its life advocating parliamentarism, the deepening of democracy, and redistributive politics.  Seeking international legitimation, the party sought and won observer status within the Socialist International.
  The party’s leaders maintained a consistent social democratic discourse, and the party’s foundation arm, the Instituto Teotônio Vilela, began an aggressive campaign to raise awareness of European democratic socialism and its relevance to Brazil.  The party’s ideological identity was marked by its initial position to the left of the parent party, the PMDB, whose aggregate voting profile in Congress shifted markedly to the right after the subtraction of the tucanos (Kinzo 1989).  Thus, in 1988 the original PSDB viewed itself as a party of the social democratic center-left.

Data from the early years of the PSDB demonstrate that the PSDB’s self-image was not inaccurate. The ANC roll-call voting indexes developed by Kinzo (1989) showed that the PSDB voted much more often with the left than with the right.  Another analysis of ANC voting was provided by DIAP, a labor union lobby in Brasília that tracks legislative voting on issues of interest to workers (DIAP 1988).  On a scale from 0 to 10, where 10 is the position closest to that of the union lobbies, the PT obtained a near-perfect 9.87, the PFL 2.45, and the ANC mean was 4.94, close to the middle of the scale.  The DIAP score obtained by the original PSDB was an extraordinarily high 8.16 (calculated from DIAP 1988 and Lamounier 1989, 56-84).  Yet another grading system was created by FIESP, the Federação de Indústrias do Estado de São Paulo, which ranked ANC members by their friendliness to the interests of the private sector.  The FIESP scale runs from 3.33 (least favorable) to 9.99 (most favorable).  From FIESP, the PT received the lowest possible score of 3.33, the PFL a very high 9.46, and the ANC mean was 7.29.  The FIESP “grade” for the PSDB was 4.68, illustrating that the original PSDB had a significantly lower-than-average sympathy for the interests of the private sector, and once again placing the PSDB far closer to the Marxist parties than to the right (cited in Lamounier 1989:  83).

In the crucial 1989 presidential election, Brazil’s first free presidential contests since 1960, the PSDB nominated Mário Covas.  With several candidates splitting the left-of-center vote, Covas finished fourth in the first round with a respectable showing of 11%.  In the second round, which quickly became a left-versus-right lineup pitting the PT’s Lula against conservative populist Fernando Collor of the PRN, the PSDB endorsed Lula.  In so doing, it joined all the left parties (PT, PDT, PSB, PCB, PC do B) plus the PMDB in the anti-Collor (and anti-neoliberal) front.  In the following year’s elections, the PSDB again opted generally to support left candidates.  In the 27 gubernatorial races that year, the PSDB allied with the PDT in 13 states, with the PC do B in 10, with the PCB in 6, with the PSB in 4, and with the PT in 3 states.  By way of contrast, in 1990 the PSDB made fewer alliances with the main conservative parties:  it joined forces with the PDS in 3 states and with the PFL in only 4 states (Folha de São Paulo, October 15, 1990).

On several occasions in 1990-92, President Fernando Collor—a neoliberal populist who badly wanted social democratic credentials—invited the PSDB to join his cabinet.  His chief tucano interlocutor, Fernando Henrique Cardoso, refused the offer on the PSDB’s behalf, citing the strong presence in Collor’s government of the notoriously clientelistic PFL.  Cardoso told Collor: “The PFL is the very incarnation of backwardness.  It symbolizes everything that is wrong with this country” (quoted in Dimenstein and Souza 1994, p. 66).  Although several tucanos independently served the Collor administration (notably Celso Lafer as foreign minister and Hélio Jaguaribe in the Science and Technology portfolio), the PSDB shunned Collor’s overtures and never endorsed his government.  Thus, from its creation in 1988 through at least 1992, the PSDB was committed to a traditional social democratic policy line and consistently maintained a center-left profile.

The PSDB finally entered government when Collor was impeached and his vice-president, Itamar Franco—a founder of the MDB and a longtime member of its autêntico wing—assumed the presidency in October 1992. Lacking both the charisma and the ideological convictions of Collor, Itamar at first groped unsuccessfully for a political identity.  His fortunes began to change somewhat in May 1993 when he appointed his fourth finance minister, Senator Fernando Henrique Cardoso (PSDB-São Paulo), and effectively withdrew from most day-to-day decision making.  Functioning as a de facto prime minister, Cardoso spent the next year laying the groundwork for the Plano Real, the historic currency reform implemented in July 1994.  With its early success at reducing inflation, the Plano Real launched Cardoso as a natural candidate for president in the elections of October 1994.

Cardoso’s 1994 candidacy marked a turning point in the history of the PSDB.  As a comfortable paulista intellectual with little experience in Brazil’s hinterland (especially the Northeast), Cardoso was painfully aware of his own political limitations—and like Sarney and Collor before him, he knew where he might look to obtain electoral support in the economically backward regions. Sarney and Collor, and to a lesser extent, Itamar, had all relied on veterans of the military regime for political support, particularly on the conservative and clientelistic PFL, the hegemonic machine party of the Northeast.  However, unlike Sarney and Collor, Cardoso had strong reasons for resisting an entente with the former pro-military cohort.  Like several leading tucanos, Cardoso had been exiled by the military in the 1960s, and had returned to fight authoritarianism by joining the MDB of the 1970s.  He became one of Brazil’s most eloquent voices in favor of a transition to civilian rule.  As a PMDB senator after 1983, Cardoso fought bitterly against the PDS in the Diretas Já campaign and against the Centrão, the conservative coalition in the ANC.  In the ANC, Cardoso pushed aggressively for the removal of what he called the “authoritarian debris,” the institutional vestiges of dictatorship, many of which were defended by the PFL.  He had impeccable democratic credentials, and the PFL clearly did not.

In terms of the PSDB’s ideological identity and coherence, the risks of a Northeastern strategy were palpable.  An alliance with the PFL would mark the end of the PSDB’s practice of working only with left-of-center parties, and would grossly corrode the social democratic image of the tucanos.  Moreover, on a personal level, Cardoso was known to loathe fisiologismo, the clientelistic exchange of favors, and the conservative parties that practiced it.  When asked in 1990 to define the Brazilian right, Cardoso cited two prime characteristics:  arbítrio, which he defined as a “permanent desire to support the government,” and clientelismo, which he described as “the practice of constantly dealing in favors” (Cardoso 1990).

Although Cardoso had been on the opposite side of history from the pefelistas and disdained their political practices, he shocked the political world in 1994 by announcing an electoral alliance with the PFL.  Taking the vice-presidential slot on the ticket, the PFL nominated Senator Marco Maciel (Pernambuco), a well-placed ally of every president since Geisel in 1974.  The success of the Plano Real and Cardoso’s enormous popularity facilitated the replication of the PSB-PFL alliance in a large number of Brazil’s 27 state gubernatorial races.  Within three weeks after the July 1 introduction of the Plan, Cardoso passed the PT’s Lula in the polls and never looked back.  He won election outright on October 3, his 54% of the popular vote obviating a runoff like the one in 1989.

The fact that Cardoso was elected on the success of the Plano Real led many to wonder whether the alliance with the conservative PFL had been necessary in the first place.  However, Cardoso did not have the luxury of knowing whether the Plan would work, and made the deal before the new currency was introduced.  But Cardoso maintained that the alliance would have been necessary anyway in order to facilitate executive-legislative relations and governability after his inauguration on January 1, 1995.  In the end, the PFL obtained only 3 ministries (Energy and Mines, Social Security, and Environment) in the first Cardoso cabinet, about on par for what it was accustomed to under Franco and Collor—though fewer posts than it had enjoyed under Sarney.  But the PFL presence was still very strong in the government, given Maciel as vice president and Senator Antônio Carlos Magalhães (Bahia) as the government’s chief interlocutor in the Senate (of which he was president in 1997-2001).  ACM’s son, Luis Eduardo, was to become the most important architect of Cardoso’s first-term legislative successes, and was elected president of the Chamber of Deputies in 1995-96.
  Although the PSDB rank and file had greatly resented Cardoso’s initial decision to ally with the PFL, the two parties generally cooperated peacefully in Congress during Cardoso’s first term.

The PSDB-PFL plan of joint action in Congress was a far cry from the policy positions of the PSDB of the late 1980s.  Immediately upon taking office, the Cardoso coalition embarked on an ambitious plan of neoliberal reforms. In order to pass his economic reforms, Cardoso had to amend heavily the constitution that had been promulgated only seven years earlier, and his efforts to do so provided much of the day-to-day action in Brazilian politics beginning in 1995.  As in neighboring countries, the attempt to redefine the development model was vigorously contested by the political left, by public employees, and by various social forces—especially labor unions—committed to maintaining a protectionist, interventionist state.  The PSDB had been closely identified with many of these social forces during the 1987-88 constitutional convention and again in the elections of 1989.  However, in its all-out bid to restructure the Brazilian state and market, the tucano economic team made a sharp break with these sectors in 1995.  Cardoso frequently ridiculed the policy positions of the left as atrasados (backward) and referred to his own reformism as “modern.”

Although in 1995 Cardoso’s governing coalition expanded to include the PMDB, PPB, and PL, thus ostensibly controlling up to 75% of the seats in Congress, opposition forces colluded with the less enthusiastic of Cardoso’s nominal allies to slow the process of constitutional reforms.  By late 1996, Cardoso had concluded that a single four-year term would be insufficient to complete his program, and he authorized his supporters to push for a constitutional amendment allowing presidential reelection.  The amendment passed in 1997, paving the way for Cardoso to run again.  He and Maciel replicated their 1994 ticket, and were reelected with 52% of the vote in the first round in October 1998, once again besting the PT’s Lula.  The PSDB-PFL had not only successfully maintained a governing alliance for four years, but had also decided to stick together for four more.

That the PSDB has moved rightward over the past decade, gradually replacing a traditional social democratic line with a more market-oriented approach, is obvious to even the most casual observer of Brazilian politics.  The most stunning evidence of this is the party’s controversial electoral alliance with the PFL.  Nonetheless, at the risk of statistical overkill, it is worth citing some empirical studies in order to document the PSDB’s transformation at the levels of ideology and of legislative action.

Over the past decade, the PSDB’s ideological profile—as measured by the self-classification of the party’s federal legislators— has shifted markedly.  I conducted surveys of the Brazilian National Congress in three consecutive legislatures, in 1990, 1993, and 1997.  In these surveys, respondents were asked to place themselves on a ten-point scale where 1 equals left and 10 equals right.  In the survey of the 48th Legislature (1990, N=249), the mean PSDB score was 3.52 while the mean score for Congress was 4.42, placing the PSDB well to the left of center.  In the survey of the 49th legislature (1993, N=185), the Congress score was almost identical at 4.49, while the PSDB mean climbed to 3.81, closer to the central tendency.  In the 50th legislature (1997 survey, N=162), the mean score for Congress was 4.60 while the mean for the PSDB was 4.77, slightly to the right of the Congressional mean.  In the space of only seven years, the legislative PSDB moved from a position in which it was a natural coalitional ally of the left to one in which it is a natural coalitional ally of the center-right.

Similar findings emerge when one turns to preferred economic models.  In 1987, Leôncio Martins Rodrigues conducted a study of 435 federal deputies in which they were asked to choose among several macroeconomic options for Brazil.  Only 31% of the proto-PSDB members chose the most liberal option, “a predominantly market economy with the least possible participation by the state.”  The percentage of self-described liberals in the whole congressional sample was 40%.  When I replicated this survey question in 1997, I found that 59.4% of tucanos viewed themselves as economic liberals—nearly double the proportion of ten years earlier.  Although in ten years the support for pure economic liberalism among all Brazilian politicians rose from 40 to 55.7%, among the tucanos the shift toward a promarket orientation was much more spectacular (Rodrigues 1987;  Power 1998a).  Similarly, when in 1997 I asked the legislators to rate “the desestatização
 of the economy in recent years” on the traditional 1-to-10 Brazilian grading scale (representing a kind of “feeling thermometer”), the PSDB gave this process a higher grade than did any other party (7.33, compared to 6.76 for the conservative PFL and an average of only 3.5 for the left parties).

Behavioral evidence tends to corroborate the above survey responses.  In a study of ten roll-call votes on key issues of neoliberal reform in Cardoso’s first term, I found that the PSDB was strongly supportive of the reform program (Power 1998a).  On an index ranging from -100 to +100, where -100 equals total opposition, 0 represents a mixed record, and +100 equals blanket support, the PSDB’s pro-reform score in 1995-1997 was +87.93.  By way of contrast, the PFL’s score was nearly identical at +87.53, and the PT-led bloc of leftist parties demonstrated near-total opposition with an aggregate score of -80.39.  (The mean for Congress was 49.18).  In its legislative backing of the reform package, the PSDB has proven even more reliable than parties such as the PFL, the PPB, and PL, all of which have long paid lip service to the need for state shrinking and market-oriented reform in Brazil.

Explaining the PSDB’s Transformation


Why did the PSDB change both its discourse and behavior in the 1990s, moving away from a traditional social democratic line to endorse a sweeping program of “neoliberal” reform?  The complete story of this transformation has yet to be written, and deeper understanding can only be gained with hindsight that we do not yet have.  However, in this section I make a preliminary effort to identify some of the key variables that have apparently impacted the PSDB’s trajectory.

Many political parties in the contemporary world are influenced by externally defined and relatively well-worn policy agendas:  parties tend to identify themselves with options from a fairly limited menu of established “development models.”  How and why do political parties choose these models?  In his influential study of the comparative political economy of development, Stephan Haggard asked the same question about peripheral states.  Haggard concluded that states adopt development strategies based on a combination of four sets of variables:  constraints emanating from the international system, shifting domestic coalitions, the configuration of domestic political institutions, and ideational factors (Haggard 1990: chapter 2).  Although it was created for a different purpose and although it is highly stylized (viewing states as unitary actors, for example), this theoretical model—if suitably adapted—surely has some relevance to political parties.  Taking Haggard’s variables one by one, we note first that, like states, parties are creatures of systems:  they exist within domestic party systems, and if they achieve power they find their hands tied by the international system.  Parties are often expressions of coalitions that can and do change, both in response to intraparty and extraparty impulses.  Parties both possess internal their own internal institutions as well as respond to the institutions of the wider macropolitical environment.  Finally, ideational factors are central to party life:  parties both shape ideology and are shaped by it.

The relevance of several of these factors is illustrated by the very creation of the PSDB in 1988, a story I related above.  Here, however, I wish to draw on some of these variables to explain the PSDB’s transformation over the succeeding decade and its endorsement of a new policy agenda.  Again, I stress that this is a preliminary attempt at explanation, and I restrict myself to identifying a few “plausible suspects.”

Systemic factors.  Environmental or systemic factors impacting the PSDB may be separated into two groups, international and domestic.  At the international level,  rapid changes in the global economy in the post-Cold War period have led many Brazilian actors—not only the PSDB—to revise their strategies and policy agendas.  The phenomenal growth in world trade has greatly increased competitive pressures on Brazil, encouraging policy makers to consider new macroeconomic strategies.  At the domestic level, Brazil’s protracted economic crisis of the late 1980s and early 1990s—a period in which hyperinflation was punctuated by a number of failed stabilization plans, two of which led to a major recession in 1990-92—accelerated the search for new approaches to economic management.  Some of these approaches include trade liberalization, privatization, reductions in state employment, downgrading or elimination of social guarantees, and “flexibilization” of the labor market.  The origins of these strategies were evident well before the PSDB’s accession to power:  in 1990, President Sarney committed Brazil to economic integration with Argentina in the form of the Mercosul customs union, and later President Collor initiated a sweeping program of privatizations.

This confluence of international and domestic economic factors was crucial in shaping the PSDB’s transformation. A major economic crisis in Brazil coincided with international competitive pressures as well as a narrowing of the “acceptable” range of curative options in the form of the so-called “Washington Consensus.”  The editorial page of the influential Folha de São Paulo may have exaggerated when it asserted that “A globalização deixou a esquerda sem alternativas” (editorial, June 3, 1997), yet there is at least a grain of truth to this generalization.  That Brazil would respond to its economic challenges in the way it approached similar crises in the past—via autarky, a reflation of the economy, or by accepting greater indebtedness—had become virtually unimaginable by the mid-1990s.  As evinced by the survey data presented earlier, the appeal of economic liberalism as a “solution” had advanced impressively in the political class.  By the late 1990s, the neoliberal consensus extended from (what had previously been understood as) the center-left all the way to the political right.  Only the PT, PDT, and several small left parties actively opposed the Cardoso reform agenda.  Cardoso, his economic team, the PSDB, and the allied parties (PFL, PPB, PL, PTB, and most of the PMDB) coalesced around a strategy that was essentially a continuation  of the structural adjustment initiated by Collor in 1990.  In this sense, systemic and environmental variables—especially the pressures of the global economy and the Brazilian macroeconomy—helped foment the transformation of the PSDB.

Coalitional factors.  All parties—even the most homogeneous and disciplined parties—are to a certain extent coalitions of diverse forces.  The original PSDB of 1988 was reasonably homogeneous because it was essentially a parliamentary caucus, born of the PMDB’s delegation to the Brazilian National Congress.  As such it was composed of experienced legislators, mostly from São Paulo and the more developed states of the Southeast, all of whom had worked together in the struggle against military rule, and who agreed on the need to bring social democracy and parliamentary rule to Brazil.  Although the party initially contained some notable economists—notably José Serra and Luiz Carlos Bresser Pereira of the São Paulo PMDB—the technocratic wing of the party was insignificant, given that the PSDB had not yet exercised executive power anywhere.  The PSDB was known for its political articulators, not for its economic managers.

This equation changed radically when Itamar Franco appointed Fernando Henrique Cardoso to the Finance Ministry in 1993.  To the Finance Ministry, Cardoso brought with him a number of talented economists (many with roots in the Cruzado-era PMDB) such as Pedro Malan, Edmar Bacha, and Gustavo Franco.  He delegated considerable policy making autonomy to this economic team, did not interfere in its work, and focused instead on what he could do best—Cardoso employed his considerable negotiation skills in a tireless campaign to build wide political support for stabilization.  This division of labor between Cardoso and the economic team produced the Plano Real in 1994.  The smashing success of the Plano Real propelled Cardoso into the presidency that year, but as candidate and as president he was clearly a prisoner of the Plan’s success—and by extension, of his chief economic advisers.  The Plano Real thus dramatically improved the position of the “technocratic” sectors of the PSDB vis-à-vis the “political” wing of the party, by making the latter’s success overwhelmingly dependent on the former’s.  This redistribution of power accelerated throughout Cardoso’s first term, which was characterized by the massive expenditure of political capital by the PSDB’s “politicians” in pursuit of a wish list (mainly constitutional reforms) drawn up by the “technocrats” in Cardoso’s cabinet.

Tucano heavyweights, who had long imagined that coming to power would mean the chance to make the case for parliamentarism and European-style social democracy to the Brazilian public, now found themselves working essentially as marketing managers for faceless bureaucrats who propounded controversial and often unpopular macroeconomic reforms.  The tucanos, like the French and Spanish socialists before them, found themselves unexpectedly acquiring a technocratic image as soon as they entered the government.  The unusual circumstances of the PSDB’s rise to power had greatly altered the coalitional balance within the party, empowering the unelected “vanguard” around the president, and this new correlation of forces facilitated a neoliberal line.  Why did politicians defer to the economists?  With the Real hanging in the balance, they reasoned that the cost of obeisance to the technocrats was lower than the cost of economic backsliding—better to be in a party with a technocratic image than to be in one that squandered the first functional stabilization plan in living memory.  And the prospect of backsliding was real, as the devaluation crisis of January 1999 made abundantly clear.  Rather than weaken the hand of the technocrats, the devaluation arguably strengthened it, bolstering the case for a more aggressive approach to economic reform.


We should also recognize that like many contemporary parties, the PSDB is not only a coalition itself, but is also part of a coalition.  Since mid-1994, its primary coalition partner has been the PFL, a conservative and clientelistic party dominated by veterans of the 1964-1985 military regime.  One cannot use the initial alliance with the PFL to explain the PSDB’s transformation, since to do so would be tautological:  the PSDB-PFL alliance is prima facie evidence that the PSDB’s transformation was already under way in 1994.  Nonetheless, since the original 1994 alliance, there has been a reciprocal causal effect through which collaboration with the PFL has accelerated the PSDB’s move toward the political center.  One way it has done so is by forcing frequent parliamentary collaboration with influential conservatives, for example during 1995-1997 when the PSDB-PFL alliance in Congress was largely led by a pefelista, the late Luis Eduardo Magalhães.  Another way the alliance has facilitated a rightward shift within the PSDB is by driving some progressives leftward and out of the party.  For example, former Ceará governor Ciro Gomes left for the PPS (the successor party to the historic PCB), taking with him a number of tucanos from his home state, and promptly staked out the political ground formerly occupied by the PSDB—a social democratic space somewhere between the PT-dominated left and the liberal center.
  Ciro drew a respectable 11% of the vote in the presidential election of 1998—exactly the same percentage that the PSDB’s Mário Covas had received in 1989 when he ran on a similar social democratic line.


Institutional factors.  The PSDB’s transformation can also be linked to certain features of the institutional environment in Brazil.  Brazil’s permissive electoral system—especially the oft-cited tendency toward party switching, in which parties migrate from party to party in search of improved electoral prospects or access to power—is a system that is conducive to rapid party transformations.  In the 1986 elections for example, the PMDB—riding high on the success of the Cruzado Plan—became a “swollen” party due to the influx of opportunistic conservatives seeking to benefit from the party’s improving electoral fortunes.  The PMDB acquired a large conservative wing for the first time, thus alienating the “authentic” wing of the party and encouraging the subsequent exit of the tucanos in 1988.  A similar phenomenon occurred with the PSDB in the 1990s:  the party’s accession to power in 1994, coupled with the extraordinary popularity of the Plano Real, caused history to repeat itself.  Like the PMDB in 1986, the post-1994 PSDB was the object of adesismo (opportunistic bandwaggoning by politicians)—not only because it captured the presidency and doubled its parliamentary representation, but also because it captured six governorships, thus provoking similar partisan realignments at the subnational level. (The PSDB won the statehouses of the three most populous states, São Paulo, Rio de Janeiro, and Minas Gerais.)  Many of these new tucanos were drawn from the North, Northeast, and Center-West regions, where politics tends to be more clientelistic and conservative:  some had previously served the PFL and PDS parties and had supported the pre-1985 military regime.  Echoing the pattern of the 1980s PMDB, the influx of these new recruits caused the aggregate ideological profile of the PSDB to shift markedly rightward, thus blurring the distinctions between the PSDB and the parties of the center-right.  Again repeating the PMDB’s experience, as discussed above, the process forced a leftward out-migration of some progressive sectors in the party.


To a certain extent, these phenomena are likely to repeat themselves with virtually any governing party in Brazil.  In the executive-centered political system that is Brazil, politicians want to find a way to support the government.  It is true that the PSDB could have adopted internal institutions (like litmus tests for membership, or internal party discipline) that could have mitigated the adesismo desenfreado (uncontrolled bandwaggoning) and resulting partisan edema, but it is also true that such self-restraining measures are not rational in the Brazilian polity.  In a context of open-list PR, parties want to maximize their votegetting machines;  in a context of extreme party fragmentation, they want to increase the size of their parliamentary caucus at all costs (the largest party in Brazil usually holds about 20% of the seats in Congress);  and in a competitive multiparty system, they know that other parties will do the same, so why unilaterally disarm?  Parties in a coalition government, like the PSDB, sometimes feel even more pressure to adopt an “open-admissions” policy:  in a situation of minority presidentialism, they need to maximize votes for the president’s legislative agenda, and in a situation of a crowded multiparty cabinet, they need to maximize seats in order to obtain the best possible results when the ministries are doled out to the various parties in the coalition.  Given these imposing cross-pressures, it makes little sense for governing parties in Brazil to restrict adesismo in the name of ideology or homogeneity.  Like cells, Brazilian governing parties tend to grow and then divide.  In their growth phases, both the PMDB and the PSDB moved rightward.


Another institutional feature worth mentioning here is presidentialism—not presidentialism per se, but the heavily insulated, monopolizing, and decretista form it takes in Brazil.  The ability of the president to decree provisional measures with the force of law, and to reissue them at will, reinforces the tendency toward technocracy described earlier.  In both the Collor and Cardoso governments, for example, institutional features of the presidency encouraged the chief executives to initiate neoliberal reform via imposition rather than via negotiation.  Decree authority insulates the economic team considerably, and in the case of the PSDB this facilitated the adoption of a neoliberal line even when much of the party rank and file was not enthusiastic about such a transformation.  Decree authority also changes the nature of the legislative game, given that PSDB leaders are often in the business of persuading legislators not to revoke policies that have already been put in force by decree, rather than persuading legislators to adopt policies that are under consideration as ordinary legislation.  Once again, this institutional configuration tends to put tucano politicians at the mercy of tucano technocrats backed by the presidency;  not only does this pattern reinforce the gulf between politicians and economists, but it also increases the distance between the parliamentary party and the dominant presidency.  Conjunctural, coalitional, and institutional factors have caused the PSDB rank and file to fall in line behind the economic project of anti-statist technocrats insulated by presidential power, thus fundamentally altering the party’s image and identity since 1994.


Ideational factors.  Political parties both shape ideology and are shaped by it.  In the case of the PSDB, the party has been more attuned than most Brazilian parties to international debates and models, perhaps exaggeratedly so.  The founders of the PSDB aligned themselves with the major democratic socialist parties of Western Europe, but particularly those of Spain and Portugal, two Latin countries that had recently undergone transitions to democracy.  For some PSDB luminaries, the experience of exile and/or of receiving foreign support during the PMDB’s democratic struggle in the 1970s had contributed to the establishment of strong personal linkages to leaders in the European parties, many of whom came to power in the early 1980s.  Cardoso, for example, who had been teaching in France during the events of May 1968, knew many PS activists whose generation later came to power in 1981.
  Many tucanos knew and respected Mário Soares, prime minister and later president of Portugal, who was generous with advice and support.
  A similar role was played by Felipe González, rebuilder of the Spanish PSOE who, at age 40, led his party to power in 1982 and governed until 1996.  More than any other Brazilian party, the PSDB was plugged into international networks, and its leaders were familiar in Socialist International circles.


These international linkages seem to have affected the PSDB in two major ways.  First, they appear to have impressed on the tucanos that parliamentarism was superior to presidentialism;  after all, parliamentary negotiation and prime ministerial office had been used in dynamic and creative ways in the successful Spanish and Portuguese transitions to democracy.  More importantly, they exposed the tucanos to the reformist, somewhat post-industrial form of social democracy that was emerging in Western Europe in the 1980s, especially in France and Spain.  The Marxist variant of social democracy, already greatly reduced in importance, was now in a terminal crisis.  Both the French and Spanish parties moved toward a more promarket and liberal orientation in their second governments, in France after 1983 (and particularly so under Prime Minister Michel Rocard) and in Spain beginning in the late 1980s.  In both countries, the parties distanced themselves considerably from their sometime Communist allies, expanded their electoral backing in the middle class, and won greater support from business.  They did so with some clear costs, notably by stimulating some conflicts with their traditional electoral base in the trade unions and by acquiring a somewhat technocratic image.  Nevertheless, the evolution of the Spanish and French Socialists demonstrated to the tucanos that reformist, promarket social democracy was economically pragmatic and electorally viable.  Thus, the PSDB began its life advocating a progressive capitalism à la Felipe González or François Mitterrand.


In the 1990s, these reformist trends in European social democracy were greatly accelerated by the advent of New Labour in the United Kingdom.  Tony Blair assumed the leadership of the Labour Party in 1994, the same year that the PSDB won the Brazilian presidential election.  Together with his intellectual mentor, Anthony Giddens, Blair began advocating a “Third Way” between traditional socialism and unfettered, Thatcherite capitalism.  The Third Way emerged precisely at a time of electoral renaissance for European social democracy:  between 1996 and 1998, conservative governments fell in Britain, France, Germany, and Italy.  After Blair’s accession to power in 1997, the Third Way approach was endorsed explicitly by other center-left governments in Europe, particularly the German SPD under Chancellor Gerhard Schroeder and the Italian Olive Tree Coalition under former prime minister (now European Commission president) Romano Prodi.


Just as it did during the political transitions of the 1970s, European social democracy influenced the PSDB during the economic transitions of the 1990s.  As a distinguished sociologist with ample experience in politics and economic management, Fernando Henrique Cardoso had independently reached many of the same conclusions about socialism as Giddens and Blair.  As the Third Way gained visibility and political influence in the late 1990s, Cardoso became identified with the movement.  He was the only leader from the Third World invited to a 1999 conference in Italy on “Progressive Governance,” in which Cardoso debated Third Way policy innovation with the likes of Tony Blair, Lionel Jospin, Gerhard Schroeder, and even Bill Clinton.

Not only do such international linkages greatly reinforce the ideological changes under way within the PSDB, they also provide a sort of shield of legitimacy to some of Cardoso’s policy experimentation.  This shield works both internally, legitimizing the reformist elements within the PSDB vis-à-vis the more traditional sectors, and externally, granting the party an international prestige that few other Brazilian parties have achieved.  Even many domestic opponents of Cardoso’s economic policies praise him for his ability to improve Brazil’s image abroad.  However, some in the rank-and-file of the PSDB recognize that the new Janus-faced image of the party—an increasingly technocratic image for the party inside Brazil coupled with greater visibility abroad—is problematic, given that foreigners do not vote in Brazilian elections.  Nonetheless, it is beyond doubt that from even before its formal creation in 1988 until the present day, the PSDB has been inordinately influenced by ideational factors emanating from abroad.

Considerations on the Case Study of the PSDB


The foregoing sections presented an exploratory effort to explain the PSDB’s remarkable ideological transformation since its creation in 1988.  I began by documenting the existence of this transformation, using evidence that I find both revealing and valid.  I then proceeded to make a first stab at identifying some of the factors that seem to have impacted the party in its short life:  systemic variables, coalitional change, institutional factors, and ideational and ideological innovation.


Before proceeding, it is worth noting here some of the approaches that I did not employ, and that represent promising avenues for further research.  One of these, for which we do not possess adequate data at present, is an examination of the PSDB’s social and electoral bases.  Born in the late twentieth century, the PSDB never had the traditional social democratic constituency based on trade unions.  In Brazil, these sectors generally “belong” to the PT, and the PSDB has made few inroads among organized labor.  Rather, the party initially appealed to the urban, cosmopolitan, educated middle class that endorsed aggressive social reformism but not radicalism.  Given that the profile of the party has changed in the 1990s, it is high time to undertake an analysis of the party’s social base to examine whether it has undergone the “catch-all” transformation typical of governing parties.  Another avenue I did not pursue, again for lack of data, is that of studying party activists and militants.  Impressionistic evidence suggests that many rank-and-file tucanos remain highly dissatisfied with the alliance with the PFL and are dismayed by the party’s rightward turn.  A survey of 503 out of the 708 delegates who attended the PSDB’s National Convention in May 1999 found that only 11% wanted to preserve the alliance with the PFL for the 2002 presidential elections:  some 82% believed that the party should launch its own candidate (IBEP 1999).  If the alliance is recreated for the third consecutive election, it is likely that there will be some significant rebellions within the rank and file of the party.


Only by expanding and diversifying our methodological approaches will we be able to gain a more complete view of the PSDB’s transformation.  I have identified a number of plausible factors here, but am not yet in a position to ascribe relative weights to them.  Nevertheless, preliminary analysis suggests that international factors— both economic, emanating from the global economy, and ideological, emanating from the demonstration effect of the European social democratic parties—are among the most important in explaining the PSDB’s relatively rapid evolution.  This brings us full circle back to the debate raised at the beginning of this paper, concerning Third Way politics.

Conclusions: The Third Way, Case Studies, and Theory


This paper began with an effort to sharpen the debate over the Third Way, with special reference to the Latin American context.  One of the main problems in this debate has been a tendency to overgeneralization and dismissiveness regarding so-called Third Way politics.  Theory is underdeveloped because of a lack of case studies and because of a lack of decision rules as to which parties and movements can properly be discussed in the context of the Third Way.  The PSDB was presented as a case study because, under President Fernando Henrique Cardoso, it is the Latin American party mostly closely associated with the transnationalized Third Way debate.  At this point it is worth revisiting our working definition of Third Way politics presented at the beginning of the paper and seeing how closely the PSDB corresponds to it.


In terms of the criteria specified earlier, there is no doubt that the PSDB is a democratic movement:  it was born of the struggle against authoritarian rule.  There is also no doubt that it has a strong center-left history and legacy, and that it was conceived as part of the international family of social democratic parties.  It is also clear that the PSDB has engaged in a substantial amount of policy innovation that separates its agenda from the that of the traditional left;  this becomes evident when one compares the PSDB to the parties to its left, particularly the PT.   However, the PSDB has only a weak correspondence to two of our other criteria for Third Way politics:  that the party’s policy innovations not be vulnerable to the charge of mere opportunism or electoral pragmatism, and these innovations always be accompanied by a clear values-based discourse that connects specific policies to specific values of left origin.  For a number of reasons—partly because of the constraints posed by the alliance with the PFL, partly because of its own technocratic drift, partly because of its swollen size and less homogeneous character, and perhaps also due to simple omission and lack of vision—the PSDB has failed miserably at framing its reform agenda against the backdrop of progressive values (Power 1998b).  When policies are adopted that have a distinct neoliberal hue, and these are not justified in terms of values deriving from the historical legacy of left politics, the party is left open to the charge that its metamorphosis is simple opportunism.  The inclusion of Fernando Henrique Cardoso as a key interlocutor in the Third Way debate is based more on his personal reputation than on his party’s actual praxis in Brazil, where the PSDB lacks a well articulated progressive discourse and strategy.


The incomplete fit of the PSDB with the Third Way profile raises some interesting questions about the “portability” of Third Way politics to the context of Latin America.  First, Latin America is a region of multiparty presidential regimes, where partisan alliances are quite common.  Politics often requires progressive parties to ally themselves with conservative, clientelistic parties that can deliver votes:  the alternative is to remain shut out of power forever.  However, interparty alliances require the dilution of ideology.  This is no news for European social democratic parties, who have been struggling with alliance policies for more than a century;  their early alliances with Liberals (Lib-Lab coalitions) occasioned some important sacrifices.  Nothing new or original can be said here about the pros and cons of alliances;  they must be judged on a case-by-case basis.  But it should be pointed out that alliances in Latin America may prove more unwieldy.  Because of the historical swings between democracy and authoritarianism in the region, and because of the spectacularly uneven patterns of development within countries, many of the potential alliance parties for social democrats have political histories and practices that are much less attractive than those of the Liberal, Christian Democratic, and Green parties of Europe.  The PFL is a case in point:  it restricts the PSDB’s possibilities for proclaiming a strong social democratic identify. Current Third Way theorizing does not deal well with the problem of alliances.


Second, institutional factors heavily condition the manner in which parties can maintain the ideological coherence that is necessary for a Third Way renewal.  In Brazil, more than perhaps any other country in the democratic world, partisan change is often driven by personnel change, due to the unusual electoral arrangements.  Party-switching, and the perceived need to tolerate it, dilutes the PSDB’s identity.  Another institutional arrangement that inhibits value-based reform is the powerful presidency, which reinforces historic trends toward technocratic rule.  The adaptation of the Third Way to Latin American contexts will be heavily conditioned by the macro-institutional environment.


Finally, although even a restricted definition of the Third Way can still include several Latin American parties and movements, it must be noted that the public policy challenges are quite different from those in Europe.  The notion of “crisis” is simply not the same in Europe as in Latin America.  The “crisis” of the welfare state in Europe was and is a slow-motion one, in which national catastrophes are a remote possibility, and in which there is ample lead time to reform and revise.  In contrast, the Latin American economic crises of the 1980s and 1990s were (and are) life-and-death dramas, in which the policy of total macroeconomic and social collapse was (and is) a real possibility.  The political environment is pervaded by imediatismo político, or the perceived need for problems to be solved yesterday.  Failure to solve them will bring electoral defeat and the appearance of yet another self-anointed savior, as in O’Donnell’s model of “delegative democracy” (O’Donnell 1994).  In this context we are much more likely to see drastic policy swings, shock treatments, and complete overnight revision of parties and identities—without a corresponding revision of ideological devices.  Technocratic urges overwhelm values-based politics.  It takes time for theory to catch up to praxis, as Giddens himself has pointed out (1998: 2).  In the case of the PSDB in Brazil, we may be witnessing this lag.

In this sense, Latin American social democratic parties like the PSDB can be included in the transnationalized debate on the Third Way, but their inclusion must be sensitive to historical factors and national contexts.  In the meantime, much can be gained, by both theorists and practitioners, from Giddens’ exhortation to reinsert left values into the current debates on Third Way policy reforms, and to do so without delay.
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� For an oral history that includes extensive interviews with many of the autênticos, see Nader (1998).


� The state of Rio Grande do Sul, home to Getúlio Vargas, João Goulart, and Leonel Brizola, has a long tradition of supporting economic nationalism.  Today, economic nationalism is dominant in the gaúcho PMDB (led by Simon), in Brizola’s PDT, and of course in the PT, which controls the state government and the mayoralty of Porto Alegre. Luiz Inácio Lula carried the state in the presidential elections of 1989, 1994, and 1998.  Not surprisingly, the PSDB is far weaker in Rio Grande than in any of Brazil’s 26 other states.


� Since 1980, the official Brazilian representation within the International has been held by Leonel Brizola’s PDT, a party whose personalism and internal authoritarianism are incompatible with the Western European traditions embodied in the International.  The PMDB has held observer status.  Many analysts felt that the PSDB had the best claim of the three to represent Brazilian social democracy, and the personal connections of leading tucanos with prominent European social democrats would seem to bolster that claim.  Nonetheless, the PSDB has had to content itself with the role of observer.


� Widely touted as a potential successor to Cardoso, Luis Eduardo died of a heart attack at the age of 43 in April 1998, leaving a major void in the Cardoso coalition.


� In Brazilian parlance, desestatização (literally, “de-statization”) refers to the process of removing economic institutions and functions from state control.


� Two other notable defections are those of PSDB founders Sigmaringa Seixas, a former federal deputy now in the PT, and Artur da Távola, a current Rio de Janeiro senator who has left the PSDB but has not yet joined another party.


� Cardoso’s own personal ideological trajectory is discussed in the laudatory biographies by Leoni (1997) and Goertzel (1999), and is explained by Cardoso himself in Toledo (1998).


� For a wide-ranging dialogue between these two Lusophone presidents and close friends, see Cardoso and Soares (1998).
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