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Single Point Paper #2 
 

Brazil’s Landless Movement: Effects of Repression or Democratization? 
 

 

This paper will attempt to show that Ondetti’s argument vis-a vis the upsurge of 

Brazil’s landless movement in the 1990s is primarily a result of the country’s 

consolidating democracy, rather than a response to state repression. Even though state 

repression could be considered a trigger for the massive land takeovers that took place in the 

late 1990s, the underlying characteristics of the political climate in Brazil provide a fuller 

understanding of the reasons for MST’s activism success. 

At the outset, it is important to recognize that Ondetti addresses the issue of 

democratization, at least partially, in his analysis.  He asserts that aside from a response to 

repression, the takeovers were also a result of the relative increase in public space for 

organized protest, a major difference from the political realities during the authoritarian 

regime between 1964-1985. Ondetti states, “Another factor in improving the context for 

movement growth was the shift towards a less conservative and somewhat more urban-based 

national governments after the fall of President Collor in late 1992” (Ondetti 79). In fact, the 

strengthening of Brazilian civil society is the underlying reason for MST’s land takeovers in 

the 90s. Collor’s impeachment itself, which Ondetti refers to, is a direct outcome of the 

widespread mobilization against corruption that marked the growth of Brazilian democracy. 

Thus, it is only natural that civil society would respond to the landless massacres in 1995 and 

1996 and rally against the oppression of the state. However, Ondetti fails to recognize that the 

fundamental reason for this process is the maturity that Brazilian democracy had reached 

between 1985 and 1995.  



More specifically, media was employed as a free tool for communication, 

dissemination and exchange of ideas; the right to associate was increasingly used as a tool for 

protest and resistance, and the occupation of the land came as a natural outcome of the 

gradual revitalization of Brazilian population after the advent of democracy. In “Brazil’s 

Landless Hold Their Ground”, Vanden clearly states, “it is the democratization and 

celebration of civil society that allow – some would say encourage – the political mobilization 

that is manifest in the widespread emergence of forceful mass-based social and political 

movements” (Vanden 21). Further, Vanden explains that new democratic ideas coupled with 

the development of mass free communications have increased the efficiency, and organization 

of mass movements, providing the essential impetus behind the land seizures in the 1990s. As 

a result, it becomes evident that Ondetti has failed to explore the underlying reasons for the 

land seizures, reducing his analysis simply to the effects of state repression. 

Brazil’s democratic process is active and has been constantly maturing ever since the 

1985 transition to democracy. Within this context, the strongest display of democracy has 

been the re-emergence of a strong civil society that can pressure and hold governments 

accountable for policies, economic and social failures, or events such as the massacres of 

landless militants in 1995 and 1996. Thus, within the framework of a gradually consolidating 

democracy, the massive land takeovers that followed the ‘95-‘96 incidents are not only 

natural, but also expected in the free and lively civil society that Brazil had undeniably 

developed by the mid-1990s. As a result, Gabriel Ondetti’s emphasis on the effect that state 

repression had on the MST social movements is overstated and fails to fully discuss 

democratization as the first and most critical reason for the strengthening of social 

mobilization in Brazil. 
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