
REVISTA DE CIENCIA POLÍTICA / VOLUMEN 40 / N° 2 / 2020 / 187-213

A
rt

íc
ul

os

CienciaPolítica

The First Year of Bolsonaro in Office: Same Old Story, 
Same Old Song?*1

El primer año de gobierno de Bolsonaro. ¿La misma vieja historia, la 
misma vieja canción?

OCTAVIO AMORIM NETO 
Getulio Vargas Foundation (FGV), Rio de Janeiro, Brasil

GABRIEL ALVES PIMENTA 
University of California, Riverside, USA

ABSTRACT

The rise of Bolsonaro is the latest episode of what seems to be a Brazilian tra-
dition of electing rightwing populists as a response to corruption, bad economic 
management, and disenchantment with mainstream political parties. In previous 
opportunities, Brazilians elected Jânio Quadros (1960) and Fernando Collor (1989). 
However, Bolsonaro, although very similar to both Quadros and Collor on their 
hostility to parties and legislative institutions, brought novel elements. To identify 
the distinguishing features of Brazil’s new president, we systematically compare 
Quadros, Collor, and Bolsonaro along 13 dimensions encompassing political con-
text and attributes, policy choices, and institutional relations. Our findings indicate 
that throughout 2019, Bolsonaro led an unstable minority administration that gov-
erned for a minority in society and emphatically excluded some relevant sectors. 
Moreover, he established close connections with Evangelical groups and the mil-
itary, and attacked the press and the Supreme Court at an unprecedented level.

Keywords: Jânio Quadros, Fernando Collor, Latin American populism, rightwing 
presidents, minority government

RESUMEN

El ascenso de Bolsonaro es el último episodio de la que parece ser una tradición brasileña: 
elegir populistas de derecha como respuesta a la corrupción, la mala gestión económica y al 
desencanto con los principales partidos políticos. En oportunidades anteriores, los brasileños 
eligieron a Jânio Quadros (1960) y Fernando Collor (1989). Sin embargo, Bolsonaro, si bien 
muy similar tanto a Quadros como a Collor en su hostilidad hacia los partidos y las institu-
ciones legislativas, aportó elementos novedosos. Para identificar las características distintivas 
del nuevo presidente del Brasil, comparamos sistemáticamente a Quadros, Collor y Bolsonaro 
a lo largo de 13 dimensiones que abarcan el contexto y los atributos políticos, la orientación 
de las políticas gubernamentales y las relaciones institucionales. Nuestros hallazgos indican 
que durante todo el año 2019, Bolsonaro lideró una administración minoritaria e inestable 
que gobernó para una minoría de la sociedad y que excluyó enfáticamente algunos sectores 
relevantes. Además, estableció estrechas conexiones con los grupos evangélicos y los militares, 
y atacó a la prensa y al Tribunal Supremo a un nivel sin precedentes.

Palabras clave: Jânio Quadros, Fernando Collor, populismo latinoamericano, presidentes 
de derecha, gobierno minoritario
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I.	 INTRODUCTION

On January 1, 2019, Jair Bolsonaro took office as President of Brazil, after the 
eighth presidential election since the country redemocratized in 1985. It is the 
consensus among the analysts that Bolsonaro is a far-right populist. Specialists 
aptly define him as a far-right politician, mostly due to his open defense of hu-
man rights’ violators1  and authoritarian regimes in Latin America. However, 
the nature of Bolsonaro’s populism needs clarification as his brand of populism 
is not the same as that of Donald Trump, whom Bolsonaro constantly emulates. 
To do so, we rely on the work of Weyland (2001).

Weyland advocates a political definition of populism in Latin America, elim-
inating the confusion caused by the presence of attributes of another nature, 
such as economic policy. In his words,

“Under populism, an individual leader seeks or exercises government 
power based on support from large numbers of followers. Thus, elec-
tions, referenda, mass demonstrations, and most recent opinion polls 
are the crucial instruments with which populist leaders mobilize and 
demonstrate their distinctive power capability. Populist aspirants whip 
up support from largely unorganized masses to win office. Populist chief 
executives constantly invoke their broad mass support to boost their in-
fluence and overpower their opponents’ institutional bastions (Weyland 
2001: 12).”

The core of Weyland’s definition lies in the absence of institutional or party inter-
mediation between the populist leader and the masses, whether he or she imple-
ments a right- or left-leaning economic policy or whether he or she has a popular 
social origin or not. In this sense, Luis Inácio Lula da Silva, Brazil’s President in 
2003-2011, is not a populist because he came to power and exercised it through 
the Workers’ Party (PT). Lula certainly used some populist tactics and rhetoric, 
but he did not have populism as his primary strategy. Hugo Chávez, on the other 
hand, was a quintessential populist leader, since his party affiliation, the MVR 
(Movimiento Quinta República) and PSUV (Partido Socialista Unido de Vene-
zuela), was never the key instrument through which he obtained and exercised 
power. The Chavista instrument par excellence was the permanent mobilization 
of radically polarizing cleavages of the friend-foe type (poor versus wealthy, 
rancid elites versus excluded masses, democrats versus coup mongers, and im-
perialists versus anti-imperialists), as Weyland emphasizes. Although Donald 
Trump has also been mobilizing polarizing cleavages, the Republican Party is 
central to his obtaining and wielding of presidential power.

Weyland’s political definition of Latin American populism and Chávez’s exam-
ple, therefore, dovetail well with Jair Bolsonaro. Before being sworn in Presi-

1	 Such as Colonel Carlos Alberto Brilhante Ulstra, complimented by Bolsonaro at the floor of Brazil's Lower 
Chamber when he voted for the impeachment of Dilma Rousseff on April 17, 2016 (Oyama 2020: 11-13).
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dent, Bolsonaro joined eight parties: the Christian Democratic Party (PDC), the 
Progressive Party (PP) (Bolsonaro was affiliated with the PP in two different 
opportunities, a brief one in 1993 and a longer one in 2005-2016), the Reform 
Progressive Party (PPR), the Brazilian Progressive Party (PPB), the Brazilian 
Labor Party (PTB), the Liberal Front Party (PFL), the Social Christian Party 
(PSC), and the Social Liberal Party (PSL). In March 2018 – seven months before 
the presidential poll –, he joined the PSL on whose ticket he was elected Pres-
ident. In October 2019, he bolted the PSL and, since then, has not joined any 
other label. The PSL played a minor role in Bolsonaro’s presidential campaign, 
and cabinet formation, executive-legislative relations, the administration of the 
federal government, and the mobilization of popular support.

Weyland’s definition of populism can also be aptly applied to Jânio Quadros 
and Fernando Collor, presidents of Brazil in 1961, and 1990-1992, respectively. 
Thus, Bolsonaro is Brazil’s third elected rightwing populist President. Inter-
estingly enough, precisely twenty-nine years separate the election of each suc-
cessive rightwing populist (1960, 1989 and 2018). Moreover, the three of them 
succeeded chief executives who had led democratic coalitional presidencies as-
sociated with corruption scandals and economic crisis. Despite their populism, 
Quadros, Collor, and Bolsonaro had been political insiders before rising to the 
presidency. Quadros had been governor of São Paulo in 1955-1959, Collor had 
been governor of Alagoas in 1987-1989, and Bolsonaro had served as a feder-
al deputy for no less than seven successive terms, spanning 28 years. Are the 
factors that contributed to the rise of these three rightwing presidencies mostly 
the same? What are their key similarities and differences? What are the unique 
features of the Bolsonaro presidency in his first year in office?

To answer those questions, the paper will proceed as follows. The second sec-
tion will provide a brief account of the main facts, events, processes, and trends 
of the Bolsonaro presidency in 2019. Then we move on to compare Quadros, 
Collor, and Bolsonaro along 13 dimensions. The fourth section will identify the 
common core features of the three presidents and the distinguishing features 
of Bolsonaro in his first year in office. The fifth section will enunciate the con-
clusions and pin down the main political consequences of Bolsonaro’s unique 
attributes.

II.	 A BRIEF ACCOUNT OF BOLSONARO’S FIRST YEAR IN OFFICE

Since his inauguration, the Bolsonaro government has been presenting unique 
features as compared to his predecessors since 1985. From the paranoid de-
meanor of the President to a heavily militarized cabinet and sub-cabinet ap-
pointments, the former Army captain behaved like no other president in the 
recent history of the country (Oyama 2020: 26-45; 71-87).

As regards cabinet appointments, as promised during the campaign, Bolsonaro 
has not followed the rules of Brazil’s coalitional presidentialism. His first cabi-
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net had eight active-duty or military reserve officers2, nine non-partisan minis-
ters, and only five politicians affiliated with four parties (PSL, DEM, MDB, and 
NOVO). Their respective parties had not officially endorsed the appointment 
of the “political” ministers. Indeed, this cabinet makeup is very different from 
those of presidents Cardoso (1995-2003), Lula (2003-2011), Rousseff (2011-2016), 
and Temer (2016-2019). Not surprisingly, the Bolsonaro presidency has never 
commanded a stable majority in Congress. Using data on roll rates, Almeida 
(2020) shows that the PSL, Bolsonaro’s party until October 2019, was frequently 
defeated on the floor of the Lower House. Almeida (2020) also presents data 
showing that in 1989-2019 Bolsonaro’s first year in office stands out for the 
lowest rate of executive-initiated laws per month. As important examples of 
Bolsonaro’s legislative defeats, Congress turned down two gun-carrying relax-
ation acts, a decree on the limits on the transparency law, reviewed vetoes on 
the authority abuse act, and prevented traffic law reforms. However, the execu-
tive was able to obtain an important congressional victory with the enactment 
of the pension system reform on October 22, 2019. However, this victory was 
not an achievement of Bolsonaro because he had invested little political capital 
in it (Folha de São Paulo 2019).

The Bolsonaro government in 2019 can be characterized as a collection of 
groups that never maintained stable relations with each other. The groups are 
as follows: (1) the President’s three sons (senator Flávio Bolsonaro, federal dep-
uty Eduardo Bolsonaro and Rio de Janeiro city council member Carlos Bolson-
aro); (2) the military; (3) the liberals (in the European sense of the word) led by 
minister of economy Paulo Guedes; (4) the law-and-order group led by then 
minister of Justice Sergio Moro; (5) the ideological representatives of Bolsonar-
ismo (minister of family, human rights and women Damares Alves, minister 
of education Abraham Weintraub, minister of foreign affairs Ernesto Araújo, 
and minister of the environment Ricardo Salles [affiliated with NOVO till May 
7, 2020]); (6) the light-weight politicians heading the staff of the presidency 
Onyx Lorenzoni, (DEM), the agriculture portfolio (Tereza Cristina, DEM), the 
health ministry (Luiz Henrique Mandetta, DEM), the general secretariat of the 
presidency (Gustavo Bebianno, PSL), and the ministry of citizenship (Osmar 
Terra, MDB); (7) the extreme-right deputies and senators elected in Bolsonaro’s 
coattail; and (8) the loosely disciplined set of parties and legislators that follows 
the leadership of Rodrigo Maia, the chair of the Chamber of Deputies – this is 
the so-called “Centrão” or big center. From an ideological point of view, groups 
(1), (5), and (7) are far-right; the rest, center-right. The relative weight and hi-
erarchical position of each group within the collection assembled by Bolsonaro 
are not known. This uncertainty has generated intense conflicts among them.

The high turnover in Bolsonaro’s administration in 2019 is evidence of the ten-
sion between its cabinet members. At the general secretariat of the presidency 
alone, three individuals held its chair in 2019. The politician Gustavo Bebianno, 

2	 One of them, General Augusto Heleno (retired), was affiliated with the PRP.
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after a fight with the President’s son Carlos Bolsonaro (PSC), was replaced at the 
general secretariat of the presidency by General Floriano Peixoto Vieira Neto on 
February 18, 2019 (G1 2019). On June 21, 2019, General Floriano Peixoto was re-
placed by Jorge Antônio de Oliveira Francisco, a retired police officer and former 
deputy chief of legal affairs of the office of the President’s staff (Jornal Nacional 
2019). Another military casualty in Bolsonaro’s cabinet was General Carlos Alber-
to dos Santos Cruz, dismissed from the government secretariat on June 13, 2019 
(Folha de São Paulo 2019a). He was replaced by General Luiz Eduardo Ramos 
Baptista Pereira, who was the commander of the Southeast military region. Fi-
nally, on April 8, 2019, after being caught in the middle of the ideological dispute 
between the allies of Bolsonaro’s guru, the self-proclaimed philosopher Olavo de 
Carvalho, and the so-called military wing of the government, education minister 
Ricardo Vélez Rodríguez was fired by Bolsonaro. The President then appointed 
to the office the professor and economist Abraham Weintraub, who already held 
a position at the office of the President’s staff (G1 2019a).

After 12 months had elapsed since Bolsonaro’s inauguration, there was no 
doubt about the minoritarian government strategy implemented by him. This 
strategy had two key dimensions: (a) as noted above, the decision not to form 
a stable legislative majority, although Bolsonaro has counted on the eventual 
support of ad hoc majorities; and (b) a way of communicating with the popu-
lation that appeals, almost exclusively, to specific electoral niches and emphat-
ically excludes others.

The first dimension is not new. Jânio Quadros and Fernando Collor also did 
not try to forge majorities in Congress. However, even though they frequently 
addressed certain groups of society – as every President does –, they always 
sought to court the majority support of the public opinion.

The second dimension, therefore, is one of the distinctive features of the Bol-
sonaro government, especially as compared to its predecessors installed since 
1985. Note that this dimension does not boil down to courting Evangelical 
voters and praising gun-carrying people (Estadão 2019; Extra 2020). It also 
means the explicit scorn of those from whom the Bolsonaro administration 
withdraws public resources or means of legal protection. For example, women 
are amongst the President’s favorite targets, female journalists are constantly 
made fun of during Q&A sections, others have their past used against them – 
journalist Miriam Leitão’s torture under the military regime has been called a 
lie by the President multiple times –, and even world leaders and the wife of 
the French President were insulted by Bolsonaro (Folha de São Paulo 2019b). 
Large newspapers have been a systematic target. The President has gone as far 
as to threaten to boycott announcers from specific newspapers, use derogatory 
terms about the sexual preferences of journalists, question the quality of the 
work done by these vehicles and refuse their access to presidential events (Fol-
ha de São Paulo 2019c; Folha de São Paulo 2019d; O Globo 2019). The racial and 
sexual slurs are the favorite weapons of the President’s rage against journal-
ists. The President is the sole responsible for 58% of physical or moral assaults 
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against journalists, according to the National Association of Journalists, FENAJ 
(Folha de São Paulo 2020). Opposition politicians and governors have been tar-
gets on many occasions (Estadão 2019a). In terms of the curtailing of rights and 
legal protection, the LGBTQ+ population is one of the most affected groups 
and were removed from the Human Rights directives during his first week 
in office (Poder 360 2019). Note that women are the majority of the electorate. 
Also, opinion polls show that the majority of the population and even Bolson-
aro voters do not support his grotesque speeches against those groups. Here is 
eloquent evidence of his minoritarian strategy. No wonder Bolsonaro quickly 
lost public support throughout 2019, as shown in figure 1 below.

Figure 1. Bolsonaro’s Approval Ratings in 2019

Source: CNI-IBOPE Inteligência (2019)

Given Bolsonaro’s minoritarian strategy, by mid-May 2019, not surprisingly, 
Bolsonaro was already close to the four factors that, taken together, usually 
lead to the premature fall of presidents in Latin America (Hochstetler 2006; 
Pérez-Liñán 2014). The President did not form a legislative majority, the econ-
omy was in recession (the economy receded in the first quarter of 2019), there 
were street protests (students demonstrated against cuts in Education on May 
15 and 30), and a major corruption scandal blew (involving his son senator 
Flávio Bolsonaro).3

3	 The Federal Public Attorney implicated Flávio Bolsonaro in a massive corruption scandal, nicknamed the 
Queiroz case. Flávio was under investigation for misappropriation of funds from his office in the Rio de 
Janeiro State Assembly (he had been Rio de Janeiro state legislator in 2003-2019). According to financial 
records, Flávio employed ghost supporting staff who transferred their salaries to his personal account. The 
manager of said operation was Fabrício Queiroz, personal driver and bodyguard to Jair Bolsonaro (Oyama 
2020: 124-125).
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Luckily for Bolsonaro, the last three factors were either not intense enough 
(particularly the street protests and the recession) or did not prosper. Besides, 
as of the end of May, the President reacted to almost all the facts and events 
described above. Bolsonaro supported street demonstrations in his favor; 
participated in a massive Evangelical march in São Paulo; went to stadiums 
to watch football matches in Brasilia and Rio de Janeiro; fired the military 
minister who sought to moderate him (General Santos Cruz) from the gov-
ernment secretariat, a vital ministry, on June 13, 2019; and tried to confront 
Congress a little less. Despite going against the anti-globalist rhetoric of his 
foreign minister Ernesto Araújo, Bolsonaro supported the approval of the 
Mercosur-European Union trade agreement, negotiated over 20 years. In con-
tradiction to Bolsonaro’s frequent attacks on the “old politics,” he agreed to 
disburse budgetary funds to legislators on the eve of the first vote on the 
pension reform in the Lower House.

Let us delve deeper into Bolsonaro’s relations with state governors to provide 
further evidence of what we call a minoritarian government strategy. Under 
past administrations, opposition governors were often punished by the feder-
al executive, with the latter not granting them some federal budget transfers 
which allies received (Amorim Neto and Simonassi 2013). However, presi-
dential rhetoric steered away from publicly humiliating these governors. That 
changed under Bolsonaro. Brazil’s incumbent President is a master at adding 
insult to injury. He does so to keep mobilized a steadfast base of radical sup-
porters that will remain loyal, regardless of his performance as head of State 
and government. Not surprisingly, Bolsonaro is now an avowed enemy of the 
rightwing governors of São Paulo, João Doria (affiliated with the PSDB), and of 
Rio de Janeiro, Wilson Witzel (affiliated with the PSC), Brazil’s two largest state 
GDPs (CBN 2019; Exame 2019). However, Bolsonaro has been on good terms 
with the rightwing governor of Minas Gerais (Brazil’s second-largest state in 
terms of population), Romeu Zema (affiliated with NOVO).4

As for Bolsonaro’s relations with the press, as noted above, he had constant 
clashes with reporters during which he attacked them on a personal level. He 
refused to talk to any media outlet that criticized him and leveled open criti-
cism at the quality of the work done by some newspapers. The President had 
a deeper appreciation for social media. It was his favorite means of communi-
cation with his supporters. His sons also indulged in the use of social media 
to promote the family’s agenda, pick fights with alleged foes, and hit at allies 
(Oyama 2020: 211-231).

Regarding foreign relations, Bolsonaro ended the foreign policy Brazil had 
pursued in the past three decades during which the country had tried to 

4	 According to Observatório Legislativo Brasil (2020), NOVO is the party which provided the Bolsonaro 
government with the highest rate of support in the Chamber of Deputies in 2019.
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become a global player with autonomous aspirations.5 The new administra-
tion set out to automatically align with the United States and pick fights and 
offend other non-far-right chief executives that, till recently, were essential 
diplomatic allies of Brazil.6 For example, Brazil was willing to give up some 
privileges and protections from the World Trade Organization (WTO), aban-
doning the developing country status, to gain a seat on the Organization for 
Economic Co-operation and Development (OECD) (Agência Brasil 2019). 
This was agreed on during Bolsonaro’s very first visit to Donald Trump. An-
other offspring of that meeting was the concession of the Alcantara space 
center to the US: its location cheapens rocket launching by reducing fuel con-
sumption. After 20 years of disagreements related to sovereignty issues, Bol-
sonaro’s support was crucial for the agreement’s approval (G1 2019b). While 
the President advocates the center’s commercial opportunities, opposition 
groups claim that the agreement is not profitable and has little benefits in 
terms of technology transfer (Câmara dos Deputados 2019). A further trans-
formation of Brazil’s foreign policy is the now open support to Israel’s claims 
over occupied territories in Palestine. Moreover, Bolsonaro plans on moving 
its embassy to Jerusalem, so as to endorse Israel’s claims over the city, cur-
rently under dispute (Folha de São Paulo 2020a).

In addition, during the Amazon fires in August crisis, Bolsonaro also refused 
help from European leaders claiming it to be a domestic problem to be dealt 
with by the Brazilian government, and not by foreigners interested in stealing 
Brazil’s natural riches (Oyama 2020: 183).

Bolsonaro’s economic policy in 2019 was meant to create a pro-business environ-
ment. Economy Minister Paulo Guedes intended to remove barriers and reform 
the taxation system in order to make Brazil more attractive to foreign capital and 
use the latter to spur growth. The first step in this attempt at changing the Brazil-
ian State was the social security reform, approved in late October 2019. Howev-
er, Guedes failed to submit to Congress his plans to reform taxation and public 
administration. In support of his central plan, the economy minister introduced 
only smaller measures to facilitate entrepreneurship, access to unemployment 
funds, young adult employment, and debt renegotiation.

5	 Bolsonaro’s foreign policy is one of rupture and ideology. The president has broken longstanding traditions 
of the Ministry of Foreign Relations (Itamaraty). Under his administration, ideological alignment replaced 
meritocracy in the appointment of ambassadors, and a traditional pragmatic approach to issues gave way 
to an automatic alignment with the rightwing agenda pursued by Donald Trump (Lima and Albuquerque, 
2019; Saraiva and Silva 2019; Gonçalves and Teixeira, 2020). Based on the political philosophy of Olavo de 
Carvalho, Bolsonaro has pursued an automatic alignment to US foreign interests. Though not unpreceden-
ted, this alignment reflects Bolsonaro’s kinship to the international extreme-right movement, ideologically 
headed by Steve Bannon, Trump’s chief strategist until mid-2018. Furthermore, much like Trump, Bolsona-
ro uses foreign policy as a platform to strengthen his hardcore supporters. Brazil’s president often adopts 
concepts dear to the conservative agenda, such as the fight against “globalism” and “cultural Marxism” to 
draw his voters’ attention (Lima and Albuquerque 2019).

6	 Such as Argentina’s Alberto Fernández, France’s Emmanuel Macron, and Germany’s Angela Merkel.



THE FIRST YEAR OF BOLSONARO IN OFFICE: SAME OLD STORY, SAME OLD SONG?

195

Guedes’s reform impetus ended up faltering in the second half of 2019 because 
of the government’s weak legislative support and Bolsonaro’s lack of enthusi-
asm for his minister’s liberal agenda (in the European sense of liberal). However, 
there was some good news. The primary deficit was the lowest since 2014 (-1,31% 
of GDP) (Valor Econômico 2020). Inflation remained relatively low by Brazilian 
standards, 3.74% (IBGE 2020). Frustratingly, Brazil’s economy only grew by 1.1% 
in 2019 (IBGE 2020a). Therefore, the unemployment rate remained high, reaching 
a peak of 12.7% in March but going down to 11% by December (IBGE 2019; IBGE 
2020b). This number is made even worse by the fact that 41% of jobs created in 
the period were informal or part-time employment (IBGE 2020c).

If economic growth in 2019 was frustrating, Bolsonaro pleased his voters by im-
plementing a strong law-and-order policy. Under the command of Sergio Moro, 
the minister of Justice, the new government had three goals on public securi-
ty: reduce organized crime, reduce violent crime, and combat corruption. Even 
though Congress dehydrated the anti-crime package before its enactment into 
law, Brazil saw a significant decrease in violent crimes. The most significant 
number was a 22% reduction in national homicide rates (G1 2019c). In addition, 
Moro led an effort to improve the use of intelligence to combat organized crime. 
Moreover, he imposed maximum security incarceration for criminal leaders, im-
proved surveillance over drug dealers’ money, authorized the use of national 
security forces in different crises in the states, and created the National Police 
Academy to help improve investigation skills of local police forces across the 
country. Yet, specialists in public security cast doubt on the role of Moro and 
the Federal government behind crime reduction. They alert that the downward 
trend on homicides, ongoing since 2016, might be the result of social change, and 
policies adopted by state governments (Exame 2019a; Estado de Minas 2019).

A note on Bolsonaro-military relations is in order. Public accounts for 2019 
ended the year with a deficit of US$ 2.65 billion above expectations (Econo-
mia UOL 2020). However, in December US$ 1.9 billion was contributed to 
EMGEPRON – a state-owned company linked to Brazil’s Ministry of Defense 
through the Brazilian Navy Command specialized in the management of 
projects of interest to the Brazilian Navy and the commercialization of de-
fense products – for the construction of four corvettes for the Brazilian Navy 
(Economia UOL 2020). The expectation, within the Economy Ministry itself, 
was that the company would receive that amount over the next three years, 
and not all at once. Also, President Bolsonaro excluded the investment bud-
get for the Ministry of Defense from being impounded in 2020, a decades-old 
demand of the Armed Forces. However, the Ministry of Education research 
funds will be cut in half, as should budgetary resources for federal universi-
ties. The protection given to the defense investment budget will imply cut-
ting down expenses related to social spending. The 2020’s budget of IBAMA 
– Brazil’s environmental protection agency – was cut by almost a third, after 
having already been pruned in 2019 (Valor Econômico 2020a). Before the de-
cisions taken at the end of 2019, Bolsonaro had already conferred significant 
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advantages on the Armed Forces, by charging them only approximately US$ 
250 million a year as a social security economy measure and granting them 
a high pay increase (Valor Econômico 2020a). Furthermore, a newly enacted 
legal provision allowed retired military officers to work in the public sector 
with a pay increase of 30% (Valor Econômico 2020a). Finally, approximately 
2,500 military officers, active-duty or from the reserve – were appointed to 
sub-cabinet positions during 2019 (Valor Econômico 2020a).

The explanation for the impressive benefits obtained by the military in 2019 is 
obvious: the military are one of Bolsonaro’s mainstays of political support. And, 
in Brazil, those who provide political support always receive, in exchange, ap-
pointments to federal administration positions and budgetary resources. Also, 
in the context of a painful fiscal adjustment, the government made another 
decision typical of the maligned “old politics”: the costs of the fiscal adjustment 
must fall on the shoulders of sectors supposedly associated with the opposi-
tion. Hence, the harsh budget cuts that agencies linked to academic research, 
universities, and environmental protection suffered. Furthermore, as already 
mentioned, social policy expenditures are expected to be impounded through-
out 2020 so to ensure the stability of the defense investment budget.

In short, by December 2019, Brazil found itself in one of the poles of the famous 
guns-versus-butter tradeoff. Decisions made by the executive and Congress in 
2019 and the 2020 budget law signal the preference for defense spending over 
social spending. However, Brazil was not facing any serious threat to national 
security that justified such an option. On the contrary, the social situation was 
dire in 2019: high unemployment (annual average of 11.9%), growing informality 
in the labor market (41%), all kinds of urban crises, increasing inequality – in the 
second quarter of 2019, Brazil’s score on the Gini index varied 0.11% as com-
pared to the second quarter of 2018, according to Neri (2019) – and depressing 
educational indicators (IBGE 2019). Brazil, during the last economic recession in 
2015-2016, achieved a record 0.627 Gini index, evidence that the government did 
not prepare to alleviate the impact of this crisis on the lower-income families. 
Furthermore, according to recent research, 52.6% of the adult population (over 
25 years old) does not have a high school diploma (G1 2019d; IBRE 2019). Basic 
education in the country has improved over the past decade. However, it has not 
reached the alphabetization goals set in the 2014 National Education Plan, and 
most adults still struggle to conclude basic education programs (G1 2019d).

That said, a caveat on the role of the military in the Bolsonaro government is 
in order. Precisely because throughout 2019 the President undertook strenuous 
efforts to associate the military, notably the Army, with his presidency, the high 
command of that service perceived that such association could end up dam-
aging its image and nature as an institution of the Brazilian state (as opposed 
to an instrument of the incumbent government). The Army High Command 
also became concerned with the politicization of active-duty officers and rank-
and-file by “Bolsonarismo.” A wave of political and partisan demonstrations 
in social media in favor of Bolsonaro and against other politicians and parties 
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since 2018 by members of the military profession influenced the decision of the 
Army commander, General Edson Leal Pujol, to create rules against this digital 
activism (Estadão 2019b). In 2019 this was the most significant attempt at sepa-
rating the so-called institutional Army from the military serving or supporting 
the Bolsonaro administration.

Finally, also noteworthy is Bolsonaro and his sons’ relationship with Brazil’s 
Supreme Court (STF), lambasted by them on several occasions. In 2018, during 
Bolsonaro’s campaign, a video where Eduardo Bolsonaro implied that it was 
incredibly simple to shut down the Supreme Court went viral and caused con-
troversy in the country (Folha de São Paulo 2018). Furthermore, Bolsonaro and 
his sons have criticized several decisions by the Brazilian Supreme court. For 
instance, in March 2019 Bolsonaro posted a video of Eduardo Bolsonaro crit-
icizing STF rulings on the anti-corruption “Car Wash Operation” (Operação 
Lava-Jato), and in June 2019 Bolsonaro announced in a press conference that 
treating homophobia as a crime in Brazil was a mistake by the STF and that he 
intended to appoint a “terribly evangelical” member to the Court (Correio Bra-
ziliense 2019; Estado de Minas 2019a). More recently, in October 2019 he had 
to publicly apologize to the STF after sharing a video in his social media where 
the institution was depicted as a hyena – he was a lion under attack – alongside 
opposition politicians, members of the press and other Brazilian institutions 
(Jornal do Brasil 2020).

III.	 BOLSONARO’S BROTHERS IN ARMS: JÂNIO QUADROS AND 
FERNANDO COLLOR

In this section, we compare Jair Bolsonaro with his two Brazilian rightwing 
populist predecessors, Jânio Quadros, and Fernando Collor. To do so, we have 
selected thirteen dimensions to analyze the three presidents systematically. 
The dimensions have to do with political context and attributes (the previous 
administration’s type of cabinet; the economic situation in the year of the elec-
tion; the state of the party system; the state of the international system, main 
campaign topics raised by the President; social and geographic patterns of vot-
ing for the winning candidate; the type of cabinet appointed in the first year 
in office, the government’s legislative situation, and the President’s relations 
with state governors); with policy (main lines of economic policy and foreign 
policy); and with institutional relations (with the Armed Forces, the press, and 
the Supreme Court, and implicit and explicit threats made by the President to 
institutions and the Constitution).

The previous section already applied most dimensions to Bolsonaro in 2019. 
But, we have yet to discuss the states of the economy, party system, and the in-
ternational system in 2018. Now we first set out to dissect Quadros and Collor 
based on the secondary literature. Table 1 below summarizes our findings on 
Brazil’s three rightwing populists.
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Table 1. 13 analytical dimensions of Brazil’s Three Rightwing Populist 
Presidents – Jânio Quadros, Fernando Collor, and Jair Bolsonaro

President Jânio Quadros 
(1961)

Fernando Collor  
(1990)

Jair Bolsonaro  
(2019)

Political context and attributes
1) Previous administra-
tion’s type of government

Right-leaning majo-
rity coalition

Right-leaning majority 
coalition

Right-leaning majori-
ty coalition

2) The economic scenario 
in the election year

High inflation but 
with high economic 
growth in 1960

Hyperinflation with 
moderate growth and 
low unemployment in 
1989

Low inflation, very 
low growth, and high 
unemployment in 
2018

3) State of the party sys-
tem in the election year 

Institutionalization 
was growing in 
the second half of 
the 1950s, but con-
servative parties 
were quickly losing 
ground by 1960

Highly volatile and in-
choate by 1989

Growing institutio-
nalization since 1994 
but uneven; largest 
parties in disarray by 
2018

4) State of the internatio-
nal system in the election 
year

The peak of the 
Cold War in Latin 
America due to the 
Cuban Revolution

End of the Cold War End of the US he-
gemony, the rise of 
China, the rise of ri-
ghtwing nationalist 
populism in the West

5) Patterns of voting for 
the candidates in the 
1960, 1989 and 2018 elec-
tions (socially and geo-
graphically) 

Quadros, a popu-
list candidate with 
strong support from 
the middle class 
and rich voters; had 
strong backing from 
conservative politi-
cians, the military, 
and big business; 
his voters were con-
centrated in the Sou-
theast and South

Collor, elected with an 
appeal to the masses 
against the left, suppor-
ted by low income and 
low education voters; 
strong backing from 
political elites and bu-
siness groups; his vo-
ters were concentrated 
in the North, Midwest, 
and Northeast

Bolsonaro, a candi-
date of rich, white, 
Evangelical, and 
Northern, Midwes-
tern, and Southern 
voters; had strong 
backing from the po-
lice and armed forces’ 
rank-and-file, retired 
military officers, as 
well as conservative 
religious groups, and 
agribusiness

6) Main campaign topics 
raised by the winner 

Corruption of the 
previous govt, in-
flation, high cost of 
living, the irrespon-
sible behavior of the 
“flying president 
(JK),” cleaning of 
public administra-
tion, the need to put 
an end to the PSD-
PTB coalition

Defense of administra-
tive moralization cen-
tered on allegations of 
corruption against the 
Sarney government and 
of the fight against the 
privileges of the civil 
service; the moderniza-
tion of the country, with 
emphasis on reducing 
the presence of the state 
in the economy 

Corruption, law and 
order, pro-market 
economic liberalism, 
defense of family va-
lues, and anti-socia-
lism

7) Cabinet formation and 
government’s legislative 
situation and relations 
with state governors

Mostly partisan 
ministers but in 
the minority in 
Congress; Quadros 
attempted to have 
good relations with 
governors

Mostly non-partisan 
ministers; in the mino-
rity in Congress, weak 
support from governors

Mostly non-partisan 
ministers; highly mi-
litarized cabinet; in 
the minority in Con-
gress; very hostile 
relations with key 
governors
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Policy dimensions
8) Economic policy in the 
first year of administra-
tion

Focus on domestic 
economic stability 
to increase exter-
nal credibility and 
regain possible 
partnerships with 
foreign investors to 
boost growth.

Heterodox inflation-fi-
ghting program; priva-
tization and trade libe-
ralization.

Orthodox fiscal ad-
justment

9) Main foreign policy 
vectors

Independent fo-
reign policy

Some alignment with 
the US, favored Merco-
sur, ended nuclear pro-
gram

Automatic alignment 
with the US, antago-
nism with leftwing 
governments in LA 
and core EU coun-
tries

Institutional Relations
10) Relations with the Ar-
med Forces

Close with the con-
servative faction 
of the military, but 
conflictive and pu-
nitive with nationa-
list officers

Distant in his first year 
in office; Collor dis-
mantled some military 
agencies and ministries

Very close, intimate

11) Relations with the 
press

Quadros tried to 
restrict freedom of 
the press 

Very tense; Collor orde-
red the Federal Police 
to invade the head-
quarters of Folha de 
São Paulo and sued the 
newspaper later 

Radically antagonis-
tic

12) Relations with the Su-
preme Court

Secondary literatu-
re registers no signi-
ficant fact

Suffered important de-
feats at the Supreme 
Court, but accepted 
them

President and his 
sons openly con-
temptuous of the Su-
preme Court

13) Implicit and explicit 
threats to institutions and 
the Constitution

Openly contemp-
tuous of Congress

Confronted Congress 
with an avalanche of 
presidential decrees of 
questionable constitu-
tionality, but did not 
openly threaten institu-
tions

Openly and frequent-
ly threatened institu-
tions

Jânio Quadros

The President who preceded Quadros was Juscelino Kubitschek. Throughout 
his five years in office, Kubitschek led a right-leaning (or center-right) majority 
coalition government. This administration is considered the most successful of 
the 1946-1964 democratic period because of its relative political stability and 
the high rates of growth (it was able to promote 8.1% average growth). In 1960 
the economy was still growing at a rate of 9.4% (Giambiagi et al. 2011: 28). 
However, it was not without problems. Brazil was suffering from high inflation 
(oscillating between 30% and 40% in 1960), a budget deficit around one-third 
of the total revenues of the national government, and the deterioration of the 
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current account (exports fell by more than 10% between 1955 and 1960) (Giam-
biagi et al. 2011: 28; 39).

Regarding the state of the party system, some authors contend that Brazil was 
going through a representation crisis because urban voters in the country’s 
speedily growing cities no longer found the major conservative parties – the 
PSD and UDN – attractive, thus opening political space for populist and left-
wing leaders and organizations (Soares 1973; Souza 1976; Benevides 1981). In 
fact, in the 1958 congressional elections, the PSD and UDN almost lost their 
traditional legislative majority. Lavareda (1991), on the other hand, argues that 
the Brazilian party system was maturing and better-reflecting voter prefer-
ences, which were beginning to gain improved legislative representation. As 
a consequence, the PTB, a center-left party, saw its electorate grow and, for the 
first time, obtained more than 20% of the lower chamber seats. Meanwhile, the 
urban middle classes, keen on fighting inflation and corruption, also saw its 
political heft increase. Despite its relative economic and political success, the 
Kubitschek administration was tainted by grave corruption scandals and ac-
cusations associated with the building of Brazil’s new capital city, Brasilia (Di-
cionário Histórico-Biográfico Brasileiro, entry on Juscelino Kubitschek). Moreover, 
high inflation mightily contributed to foul the mood of vast sectors of voters. 
Against this backdrop, Quadro’s reputation as a politician who was indepen-
dent of parties and keen on cleaning the government spread.

As for the state of the international system in 1960, recall that the Cuban Rev-
olution had finally been successful the previous year. Latin America was thus 
reaching the height of the Cold War. These events also helped to polarize Bra-
zilian politics.

Affiliated with the tiny PTN (National Labor Party), Jânio Quadros won the 
presidential race of October 3, 1960, with 48% of the votes (at that time Brazil 
adopted plurality rule for presidential elections). The votes obtained by Quad-
ros in Rio de Janeiro, Rio Grande do Sul, Minas Gerais and São Paulo amounted 
to 78% of his total tally. This means that Brazil’s largest and wealthiest states 
had primarily elected him. At the voter level, Soares (1962) provides survey 
data showing that Quadros was the most voted presidential candidate among 
respondents with the highest levels of income and schooling.

In his campaign, Quadros promised to restore Brazil’s parlous public finances 
to health, while seeking to reconcile the fight against inflation with high rates of 
economic growth. Moreover, Quadro’s platform pushed for the strengthening 
of Petrobras (Brazil’s state-owned oil company), the fight against corruption, 
and an independent foreign policy that included both the resumption of dip-
lomatic relations with socialist countries and the control of profits sent abroad 
by multinational firms.

As for the political makeup of his government, Quadros appointed an all-inclu-
sive cabinet, including politicians from the UDN, PSD, PTB, and three minor 
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parties, from both the left and right and a few non-partisan ministers (18% of 
his civilian ministers). Despite having ministers affiliated with the largest par-
ties, Quadro’s cabinet did not command a legislative majority. The President 
openly despised political parties and the legislative branch, calling Congress 
“a club of idle people” (Benevides 1981: 38). According to Chaia (1991: 226), 
“He believed that he could govern alone, counting only on popular support.” 
Interestingly enough, Quadros organized frequent meetings with governors in 
their states, thus creating a base of political support and a decision-making 
arena outside the national legislature (Benevides 1981: 36).

His economic policies included an exchange rate reform, spending cuts, a de-
crease in the defense budget, a decrease in diplomats’ salaries, and the enforce-
ment of strict rules to Brazilian public agencies. In August of 1961, the month 
of his resignation, given the rising cost of living caused by the exchange rate 
reform and the difficulties found in reconciling his finance minister’s anti-in-
flation program with economic growth, Quadros came to lambast Clemente 
Mariani, the finance minister.

Quadro’s foreign policy was surprising. While his domestic policies were con-
servative and entirely accepted by the United States, his diplomacy followed 
an independent path, being open to relations with all countries. Accordingly, 
Quadros set out to establishing ties with the nations of the socialist bloc and 
expand Brazil’s presence in Africa.

As for Quadros’s relations with the Armed Forces, to the three military minis-
tries (Army, Navy, and Air Force) and the main military positions, he appoint-
ed officers connected to the conservative wing of the military as opposed to the 
nationalist faction thereof. According to Chaia (1991: 228), Quadros punished 
nationalist officers by transferring them to posts far away from the capital and 
most prominent cities. At the beginning of his term, Quadros set out to create 
an image of innovation in mores and public morality. To do so, he delegated 
essential roles to the military in his quest to evaluate the performance of public 
agencies. According to Benevides (1981: 36), one of the main reasons why some 
sectors in Congress began to be hostile to Quadros was precisely the privileged 
political space he had granted the Armed Forces.

Regarding the press, although Quadro’s campaign program defended all civic 
liberties, it also contained a caveat: such liberties should be disciplined so as 
not to oppose the interests of the community. Not surprisingly, during his short 
tenure, he restricted civic liberties by imposing censure on some news about his 
administration. For example, the operation of the radio station Jornal do Brasil 
was suspended because the station had divulged news about a military agree-
ment between Brazil and Argentina. Congress and the press openly criticized 
this move. Quadros also ordered that foreign news agencies were investigat-
ed because he considered that the latter published biased news about Brazil 
(Chaia 1991: 227).



OCTAVIO AMORIM NETO • GABRIEL ALVES PIMENTA

202

As for Quadros’s relations with the Supreme Court, the secondary literature 
does not register any relevant fact or event.

Finally, after six months in office, Quadros began to mature the idea of pro-
moting an extensive constitutional reform. In mid-August 1961 his minister of 
Justice, Pedroso Horta, said the following to Carlos Lacerda, one of the UDN 
leaders: “Jânio thinks that it is impossible to govern with Congress and intends 
to reform the Constitution to strengthen the Executive Power,” clarifying that 
this project would require the establishment of a state of exception (Dicionário 
Histórico-Biográfico Brasileiro, entry on Jânio Quadros). This explicit threat was 
quickly rejected by party and congressional leaders. Then, in an ill-advised 
move designed to force Congress to grant him exceptional powers, Quadros 
tendered his resignation in hopes that Congress would not accept it and would 
plead him to return to his office. His departure, however, was promptly accept-
ed. Thus ended the Quadros presidency.

Fernando Collor

Before taking the presidential office on March 15, 1990, Fernando Collor was 
preceded by José Sarney, the first civilian president after 21 years of military 
rule in 1964-1985. Sarney had been the vice-mate on Tancredo Neves’s ticket for 
the indirect presidential election of January 15, 1985. Sarney ended up wearing 
the presidential sash because Neves fell ill on the eve of being sworn in Presi-
dent, and came to die on April 21, 1985. Sarney governed with a right-leaning 
(or center-right) majority coalition composed of the PMDB and PFL.

The economic scenario in 1989 was marked by hyperinflation, with the official 
monthly index reaching above 80%, amounting to 1.000.000% over the 1985-
1989 period. However, in 1989 the country featured moderate growth rates 
(3.3%) and low levels of unemployment (3.3%) (Giambiagi et al. 2005: 132; 
Giambiagi et al. 2011: 257).

As for the state of the party system in 1989, it was highly volatile and inchoate 
(Mainwaring and Scully 1995; Mainwaring 1999; Mainwaring et al. 2018). After 
all, Brazil was still in the early stages of the transition to democracy in 1985 and 
the promulgation of the new Constitution of 1988. Suffice it to say that the first 
round of the presidential election in 1989 included no less than 25 candidates.

Regarding the state of the international system in 1989, it was marked by the 
fateful fall of the Berlin Wall and the end of the Cold War. The defeat of the 
Soviet Union in the Cold War weakened the appeal of the left throughout the 
world, Brazil included.

In his presidential bid, Collor presented himself as an outsider, even though he 
was part of a traditional family of politicians from Alagoas. His previous po-
litical career included the holding of the following offices: mayor of Maceió in 
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1979-1983, federal deputy in 1983-1987, and governor of Alagoas in 1987-1989. 
He ran on the ticket of the PRN (National Reconstruction Party) – created in 
1985 with the label Party of the Youth and rechristened in 1989 as PRN – with 
which he became affiliated only in February 1989. His campaign was endorsed 
by conservative political elites, big media, and financial and business groups. 
According to Mainwaring (1999: 117), Collor fared much better among the poor 
than among higher-income groups and did best among the least educated and 
worst among the best educated. In terms of regional concentration of votes, 
Collor obtained his most significant shares in the North (70.5%) and Midwest 
(63.2%), smaller but majority shares in the Northeast (55.7%) and Southeast 
(50.5%), and lost in the South (48.3%) (Lima Júnior 1999: 18).

Collor’s campaign program was mostly focused on fighting systemic corrup-
tion in politics, cleaning the government, and putting an end to the privileges 
of bureaucrats. He emphasized the need for modernizing Brazil’s public ad-
ministration and shrinking the role of the state in the economic domain.

Collor’s first cabinet was mostly composed of non-partisan ministers (60%) and 
co-opted politicians from the centrist PMDB and the rightist PFL and PRN. It 
was a minority administration which resulted in a permanently conflictive re-
lationship with Congress. Later on, years after being impeached, Collor would 
acknowledge that not coming to terms with political parties was his biggest 
mistake (Estadão 2019). Moreover, Collor also had weak support from the state 
governors, particularly from the governors of Brazil’s largest states, São Pau-
lo, Minas Gerais, and Rio de Janeiro, ruled by the PMDB, heavily defeated by 
Collor in the presidential election (the PMDB’s presidential candidate, Ulysses 
Guimarães, got only 4.4% of the national vote). In 1991, however, Collor would 
strike a deal with the new governor of Rio de Janeiro, Leonel Brizola, elected in 
late 1990, and his party, the center-left PDT. Indeed, the cooperation between 
Collor and the PDT would provide the President with relevant legislative sup-
port throughout 1991 (Amorim Neto et al. 2003: 571).

As for Collor’s economic policy in his first year in office, the day after his in-
auguration he presented the country a highly heterodox economic stabiliza-
tion plan that included the replacement of the existing currency, the freezing 
of 80% of private assets for 18 months, a high tax on all financial transactions, 
the indexation of taxes, the abolition of most fiscal incentives, an increase in 
the prices charged by public utilities, the adoption of a floating exchange rate, 
a temporary freeze on wages and prices, the closing down of dozens of gov-
ernment agencies, and plans for the laying off of approximately 300.000 public 
employees. Other important economic measures were in tune with the Wash-
ington consensus, such as trade liberalization and the privatization of state-
owned enterprises.

On foreign policy, as already mentioned, some of Collor’s economic mea-
sures were aligned with the preferences of the United States and those of the 
US-dominated IMF. He also ended Brazil’s nuclear program, which certain-

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Floating_exchange_rate
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ly pleased Washington. However, the most relevant move of his diplomacy 
was the Asunción Treaty, signed in March 1991, establishing a common mar-
ket among Argentina, Brazil, Paraguay, and Uruguay, the bloc that came to be 
called Mercosur.

Regarding Collor’s rapport with the Armed Forces, interestingly enough, he 
kept a distant relationship with the military in his first year in office. In fact, 
Collor enacted important reforms in this area. Right at the beginning of his 
term, he, in a bold move, extinguished the hated National Intelligence Service 
(SNI) bequeathed by the military regime and the Military Staff of the Presiden-
cy and withdrew the ministerial rank of the Armed Forces General Staff.

As for the press, right at the very beginning of his term Collor would invite the 
press corps to cover his non-official activities, such as radical sports practice, 
in an attempt at creating the image of a strong man. However, a few days after 
his inauguration, the Federal Police invaded the Folha de São Paulo newspaper 
headquarters. The Collor government defended the invasion based on alleged 
wrongdoing in advertising fees (Villa 2016: 43). In August 1990, news began to 
circulate reporting that Collor had hired, without bidding, news agencies that 
had worked in his presidential campaign. In an unprecedented move in Brazil-
ian history, Collor started a lawsuit against Folha de São Paulo, whom he accused 
of having slandered him when the newspaper published that news (Dicionário 
Histórico-Biográfico Brasileiro, entry on Fernando Collor).

On Collor’s relations with the Supreme Court, the secondary literature only 
mentions some defeats he suffered at the court but reports no undue friction 
between the executive and judicial branches. Newspaper articles gathered 
from the time support our belief that Collor had a correct relationship with 
the STF, even though the judiciary constituted the main resistance point for 
his heterodox measures (O Globo 1990; O Globo 1990a; O Globo 1990b; O 
Globo1999c).

Finally, as for implicit and explicit threats to institutions and the Constitution, 
while Collor confronted Congress and the Supreme Court with an avalanche of 
presidential decrees of questionable constitutionality, he did not openly threat-
en the two institutions. As mentioned above, he did threaten the press in 1990.

After the failure of his heterodox economic stabilization plan by early 1991, 
Collor prematurely became a lame-duck president, although his term would 
end officially only in January 1995. In March 1991 his popularity plummeted 
to less than 30%. In April that year, the Chamber of Deputies almost passed 
a law limiting the President’s decree powers, in a clear message to the chief 
executive. Accordingly, Collor tried to react to his growing isolation. In May 
1991, he appointed an elder statesman, Marcílio Marques Moreira, a respect-
ed diplomat and financier, to the ministry of finance, an appointment well re-
ceived by the market and Congress. In addition, Collor considerably reduced 
the issuance of presidential decrees, which he had abused in 1990. Even so, 
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with the economy stagnant, inflation very high, popularity steadily falling, 
and growing allegations of corruption involving the President’s camarilla, 
the political situation of Collor remained very precarious. In April 1992 he 
gave his last shot: he appointed a cabinet characterized by the delegation of 
power to important party leaders (notably Jorge Bornhausen, affiliated with 
the PFL) and other elder statesmen (Célio Borja, Hélio Jaguaribe and Cel-
so Lafer), great public men who combined renowned expertise and strong 
ties with political, business, cultural and academic elites. At first, this cabinet 
was capable of stabilizing the government’s political situation. However, in 
May 1992, Pedro Collor, a brother of the President, made serious accusations 
against the chief executive. From then on, Collor went down the drain until 
he was removed from office on October 2, 1992.

IV.	 THE DISTINGUISHING FEATURES OF BOLSONARO VIS-À-VIS 
QUADROS AND COLLOR

Now we proceed to identify the similarities and differences among Quadros, 
Collor, and Bolsonaro in order to pin down the unique features of the latter. To 
do so, we have yet to briefly describe national and international conditions in 
2018 and the critical attributes of Bolsonaro’s campaign and core voters.

As already noted, in 2018, Brazil was under the right-leaning coalition cabinet 
led by President Michel Temer, affiliated with the centrist MDB. Temer was an 
extremely unpopular chief executive whose image had been tainted by grave 
corruption scandals (Duque and Smith 2019). While the country’s economic 
performance in 2018 was not too bad (inflation was low [3.66%], and Brazil’s 
high public debt and deficit began to decrease slowly), output growth remained 
stagnant (1.1%), and high unemployment persisted (12.3%) Although Brazil’s 
party system institutionalization had grown in 1994-2014 (Mainwaring et al. 
2018), by 2018 the country’s main parties – the PT, PSDB, and MDB – were in 
utter disarray (Almeida 2019: 92; Duque and Smith 2019). As with Quadros and 
Collor, these conditions favored the rise of Bolsonaro.

As for the international system, it was marked by the disruptive presidency of 
Donald Trump, the growing rivalry between the US and China, and the weak-
ening of international organizations. The fact that Washington was, and still 
is, under the rule of an extreme-right populist obviously helped Bolsonaro’s 
winning presidential bid. Bolsonaro’s campaign platform focused on fighting 
corruption, law-and-order, pro-market economic policies, criticizing China’s 
presence in the Brazilian economy, the defense of family values, and anti-so-
cialism or, in Brazil’s political jargon, antipetismo.7

7	 Based on statistical analysis of survey data, Amaral (2020) and Rennó (2020) show that antipetismo was an 
important determinant of the vote for Bolsonaro.
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During his campaign, Bolsonaro received strong backing from the police and 
Armed Forces’ rank-and-file and retired military officers, as well as conser-
vative religious groups, financial investors, and agribusiness. At the individ-
ual voter level, according to Almeida and Guarnieri (2020), “Bolsonaro’s core 
voter was a young man (25 to 34 years old), white, with high family income 
between 20 and 50 minimum wages, Evangelical and resident of the North, 
South and Midwest regions of Brazil. The likelihood that someone with this 
social profile declared his intention to vote for Bolsonaro was 89.5%, in June 
2018, while the overall average was 19%. In October 2018, the probability rose 
to 95%, e.g., almost every person of that group would vote for the PSL can-
didate.” It is noteworthy that Evangelicals form a heterogeneous group, and 
while Bolsonaro had more vocal support from Pentecostals and Neopente-
costals during his campaign, he seems to remain most popular with the latter 
stream (BBC 2018; Época 2019).

That said, the following are the common core features among Brazil’s three 
rightwing populist presidents: (i) their election was held under discredited 
right-leaning (or center-right) coalitional presidencies associated with corrup-
tion and bad economic management; (ii) all were political insiders who ran as 
mavericks against a political establishment portrayed as corrupt; (iii) in the 
year of their election they were affiliated with very small parties, their political 
careers having been characterized by a weak attachment to any party;8 (iv) they 
shrewdly took advantage of the political space opened by the marked decline 
in the largest parties’ popular support; (v) the three were unwilling to form 
a legislative majority in their first year in office and, consequently, had very 
conflictive relations with Congress; and (vi) they all had bad relations with the 
press, although Bolsonaro is in a class of his own on this count.

Now the features that Bolsonaro shares with only one of the two other right-
wing populists. Like Quadros’s, Bolsonaro’s core voters are richer and more 
concentrated in the southern half of Brazil. Like Quadros, Bolsonaro has a keen 
concern with moral issues. Like Collor’s, Bolsonaro’s cabinet in his first year 
in office was packed with non-partisan ministers. Like Quadros’s, Bolsonaro’s 
economic policy in 2019 was orthodox. All told, Bolsonaro is closer to Quadros 
than to Collor.

Finally, we now pin down the unique attributes of Bolsonaro in addition to his 
public communication approach described in the second section of the article. 
First, he is the President who has drafted by far the highest number of military 
officers into cabinet- and sub-cabinet rank positions not only as compared to 
Quadros and Collor but also as compared to all presidents sworn in since 1985. 

8	 According to Carrera’s (2012) typology of Latin American outsiders, Quadros, Collor, and Bolsonaro should 
also be classified as mavericks (professional politicians without an established party). Therefore, the three 
Brazilian presidents are different from full outsiders like Peru’s Alberto Fujimori or Ecuador’s Rafael Co-
rrea and from amateurs (politicians who are new to politics but compete in traditional parties) like El Sal-
vador’s Mauricio Funes or Argentina’s Daniel Scioli.
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Note that Quadros also tried to involve the military with his government close-
ly. However, in the early 1960s, the Brazilian Armed Forces were politically 
divided between a conservative and a nationalist faction (Martins Filho 2003). 
This is not the case nowadays. This means that Bolsonaro can count on much 
more robust support from the barracks. In addition, Bolsonaro is the only one 
among the three rightwing populists who has no political relations whatsoever 
with the left. Quadros appointed two politicians from leftwing parties to his 
cabinet (Brígido Tinoco, affiliated with the Brazilian Socialist Party, to the Min-
istry of Education; and Francisco de Castro Neves, affiliated with the Brazilian 
Labor Party, to the Ministry of Labor). As noted above, in his second year in 
office, Collor struck a political deal with a leftwing party, the PDT, and a left-
wing governor, Leonel Brizola. In this sense, Bolsonaro is the most extremist of 
the three. Bolsonaro is also the most pro-American President not only among 
the three rightwing populists but since 1985. This has obviously to do with the 
fact that an extreme-right populist has governed the US since 2017. Among the 
three Brazilian rightwing populists, Bolsonaro is the one who had the most 
hostile relationship with the Supreme Court. Finally, Bolsonaro is the most 
pro-Evangelical President ever in Brazilian history.

V.	 CONCLUSION

Our identification of the similarities among Quadros, Collor, and Bolsonaro 
as regards their career background, the origin of their presidencies, presiden-
tial campaign and election, and their first year in office provides compelling 
evidence of Weyland’s definition of Latin American populism: the three presi-
dents’ common features are exclusively political – having to do essentially with 
their hostility to party and legislative institutions. Their policy differences are 
ample, and their relations with the Armed Forces, the left, the judicial branch, 
and the US also vary widely. In this sense, Bolsonaro, in 2019, is a classical Latin 
American populist.

Bolsonaro’s first year in office was extraordinarily conflictive and confusing, 
just like those of Quadros and Collor. Thus, their story is the same. But Bolson-
aro sings a different song, a blend of martial notes and Evangelical chants. The 
implications of this cacophony are grave. Civil-military relations have been 
unhinged, after 20 years of relative progress in terms of their democratization, 
as described in detail by Pion-Berlin and Martinez (2017). Therefore, political 
control of the military has been severely eroded in a country that only 36 years 
ago was under a military regime initiated in 1964.

By its turn, the rock-solid support provided by conservative Evangelical voters 
to Bolsonaro allowed him to permanently resort to four tactics in conducting 
his relations with the other branches of government and many sectors of soci-
ety: (1) to transfer the costs of major presidential decisions to others – this was 
made crystal-clear during the approval of the pension system reform, when the 
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chair of the Chamber of Deputies, Rodrigo Maia, took the lead in mobilizing 
support for the reform, not the President; (2) to identify alleged enemies who 
conspire against him (inside and outside his administration, including his min-
isters); (3) to attack the alleged enemies with grotesque and churlish language, 
and (4 ) to create smoke screens to mask facts associated with his administra-
tion that generate bad news. If throughout 2019 it was already staggering to 
see that Brazil had a robotic president, who shocked but was never surprising, 
the country is now facing a tragedy, as it is with that limited repertoire that 
Bolsonaro has been dealing with the pandemic of the Covid-19 and a looming 
deep economic recession. No wonder since late April 2020 Bolsonaro’s fall has 
become the main issue on Brazil’s political agenda. Same old story?
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