IMAGINING AN INDUSTRIAL COMMUNITY:
INDUSTRIALISTS AND WORKING-CLASS
CULTURE IN POSTWAR BRAZIL

Barbara Weinsrein

The dominant narratives of popular politics and working-class cul-
ture in Brazil since World War 11 have emerged from the work of sociol-
ogists and political scientists who have focused almost entirely on such
issucs as populism and corporatism.' The effect of this scholarly orien-
lation has been to highlight the initiatives of the state, and to imply that
virtually all class struggles in postwar Brazil were mediated or orches-
wvated by the state apparatus. This has tended to ebscure a distinguishing
feature of postwar Brazilian society: the ambitious and wide-ranging el-
forts by the industrial bourgeoisie, through aulonomous organizations,
‘0 increase productivity, enforce labaor discipline, and mold cooperative
worker-citizens. This meant not only sponsoring programs, run by indus-
eialist federations, for rational training of workers or courses on human
relations in the workplace, but also staging various campaigns to create
i shared “industrial culture” that would unite capital and labor around
the goals of national development and social peace,

This story of efforts by employer-run organizations to remake the
sulture of the “working masses™ in postwar Sao Paulo has its rools in the
19205, Tt was during that decade that a group of industrialist-engineers
elaborated a project for national development through industriahization
hat stressed rationalization and increased productivity, and reflected the
‘nternational mania for Taylorism and Fordism ? While this project, as
conceplualized by such industrial spokesmen as Roberto Simonsen and
Alexandre Siciliano Junior, placed even skilled workers in a distinctly
subordinate position within the industrial hierarchy, in classic Fordist
fashion it did envision the formation of disciplined, patriotic worker-cit-
izens who would participate in an imagined industrial community in
which the interests of labor and capital overlapped and even blurred,
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The particular strategies being developed by the Simonsen circle
in the 19205 had vet to penetrate to any significant extent to the Tactory
floorn Most industrial employers, if they had moved beyond the crudest
means of labor discipline, relied either on traditional paternalistic forms
of social control or, in the case of larger firms, resorted to some variant
of welfare capitalism whereby individual owners or firms, without state
coercion, provided expanded benefits to loyal, cooperative (and non-
unionized) workers. But by late 1920s key industrialist associations such
as CIESP (Cenlro de Indistrias do Estado de Sao Paulo) and influential
figures within the employer class were tentatively cmbracing the idea of
the state as mediator belween capital and labor?

Under the dictatorship of Getidlio Vargas (1930-19435), leading indus-
trialists and their associations colluborated in the formulation, if not the rig-
orous implementation, ol new labor legislation and corporatist regulations
for employer associations and trade unions. During the Estado Novo (1937-
1943), when Vargas initiated a program aof civic events to symbolize worker
identification with the Brazilian nation-state, leading industrialist spokes-
men participated. Having crushed, coopted or forced underground the more
militant segments of the labor movement, Vargas methodically replaced
the confrontational May Day commemorations of the pust with carcfully
choreographed rallies in soccer stadiums, Employer associations urged their
members to supply trucks and buses to ransport workers o these ceremo-
nies, and prominent industrialists stood by Vargas® side as he praised the
Brazilian workers and their contribution to national development (and
warned against backsliding by industrialists who did not respect the new
atmosphere of workerfemployer harmony).?

The indusirialist leadership that emerged under Vargas explicitly
rejected earlier approaches to the “social question™ as not obeying prin-
ciples of rational organization, and also acknowledged that “welfare cap-
ttalism™ of the sort that characterized North American industrial relations
during the 19205 was an impractical selution to the social question—baoth
because, without coercien, most Brazilian industrialists would not pro-
vide a wide range of services and benefits to their workers, and because
trade unions, however restricted and restrained, had become a permanent
feature of the industrial landscape. Al the same time, such key tigures as
Raoberto Simonsen remained wary of the state and its susceplibility to
popular (and “irrational”) pressures. Despite strong support for Vargas'
Estado Nova, these industrialists sought (o limit the role of the state in
industrial relations, both within and beyond the factory.

This Fordist tendency to straddle the line between private-sector
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strategies and statist policies is illustrated by the creation of SENAI—
the Servigo Nacional de Aprendizagem Industrial—a massive national
netwaork of manual training programs that combined vocational school-
ing with shopfloor experience. Initially conceived as a joint collabora-
tion among the state, trade unions and employer associations, the final
version of SENAIL that emerged in 1942 made employers entirely respon-
sible tor the financing and running of the agency. Vargas® government
1ssued the decree creating SENAT and mandated monthly contributions
from all urban-industrial emplovers, but otherwise SENAIL was 1o have
the juridical status of a private entity.’

Although the Sao Paulo industrialists, from the outset, regarded
SENAT as an instrument of socialization as well as worker training, the
industrial leadership regarded SENATDs objectives as too narrow and spe-
cific (o create, on its own, & new working-class culture or a community of
interests between emplovers and workers, Even in theory SENAT was meant
to train fewer than l‘«pcr cent of the tolal manuwal labor toree; it would only
have a vory indirect i Impact on unskilled and semi-skilled workers, or on
members of workers™ familics who were not employed. Furthermore, the
advantages of creating a moere expansive social-welfare agency became
apparent during the transition from the Vargas dictatorship to the elected
presidency of General Eurico Dutra (1946-1950), as strikes erapted inev-
ery major industrial sector in Sao Paulo.” In the midst of the 1946 strike
movemenl—the first such movement since the repression of the mid-
[930s—the industrial leadership founded the Servigo Social da Indistria
(SESI). Asinthe case of SENAL the federal government issued a decree
establishing SESL, and made monthly contributions mandatory, but once
again the service was 1o be entirely funded and operated by industrialists
and their allies in the newly emerging “helping” professions.”

Unlike SENAL with its relatively narrow focus on vocational edu-
cation, SESI had been conceptualized broadly and ambiticusly 1o pro-
vide a wide array of services to all urban workers and their families. Some
of SESI's services were designed to provide material assistance to work-
ers—ithese included discount food posts, medical and dental clinics, and
hot lunches for factory workers. Even in these cases, however, the SES]
directors were eager to emphasize that cultural and educational messag-
es (intelligent consumerism, better personal hygiene, good nutritional
habits, etc.) would be embedded in these operations. Most of SESI's ac-
tivities, meanwhile, were explicitly educational and cultural in nature, and
SEST's founders repeatedly designated these aspects of SESI's operations
as fundamental to the objectives of the service, even suggesting that the
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programs for material assistance be gradually phased out. Thus SESI
founder Roberto Simonsen, in his inaugural address, described SESI as
“perform[ing] a pedagogical and educational mission imbued with clear
ethical and social values. The technical-vocational instruction of our
workers...demands a complementary education that will permit the full
civic development of the Working Man [Homem Trabalhador], integrat-
ed into his professional and social group. SES] will undoubtedly tulfill
this objective. It will be the instrument par excellence for the diffusion
ol culture, for the popularization of cultural values in the proletarian mi-
liew.” Furthermore, Simonsen viewed SES] as a means (o create a "na-
tional” culture that could resist “foreign” (i.¢., Communist) influences.”

SESI disseminated these social and cultural values in a variety of
ways. Within a year of its founding SESI had mnitinted adult Tieracy cluss-
es in over 100 paulista factories, and that number would expand sleadily
over time. Not only did the primers used for these classes convey an ide-
alized image of working-class life. but the instructors had explicit orders
to emphasize the benefits of industrial employment and to elaborate on
the importance of various holidays that industrislists regarded as cructal
to the construction of a national culire, SESI's social educators, affili-
ated with the service's “Divisao de Orientagac Social,” made thousands
of factory visits to deliver lectures (o workers and to disseminate SESI
material. Social centers throughout the state of Sao Paulo provided work-
ers with places 1o meet, hold celebrations, take courses, and engage in
“healthy™ recreational activities, SESI offered courses in sewing specif-
ically as 4 meuns to make contact with working-class women, and even-
tually expanded this program to include over a half-dozen other domes-
tic arts courses that hundreds of thousands of women in Sa0 Paulo at-
tended during the 1950s.”

One of the most striking and original aspects of the SESI mission
was its self-consciousness as a oloss project. Whereas traditional welfare
capitalism, or even Fordism, primarily emphasized the benevolence, lar-
oesse or genius of a specific employer, SESI clearly aspired (o establish
the credentials of the industrial bourgeoisie as contributing collectively
to technical advancement, material improvements and social peace. In-
deed, when a leading chemical manufacturer in Sao Paulo, José Ermirio
de Morues, tried to wriggle out of making the monthly payments 1o SESI
by claiming he already provided his workers with all the services SESI
affered, the director of SESI assured him that the firm, Nitro-Quimica,
fulfilled “almost all of SESI's objectives...SEST also carries oul 4 social
policy and a program of social orientation that transcend the private ac-
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tivities of a particular firm, and thus that firm cannot implerment the en-
tire mission attributed to SESL™" SESI did offer subventions to firms if
they could prove to the agency's social educators that they independent-
ly funded such services as hot lunches, occupational safety classes, and
literacy instruction, but the maximum discount on the monthly payment
was 50 percent. Thus SESI did not view itself as competing with or du-
plicating privately-run services, but as expanding them both in guantity
and in scope, and in ways that allowed industrialists (o address issues of
working-cluss politics and culture on a scale that went beyond the con-
tines of the individual factory.”

SEST also portrayed itself as complementing or collaborating with
services oflered by trade unions, To be sure, this did not include el ser-
vices offered by unions—3SEST made no secret of the fact that it invested
substantial resources in the discount food posts after the war so as to com-
pete (successfully, as it turns out) with consumer conperatives sponsored
by Communist Farty [ront groups during the final years of the Vargas
{Hﬂhﬂurshhm'zIﬂutﬁnsavu51n1unu&uulcuﬁe;ﬂle[nypuvcﬂﬁhﬁilundxveuk—
ened state of most labor unions following the repressive vears of the Es-
tadoe Nove meant that most lacked the resources (o finance their own ser-
vices and were quite eager (o solicit funding trom SESL During the late
[4440s SES] dispensed funds to labor unions for everything from dental
benefits to sewing courses (usually for members’ wives), SESI also fund-
cd union-organized vacation trips, film screenings and theatrical perfor-
mances, though subsidies for the last two activities were available only
if SESI staff deemed the content of the play or film acceptable. As one
SESI official wrote, the purpose of such diversions was “to advance [the
workers'] cultural and artistic development, giving them nolions of so-
ciul order [and] examples of positive human relations...”" Some unions
did prove reluctant to co-sponsor SESI seminars on labor legislation or
syndicalism, as compared to the less blatantly politicized courses in lit-
cracy skills or sewing, but virlually every major union in Sao Paulo re-
ceived and acknowledged funding from SES1 during these years,

As should be apparent, those who conceptualized SESI's mission
defined it in the broadest possible terms. While material benefits mizght
contribute to greater productivity and produce more cooperative work-
ers, Simonsen and his cohort sought, above all, to remake industrial cul-
ture in Brazil (employers’ as well as workers') so as to innoculate Bra-
zilian workers against the Communist “plague” and ensure social peace,
According to Simonsen, by propagating Christian and democratic val-
ues, “SESL will allow the Brazilian working masses to cross the Red Sea
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of oppressive and inhumane totalitarianism without wetting their feet.”™
Such a grandiose objective would require SESI to offer not only ratio-
nally oreanized welfare and educational services, but also Lo claim cer-
tain social and cultural spaces whose transformation would be crucial Lo
the symbolic creation of an industrial community. This included indus-
iry-sponsored commemorations of such holidays as the Day of the Re-
publie, Flag Day, and the Day of Industry, But the most prominent and
ultimately controversial example was the First of May.

Priar to the Vargas dictatorship, May Day commemaorations tend-
ed to be associated exclusively with working-class groups, and more spe-
cifically with small coteries of militant male workers who often ended
up in some sort of confrontation with police autharities. To be sure,
representatives of the Vargas regime in the 1930s often exaggerated (he
chaos and violence that characterized earlier observations of International
Labor Day so as, by contrast, 1o highlight the new status, respectability.
and dignity gained by workers since Vargas™ ascent to power. Neverthe-
less, the pre-1930 commemorations certainly were quite different from
the carefully choreographed manifestations of national unity and class
cooperation that took place during the Estado Novo, '™

Vargas' fall from power, and the election of Dutra to the presiden-
cy, initiated a period in which the state seemed to revert to pre-1930 tech-
niques of suppressing labor militance, Faced with the first major wave
of labar protests in over a decade, Dutra issued a decree that made al-
most all strikes illegal and oversaw federal intervention inta 143 labor
unions, The newly-elecled president, who could be characterized as the
anti-populist, also prohibited any independent labor demonstrations or
rallies on May Day during his [irst year in office.'” So impressive was
the police presence in Rio and Sac Paulo on the First of May that the press
referred to “an unolfficial state of siege.” an image dramatically reinforced
Jater that month when police in Rio opened fire on a Communist Party
rally, wounding several workers.'™

Sao Paulo’s industrialists were by no means innocent bystanders in
these events: leading members of FIESP openly encouraged the Dutra
government to repress labor militancy and suppress the newly legalized
Communist Party, By December of 1946 the lines between the Dulira
sovernment and the paulista industrialists became further blurred with
the appointment of FIESP president, Morvan Dias de Fi sueiredo, as Min-
ister of Labor. Portrayed by SESI as the “Minister of Social Peace,” it
was Morvan Dias whao directly ordered the federal interventions into over
100 labor unions o remove “extremist elements” from their governing
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badies. At the same time. Morvan, Simonsen and their circle appreciat-
ad the limitations of this repressive strategy, and sought to construct a
“positive” alternative to state-sponsored repression. 1t was in this spirit
that SESI initiated its campaizn to remake the First of May into a cele-
bration of social peace and “fraternization” between capital and labor.,

SESI resurrected certain features of the May Day celebrations of
the Estado Novo—a ceremony was held in the Pacaembil soccer stadi-
um with representatives from industry, the state government, and the la-
bor tederations in attendance. But Vargas had certain resources—un-
nouncements of new labor legislation, nascent nationalism, direct con-
trol over the labor unions—that SESI could not easily replicate. To make
the May Day commemorations appealing 1o the “working masses,” SESI
wollld have to resort 1o a new formula—something that would be excit-
ing but orderly, that would put the spotlight on workers, but not on ¢luass
struggle, The solution that SESI arrived at was the “Jogos Desportivos
Operdrios,” an annual, month-long athletic competition to be nitated
edch veuar on the First of May.

The “Jogos Operirios™ began modestly; in 1947 some 2,500 warke:-
athletes from 130 sparts clubs (almost all atfiliated with manutfacturing
firms) participated. O Merafireico, the newspaper of the {recently inter-
vened) metalworkers” union, described the lestivities in glowing lerms,
even as its May Day issue recalled the sacrifices of the “Martyrs of Chi-
cago.”"™ The number of participants in the Jogos Operdrios increased over
the next few vears, reaching 8,000 in 1950, but most of the SES] inner
circle regarded this as unsatisfactory, and blamed the slow growth in par-
ticipation and attendance on poor publicity efforts and apathy among fac-
lory-owners. "

This led to a massive public-relations campaign by SESLin 1951,
an effort that included the organization of an elaborate parade to precede
the inauguration of the athletic tournament, In a number of ways the year
1951 was the ideal eccasion for such a campaign. The election of Getilio
Vargas to the presidency in late 1950 briefly created a perfect “populist
moment"” during which indusirialists, the state, and labor leaders could
imagine a rough commonality of interests. The FIESP leadership praised
the incoming president as a politician who “had always sought 10 estab-
lish cooperation among the different social classes and never sought to
incite class conflict,”™! Furthermore, upon taking office, Vareas appointed
Armando de Arruda Pereira, former president of FIESP and SESI, as
mityor of Suo Paule, Meanwhile, the reinvigorated labor unions, not vet
subject to free and fair elections, continued 1o be led by conservative and
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moderate leaders more than willing to collaborate with industrialist-spon-
sored activities, Some labor unions even pressured “apathetic” employ-
ers in their sector to sponsor floats and otherwise participate in the pa-
rade and athletic tournaments.™

Whether it was the timing or the increased expenditure on publici-
ty, the campaign was a great success: 13,211 athletes representing 486
different firms competed in the Jogos, while some 10,000 people partic-
ipated in the parade, Morcover, the latter event significantly transtformed
the nature of the commemorations. Prior o 1951 the SEST festivities had
included parades, but they were very simple affairs—inaugural proces-
sions in which representatives of the different sports clubs marched into
the stadium with banners identifying the sponsoring firm. The 1951 pa-
rade, in contrast, was more diverse and elaborate. It included students from
all the SEN AT schools in the city of Sao Paulo, {non-athletic) delegations
fram dozens of factories, und students from SESI courses and programs
throughout the metropolitan area. While some groups marched with sim-
ple hanners, as in the previous parades, others included elaborate floats
(carvos alegdricos) and constumes, decorated jeeps, and fancy new equip-
ment (usually the fire-fighting squads [rom the larger manufacturing
firms), Factories that sponsored the most impressive [loats and proces-
sions were awarded prizes and {ree publicity.™

The parade also significantly increased the participation of women
in the May Day events; female factory workers in intricate costumes dec-
orated the floats and jeeps in the procession, and women from SEST's
domestic-arls courses were among the most enthusiastic participants in
the parade.™ By the same token, the audience became more diverse in
terms of age and gender, with whale families atlending the festivities,
whereas previously the athletic games had mainly appealed to male spec-
tators. Women's teams also began Lo assert their right to enter the Jogos
Operirios, competing in track and volleyball tournaments,

The success of the 1951 festivities produced even greater interes!
in the event among employers, and in the following year some 40,000
workers participated in the parade and athletic competititons, and a mu ch
greater number came as spectators, Flushed with success, the president
of FIESP and SESL Anténio Devisate, circulated a notice (o industrial
emplovers in early 1933 with the following claim:

Conducted with a spirit that seeks to commenarate Labor Day in

an atmosphere of social peace, suitable to the Christian charac-
ter of Brazil's working class, the Jogos Operdrios have become,
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Year after vear the high point of the Mayv Day festivities in Sao
FPaulo, and the athietic fowrnaments.. ive succeeded N monapo-
lizing the interes af the entire wo rhitig population af the city and
s surrounding areqs,

To be sure, Devisate was overstating the case, Individual unions il
metropolitan Sao Paulo continued 1o hold their own ohservances and rallies,
and a few of the maore Independent unions had lon Zrepudiated the SESI-spon-
sared festivities, Even hefare the founding of SESI, the Union newspaper ¢
Trabathador Grafico published an article by Edgard Levenroth, an aging
anarchist printer, that denounced the growing tendency (o treat the First of
May as a day of festivities, A 1950 issue of the printers” news raper returned
[ the same theme, lamenting that young workers resarded May Day as a
festive occasion, though the editors excused their vounger colleagues by
noting that “for the last bwenty years, the First of May has been Monapo-
lized, managed, and exploited b ¥ the bourgenis ¢lags "2

Albeit for different reasons, this commentary similar] ¥ overstated the
capacity of SESI 1o monopelize May Dav observances, Nonetheless, it ig
clear that by the early 1950 SESL-sponsored events were overwhelming
the commemorations s ponsored by organized labor. The parade was very
elfective in drawing big crowds as well as large numbers of participants,
and the athletic tournaments had considerah)e popularity, especially among
younger male workers. Of course, SEST sponsorshi [ did not guarantee that
May Day commemorations wao uld adhere 1o the SEST line on social peace,
Anarticle in O Frabalhador Griifico congratulating the printers in Santos
for winning the 1950 May Day baskethyl] championship in the port cily
revealed a rather unorthodox view of the tournament's meanin o

{Wie wish to send our compliments io SESTs Revional Delepaey
s ciny for the lappy inftiative, in whicl through this well-op
ganized congress it pathered tagether the Santos workers in a fe-
althy contest, more ot of solidearity than Jartrophies, since the vie-
fory that we all desive is none other than wnderstanding and soli-
darity ARG Wy workers, since on v With such WEGPRIS Cal we miake
e Fedits counr

[n a somewhat different vein, SEST's headquarters in the stite cap-
ital chastised its re gional representative in Cang pinas for agreeing to speak
at and fund the railroad workers® 1932 May Day festivities. Apparently,
the railroaders’ commemorations of the previous year had become toa
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“political” for SESI's taste, The delegate defended his decision by say-
ing that the union president assured him measures would be taken 1o avoid
the “possible degradation of the spectacle into a political 'meeting’ as
happened the year before.™® But the delegate undoubtedly knew that once
things were underway, he had little ability to keep the day’s events {rom
taking a more explicitly political turn.

These qualifications aside, in early 1933 it seemed fairly reasonable
to claim that SESI had made substantial progress in its campaign to trans-
form a traditional commemoration of worker militancy and sacrifice into
a celebration of “social peace.” The sense of triumph, however, would be
shortlived due to two related developments in the sphere of labor relations.
Omne was the holding of the much postponed open union clections, which
brought in rew leaders who were more independent and generally more
militant than their predecessors; in some categories the runk and file even
munazed o dislodee deeply entrenched pelegos in the state labor federa-
tians. In other words, the new union leadership was less likely to be enthu-
siastic about collaborating with SESI, or about allowing sn employer-run
orranization to define the temper of May Day obscrvances =

Clasely related to this development was the return of Tabor militancy
to Sao Paulo in the [orm of the Strike of the 300,000, the largest general
strike in Brazil's history to that date, Beginning in March of 1933, workers
in almost every sector of paulista industry walked off the job demanding
higher pay. FIESP responded by urging police intervention and by criti-
cizing the Yarzas government for its “inaction” against the strikers ™
Although the stoppage had ended by May 15t the residual bitterness from
the strike moved union leaders to promote a boycott of the SESI lestivi-
ties. Articles on May Day in the metallurgicul and construction workers’
newspapers stressed its historical significance as the “starting point of
labor’s struggles™ and urged union members to participate enly in those
commemorative activities endorsed by organized labor.™

The union campaign seems Lo have had some effect; participation
in SESI-sponsored May Day activities dropped to 21,138 people state-
widein 1953, Furthermore, SESI encountered even greater diftficulty from
1953 on inrecruiting union participation in its parades, Evenin 1931 and
1952, few unions agreed to murch ar wnions in the parade—most work-
crs in the procession were representing their employers or SESI programs.
And the union leaders who SESI typically invited (o speak at the inau-
rural ceremonies (and who accepted the invitation) were old-line labor
hosses such as Luiz Menaossi, head of the Construction Workers™ Feder-
ation. After 1933 only two sindicatos, one of them the municipal trans-
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port union, formally participated in the SESI festivities,

At this point, if the industrialist leadership had been inclined to adopt
a sort of crude cost-benefit analysis, it might have reached the conclu-
sion thal the May Day festivities were costing more politically than they
were worth, and that sacrificing the parades and tournaments in the in-
terests of labor peace was probably a reasonable trade-off. But SEST and
its industrialist patrons had alveady staked considerable political capital
on the transformation of May Day, and their leverage vis & vis less “en-
lightened™ employers would have declined considerably had they aban-
doned a campaign in which they had already invested so many resourc-
es. Indeed, SESI repeatedly used the May Day [estivities and tournaments
as a form of symbolic pressure to induce recaleitrant employers to make
back pavments they owed the service. Forexample, when the soccerteam
from Suo Paulo Light & Power won the SEST championship for the San-
tos region, the upper management of “Lizht” had no choice but to attend
the wward ceremony, even though the utility had accumulated a larger debl
to SESI than any other employer in the state of Sao Paulo.”? Moreover,
the SEST-sponsored May Day celebrations provided an excellent acca-
sian for confirmation of the industrialists” claim that “rank and file” work-
ers sought cross-class cooperation, even if a small body of militants did
1ts best (o sow class resentment.

Another complication was the upcoming festivities to commemao-
rate, in 1954, the 400th anniversary of Sao Paula’s founding, It was es-
pecially important that SESI arrange a parade and tournament worthy of
this gala year despite the censure from organized labor, In recognition of
this, SESI's regional council agreed (o create a special fund of one mil-
lion cruzeiros to promote the 1934 Jogos Operirios and May Day Pa-

rade ™ Al that year’s spectacle an unusually large number Ufpmmmem
puhtjcmtm packed the viewing box and Governor Lucas Nogueira Garcez
apened the commemorations. SESL estimated that 15,000 workers par-
ticipated in the parade itselt, and many more attended the festivities.
However, the only union in evidence was the Construction Workers, and
the only so-called “workers’ representative”™ who spoke at the inaugural
ceremonies turned out (o be a social worker from the Nadir Figueiredo
glass factory. The printers’ newspaper, meanwhile, opened its May Day
issue with the following denunciation:

Friends, we have arvived at May Day of 1954, a vear of hunger, of

energy shortages, of high prices and low wages, of bourgeols de-
magoguery and general scarcity, The job of softening us np.. has
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been prepared, as wsual, by the emplovers’ DIPs: SESIs, SESCs,
ete. The schedule of Labor Day fesiivities has already been progrenm-
med: parades in Anhangabaid, worker gatherings, sports contests
and other “spontancons” demonstranions of gaiefy,

The article ended by reminding its readers that the First of May is an
accasion Tor protests “agamst those who, forgetting that class struggle is
inseparable from the capitalist system, try to extinguish it by decree.”™

Despile the apparentiy steady decline in union support for the SESI
May Day activities, the mid-1950s actually created yet another moment
when increased collaboration was possible, With the suicide of Getilio
WVargas in Augusl 1954, his conservative vice-president, Joao Calé Fil-
hie, took over the presidency and launched a brief period in which bath
labor and industry viewed the government as hostile to its interests.” [n
early 1956, at the very beginning of the Kubitschek presidency, several
of the leading lubor unions in Sao Paulo agreed to collaborate in SESI's
May Day festivities. According (o Aldo Lombardi, general secretury of
the metaliurgical workers” union, SESD's deeper pockets had routinely
allowed the industrialist organization to stage more spectacular, and bet-
ter-attended, activities than the labor unions, so the unions had therefore
decided to try to take advantage of SESI's large audience—a sort of “if
vou can'l beal ‘em, join ‘em” strategy.”™

This collaboration continued, somewhat shakily, inlto 1957; for
Labor Day of that vear SESI even expanded its commemaorations to in-
clude an claborate torchlizght parade through the Sao Paulo industeial sub-
urh of Santo André on May Day Eve.” But once again, the era of good
feelings did not endwre. [n October of 1957 the metalworkers, printers,
shoemakers and textile workers staged a ten-day walkoul to protest the
refusal of employers to accept a labor tribunal ruling in favor of a 25 per-
cent wage increase, According to O Meralirgico, FIESP responded by
urging the police and civil guard to arrest, beat and harazs the sirikers.
One major consequence of these events, claimed the metalworkers” news-
paper, was that the strike “buried once and for all the ‘social peace’ pro-
claimed by the bosses and SESL.*

By the late 19305 and early 1960s, even the more moderate labor
unions expressed their disapproval of SESI's May Day celebrations.
Thus the bakery workers” union urged its members to avoeld commem-
orating Labor Day “with festivities of a recreational or athletic charac-
ter, which is the way some pseudo-organizations for worker protection
commemaorate it every year, disparaging the true meaning of its histor-
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ical content.” @ Traballiador Téxtil called for a May Day celebration
“independent of organizations such as SESI, SESC [Servigo Social do
Comeércio], and others that only entertain workers to deceive them.” And
the militant railroad workers went much [urther, predicting the immi-
nent triumph of socialism and declaring that “the distortions practiced
by SESC and SEST with their fanfare and festivals will be to no avail
in obstructing the glorious day of the working class throughout the
world. ™ Even the devoutly anti-communist labor boss Olavo Previ-
atti, president of the paper workers™ federation, distanced himself from
5151 during these years. ™

At this point the SESI leadership apparently decided that the May
Day parade, at least, was indeed more trouble than it was worth. In the
early 1960s SESI quietly retired this feature of its May Day festivities
and returned to staging a more modest flag-raising ceremony (o inau-
gurate the Jogos Operdrios. To be sure, no one in SESI attributed this
decision to union pressure, One official claimed that the parade had
become too expensive and foo competitive, with industrial firms pro-
testing if they did not win first prize. Yet another official {in what be-
came the routine explanation) claimed that the problem was too much
traffic on the parade route through Anhangabai—a particularly dubi-
ous assertion given that Labor Day is a haliday when tralfic could eas-
ily be re-routed for a few hours.™

The parade’s demise. however, did not affect the Jogos Desporii-
vos Operdrios, which survived in somewhat reduced form during the
carly 19605, and then thrived again under military rule in the lule 1960s,
The appeal of the athletic tournaments continued unabated, and proved
quite effective in diverting the attention of young male workers from
the more explicitly political, union-sponsored May Day activities, This
iz apparent not only from the statistics on worker participation issued
by SESL, but also from the way in which labar unions reactled to this
challenge. In effect, they acknowledged the popularity of the games and
responded by sponsoring their own athletic competitions, or tacitly ac-
cepting the union teams’ participation in the SESI-sponsored tourna-
ments. Thus, when the textile workers” union in Sao Paulo declined to
lend its playing field to SESI for one of the May Day games, the union
explained that it had organized its own athletic competition for the First
ol May and therfore would be using the field itself.** Furthermore, it
described the union-sponsored games as a key feature of the union's
campiign to recruit new members.

In the same vein, an official of the printers” union, historically one
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of the most combative in Sao Paulo, argued for the formation of a "Rec-
reation Department” similar to the one already underway in the metal-
lurgical workers' union, The official envisioned this explicitly as a way
to compete with SESI's May Day competitions, “which mobilize large
numbers of workers™ every year™ These union-sponsored tournarments
did offer a “classist™ alternative o the SESI Jogos Operdrios, but at the
same time the unions were acquiescing to a schedule of events on May
Day that was more festive and less political. In effect, SESIT had partially
succeeded in redefining an annual event of considerable symbolic im-
portance, While May Day did not become a celebration of social peace,
it did lose the militant and confrontational character associated with ear-
ler commemorations of the First of May.

Despite SESI's failure to monopolize commemorations of May Day
in Sao Paulo, or to coopt oreanized labor into its celebrations of cross-
class cooperation, virtually all accounts of the SESI-sponsored activities
do emphasize their success in attracting not only participants, but large
numbers of spectators, Alda Lombardi's admission that the SESI Testiv-
ities always attracted the largest crowds is revealing in a number of ways.
Not only does it verify the genuine appeal of SESI's programs for the
“working masses.” but it also tefls us that the working class in Sao Paulo
did not necessarily organize its leisure time around the labor unions or
other specilically classist activities, even on the First of May. Further-
mare, it reinforces the notion that May Day had been definitively trans-
formed from a day of rallies and protests, in which there was no signifi-
cant distinction between spectator and participant, into a series of events
in which performers and spectators were sharply differentiated. In this
new version, the potential of a May Day activity to allract an audience
became a crucial measure of its success.

Closely related to this last point is the transformation of May Day
into a family affair, with sporls competitions, picnics and parades replac-
ing scctarian rallies and militant protests. However class conscious the
latter might have been, they tended to exclude or marginalize women anil
children. In contrast, SEST's May Day festivities attracted entire fami-
lies as spectators, and incorporated women and even children as partici-
pants. At the same time, women participated in ways that reinforced con-
ventional zender roles, often serving as ornamentation on floats and jeeps,
or sewing elaborate costumes, Despite their increased presence, women
did not speak at the inaugural ceremonies, and SESL only gradually add-
ed women's teams to its athletic tournaments. Significantly, SESIrefused
a request from the textile union (the only major sindicaro with a large
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female membership) to add women’s soccer (o the Jogos Operdrios. Ap-
parently, SESI officials regarded the Brazilian national pastime as an
exclusively masculine affair.*

While the composition of the parlicipants had become somewhat
more diverse, the representations of Brazilian industry, culture and tra-
dition themselves displayed very little in the way of diversity. Judging
[rom the photographs, most of the [loats and costumes were predictable
pacans lo Western technology and progress, with images of Greco-Ro-
man gods and goddesses far more common than any nen-European ele-
ments [rom Brazilian popular culture. Even if working-class Brazilians
of all racial and ethnic backgrounds participated in the parade, it was an
unbridled celebration of modernity and rechnical innovation, identified
entirely as European in origin® As for standard symbaols of labar mili-
tancy, not only were these absent, but some ceremonies highlighted im-
ages that could be seen as the antithesis of Labor Day traditions. For ex-
ample, SEST's May Day festivities in 1962 featured a “performance” by
lhe German shepherds of the Polive Canine Corps.*

Nevertheless, the popularity of SESD's May Day festivities raises
the 1ssue of whether we can talk about a specifically working-class
culture in postwar Sao Paulo (as opposed to a popular culture that tran-
scended work-related identities). Certainly the labor uniens were
growing in size and influence during the 19505 and early "60s, and it
15 clear that the more democratic local procedures led to the election
of union leaders who were more radical and militant than those who
had dominated the labor hierarchy in the late 1930s and 19405, But
we also know that relatively few workers participated in union activ-
ities, and probably even fewer organized their social and cultural lives
around the union. And considering the ongoing masculinization of the
industrial workforce, this would be even less the case for workers'
wives and children.* Thus the unions’ eriticism of the SESI May Day
aclivities did not necessarily deter even unionized workers from he-
Ing participants in or spectators at the SESI festivities, Ironically, the
union leadership was prabably more effective in influencing the de-
cisions of FIESP and SESI officials than it was in determining the
behavior of its own rank and file.

The failure of SESI to incorporate unions as a regular feature of
its May Day parades, and the growing criticism of this event from or-
ganized labor, tell us something aboul the difficulties of imagining an
industrial communily without the mediating role of the state, While both
militant union leaders and FIESP officials espoused an ideology of na-

Anos 90 2]



tional development in the [950s that created considerable overlap in
their vision of Brazilian society, conflicts over specific details—wag-
s, job tenure, penalties for absenteeism—repeatedly foregrounded the
significant differences in their conceptualization of industrial society.
Whereas the state, whether under Vargas or Kubitschek, could affect a
neutral, conciliatory, or even pro-worker position, FIESP (and by ex-
tension, SEST) had to attend first to the interests and sensitivities of its
membears. This was no abstacle to “social peace” during the Estado
Novo, when unions were under tight government control, but it became
much mare problematic in the 19508, as trade unions became more open
and democratic, with their leaders depending upon rank and lile sup-
port for their survival

Furthermore, despite efforts by the industrialist leadership to shed the
taint of paternalism, it was repeatedly apparent that union leaders interpreted
benetits ofterad by emplovers dillerently from those “guaranteed ™ by the
state.” For example, during the first few vears of SESI's existence Simo-
nsen tried to resurrect Vargas' tradition of announcing new concessions or
protections for workers on the First of May. In 1947 he urged all employ-
ers to grant workers pay for Sundays and holidays, starting on May 1st,
But instead of expressing gratitude. at least one labor newspaper sarcasti-
cally dismissed Simonsen’s “magnamimaous gesture,” arguing that payment
for Sundays and holidays should be established in the Brazilian constitu-
ton™ Although Vargas himself often referred to the labor reforms of his
regime as an “outorga —a gill or bequest from an enlightenad government
to a weak and vulnerable working class, labor leaders regularly reinterpreted
these benefits as part and parcel of workers” rights as ¢itizens.™ In con-
trast, concessions from emplovers tended to be seen as paternalistic favors
thut could be granted but also withdrawn,

At first glance the efforts of these industrialists to forge across-class
alliance with workers based on the promise of national development,
better standards of living and social peace may scem little different from
the abjectives of populist politicians and corporatist ideologues, Yet there
were significant differences, with populist discourse constructing work-
ing-class identity as a basis for claims to full citizenship in the public
sphere, while industrialists sought to remove the whole issue of work-
ers’ “rights and obligations™ from the political realm. Labor leaders
proved much more responsive to the nationalist imaginings of populist
politicians and the allure of even u small share of state power, than they
were to the efforls of industrialists to consolidate a quasi-private com-
munity of interests between employers and workers,
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NOTES

While case studies by historians and anthropologists are starting to re-ori-
cot our view of the postwar period, the most influential texts continue to be
works by political scientists and sociologists such as Florestan Fernandes,
Octivio lanni, Mariz do Carmo Campello de Souzs, Francisco Weffort,
Maria Victdria Benevides, and Fernando Henrigue Cardoso,

The mania for Fordism was not confired to industrialisis and technocrats:
see Antonio Gramsci, “Americanism and Fordism,” in Selections from the
Prison Notebooks (New York, 1971, 277-218; also see Mary Nolan, Wsions
af Modernity: American Business and the Moderization of Genneary {Ox-
Ford, 1994,

For a much more extensive discussion of these issues, see Barbara Wein-
stein, For Soctal Peace in Brazil: Indwstrialists and the Remaking of the
Working Class in Sao Pawlo, 1920-7964 (Chapel Hill, 1996), especially
chapters 1-2.

Cn May Day commemorations under Vargas, see John D, French, The Bra-
silian Werkers™ ABC; Class Conflict and Alfiances in Modern Sao Panlo
(Chapel Hill. [992), and Angela M. Castro Gomes, A Imvencao do Trabal-
hinimo (Rio, 1988),

On industrialist, the state and the founding of SENAI see Weinstein, For
Sacial Peace. ch, 3, and M. Antonieta P. Leopoldi, “Industrial Associations
and Politics in Contemporary Brazil,” D.Phil. thesis, Oxford University,
1984, On opposition within the Vargas regime to industrialist control of
SENAL see Simon Schwartzaman, HM, Bousquet Bomeny and Vanda M,
Ribeire Costa, Tempos de Capanema (Rio de Janeiro, 1984), 239-4],

O the 1946 strike wave see Ricardo Maranhao, Sindicatos e Demeacrutiza-
gao: Brasil, J945-1950 (5a0 Paulo, 1979 and Salvador A.M. Sandoval,
Social Change and Labor Unvest in Brazil since 1943 (Boulder, 1993).
The creation of SENAT and SEST greatly increased demand for social work-
ers, adulteducators, industrial psychologists and cecupational safety experts,
Sce Weinstein, For Social Peace, ch. 4. Among those who began their ca-
reers as adult educators with SESI was Paulo Freire, who directed SESIs
literacy programs in Recile during the 19503,

Roberta Simonsen, “( Problema Social no Brasil,” reprinted in Evolugao
Industrind do Brasil (Sao Paulo, 1973), pp. 443-434,

For more on the early SESI operations in Sao Paulo see Weinstein, For So-
cial Peace, especially chapter 4, On SESI's programs for working-class
wormnen, see Weinstein, “Unskilled Worker, Skilled Housewife: Remaking
the Working-Class Woman in Sao Paulo,” in John French and Daniel James,
ads., The Gendered Worlds of Latin American Women Workers (Durham:
Duke University Press, 1997,

10, Arquivo Geral do SESI-Sao Paulo {AG), Processos, P34/616, Sept. 29, 1047

{emphasis in criginal).
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SEST was also insistent that its programs for workers did not amount to “'pa-
ternalism™ since they did not originate with the individual employer. Mirio
Goulart Reis, O Service Social da ndiistria como fnstiteigeo (Porto Alegre,
1933).

. SESI-Sao Paulo, Atas do Conselho Regional, July 10, 1946, See also Reb-

ert ], Alexandear, Labor Relarions in Argewting, Brazil, aud Chile (New York,
1962}, p. 108,

CSESI—I8 Anas: Divisan de Orientague Social (5ao Paulo, 1965), p. 163

On SESI funding of lubor union activities, see Weinstein, For Social Peace,
pp. 133-16l,

_ Simonsen, “Discorso pronunciado a 25 de julho de 1946 em Sae Paulo, na

instalagao do lo Conselho Consultiva do SESI™ (Sao Paulo, 1946), p. 14,

O the pre-1930s May Day traditions, see Gomes, A Inveligao do Trabal-

fsmo, p. 233,

_ Fora similar representation of earlier May Day commemaorations in the con-

lexl of Peronist Argenting, see Daniel James. Resistance and nregration:
Peronism and the Argentine Working Class, 1946-1976 (Cambridge, 1988).
There are very few serious studies of fabor under Dutra, perbaps because
hvis administration, with its apparent lack of concern for popular support,
seems 50 out of step with the so-called “Populist Republic™ (1943-64), For
some discussion of the Dutra vears, see Joel Wolle, Working Women, Work-
inip Men: Soo Panlo and the Rise of Brazil s Industrial Working Class, 1900-
1953 (Durham, 1993), ch, 5.

. The latter event became known as the Massacre of the Largo do Carloca,

Edgard Carone, A Owarta Repriblica, $945-1964 (5a0 Paulo, 1980, po 11
“Primeiro de Maio," & Metalirgico, May 1947, p. 1,

SESI-SP, Aras, April 22, 1948, The slow growth was even more troubling
riven [ederal bans on “open”™ May Day commemorations in 1948 due to
renewed “illegal” strike activity. O Metaltirgico, May 1948, p. L.

. Bolerim Iifermative da FIESF 71 (Feb, 21, 1951 1-2
. AG-SESI, Processos, PTO/THE, April 13, 1954,
. For a detailed description of the SESI parade, see SEST Jornal, May 31, 1951,

el

. On SESI's Centros de Aprendizado Daméstica see Weinstein, “Unskilled

Worker, Skilled Housewile™

. Sao Paulo Light & Power, Arquivo. SESL F1, March 1933,

TG, April 1945, p.d; May 25, 1950, p. 9.

. TG, Aug. 1950, p. 4.

. AG-SESI, Processos, PTOTO/ 1186, Apr. 15, 16, 25, 1952,

. The term “pelego” refers o ministerialist union bosses who owed their jobs

to suppart from the Ministry of Labor, not the rank and file,

. On the 1953 strike see Joel Wolle, Working Women, Working Men, ch. 6.
. Weanstein, For Social Peace, p. 208,
. Light, Arquivo, SESL PL, May &, 1950,
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38.
35

440,
41,
42,
43,

44,

46,

47,

3. SESI-5P, Atas, March 12, 1954,
4. TG, Apr-May 1954, pp. 1-2, DIPS refers to the Departamenta dz Informagao

¢ Propaganda Social, which organized May Day events (and aversaw cen-
sorship) during the Vargas dictatorship.

. Café Filho, a right-wing military officer, was a member of the Uniao

Democritica Macional, an anti-Vargas party critical of government-spon-
sored industrialization. On this period see Thomas L. Skidmore, Politics in
Brazil, 1930- 1904 (Oxford: Oxlord University Press, 19673, [42-162,

Anterview with Aldo Lombardi, April 17, 1956, Robert Alexander Archive,

Rulgers University,

r. “Pragramadas Grandes Festividades para Comemorar o Primeiro de Maio,”

TG, April 1957, p, 8, Although this article was clearly relerring to the SESI-
sponsored festivities, il is interesting Lhat it never mentioned SEST by name.
“Paz Social,” 0 Metalirgico, Feb, 1958, p. 2,

A Massa, Apnil 1962, p. 1, O Trabalhador Téxnl, Jan, 1938, p. 5; O Trilhe,
May 1963, p. 2,

Weinstein, For Social Peace, p. 293,

SES[-5F, Atas, Feb. 24, Apr. 7, 1961; SES/—78 Anos, p. 138,

AG-SESI, P79/7R, STIFT-SP to SESL Mar, 19, 1954,

T, March 1960, p. 8. In a different vein the textile workers” union in Campi-
nas requested funding from SESI w organize a May Day trip to a resort town
ta help “inculcate moral and Christian principles” in its membership. The
union received 5,000 cruzeiros, AG-SESIL, P7978/3304/2205, March 30,
1959,

AG-SESL PTO/TE, April 2, 1963, Among the excuses offerad by SESI was
the claim that the regular officials would not officiate women’s soccer.

3. The best visual source for the May Day parades is the excellent callection

of photographs in SENAT's “Nicleo de Memdria” in Sao Paulo. This col-
lection is discussed in O Visna! do Trabaltho: Organizacao ¢ Preservagac
de Fotografios no SENAI-SF (Sao Paulo: SENAI-SE 19935),

Boletim Informative da FIESP 058 (May 16, 1962): 119, This performance
ook place lzss than two years before the military seizure of power—which
FIESP would avidly suppaort.

The contemporary shopfloor studics done by Brazilian sociologists were
based on an overly narrow conceplualization of class and class conscious-
ness. but they did convincingly demonstrate that few workers in the late
19505 and carly "60s looked to their unions as a source of social support,
political guidance or recreational activity, See, for example, Ledneio Mar-
tins Rodrigues, Conflito Industrial e Sindicalismo no Brasil (Sao Paulo,
19660, On the masculinization of the labor force see Weinstein, For Social
Peace, pp. 193-94.

CPor more on the “sensitivities™ of the industrial elite, see Maria José Tre-

visan, 30 Anos em 50 A FIESP e o Desenvolvimentismo (Petropolis: Vozes,
198G,
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49, OF course, the passage of o labor law did net necessarily mean that the law
waould be enforced, but at least it could be claimed as a worker’s right. See
Johm D, French, “Labor Law as Virtual Reality: The Quest to Realize the
Imaginary,” paper presented at the [ 3th Conference on Latin American La-
bor Histery, Duke University, Durham, April 1996,

30, O Trabalhador Grdfice. May 25, 1947, p. 7,

Al On Vargas' representztion of labor reforms as an “outorga,” see lohn D,
French, “The Crigins of Corporatist State Intervention in Brazilian Indus-
trial Relations, 1930- 1934, Luso-Brazilion Review 28, 2 (1991} 13-26,
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