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ABSTRACT
This article examines the impact of party politics on the Brazilian electorate. An important
indicator of the consolidation of the party system is the emergence of image and party ties
among voters. As the party system tends to stabilize, we suppose that voters start fixing the
profiles of parties and express party preference or loyalty. It meant that electoral volatility, high
in the beginning, would tend to decrease along the time and that, the main parties at least, would
create their identity, working as shortcuts for voters in their search for information about the
political options in the electoral contests. The main concern of this analysis it to verify at what
level such knowledge and party identity construction process have occurred in Brazil, taking as
empirical basis a research carried out in the São Paulo city´s metropolitan area during the 2002
pre-election period.
Keywords: Parties and party systems in Brazil; electoral volatility; party identification; political
cognition; party loyalty, electoral system.

Introduction
Political parties are institutions that have emerged as a result of the work of political
actors in the decision-making and electoral arenas; therefore the Brazilian party system must be
reviewed as to both its efficiency in maintaining democratic governability and its capacity to
structure the electoral competition. As for the latter, it is worth highlighting the party’s role as
an agent that organizes the electoral process. This article looks at parties from this point of view.
More specifically, we examine how the electoral strategies formulated by the party elites impact
on the voter. Thus, our main question is to what extent parties make a difference from the
voters’ point of view. In other words, even if one admits that parties and the party system in
Brazil have had a satisfying performance both in the government and in accomplishing the
political elite’s electoral goals, one question remains to be examined: how effective are their
role in guiding citizens in the vote-decision process. Assuming that in democratic regimes
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parties are important both as structurers and facilitators of electoral choice, the basic condition
to make them a guiding instrument of the voting decision is that they have sufficient visibility in
the electoral context. Their visibility, together with their continuous participation in elections
allows the emergence of party loyalty, which might develop throughout the democratic political
experience.
Therefore, by focusing on parties in the electoral arena, we will examine to what extent
Brazilian parties are entities capable of offering voters political options which are distinctive
enough to build their identities, create loyalty and serve as a shortcut in the act of voting.
For that, we will first try to examine the indices of electoral volatility. Although they
were exhaustively analyzed by Nicolau (1998), Peres (2002) and Braga (2003), the argument I
present here differs a little, mainly in the conclusions I reached in the last two studies, which
suggest a tendency to stabilization of party preferences. Considering the significant alterations
in the correlations of forces of the parties in recent elections, we think it is too early to define a
trend towards the VWDELOL]DWLRQRIWKHSDUW\V\VWHP6HFRQGZHDQDO\]HG
research data 
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had difficulty in fixing their image in the voters’ minds.

Party competition and partisanship (sub 1)

An important indicator of the consolidation of a party system is the stabilization of the
party competition so as to have some predictability about the main contenders and about the
results related to their previous support. If it is true that democracy results in political
uncertainty, it is also true that its consolidation means the emergence of a somewhat stable
contest pattern. In young democracies, the more lasting the party competition pattern is, the
more likely that the voters will build party images and will create partisanship. In Brazil, the
restoration of the civilian government in 1985 was accompanied by the emergence of a
multiparty system whose main components are the same, except for the creation of the PSDB,
(Social Democratic Party) in 1988. After more than a decade and a half, in which there have
been 11 electoral disputes, one could expect the main parties to have built their image so as to
gain a foothold in the elections. If this had happened, the high levels of electoral volatility, that
were present in the first years of the new regime, would have tended to decline significantly as
competition would have stabilized around the main contenders. Growth could also be expected
in the levels of party identification, because, as suggested by Downs (1957), voters tend to use
parties as a shortcut to reduce the burden of the electoral decision, which becomes more
pressing in multiparty contexts such as Brazil’s. It is clear that this reasoning depends on how
political elites devise their strategies to give visibility to parties and make them distinguishable
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entities. It seems to us, however, that in Brazil, the type of strategy used by the elites to deal
with the complex set of rules that regulates the elections has produced a different pattern.

Aggregate data: Index of electoral volatility (sub 2)

A first sign of the difficulty of stabilizing the party system is shown by the index of
electoral volatility, which measures the differentials in the distribution of the electoral support
among the parties between one election and the next (Pedersen, 1990; Bartolini and Mair,
1990). The lower the electoral volatility, the more likely the established parties will have a role
in determining the preferences, irrespective of the appeal of a particular party candidate, of
specific political issues or any other unexpected event. In contrast, persistent high levels of
volatility are a sign that parties were not able to fix themselves in the voters’ minds so that they
could guarantee a reasonable level of popular support. This would be a sign of lack of party system
stability.
As Nicolau (1998) has highlighted very well, from a comparative perspective, electoral
volatility in Brazil is among the highest ones in the world. Among the consolidated
democracies, according to Pedersen’s index, the level of volatility varies from one nation to the
next, but it rarely reaches the high Brazilian rates.2 Data calculated by Nicolau (1998) indicate
that from 1982 to 1998, on average, about 30 percent of the voters changed their vote from one
party to another in consecutive elections. A more detailed analysis of electoral volatility was
made by Braga (2003), who calculated the indices both for the Chamber of Deputies and state
legislatures using the municipality by municipality electoral results for the period between 1990
and 2002. These numbers are even more surprising: the average for the country, considering the
three pairs of elections, is 38.3 percent for the Chamber of Deputies and 36.7 percent for the
state legislatures. More recently, the electoral volatility stopped rising (Braga, 2003), although it
KDVVWDELOL]HGDWDYHU\KLJKOHYHO

RYHUSHUFHQW7KLVVXJJHVWVWKDWLQ%UD]LODGHILQLWLYH

pattern of party support has not been established yet. If at the beginning of the 1990s the high
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this can no longer justify these indices nowadays.
There is no doubt that one of the causes has to do with the transformations in the
electoral environment, which have occurred throughout the world. We refer to the impact of the
television era on the electoral campaign, resulting in a contest focused much more on
personalities than on parties (Wattemberg, 1998 and 2000; Dalton, 2000). In our opinion, in the
Brazilian case, the fact that the party game and democracy itself are young institutions, plus the
structure of incentives under which the political actors compete for votes, contribute to dissipate
the distinctions among the parties, making party loyalty difficult. More specifically, the
VWUDWHJLHV DGRSWHG E\ FDQGLGDWHV DQG SDUWLHV WR PD[LPL]H WKHLU JDLQV

 LQ HOHFWLRQV IRU
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situation which not only stimulates the personalization of the competition, but also makes the
party contest blurry. Since parties have less visibility than candidates, they are not able to fix
their images in the voters’ minds, which makes the creation of voter identification and ties with
parties difficult. We will develop this argument by examining the issue of the party
identification at the individual level.

Party attachments in Brazil (sub 1)

The first condition for political parties to be able to perform the function of guiding the
voting decision has to do with the capacity of connecting with voters by creating relatively
stable support. If this capacity is acquired through the continuous experience of elections, in
which the same parties are the main contenders, we should expect a rise in the party loyalty,
even if in a small proportion. However, this does not seem to be happening in Brazil nowadays.
Graph 1 with data from national studies presents the longitudinal variation of party preference
for the period between 1989 and 2002.3 Party preference did not rise in this period, and
PRUHRYHU VKRZHG D WHQGHQF\ WR GHFOLQH )RU WKH SHULRG DV D ZKROH
\HDUV EHWZHHQ WKH ILUVW DQG WKH ODVW QDWLRQDO HOHFWLRQ

 WKDW FRPSUHKHQGV WKH

 WKH DYHUDJH SHUFHQWDJH RI SDUW\

preference reached only 46 percent.4 This value is low in comparison not only with the
international pattern (Dalton, 2000), but also with the rates seen in Brazil in the last years of the
democratic regime before the 1964 military coup. As Lavareda pointed out, data from studies
carried out in 1964 showed a rate of 64 percent of party identification (Lavareda, 1989, 1991).
,WLVZRUWKUHPHPEHULQJWKDWLQWKH\HDUVLQZKLFKWKHUHZHUHHOHFWLRQV
DQG 
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preference rates decreased instead of increasing. This is a clear indication that electoral
FDPSDLJQV

 ERWK IRU H[HFXWLYH DQG OHJLVODWLYH RIILFHV

 DUH QRW IRFXVHG RQ SDUWLHV DV

distinctive actors. During the campaign, voters are exposed to competition mainly between
individual candidacies (and many times between party alliances), which makes it unlikely the
development of strong ties between parties and voters.
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Source: Instituto DataFolha.

Based on the disaggregated data by party and the year average shown in Table 1, we can
observe the longitudinal variation of party preferences over this period and we can, therefore,
stress some points.5 First, a party in government (mainly in the national sphere) – a condition
which would in theory grant it greater public exposure – does not seem to have the asset to the
establishment of party attachments: the rates of party preferences are low for all parties in
central government. The PMDB (Brazilian Democratic Movement Party), which had built its
reputation as an opposition movement to the military rule and headed the first civilian
government (1985-1990) together with the PFL (Liberal Front Party), has held the first place in
the electorate preferences until recently. Its best rate (in 1993), however, did not reach 20
percent, and it also lost its leading position to the PT (Worker’s Party), declining 9 percent in
the preference ratings. The PFL and the PSDB (Brazilian Social Democratic Party), which
remained in the federal government over a long period (the former from 1985 until 2002 and the
latter from 1994 until 2002), have also presented insignificant rates of party preferences.
Second, being in opposition is not a factor that necessarily leads to party loyalty. Parties such as
the PPB (the Brazilian Progressive Party) and the PDT (Democratic Labour Party) – both
having opposing ideological orientations - have not been able to attract a significant number of
supporters. The only exception has been the PT whose preference rate has increased
significantly: from 10% in 1989, to 18% in 2002.
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Table 1
Party Preference – Brazil, 1989-2002 (%)
Years/

1989 1990 1991 1992 1993 1994 1995 1996 1997 1998 1999 2000 2001 2002

Parties
PMDB

15

12

16

18

19

17

17

15

16

14

12

12

11

9

PT

10

10

11

14

14

15

13

12

13

12

14

15

17

18

PFL

5

4

5

5

5

4

4

6

7

5

5

6

5

6

PPB

5

5

5

6

5

2

3

2

2

2

1

1

ni

ni

PSDB

1

2

1

2

3

4

4

5

5

5

4

3

4

4

PDT

5

4

5

4

4

3

3

3

3

2

2

3

1

2

Others

3

7

5

4

2

3

1

3

5

3

3

5

ni

ni

Non-

56

56

52

47

48

52

55

54

49

57

59

55

57

58

partisans
ni = no information. Source: Instituto Data Folha and Folha de São Paulo 07/10/2002

In sum, these data help to confirm that an incentive structure that does not lead to the
development of party attachments accounts for the lack of a sharp increase in the rates of party
identification in Brazil over the current democratic experience.
However, if this is the case, how can we explain the fact that a significant part of the
electorate (about 42% in 2002) expressed some party preference? How can one explain the case
of the PT, whose rates increased over the period? These questions deserve a thorough
examination.
First, the organizational factor helps to understand the unique feature of the PT in the
Brazilian party system, i.e., a typical mass party which emerged in the early 1980s and helped to
create a solid organization and a clearly visible left-wing partisan image. Its ability to stand out
from other parties was a result of a political strategy which aimed at taking a clear opposition
stance towards the government and which highlighted the political principles of the party. This
could be observed in the party’s refusal to build up alliances with other parties over its first
years of existence, and such attitude was later replaced by a strategy of forming alliances solely
with parties that stand on the same ideological spectrum.6
The second factor that may explain why part of the electorate shows party attachment
has to do with the different levels of information about the parties, which certainly depends on
the population’s level of education, a problem widely discussed in the literature.7 Higher
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educated voters are more likely to understand the available information on the political party
game, especially the complex and confusing context in which the electoral arena works in
Brazil. However, voters also depend on the information they obtain on the parties, i.e., on the
extent parties and their leaderships are exposed to the electorate. The organizations that
managed to develop a party-oriented strategy to reach the electorate, differentiating themselves
as political entities, which was the case of the PT, were able to outstand in the political process,
and attracted more voters. The visibility of a party and its capacity to construct a political image
are, in fact, the bases for the development of the cognitive component to party identification.8
In order to support this argument, we analyzed the data of a survey held in 2002 in the
metropolitan area of São Paulo.9 Although it is the setting of a case study, this is the largest
metropolitan area in Brazil and was, until recently, the destination for migrants from all regions
of the country, which made it nearly a sample of the Brazilian demographic formation. Besides
that, it is where the main parties have been able to elect a significant number of office holders
for different levels and branches of the government. This area is also the place where the PT
was founded, whose insertion as a mass party into the political contest could have led, in this
specific context, to a more partisan-oriented pattern in the electoral competition, as a result of its
impact on other parties´ strategies.
Table 2 shows the distribution of party preference according to the schooling level in
the metropolitan region of São Paulo (RMSP), as the results of our survey indicate. Numbers are
revealing. First, one should note the position of the PT in the rank: no less than 31 percent of the
interviewed people expressed their preference for this party. This is a significant rate if
compared to the 18 percentage points recorded in the country as a whole (compared to the
average rate of four nationwide surveys carried out in 2002). This is certainly a clear indication
of the party’s capacity to establish roots in the area which provided it with the initial basis of
electoral support.
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Table 2
Party Preference and Education– RMSP – 2002 (%)
Level of Schooling
Party

Total
Low

Medium

High

PT

22,3

31,8

39,8

30,6

PMDB

6,8

6,7

4,5

6,1

PSDB

2,6

2,8

6,4

3,7

PFL

1,3

1,5

2,4

1,7

PPB

1,3

1,9

1,4

1,5

PTB

0,9

0,7

1,0

0,9

PDT

0,2

0,4

Outros

0,5

1,1

1,7

1,1

35,9

47,0

57,1

45,8

64,1

53,0

42,9

54,2

(420)

(1500)

Total
Non-partisans

Total

(546)

(534)

0,2

Source: Survey DCP-USP, 2002.

The insertion of PT as a prominent party in the electoral game, however, did not result
into a different pattern of party politics in this specific region, that is, a type of dispute in which
alternative parties – opposing to the PT – would attract the preference of the electorate. In fact,
the preference rates for other parties are rather low, even in the case of the PMDB, which has
already had in this area one of its most important supporting bases (Lamounier and Muzinsky,
1983; Sadek 1984). Such difference from the PT makes the party preference resulting rate of 46
percent similar to the average rate observed in the nationwide surveys in the same year (42
percent).
Second, the numbers in table 2 also show the impact of schooling level over party
preference, a finding already reported in prior studies (Balbaschevsky, 1992; Moisés, 1992;
Carreirão and Kinzo, 2002). As it can be observed, party preferences tend to be higher among
higher educated voters, and such correlation is especially visible in the case of PT: among the
higher educated, the preference rating for the PT reaches 40 percent. This tendency, however, is
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not observed in the PMDB’s preference ratings, which are higher among the least educated.
Based on it, a positive but weak correlation has been recorded: Spearman’s r = .171.10
The existence of a positive correlation between levels of schooling and party
preferences – even if not very high – suggests the hypothesis that the complexity and low
intelligibility of the Brazilian electoral game demand from voters a strong willingness to obtain
political information, and such attitude is more likely to be found among higher educated voters.
If this is true, one should know, first of all, how well informed voters are about the parties that
make up the Brazilian party system.
In order to know in detail how much information voters get about the parties, some
questions were included in the questionnaire of the survey that we carried out in the RMSP. The
data shown in tables 3 and 4 are quite revealing.
When asked about which parties they know or have heard of, the answers of the
interviewed show that the parties have very few rooted impressions in the voters´ minds. With
the exception of the PT and the PMDB, which were mentioned respectively by 80 percent and
59 percent of the interviewed, more than half of RMSP voters did not mention the other
important parties (such as PSDB, PFL, PPB, PTB and PDT) that make up the Brazilian party
system.
Table 3
Porcentage of times party were named as known or just heard about by respondents
Parties

% of mentions

PT

80

PMDB

59

PSDB

40

PFL

36

PTB

21

PDT

17

PL

15

PPB

11

PSB

10

PcdoB

8

PPS

6

Names
of
politicians *

a

6

*3% of respondents mentioned “ party of Maluf”.
What is more surprising is that a considerable number of the interviewed do not know to
9

what parties the main political leaders of the country are affiliated, as table 4 shows. Again, with
WKHH[FHSWLRQRIWKH37ZKRVHPDLQOHDGHU
UHSUHVHQWDWLYHLQWKH6HQDWH

/XLV,Qácio Lula da Silva – and its outstanding

(GXDUGR6XSOLF\– are mentioned as members of the PT by the

majority of the interviewed, the other party leaders have not been able to make roots among the
voters for their parties. The lack of information about party affiliation of popular politicians is
impressing, especially those who were then the presidents of their parties (which is the case of
Jorge Bornhausen, Michel Temer, José Anibal, Leonel Brizola and even José Dirceu) or who
were important congressional leaders (such as Antônio Carlos Magalhães): the ratings of the
interviewed who did not give the right answer when they mentioned to what party such
politicians are affiliated varied from 76 percent to 97 percent One could argue that, as
congressmen, such politicians were less exposed to the part of the electorate (in fact, the
majority) who do not follow up their daily political actions. What is also surprising, however, is
the small number of respondents who knew to what party Fernando Henrique Cardoso
belonged, the then president of the Republic: only 29 percent of voters gave the correct answer.
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Table 4
Percentage of respondents who correctly answer the party affiliation of main political
leaders
Leader and correct party
PT

%

Other party mentions (%)*

Lula

78

PFL-1

Suplicy

51

PFL-1; PMDB-1; PSDB-1

José Dirceu

24

PMDB-1

Fernando H.Cardoso

29

PMDB-11; PFL-6; PTB-1

José Serra

24

PMDB-6; PFL-4; PT-2

José Anibal

3

PT-4; PFL-1; PMDB-1

Itamar Franco

19

PSDB-3; PFL-2; PT-1

José Sarney

15

PFL-10; PSDB-2; PT-1

Michel Temer

11

PFL-1,5; PSDB-1; PT-1

Roseane Sarney

25

PMDB-4; PT-3; PSDB-2

Ant. C. Magalhães

17

PMDB-8; PSDB-2; PT-1

Marco Maciel

11

PSDB-3; PMDB-3; PT-1; PL-1

Jorge Borhausen

7

PMDB-1; PSDB-1

PDT

Brizola

20

PFL-3; PTB-2; PMDB-2

PPB

Paulo Maluf

15

PMDB-7; PFL-6, PSD-5

PPS

Ciro Gomes

6

PSDB-2; PFL-2; PMDB-2

PSB

Garotinho

6

PDT-4; PT-3; PMDB-3

PSDB

PMDB

PFL

* Three other parties, with less than 1%, were mentioned.

Such evidence support the previously mentioned hypothesis that the low rating in party
identification found in the Brazilian party system may be a consequence of insufficient
information about the parties, which is expected in a setting that faces low schooling levels and
high complexity in the electoral contest. In other words, if one of the main factors which
prevent the development of party identification is the low visibility rating of parties, which
makes them little known by the electorate, it is expected that voters who have more access to
political information and can therefore gather more information about the parties will be more
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likely to develop some attachment with one of the main parties. Thus, it is expected to find a
positive correlation between the level of information about the parties and party preferences.
In order to test this hypothesis it is important, however, to consider other factors that
may affect the constitution of partisan ties, especially those that concern the PT. In other words,
it is necessary to measure the impact of the informational variable together with some structural
variables, such as schooling and working situation, since in a complex partisan-electoral setting
the level of political recognition depends on the availability and ability to obtain information
(which are higher among the more educated) and on the exposure to the political information
(which is higher among those who work outside their homes). We have also included another
political variable – a pro-democracy index – based on the assumption that voters who are more
inclined to develop partisan ties are those who get more information about parties and who are
more likely to support democratic values (such as the defense of democracy as the best political
regime, party pluralism and other fundamental institutions of representative democracy).
In this way, the initial hypothesis was supplemented by other three, which are: a) the
greater the schooling level, the more inclined the voter will be to express preference for some of
the parties that make up the Brazilian party system; b) voters who work outside their homes are
prone to have party preferences; and c) voters who have a higher level of pro-democracy stand
are more likely to develop partisan ties.
In order to test these hypotheses, we have used a binomial logistic regression model11,
which took the party preference12 as a dependent variable and included the following
independent variables:

1. Index of party cognition: resulting from the creation of an information scale about the
parties, whose items are described in the annex. This index measures the level of
information about the parties and can have low, medium and high values.
2. Schooling: classified in three levels – low (up to primary school, 36% of cases); medium
(middle school 36% of cases) and high (high school or above, 28% of cases).
3. Work situation: a dummy variable, with a 1 value for those who work outside the home and
0 for those who do not.
4. Index of pro democracy stand: can be low, medium or high according to the classification
on a scale of pro-democracy values, whose items are described in the annex.
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Table 5
Logistic Regression: Partisans
Independent Variables

Models
1

2

3

4

1,143***

1,179***

1,197***

1,272***

(3,137)

(3,252)

(3,309)

(3,569)

1,476***

1,558***

1,585***

1,729***

(4,376)

(4,751)

(4,882)

(5,637)

0,417***

0,434***

0,426***

(1,517)

(1,544)

(1,532)

0,764***

0,794***

0,782***

(2,146)

(2,212)

(2,187)

0,353***

0,363***

(1,423)

(1,438)

Index of Party Cognition
Medium/Low
High/Low

Pro-Democracy Index
Medium/Low
High/Low

Work outside

Index of Schooling
Medium/Low
High/Low

0,139
(1,149)
0,280*
(1,323)

Constant

-2,048***

-1,993***

-1,727***

-1,336***

*** p< 0,01; ** p, 0,05; * p< 0,10.
Number of cases = 687. Percentage of cases classified as correct varies between 63% and 66%.
Table 5 presents the results of the regressions. First, it shows that when the four
variables are included in the analysis (model 1), coefficients are positive and have a high level
of significance, thus confirming our hypotheses, with the exception of the hypothesis related to
schooling, whose coefficients, although positive, are much lower and only become significant
13

when compared to high and low schooling ratings. Secondly, one notes that the political party
cognition variable has an explanatory effect on party preference, which is much higher than the
other variables, whether taken alone (model 4) or associated with the pro-democracy variable
(model 3), or when the two correlated structural variables are included – level of schooling and
working outside the home (models 1 and 2). This means that (taking the values in parentheses
which are the odds ratios) among those who have a higher rate of party cognition, the chance of
showing a preference for a party is 3 times higher (if the level is medium) and 4 times greater (if
the level is high). Another variable that proved to be relevant is the pro-democracy index,
which shows that the chance of expressing a party preference is 1.5 times higher among those
who have been classified as medium level on the pro-democracy index and twice as high among
those classified in the high level.
Since those who are identified with the PT and the PMDB constitute a larger number of
cases, we tested our hypothesis for these groups separately, using the same statistical analysis
procedure. Tables 6 and 7 show the data for the group interviewed which showed a preference
for the PT13 and the PMDB14, respectively.
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Table 6
Logístic Regression: PT Partisans
Independent Variables

Models
1

2

3

4

0,950***

1,013***

1,032***

1,118***

(2,585)

(2,753)

(2,807)

(3,060)

0,839***

0,980***

1,014***

1,179***

(2,313)

(2,664)

(2,757)

(3,253)

0,449***

0,481***

0,472***

(1,567)

(1,618)

(1,603)

0,797***

0,844***

0,831***

(2,218)

(2,327)

(2,297)

0,405***

0,420***

(1,499)

(1,522)

Index of Party Cognition
Medium/Low
High/Low

Pro-Democracy Index
Medium/Low
High/Low

Work outside

Index of Schooling
Medium/Low
High/Low

0,279*
(1,322)
0,460***
(1,584)

Constant

-2,562***

-2,452***

-2,140***

-1,710***

*** p< 0,01; ** p, 0,05; * p< 0,10.
Number of cases: 459. Percentage of cases classified as correct varies between 69% e 70%.

Since PT supporters are the largest group among those declaring a party preference, it
was to be expected that the most relevant factor to explain party preference in general – party
cognition – would also be the variable to have the strongest effect on the preference for the PT.
Even so, the results for the group of PT supporters reveal some interesting differences. First, the
15

coefficients for the party cognition index are lower than those recorded in the analysis of party
supporters as a whole; second, the values for the odds ratio for a preference for the PT with an
increase in the level of party cognition rise from the medium to high category only when this
variable is considered in isolation (model 4); in the other models, which include the other
variables, the associated values and thus the odds ratio, drop or remain unchanged. This means
that the weight of the other variables for the PT group is relatively greater than the one found in
the total group with party ties, which is especially evident with respect to the schooling variable.
Thus, in contrast to what was seen in analyzing the set of parties, schooling level has a
significant level when compared to both the high and low categories (level of significance <
0.01), as well as the medium to the low categories (< 0.1). That is, the probability of a voter
with an average level of schooling showing a preference for the PT is 1.3 times greater than a
voter with a low level, and this probability rises to 1.6 times in the case of those with a high
level of schooling.
The profile of PMDB backers is very different from the PT group, as revealed by the
results of the regression analysis with the dependent variable being preference for the PMDB
(Table 7).
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Table 7
Logístic Regression: PMDB Partisans
Independent Variables

Models
1

2

3

4

0,966***

0,885**

0,912***

0,837**

(2,626 )

(2,424 )

(2,488)

(2,309)

1,374***

1,177***

1,213***

1,079***

(3,951)

(3,245)

(3,362)

(2,942)

-0,221

-0,258

-0,266

(0,802)

(0,773)

(0,767)

-0,452*

-0,547**

-0,554**

(0,636)

(0,579)

(0,575)

0,403

0,371

(1,496)

(1,449)

Index of Party Cognition
Medium/Low
High/Low

Pro-Democracy Index
Medium/Low
High/Low

Work outside

Index of Schooling
Medium/Low
High/Low

-0,226
(0,797)
-0,771**
(0,463)

Constant

-3,498***

-3,574***

-3,302***

-3,521***

*** p< 0,01; ** p, 0,05; * p< 0,10.
Number of cases: 92. Percentage of cases classified as correct 94%.

It is true that the most important variable in this case continues to be the rate of party
cognition and the chance of being a PMDB supporter becomes almost four times greater among
those who have a high rate of information on the parties, when we include the four selected
variables in the analysis. But what we want to highlight is the fact that the other hypotheses
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have not been confirmed, whether because the results were not statistically significant for all
categories of the variables in question or because they showed negative correlation. This is the
case of the schooling variable which shows a negative correlation with a preference for the
PMDB, even though only the coefficient resulting from the comparison between the high level
and low level of schooling had reached statistical significance. Even so, this allows us to affirm
that the chance of a voter with a high level of schooling showing a preference for the PMDB is
only 48% if compared to voters with a low level of schooling. While refuting the originally
formulated hypothesis, this result makes sense in the case of the PMDB, taking into account the
fact that this party is the oldest and its history – especially under the military rule – led to the
creation of a party identification with the poorest segments of the population, an outstanding
trait in the large urban centers such as São Paulo (Lamounier, 1975 and 1980; Reis, 1978) The
negative sign observed in the case of the pro-democracy index is, however, more difficult to
explain, since a positive association with PMDB supporters was to be expected, given the
history of this party in the struggle for democratization of the country. Perhaps the PMDB long
standing identity crisis - for more than a decade and a half - has dissipated the party’s image to
the point that its supporters no longer associate it with the defense of democratic values.
In sum, the results of the regression analysis, suggest that the cognitive element is the
most important factor in explaining political party preference in the Brazilian political context,
and especially the preference for the PT. In other words, the results explain why the majority of
voters did not develop ties to the parties. The lack of a minimum level of information necessary
to differentiate the parties that make up the Brazilian party system results in the absence of party
loyalty or ties.
The low rate of partisanship in Brazil has much more to do with the low cognition level
associated with the electoral dispute than with any antagonistic feelings for party politics.
Despite party preference being directly linked to a more pro-democratic stance, the data from
the same study reveal that 73% of those interviewed believe in the power of influence of their
vote over the Brazilian context. Moreover, even though 60% of respondents believe that the
parties are not concerned with the needs of the population, 57% of them consider the parties
necessary for the functioning of politics and 67% are in favor of a party system with at least two
parties.15 It is evident, therefore, that citizens’ perceptions of democratic institutions, such as
political parties and elections, are not negative, at least within the reference of the universe in
which this study is based.

Final considerations (sub 1)
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After almost twenty years of democratic political party competition, loyalty has been
highly unstable and has developed very slowly in Brazil. As we have seen, this tendency has to
do with at least two factors: on the one hand, the structure of incentives which constrains
politicians and parties in the electoral arena; and on the other hand, the parties’ organizational
resources. Adopting a complex set of electoral rules – the majority system, a system of
proportional representation with an open list system and permission to make alliances among
parties – combined with a presidentialist federative structure and a highly fragmented party
structure, have contributed to obscuring the intelligibility of party competition, and thus
discouraging the development of party identity. Even though the strategies used by politicians
and their respective parties in order to increase gains in the context of disputes have been
successful, the consequences for the electorate are far from positive. Voters have difficulty in
identifying parties as distinct political actors, that is, as entities that structure electoral choices
and create identities. In other words, in a situation of intense fragmentation, and with the lack of
clarity of the party system as a result of the practice of electoral alliances – not to mention the
practice of coalition government – it is hard for the average voter to fix an image of the parties in
their minds, to distinguish their leadership and proposals and thus to establish party loyalty.
Under these circumstances, party visibility, which is essential to developing party
identification, can occur only if the parties are very well organized and have a clear strategy for
creating a differentiated profile. As the only mass organization in the Brazilian party system,
the PT could benefit from its singular exposition, making roots in the electorate. In order to
compensate for the fluidity of the structure of the electoral competition and to affirm itself as an
important actor in the electoral arena, the PT strengthened its organization and presented itself
at the polls as an effective opposition and left-wing party. In maintaining this strategy, avoiding
mixing with electoral partners on the other end of the ideological spectrum, the party managed
to fix its image and to create ties among a significant portion of the electorate, especially in the
Greater São Paulo Metropolitan Region, this important region of the country, where our study
was carried out. This certainly explains the growth in the numbers of PT supporters. Its present
experience in federal power, which has given it a new position in the political process – and it is
well to remember the imperative need to form a broad and heterogeneous government coalition
– will be an important test of the ability of the PT to retain its supporters.
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Appendix (sub 1)
The Index of party cognition (made up of three categories: low, medium and high) is a
result from the creation of a scale of party information, based on five indicators:
a) The number of parties that those interviewed know; a greater value has been attributed to
the more important parties and the lesser value attributed to the less important ones.
b) The degree of information on the party affiliation of the main political leaders, with a grade
attributed to each respondent for the number of correct responses with respect to knowledge
about political leaders.
c) The degree of information on the position of the main parties on the right-left political
spectrum, with a grade given to each respondent according to the number of correct
responses regarding the classification of the main parties. It is worth remembering that the
number of non-responses to these questions is very high.
d) Knowledge of the party affiliation of the state governor.
e) Knowledge of the party affiliation of the town mayor. This as well as the previous variable
are dummies, with the value 1 for those who know and 0 for those who do not know.
By classifying respondents according to their scores for each indicator we had them ranked
in a 0 to 10 scale the result of which was as follow:

0

1

2

3

4

5

6

7

8

9

10

6,5

21,3

27,1

21,5

11,3

5,9

3,4

2,0

0,9

–

–
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As can be seen, no one was classified on the higher range of the scale, and 94% of those
interviewed were classified below range five on the scale.

Index of pro-democratic values (low, medium and high): result of the creation of a scale in
which those interviewed were classified according to the grade obtained from the sum of
answers in agreement with the questions below (1 point for each question)
a) Are you in favor of the existence of political parties in Brazil?
b) Do you believe “ that political parties in Brazil are necessary for the functioning of politics”?
c) Do you believe that “ whatever the situation, a democratic rule is always preferable to a nondemocratic government”?
d) Are you against the president prohibiting strikes?
e) Are you against the president being able to intervene in unions?
f) Are you against the president outlawing a particular party?
g) Are you against the president censuring newspapers, TV and radio?
h) Are you against the president being able to close the national congress?
i)

Are you against the president being able to outlaw elections?

Notes
∗

This article is the result of a thematic project “ Parties and Political Representation: the impact

of parties on the structure of electoral choice in Brazil”, funded by Fapesp (Research
Foundation of the State of São Paulo). A preliminary version was presented at the 27th Annual
Meeting of Anpocs (National Association of Graduate Studies and Research in Social Sciences),
Caxambú, from 21 to 25 October, 2003. I thank Leandro Piquet Carneiro and Ivan Borin for
their help in the statistical analysis.
1

Data from a survey carried out in the Metropolitan Á rea of the São Paulo City as well as from

nation-wide surveys carried out by Institute Data Folha (1989-2002 period).
2

. Just for comparison: Pedersen’s index average for the European countries, which have grown,

between 1985– 96, were 11.0 (Cf. Nicolau, 1998). On electoral volatily see especially Bartolini
and Mair (1990) and Mair (1997)
3

. The data used in the Graph 1 as well as in Table 1 are from national surveys carried out by the

institute DataFolha. The figures presented are the year average of several surveys held in each
year. A more detailed analysis is found in Carreirão & Kinzo (2002)
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4

We refer to party preference instead of party identification (which is the usual concept in the

literature) given the fact that surveys in Brazil do not work with the question usually used to
measure party identification (such as “ do you usually think yourself as a Democrat, a
Republican, etc or as a Conservative, a Labour, etc) (Miller and Traugott, 1989). The wording
adopted in all surveys in Brazil is: “ what party do you prefer?”, a wording, which suggest a
much weaker kind of partisan attachment.
5

The year average resulted from rates observed in about four surveys held in each year by the

same opinion poll institute ( Data Folha).
6

. Lately this strategy has changed considerably. Actually, in the 2002 elections, when the PT’s

presidential candidate won, its electoral strategy was to form alliance even with the right.
7

8

See especially Converse’s seminal work (1964).
. On the affective and cognitive components of party identification, see especially Richardson,

1991.
9

This survey, held in May 2002, used a probabilistic sample of 1500 cases, and is part of a

research project financed by Fapesp and CNPq. The selection of the cities to be part of the
sample was made according the following procedure: a) São Paulo city was included as a selfrepresentative case (61,1% of the electorate); b) the remaining municipalities of the
metropolitan region were grouped in 2 clusters according to the size of the electorate; c) from
cluster 1, that sums 28,5% of the electorate, three cities were randomly selected (Moji das
Cruzes, Guarulhos and Carapicuiba) and from Cluster 2 (10,4% of the electorate) just one city
was chosen (Cotia); d) the number of interviews in each of the cities was distributed
proportionally to their electorate and the quotas distributed by education, gender and age in
proportion to their distribution in each case. I want to thank Leandro Piquet Carneiro for his
help in the definition of the sample.
10

Significance level: .01.

11

This statistics allows us to measure the impact of an independent variable, discounting the

effect that other variables could cause. That is, in order to measure the sole effect of a given
variable it simulates to keep constant the effect of the remaining ones.
12

.This is a dummy variable whose value 1 is scored for those who have a party preference and

value 0 for those who do not have.
13

Dummy variable: value 1 is scored for those who indicate PT preference and value 0 for the

remaining interviewed.
14

Dummy variable: value 1 is scored for those who indicate PMDB preference and value 0 for
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the remaining interviewed.
15

. Interesting to note that 55% are in favour of a party system which has less parties than the

current one.
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