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Covid-19 as a catalyst for hegemonic change? Exposing neoliberal

and neoconservative threats to the Brazilian liberal democracy

Abstract

The ongoing Covid-19 crisis has highlighted our collective inability to effectively manage pandemics,
with many states and politicians deliberately undermining state capacities and weakening our social
fabric. It is crucial, therefore, to comprehend the reasons behind our intentional impoverishment.
Drawing on Critical Theory, which is rooted in historical and materialistic analysis, | aim to demonstrate
that the Covid-19 pandemic is not an isolated crisis but rather a manifestation of broader ongoing crises.
To achieve this objective, we first seek to uncover the influence of neoliberalism on the current pandemic.
Subsequently, through a case study of Brazil, we intend to illuminate the impact of neoliberalism and
neoconservatism on the Covid-19 catastrophe, which has exacerbated the erosion of Brazil’s liberal
democracy. We argue that these two ideologies/policies have eroded the relationship between the
Brazilian state and its citizens. Therefore, this comprehensive investigation has the potential to contribute
to our understanding of the present-day neoliberal organic crisis and the threats it poses to democracies

worldwide.

Introduction

The Covid-19 pandemic has posed significant challenges for states, even those
considered the wealthiest such as the United States and the United Kingdom. These challenges
range from basic difficulties like acknowledging the existence of the threat to more complex
issues like providing comprehensive social care for all citizens. In this regard, both the West
and other nations have failed to effectively address the crisis (Alfredo Saad-Filho 2020: 1255).
This pandemic has brought to the surface underlying and violent issues rooted in neoliberalism
and neoconservatism. Consequently, the Covid-19 crisis can be seen as an expression of deeper
crises. Moreover, these forces have been gradually eroding the bonds between states and their
citizens, thereby posing a threat to liberal democracies worldwide. Critical Theory plays a
crucial role in addressing the aforementioned questions as it offers essential tools for
comprehending the multifaceted hegemonic forces at play on various levels (material and
intersubjective forces, both at the national and international realms). The Gramscian dialectical

analysis of the superstructure/structure and Robert Cox’s Neo-Gramscian concept of historical



structure support our aim to grasp the influence of the neoliberal hegemony (superstructure and
structure) globally and domestically. However, it is important to note that neoliberalism is not
confined to a specific agent or an insurmountable structure; rather, it encompasses a complex
of hegemonic ideas.

Neoliberalism has not fully accomplished its objectives, which include maximising the
profits of transnational capitalist classes and exerting control over the masses. Due to the
complexity of social processes, it is impossible to predict outcomes with absolute precision.
Nonetheless, our focus is on the structural elements of neoliberalism and their impact on the
construction of states globally, despite the fact that this hegemonic complex of ideas has had
varying effects on different nation-states. Agency plays a crucial role in understanding why
certain aspects of neoliberalism have been embraced by some societies while being firmly
rejected by others. However, it is crucial to expose neoliberalism in its “pure state” to shed
light on its notorious global achievements, despite encountering significant resistance. In a
future article, we aim to discuss resistance to this hegemonic complex in the context of the
Covid-19 pandemic.

We cannot isolate production processes from reality, as they are historically shaped and
socially influenced. In understanding these processes, it is asserted that “structure” and
“superstructure” mutually develop through a dialectical relationship involving economic and
sociocultural factors, forming a historical bloc. The superstructure reflects the social relations
of production, characterised by complex, contradictory, and discordant relations. The transition
from structure to superstructure occurs when a particular ideology becomes universal and
hegemonic. However, even when hegemony is achieved, dialectical relations persist, as pro
and counter-hegemonic forces continually shape the formation of structure and superstructure
in an ongoing process of social construction. It is important to emphasise that superstructures

possess a certain degree of autonomy in relation to structures, as at the ideological level,



individuals perceive and interpret the economic world (Gramsci 1982; Morton 2007).

Based on these understandings, the influence of capitalism has established a reciprocal
relationship between structure (economic relations) and superstructure (the ethical-political
sphere), which enables us to consider state/society complexes as the constituent entities of
world order and explore their historical manifestations (Cox 1981: 134). The interaction
between the international and various national spheres leads to uneven developments in
territories affected by neoliberal forces (Morton 2007). This study aims to elucidate why the
neoliberal historic block differs from previous capitalist hegemonies, as this specificity is
crucial for understanding the current Covid-19 crisis. Robert Cox’s (1981) concept of historic
structure, encompassing three categories in a dialectical relationship, namely material
capacities, ideas and habits, and institutionalisation, proves indispensable for comprehending
the neoliberal historic block. However, since the neoliberal expansion has predominantly
targeted Brazil’s second and third categories (as observed in our case study), our focus lies on

these aspects while acknowledging the importance of the first category, particularly in the

context of the ideology’s global expansion. Thus, it is essential to define these terms..

Firstly, material capacities represent an actor’s productive and destructive potential
power in its dynamic form, encompassing organisational and technological capabilities, as well
as accumulated forms such as the conversion of natural resources into technology and the stock
of industrial equipment and weapons. Secondly, on a more intersubjective level, ideas and
habits are historically influenced, and their origins and future developments can be traced. They
serve to legitimise prevailing power relations at a given time, even though collective
perceptions may vary. Thirdly, the category of institutionalisation reinforces a particular order
by stabilising and perpetuating certain relationships through the formation of collective
perceptions that uphold the existing structure (Cox 1981).

Neoliberalism has resulted in the fragmentation and disarticulation of essential welfare



sources, treating public services as private goods to generate profits for investors in areas such
as health, education, water, and social security. This approach has hindered a unified response
to the Covid-19 crisis, as these services are governed by a neoliberal pseudo-universal project
that prioritises profit generation (Harvey 2005). This inquiry aims to shed light on this
neoliberal hegemony and its impact while acknowledging the need to explore
counterhegemonic possibilities in future research. Moreover, this hegemony has perpetuated a
crisis in the relationship between states and their citizens. Neoconservatism, capitalising on the
destruction of welfare caused by neoliberalism, has been advancing its power project and
eroding democracies from within. Thus, neoconservatism has filled the void left by neoliberal
policies in terms of social support. However, it is essential to recognise that these two
movements are interconnected, as neoconservatism upholds principles such as a minimal state,
fiscal conservatism, individual liberty, and a belief in the market as the most efficient solution
to societal issues (Erlenbusch-Anderson 2018: 137-42).

From this perspective, we argue that neoliberalism and neoconservatism have
exacerbated the consequences of the ongoing pandemic. Despite the fact that these
undemocratic policies have intensified the precarity of human lives, they continue to wield
significant influence worldwide. While Covid-19 has shaken their credibility, these policies
persist and constantly threaten people and their way of life. We propose that this apparent
paradox can be attributed to the hegemonic control of neoliberalism over the state-citizen
relationship. Therefore, this investigation plays a crucial role in raising awareness of these
complexities and highlighting the potential for an impending neoliberal organic crisis. Finally,
newspaper articles are also essential information bases beyond scientific sources, owing to the

recent events dealt with in this study.
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Building upon the above analysis, this study is grounded in two key assumptions. Firstly,
it posits that neoliberalism has exacerbated tensions in the relationship between states and
citizens, while neoconservatism has taken advantage of this dynamic to further its own
objectives. As a result, our hypothesis suggests that the convergence of these two ideologies
has intensified the impact of the ongoing pandemic. Secondly, neoliberalism has undermined
social solidarity, thereby creating a fertile ground for neoconservatism to establish connections
based on its own terms. This has been particularly evident in countries like Brazil, where the
effects of this phenomenon are manifested through health crises, such as the Covid-19
pandemic, as well as socioeconomic disparities characterised by wealth concentration and

widespread poverty and political turbulence marked by constant threats to liberal democracy.

The prominence of neoliberalism ideas and habits
worldwide: Eroding welfare states and social cohesion

Our objective is to investigate the influence of neoliberal material capacities, ideas and



habits, and institutionalisation on the ongoing response to the pandemic, with a specific focus
on the second and third aspects. This section will serve as an introduction to the analysis of the
Brazilian case study, which aims to examine the impacts of neoliberalism on the relationships

between the Brazilian state and its citizens.

The neoliberal ideology and expansion

We argue that neoliberalism has become ingrained in societies, and the immense
influence of its ideas, habits, and institutionalisation has significantly eroded social cohesion

on a global scale. As a result, the Covid-19 pandemic has amplified an existing state of

“perpetual” crisis.

Figure 2 — The neoliberal hegemonic growth
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Neoliberalism is not a recent concept but rather an extreme adaptation of capitalist world
hegemony, primarily focusing on the ideas and practices of privatism and individualism.
Fallacious assumptions rooted in the market mindset have permeated various areas, equating
the human economy with its market form. This ideology has infiltrated various social

institutions, normalising the market as the primary authority guiding states and governments.



Within this framework, two new interpretations of rationality have gained prominence. Firstly,
a utilitarian scale of values has risen to prominence, placing it at the forefront of human
concerns while sidelining ethical considerations. Secondly, the relentless pursuit of capital
accumulation has become the primary means of achieving well-being and success. This
perspective, as described by Karl Polanyi (2012), reflects a transformation in societal thinking
and values.

This ideology rejects and downplays the significance of individual identities and the
diverse histories of societies while also seeking to separate the realms of economy and politics.
This separation is seen as a necessary measure to prevent popular governments from exerting
influence over the global economy, as outlined by Karl Polanyi (Karl Polanyi 2000: 212-13,
61-75). Over time, the flawed equivalence between economic and market phenomena has
directly impacted the everyday philosophy of our societies. Neoliberalism, as an extension of
this perspective, posits that the best way to enhance human well-being is by promoting the
liberation of individual entrepreneurial freedoms and skills within an institutional framework
characterised by strong protection of private property rights, free markets, and free trade, as
articulated by Harvey (2005: 2-3). Consequently, neoliberalism emphasises private
investments and property as key drivers of wealth creation and innovation. By reducing
bureaucratic obstacles in the public sector, private enterprises are believed to operate more
efficiently, leading to affordable and high-quality products. Neoliberalism advocates for the
institutionalisation of market-oriented policies, with laws promoting free trade and the
functioning of market institutions. It is argued that this approach will foster continuous
increases in productivity, ultimately raising living standards for all individuals.

Although neoliberalism calls for a reduction in the state’s role, it paradoxically requires
the state to support the objectives of the bourgeoisie. Rather than weakening the state,

neoliberalism has led to the invasion and appropriation of state institutional structures by



private interests. From this perspective, states are tasked with creating and maintaining
institutional frameworks that align with market practices and protect private property rights
and individual entrepreneurial freedoms. Additionally, states are expected to establish military
structures to safeguard these property rights and ensure the functioning of markets, even
through the use of force if necessary (Silva 2012: 13-21). The intensification of these neoliberal
features has contributed to increasing inequalities and diminishing rights and liberties for
people on a global scale. Through regulations and privatisation, states are also compelled to
create new markets, such as water, education, health, social security, and environmental
pollution. The expansion of commodification is seen as crucial for the growth of this
hegemonic force (Harvey 2005: 2-4, 66-9). The transnational bourgeoisie must exert control
over the superstructure to achieve these structural objectives. The exclusion of the masses
becomes inherent in this new dialectical relationship between the superstructure and structure.

The neoliberal perspective argues for the diminishing influence of politics on vital
economic institutions. It seeks to reduce the impact of political tendencies, including trade
unions, environmentalists, and indigenous peoples, as their democratic pressures are seen as
potentially detrimental to the expert-driven governance of neoliberalism. Power is concealed
and organised through the placement of these “specialists” in influential positions, such as the
media, prestigious universities, financial institution boards, and critical domestic and
international institutions like central banks and the International Monetary Fund (IMF) (Harvey
2005: 39-40, 55, 66-7). Neoliberalism perceives formal liberal democracies as threats to its
hegemonic aspirations (Ballestrin 2018: 152; Rugitsky 2020: 594-600; Alfredo Saad-Filho
2011: 252-5). Building on these neoliberal ideas and habits, the institutionalisation of the
ideology aims to prevent welfare state planning and promote the dominant role of the private
sector in shaping society’s direction while disarticulating state welfare. Deindustrialisation,

privatisations, deregulations, and labour code reforms are considered crucial in this process



(Silva 2012: 1-2).

Indeed, neoliberal ideas and habits have permeated and undermined the diffusion
mechanisms of ideologies and the stability of entire nations, aiming to erode social solidarity.
According to Morton (2007: 90), the state’s power is not openly acknowledged but concealed
through civil society hegemony. Neoliberalism’s policies and ideology, through both coercive
and ideological means, originated in the United States and have spread globally, seeking to
concentrate capital in the hands of the transnational bourgeoisie at the expense of billions of
people, particularly in the Global South (Arrighi and Silver 2003: 341-45). Neoliberalism has
gradually normalised its presence by expanding its worldview and exerting control over state
assessments and economic policies. Notably, American neoconservative ideology has played
a significant role in reinforcing the inherent connections between neoliberalism and
neoconservatism.

The conservative imagination has significantly influenced US foreign policies, especially
since the introduction of the National Security Strategy (NSS) under Ronald Reagan in January
1987. This ideology gained further strength through the expansion of Fukuyama’s arguments
about the end of history. The foundations of this ideology rest on several key principles: a
teleological perspective on historical development, a dualistic understanding of the struggle
between Western liberal democracy and totalitarianism, a firm conviction that America is on
the right side of history, the belief that America’s liberal democracy is the only viable political
model, and a robust economic conception of freedom, peace, and prosperity (Erlenbusch-
Anderson 2018: 139-41). Institutionalising these ideas and practices within international
organisations was crucial for facilitating their global expansion and influence.

The transnational bourgeoisie implemented a reform guideline for states known as the
structural adjustment strategy. This strategy involved implementing monetary contraction,

increasing interest rates, reducing taxes for the wealthiest individuals, dismantling trade unions,



and granting significant freedom to capitalist companies. Neoliberalism heavily relied on
various international institutions, particularly the World Bank (WB) and the IMF, to achieve
universal acceptance of this specific ideology (Butler 2011: 95). Through a dialectical process
of suppressing counter-movements and expanding its market-led logic, neoliberalism
restructured key states in the Global North and disseminated its values and policies globally
(for comprehending this process, see Arrighi and Silver 2003: 345; Harvey 2005: 19, 23-24,
29-30; Silva 2012: 1-2). Neoliberalism followed a similar trajectory as other hegemonic
ideologies by establishing a spontaneous consensus. Firstly, it infiltrated and subverted
ideological diffusion mechanisms, transforming specific interests into universal values within
civil society. Secondly, it conquered state power by exerting influence over trade unions,

political parties, and education.

Figure 3 — Reforming hegemony: the rise of neoliberalism
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Figure 4 — Naturalising the neoliberal hegemonic violence
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Therefore, the neoliberal hegemony relied on the material capacities of the US and its
Western allies, particularly the UK, to promote the interests of the transnational bourgeoisie.
Dialectically, neoliberal ideas and habits related to privatisation, individualism, and exclusion,
along with their institutionalisation within various international organisations, permeated civil
societies and state powers worldwide. Consequently, they have exerted influence on politics,

economics, and society, thereby undermining the organisation and policies of states. The



neoliberal project of the transnational bourgeoisie has not diminished the significance of the
state but has fostered alternative configurations of social forces and states (Morton 2007: 32-
33). The case study of Brazil in section 2 will allow for a closer analysis of these specificities.

The Covid-19 pandemic and social discontent should have compelled governments to
increase their expenditures to support recovery, considering that neoliberalism is one of the
main causes of the current mismanagement of the pandemic by the state. However, despite the
need to expand welfare policies in some countries, others have further implemented neoliberal

policies, exacerbating an already catastrophic situation.

Neoliberalism special “ideas and habits”

Something distinct about neoliberalism is that, unlike other capitalist accumulation
regimes, it appears to perpetuate vicious cycles of social impoverishment, which in turn
reinforce its hegemony. Neoliberalism not only creates crises (with neoliberalism as the cause)
but also uses these crises as opportunities to solidify its antisocial policies further (with
neoliberalism as a result). As a result, we seek to understand why the organic crisis of
neoliberalism never materialises. This conundrum can be explained by the particular power

techniques employed by neoliberalism.

Figure 6 — The neoliberal ideas and habits strength
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While the 2008 crisis proved insufficient, the Covid-19 pandemic (but not exclusively)
appears to have caused tensions within the neoliberal hegemony, particularly in the Global
North. In order to shed light on this paradox, we delve into two distinct domains of the potential
organic crisis of neoliberalism: the economy and the realm of politics and governance. We are
witnessing an expansion and diffusion of the market and its model beyond its original
boundaries. Economic processes influenced by market values have infiltrated the internal
rationale of human behaviour, leading to the market’s proliferation across society as a whole
(Andrade 2019). Additionally, neoliberalism possesses a distinctive hegemonic expansion that
challenges resistance efforts. This analysis is crucial for comprehending the persistence of

destructive neoliberal ideas and policies, even amidst a global pandemic.

Economy and politics

“Crises are historically specific and rooted in particular periods of capitalist
development, characterised by distinct classes and institutions. From this perspective,
neoliberalism and the crises it triggers appear to differ from previous systemic crises, such as
the profit squeeze in the 1970s stagflation or the overproduction and underconsumption during

the Great Depression in the 1930s (Panitch and Gindin 2011: 4). Contrary to various



predictions, the 2008 systemic crisis did not lead to the abandonment of neoliberalism. Instead,
this ideology expanded its influence in both the Global North and South (See Harvey 2005: 32-
33; Rugitsky 2020: 594-95). This noteworthy feature demands our attention, especially in light
of the Covid-19 pandemic, which reinforced the stagnation following the global financial crisis
of 2007 (Alfredo Saad-Filho 2020: 1215). However, drawing on Gramsci’s ideas, we recognise
that economic crises influence but do not solely determine hegemony. Therefore, it is crucial
to delve deeper and uncover the distinctiveness of neoliberalism.

Ideas and habits can neutralise economic factors, especially when institutionalised within
civil society and state institutions, meaning that an organic crisis only occurs when a crisis
affecting both the structure and superstructure (the entire historical block) coincides in time.
Neoliberalism has established a robust regulatory model to sustain its accumulation regime,
which has had profound implications for the state’s role. The state has transformed into “a
political organisation in which, despite the functioning of democratic institutions, the locus of
political action has shifted elsewhere, particularly to a small elite that wields simultaneous
political and economic power” (Crouch 2013: 235). Furthermore, pressures from the financial
market, particularly from lenders, rating agencies, and international organisations such as the
IMF and the European Central Bank, impede popular participation in political decision-making
(Andrade 2019: 116-17, 21-25).

Although neoliberalism criticises the state, its primary objective is to institutionalise its
ideas and practices within the state’s apparatus and bureaucracy. As previously highlighted, in
order to control the state and prevent democratic influence on vital economic affairs, private
law becomes a constitutional matter under neoliberalism. Consequently, it elevates the
imperative of generating primary surpluses as the ultimate goal of the state, deviating from the
liberal bourgeois tradition that emphasises the constitutional transformation of human rights

(Andrade 2019: 128; Dardot and Laval 2016: 53; Rugitsky 2020). These characteristics have



significant repercussions at the ideological level. Left-wing governments succumb to
neoliberal political rationality, resembling right-wing administrations. The alternation of power
between political parties does not bring about substantial policy changes, particularly in
relation to state economies.

Therefore, politicians no longer truly represent the people’s will, distancing themselves
from electoral discourses and government practices (Andrade 2019: 129-30; Alfredo Saad-
Filho 2011: 252). Consequently, the technocratic aristocracy and its presumed neutrality and
expertise have replaced popular sovereignty with market sovereignty. It is essential to clarify
that we are not advocating for a return to bourgeois liberalism as a replacement for
neoliberalism. Both ideologies are detrimental, but the latter exhibits more destructive policies
than the former. Nevertheless, the crises of economic and political representation have not
resulted in the downfall of neoliberalism but rather its reinforcement (see Andrade 2019: 110;

OECD in Dardot and Laval 2016: 169-70).

A unique governance

Neoliberalism is a unique phenomenon. Its incoherent accumulation regime provokes
successive economic crises, and its efficient regulatory process ‘can use economic crises in its
favour, preventing the transition to a new normative-institutional arrangement and,
consequently, to a new phase of capitalism’ (Andrade 2019: 121, our translation)!. For
example, neoliberalism and its technological, economic, legal, and political shifts have
drastically narrowed the scope for resistance against neoliberal capitalism (see Panitch and
Gindin 2011: 7; Alfredo Saad-Filho 2011: 244). Since the self-regulated market is impossible
to achieve, neoliberalism can always blame the state and offer itself as a remedy for the ills it

unleashes (Andrade 2019: 122).

1 (...) capaz de instrumentalizar as crises econdmicas em seu favor, impedindo a transi¢do para um novo arranjo
normativo-institucional e, consequentemente, para uma nova fase do capitalismo.



So, neoliberalism has profited from representative crises as they concern more with
liberal democracy representativeness than neoliberalism itself (Andrade 2019: 126). Indeed,
the goal of neoliberals has never been to represent societies, as they view liberal democracy as
the stratagem of losers’ groups to avoid the rigour of competition and seek privileges (Dardot
and Laval 2016: 47-49). Neoliberals consider democracy only as a means to come to power
and circumvent the laws of the market, avoiding the “tyranny” of state interventionism.
Representativeness crises thus become opportunities for neoliberal governance policies. In this
light, institutional managers within the state and international organisations are tasked with
fixing politicians’ populist and irresponsible economic policies. Neoliberalism thrives on the
problems it generates (Andrade 2019: 131).

Neoliberal ideas and habits have eroded strategic and organisational resources and
undermined the possibilities of collective actions. Notably, collectives have disintegrated into
competitive subjectivities; institutions of macroeconomic regulation have been systematically
dismantled; the production of critical knowledge has become lost in innocuous academic
productivism; and waves of protest seem to dissipate without leaving institutional legacies.
Furthermore, alternative languages and practices are rapidly co-opted by corporations and
transformed into new markets. Consequently, grassroots social movements struggle to
integrate their organisational logic into the state. Neoliberalism, therefore, hinders political
solutions that could facilitate a transition to a new accumulation regime (Andrade 2019: 132).
Hence, the current catastrophic state response to the pandemic is not a result of planning failure
but a reflection of political choices. We have witnessed various health challenges since the
post-WW?2 era, such as the influenza outbreaks of the 1950s and 1960s, the Nipah virus in
2018, the Ebola outbreak in 2014, the severe acute respiratory syndrome (SARS) in 2003, and
the Middle East Respiratory Syndrome (MERS) in 2012. Military and civilian strategists were

aware that a pandemic could occur (see Alfredo Saad-Filho 2020: 1214-16). However, the



transnational bourgeoisie has weakened state planning efforts, impeding effective collective
action in times of emergency.

The systematic dismantling of state capabilities is a deliberate and antisocial project
aimed at reconcentrating power in the hands of the transnational bourgeoisie. Even more
significantly, the reinforcement of “privatist” and individualist ideas and habits has obstructed
political alternatives, disrupted state welfare, and eroded social solidarity. Consequently,
growing inequalities and weakened state-citizen relationships have driven people to seek
stronger connections based on different values, such as family and religion. In the Global
North, the Covid-19 pandemic, along with neoliberalism and another significant factor,
neoconservatism, has triggered responses that challenge market competition dynamics.
However, the relatively milder policies observed in the Global North do not necessarily imply
their replication in the Global South. In Latin America, for instance, both transnational and
national bourgeoisie actively hinder the implementation of more humane policies in the region,
as such policies may reduce their surplus extraction. In the second section, we directly address
the situation in the Global South, with a specific focus on Brazil. Through a case study, this
investigation sheds light on the Covid-19 crisis as just one among many other crises,
particularly the ongoing neoliberal crisis (“perpetual crisis”). Furthermore, we examine the
influences of the Covid-19 pandemic and neoliberalism on the state-citizen relationship in
Brazil, explicitly exploring their repercussions on Brazilian democracy under the government

of President Bolsonaro.

The neoliberal and neoconservative push for the Covid-
19 tragedy: Brazil's liberal democracy in peril
Latin America’s democracies have unique and essential characteristics worthy of
highlighting before delving into the impact of the Covid-19 pandemic during President

Bolsonaro’s tenure in Brazil. It is essential to highlight these specificities to illuminate the



authoritarian foundation of Brazilian society, which partially accounts for the rise of
neoconservatism in the country. Furthermore, | will discuss the strengthening of neoliberalism
in Brazil since the controversial impeachment of Dilma Rousseff, as it forms the second
premise for the expansion of neoconservatism. These complex factors have contributed to the
current catastrophic situation brought about by the Covid-19 pandemic in Brazil. | contend that
neoliberal ideas, habits, and institutionalisation have deeply permeated Brazilian society to the
extent that even a public health emergency like a pandemic is insufficient to challenge

neoliberal hegemony significantly.

Sowing a fertile soil for neoconservatism: the neoliberal sabotage
against an already harmed democracy

Democracy in Brazil has been an exceptional occurrence throughout its history. Prior to
1930, during the era of colonialism and slavery, Brazil had a relatively harmonious coexistence
of liberalism and authoritarianism within a “semi-democratic” competitive oligarchic regime.
Following Getulio Vargas’ nationalist regime from 1930 to 1945, democracy significantly
stabilised Brazil during the Liberal Republic period from 1945 to 1964. However, the
subsequent civil-military regime, supported by the United States and the Brazilian ruling
classes, hindered democratic progress until its dissolution in 1985. It is worth noting that since
1926, only five elected presidents have completed their terms in office. Therefore, the
Eurocentric concept of “post-democracy” is insufficient to explain the impact of neoliberalism
on democracy in Latin America, including Brazil (see Ballestrin 2018: 157-58).

Unlike the Global North, Latin America has witnessed a coexistence and mutual
reinforcement of neoliberalism and authoritarianism. The region’s states have been shaped by
distinct capitalist, liberal, and democratic global developments compared to their northern
counterparts. While neoliberalism exerts a significant negative influence on the relationship

between the Brazilian state and its citizens, other specific factors have also influenced the



uneven development of democracy in Brazil. In the 1990s, Brazil experienced a neoliberal
expansion characterised by privatising public enterprises and services, dismantling state
monopolies, deregulating economic activities, and emerging new markets (see Biondi 1999).
These neoliberal policies have undermined the principles outlined in the 1988 Brazilian
Constitution, which emphasised the state’s central role in promoting socioeconomic well-
being?. In response to these policies, the early 21st century witnessed a leftward political shift
in South America, commonly known as the Pink Tide. While this shift did not fundamentally
challenge neoliberal ideas, habits, and institutionalisation, it did mitigate their effects and bring
about significant changes within the region.

Some policies were indispensable for achieving these results in Brazil: the Bolsa Familia
program - a conditional cash transfer program; the increase in the minimum wage; the
diversification of consumption patterns; the domestic expansion of basic services; and the
absorption by the proletariat of a part of the “underproletariat™, chiefly in the construction and
popular commerce sectors. The 2016 impeachment of the centre-left-wing president Dilma
Rousseff represented an undemocratic resistance by the Global North (Sanches 2021) and Latin
America’s ruling classes to resist pressures on the ongoing sharing of economic and political
power with subaltern classes (Rugitsky 2020: 594-95). Yet, we cannot lose sight of the political
and economic issues at the domestic level during this period in Brazil, which have also affected
this process (see Lourenco and Esposito 2016).

Inequalities and the attempts to redistribute income are perhaps the most significant
historical conundrums in the region. The foundation of Dilma Rousseff’s impeachment can be
traced to two crucial movements related to this seek of wealth redistribution: the penetration

and strengthening of financial capitalism and the amplification of Brazilian democratic life.

2 Until the 2nd of September 2021, the Brazilian Constitution has been amended 109 times, and a large part of

them were implemented for fostering neoliberalism in Brazil.



Concerning the first, for instance, Brazilian presidents had been appointing “experts” to the
presidency of the Central Bank of Brazil since 1999: Arminio Fraga (1999-2003) during
Fernando Henrique Cardoso’s centre-right-wing government; Henrique Meirelles (2003-2010)
during Lula’s centre-left-wing government. In contrast, Dilma Rousseff appointed Alexandre
Tombini (2011-2016) to the office, who was considered a more nationalist and sovereign
option.

Illustrating the second context, two days after Dilma’s re-election to her second term in
office, the Brazilian Congress approved a bill that nullified the effects of a decree linking
government decisions of social interest to the opinions of councils and other forms of popular
participation (see Falcdo 2014). In order to overcome democratic resistance to financial capital,
parliamentary coups spread across the region: Manuel Zelaya in Honduras in 2009, Fernando
Lugo in Paraguay in 2011, and Dilma Rousseff in 2016. What followed Rousseff’s removal
from power was a profound expansion of neoliberal ideas and practices through their
institutionalisation within the state. As already pointed out in the first section, neoliberalism
benefits from political representativeness crises. Aligning with the unpopular former vice-
president Michel Temer, who assumed the presidency after Rousseff’s ouster, he stated, “I’m
taking advantage of this supposed low popularity to implement unpopular measures we
wouldn’t otherwise take” (in Castro 2017, our translation). Additionally, the former president
of the Brazilian Chamber of Deputies, Rodrigo Maia, who once stated, “We cannot accept the
Chamber of Deputies to become a notary for society’s opinions,” explained Congress’s
priorities: “The agenda of the Chamber, in line with that of President Michel Temer, focuses
on the market, the private sector” (apud Agostine and Mendonca 2017, our translation)?.

The most paradigmatic neoliberal policy during Temer’s government, however, was the

3 Estou aproveitando essa suposta baixa popularidade para tomar medidas impopulares, que, caso contrario, ndo
tomariamos.
4 A agenda da Camara, em sintonia com a do presidente Michel Temer, tem como foco o mercado, o setor privado.



introduction of a constitutional amendment (number 95) that established a spending ceiling in
Brazil for twenty years, something unprecedented in modern capitalist history. The Rapporteur
of the Human Rights Council of the United Nations (UN), Philip Alston (2016), claimed that
this amendment was radical and lacked compassion for the poor, in addition to tying the hands
of future rulers. Thus, denounced in office for corruption and disapproved by 95% of
Brazilians, he used his unpopularity to push for reforms with profound social impact. The 2018
election was even seen as a threat to neoliberal reforms.

From the impeachment in 2016 until 2018, a period characterised by the significant
advancement of neoliberalism but predating the Covid-19 pandemic and Bolsonaro’s
government, the Gini index saw significant leaps, leading Brazil to record the highest level of
inequality in the series, 0.545, surpassing pre-2012 levels (Bbas 2021). Regarding wealth
distribution, Brazil has regressed for a decade. This setback occurred with greater force
precisely at a time of economic recovery due to the upper classes’ ability to appropriate growth
in an austerity scenario (Barbosa et al. 2020). Poverty rates declined steadily between 2012 and
2014, then increased until 2017, and subsequently stabilised. However, the growth pattern
favouring the rich observed since 2015 widened social disparities and imposed further
hardships on already vulnerable groups. Finally, almost half of Brazil’s total wealth, or 49.6%,
ended up in the hands of the wealthiest 1% in 2020, even during the COVID-19 pandemic.
Twenty years ago, the top of the pyramid held 44.2% (Gavras 2021). Brazil is the second
country with the highest concentration of wealth in the hands of the top 1% of wealthiest
individuals, trailing only Russia (58%). For comparison, this percentage reaches 40% in India,

35% in the US, and 18 % in Japan (Elias 2021).



Figure 7 - The neoliberal’s disarticulation of solidarity
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Based on those mentioned neoliberal and democratic issues, the extreme right-wing
candidate Jair Bolsonaro aligned himself with the former and capitalised on people’s
discontentment with democracy by promoting his neoconservative ideology. As a result,
neoliberalism and neoconservatism undermined the Brazilian welfare state and contributed to
the rise of Bolsonaro as a viable candidate. In this context, it is crucial to consider the preceding

developments to understand the ongoing Covid-19 catastrophe in Brazil fully.

Bolsonaro’s government: the neoliberal, neoconservative, and Covid-19
pandemic catastrophe

Bolsonarism has attempted to fuse authoritarianism and neoliberalism once again in Latin
America. Adapting to a bourgeois liberal democratic setting, Bolsonaro has been seeking to

undermine the legitimacy of various liberal institutions in Brazil, particularly those that oppose



his undemocratic agenda. The intertwining of neoliberal and neoconservative principles has
dialectically exacerbated the Covid-19 crisis, further eroding the state’s and its citizens’

relationship. Consequently, these three crises significantly threaten Brazil’s liberal democracy.

Neoliberalism and neoconservatism under Bolsonaro

Neoconservatism shares common features worldwide, including an anti-systemic drive,
manipulation of democratic instruments, xenophobia, racism, endorsement of the state of
security exception, restrictions on freedom of speech, stigmatisation of adversaries, hate
speech, utilisation of social media to discredit conventional media, advocacy for a minimal
state while allocating significant budgets to the military and security forces, and dissemination
of anti-scientific discourses (Santos 2020). Bolsonaro closely adheres to this framework, with
some adaptations to the Brazilian context. He not only promotes fake news to target his critics
and provoke political crises with other state institutions but also strengthens the military’s

loyalty to maintain his grip on power beyond electoral support.



Figure 8 — Adding neoconservatism to a neoliberal chaos
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Bolsonaro’s government has pushed for a hyper-neoliberal agenda to maintain the loyalty
of the bourgeoisie. These neoliberal policies have weakened the bond between the state and its
citizens, except for those policies attributed to Bolsonaro himself. For example, even before
the Covid-19 pandemic hit Brazil, Bolsonaro attempted to privatise the country’s public and
universal healthcare system (see Idoeta 2020). Simultaneously, he altered and worsened certain
aspects of the Bolsa Familia program, erasing the mark of the Brazilian Labours Party (Partido
dos Trabalhadores, PT) (see Barros 2021). Driven by anti-systemic tendencies and fueled by
hate speech, the extreme right-wing has manipulated democratic instruments, expanded the

state of exception, and undermined scientific research and freedom of speech.



Neoconservatives embrace neoliberalism and contribute to its social divisions and
environmental destruction, as these ideologies are not inherently contradictory. Although there
are local variations, the Covid-19 pandemic has highlighted neoconservatism’s distinct
“contribution” to the chaos: its anti-scientific and denialist nature, which has led to increased
death rates worldwide.

In conclusion, this neoconservative government has actively worked to dismantle any
form of solidarity within the social fabric except those aligned with its interests. Additionally,
Brazil is facing an ongoing environmental disaster. For instance, the budget allocated to
“actions to prevent climate change” was reduced by 95% in 2019 (Pina 2019). Furthermore,
the government has attempted to allow mineral exploration in indigenous territories, a practice
that is constitutionally forbidden as of now (Borges 2019). Even more concerning, Brazil has
lost 15.7% of its water surface area since 1990, with the state of Mato Grosso do Sul being the
most affected, experiencing a loss of over half (57%) of its water resources (PPT 20223;
Sant'/Anna 2021). This destruction not only contributes to our global environmental crisis but

also has the potential to lead to new epidemics in the future.



Figure 9 — A crisis within crises: reinforcing the destruction of state-
citizens Isolidaritv
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During the Covid-19 pandemic, Brazil’s pre-existing neoliberal and neoconservative
backdrop has intensified, further fracturing and polarising the social fabric. Bolsonaro,
operating within this context, has adopted a strategy of ruling through chaos in order to gain
political leverage and advance his power project. His divisive and disruptive leadership has
exacerbated societal divisions and undermined social cohesion, making it increasingly difficult

to address the challenges posed by the pandemic in a unified and effective manner.

The Covid-19 chaos in Brazil

The pandemic has demonstrated social privileges. Informal and precarious workers, who
have become globally dominant during the last forty years of neoliberal hegemony, were
unable to adhere to the World Health Organisation (WHO) confinement recommendations to

prevent the spread of the Covid virus. Particularly in Brazil, precarious workers needed to be



outside to provide for their families, so they could not work from home. Another problematic
issue was internet access for the poor. When considering the inhabitants of favelas, these issues
become even more delicate. Santos (2020: 36-43) states that 25% of the world’s population
resides in informal neighbourhoods without basic infrastructure or sanitation, where people
often live in restricted spaces with large families. Furthermore, due to the relentless
exploitation of natural resources promoted by capitalism and its most antisocial form,
neoliberalism, humanity cannot halt global change but can only mitigate its egregious effects.

To exacerbate the situation, Bolsonaro’s government has advocated for the anti-scientific
“herd immunity strategy” during the pandemic, a form of social Darwinism aimed at reducing
spending on the elderly and vulnerable populations. The Brazilian president consistently
downplayed the severity of the pandemic, disregarded sanitary measures, promoted anti-
vaccination theories, and delivered fiery speeches targeting state governors, environmental
defenders, ethnic minorities, and the media (Alfredo Saad-Filho 2020: 1218-19). Delays in the
government’s vaccine procurement efforts were also common (See Exame 2021). Due to this
chaotic management, Brazil found itself in the worst plausible scenario: an unacceptable loss
of lives, a meagre economic recovery, and an even more intensive destruction of its
environmental resources. The most alarming aspect of this narrative is the possibility that it
may have been the intention of Bolsonaro’s government. The report titled “Rights in the
Pandemic - Mapping and Analysis of Legal Standards for Response to Covid-19 in Brazil”
makes a striking assertion: “Our research revealed the existence of an institutional strategy for
the spread of the virus, promoted by the Brazilian Government under the leadership of the
Presidency of the Republic” (Ferreira et al. 2021: 6, our translation)®.

These allegations align with the lawsuit against Bolsonaro at the International Criminal

5> No ambito federal, mais do que a auséncia de um enfoque de direitos, ja constatada, o que nossa pesquisa revelou
¢ a existéncia de uma estratégia institucional de propagacéo do virus, promovida pelo governo brasileiro sob a
lideranga da Presidéncia da Republica.



Court, accusing him of crimes against humanity and incitement to the genocide of indigenous
peoples (PPT 2022b). In December 2020, the International Criminal Court Office of the
Prosecutor confirmed that the complaint was formally under preliminary jurisdiction review.
This marks the first time a case of this nature against a Brazilian president has progressed
before this body without being dismissed (Oliveira 2021). By October 25th, 2021, the number
of Covid-19 deaths in Brazil had reached 605,804 (Brasil 2021) (PPT 2022b: 89-95), and it is
impossible to determine how many lives could have been saved. However, it is evident that a
significant number of deaths could have been prevented.

Firstly, Congress and the STF (the Brazilian Constitutional Tribunal) have strived to
maintain, albeit to a limited extent, the institutional dialogue and partnership of bourgeois
liberalism in addressing the pandemic (see Amorim and Tajra 2020). However, it is important
to acknowledge that the situation has not deteriorated further primarily due to the resistance
from the popular sector, particularly indigenous and black movements (see Benites 2021).
Second, despite being underfunded and plagued by chronic dysfunctions, Brazil’s public and
universal healthcare system has played a decisive role, as most Brazilians could afford Covid
testing or the weeks-long stay in Intensive Care Units and subsequent rehabilitation process.
Third, Bolsonaro’s challenges in securing a second term, including his declining popularity in
election polls and the emergence of Luiz Inacio Lula da Silva as a popular candidate (who
eventually won the 2022 presidential election), compelled him to depart from the pure
neoliberalism that characterised his first two years in office. He implemented emergency aid
through direct transfers to 67 million people in Brazil during the Covid pandemic (see Cullell
2021).

Therefore, the chaos caused by the Covid-19 pandemic directly resulted from the
deliberate dismantling of state solidarity with society under neoliberalism and the

neoconservative project’s aim to spread the disease. Covid-19 and Bolsonaro’s disregard for



human life have laid bare the egregious features of neoliberalism. Consequently, Bolsonarism
has further exacerbated the already dire consequences of the contemporary Brazilian scenario,
such as economic destruction and the impoverishment of the masses. The bourgeois liberal
institutions that Bolsonaro has threatened, such as the judiciary and Congress, are complicit in
the structural violence in which Brazil has been immersed, particularly since the neoliberal
hegemonic expansion of the 1980s and 1990s. Instead of allowing Bolsonarism to dominate
the national discourse with undemocratic tactics, it is crucial to engage in discussions about
Brazil’s bicentennial of formal independence and the implications of the white descendant
project (see Alberti and Pereira 2007; Almeida 2021; Ribeiro 2021).

The results have been catastrophic and have further perpetuated these issues. Brazil’s
once-historical demographic bonus is being lost (see Folha 2021a), while the wealthiest
individuals continue to amass their wealth (see Folha 2021b). A sophisticated and integrated
industrial capacity, along with quality jobs and income for the majority of the population,
would have enabled the containment of the crisis, with more people being able to stay at home
and health systems experiencing less strain (Alfredo Saad-Filho 2020: 1216). Consequently, a
faster economic recovery from the pandemic could have been achieved. However, the
neoliberal crisis and neoconservative ideologies have only exacerbated the already chaotic

situation.

Conclusion
On a global scale, the Covid-19 pandemic has exposed the crises of neoliberalism and
neoconservatism. Neoliberal hegemony, primarily driven by its material capabilities, has
spread its ideas and practices, eroding state planning, citizenship, and human rights, especially
during the pandemic. Previously, public universities and laboratories facilitated centralised
state responses to threats, but now we see segmented private healthcare systems driven by

profit motives. This antisocial ideology has compromised emergency responses to the global



Covid-19 crisis, as states have fewer resources while the number of needy people continues to
rise. Furthermore, the intrusion of humanity into nature has contributed to the emergence of
new diseases. Neoliberal institutionalisation within civil societies and state apparatus obstructs
political alternatives, undermines state welfare, and erodes social solidarity, thereby weakening
the relationship between states and citizens.

In the case of Brazil, the erosion of neoliberal social solidarity has paved the way for the
rise of neoconservatism, as it offers alternative foundations and ideas such as family and
religion. Moreover, neoconservatism supports exclusionary neoliberal policies, which have
garnered support from the transnational bourgeoisie and the Brazilian-dependent bourgeoisie,
resulting in the rise of extreme right-wing leaders who foster polarisation within the country.
These policies and ideologies have further strained the state’s and citizens’ relationship, posing
a threat to Brazilian liberal democracy. The Covid-19 pandemic has exacerbated this already
catastrophic scenario, as neoliberalism provides fewer resources and less solidarity when more
people are in need, while neoconservatism amplifies polarisation and denies scientific
evidence. Thus, the Covid-19 crisis has exposed the destructive impact of neoliberalism and
neoconservatism on the relationship between states and citizens. The election of Joe Biden in
the US and the turmoil caused by Trump’s authoritarianism have provided a significant
response to challenge the neoliberal hegemony.

The agreement among G7 states for a minimum 15% tax on transnational companies
appears to undermine the governance sphere, which is the last support holding back the organic
crisis of neoliberalism. By October 2021, this policy had received the support of 130 countries
worldwide, a development previously unimaginable before the pandemic. This agreement also
compels the largest multinationals to pay taxes where they operate rather than where they are
headquartered, discouraging tax havens for the first time (see Giles 2021). However, this

minimum tax could reinforce global inequalities. Initially, the OECD expected a basic tax rate



of 21%, but pressure from low-taxation states such as Ireland (12.5%) and Hungary (9%)
reduced the rate. Additionally, this new policy prevents countries from unilaterally taxing
multinationals. Lastly, due to the distributive criteria, 70% to 80% of this global tax will benefit
the Global North (where the headquarters of large companies are typically located), while only
20% to 30% will benefit the Global South. Oxfam has emphasised the need for justice and
ambition in the tax plan to ensure that the rest of the world does not bear the brunt of the burden
(Carranca 2021).

Indeed, it is crucial not to overlook the fact that in the distributive conflict between global
financial investors and nation-states, the latter has been gaining some momentum, mainly due
to the Covid-19 pandemic and the rise of neoconservatism, which have made us more aware
of the pervasive nature of neoliberal policies. However, in Brazil, there are attempts to
reproduce the neoliberal post-crisis approach. Seizing the opportunity presented by the
president’s high disapproval ratings and low popularity, the bourgeoisie has been striving to
amplify neoliberal policies in the country, similar to what occurred under the administration of
Michel Temer. Examples of this expansion include granting formal autonomy to the Brazilian
Central Bank (Machado 2020) and implementing the mini-labour reform in 2021, which further
undermines the security and well-being of workers (Resende and Brant 2021). Additionally,
while the concurrent crises of neoliberalism, neoconservatism, and the Covid-19 pandemic
threaten Bolsonaro’s re-election (Jimenez 2021), he openly undermines Brazilian liberal
democracy (Neves and Borges 2021). In the Global South, particularly in Latin America, the
regional bourgeoisie prefers accepting its peripheral position in the international system rather
than advocating for income or power redistribution.

It is essential for Latin America’s criticism to go beyond analysing power transitions
solely through the lens of political processes, which tend to be dominated by elites with limited

space for the participation of the popular classes. The process of democratisation in Brazil



during the late 1980s coincided with the expansion of neoliberal orthodoxy, which exacerbated
social inequalities. As a result, Brazil’s liberal democracy is not entirely seen as legitimate in
the eyes of the masses.. It is clear that living in a state of denial and hoping to find solutions
solely within the confines of the capitalist system is no longer viable. Pursuing sustainability
and endless profit-seeking are fundamentally incompatible, as they perpetuate exclusionary
practices. It is crucial to envision revolutionary alternative futures and embrace the idea of
thinking the unthinkable to ensure our survival. Future research on liberation, particularly
through the application of critical theory and decolonial perspectives, can provide new avenues
for understanding our reality, particularly the knowledge and experiences of the Global South.
We can strive for a more just and equitable society by critically examining and challenging

dominant narratives.
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