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Brazil’s Landless Workers Movement 
(MST)

This  paper  deals  with  Brazil’s 
Landless  Workers  Movement  -  in  Por-
tuguese,  Movimento  dos  Trabalhadores 
Rurais Sem Terra  (MST).  The MST is 
Brazil’s  most  effective  (Wright  and 
Wolford,  2003)  and  Latin  America’s 
largest  social  movement  (MSTbrazil, 
2007). In what follows I will try to ac-
complish  two  things.  I  will  clarify  the 
connection  between the  MST and neo-
liberal globalization and I will illustrate 
the movement’s success. I will put forth 
the  argument  that  the  movement  has 
been successful in the past and that it is 
successful  right  now  for  three  broad 
reasons.  Secondary  literature  on  the 
movement’s history, as well as a dataset 
comprised  of  nineteen  events  and 
gathered over a period of almost seven 
months (September 2007 – March 2008), 
show political opportunities, a heavy use 
of alliances, and tactics that can be cat-
egorized as “unruly”. I will propose that 
these are the three reasons that contrib-
ute  to  the  movement’s  success.  Even 
though  the  MST  periodically  experi-
ences  constraints,  they  are  not  severe 
enough to have a crippling effect on the 
movement’s  overall  dynamic.  From 
these observations I infer that the move-
ment’s future success is foreseeable.  

The structure of the paper is as follows: 
First,  I will  give a brief account of the 
nature of the movement, the background 
in which it developed and the context in 
which it now works. Secondly, I will try 
to make a connection between the move-
ment’s protest and neoliberal  globaliza-
tion. Subsequently, I will illustrate mani-
festations of and reasons for the move-
ment’s  success.  This  is  followed  by  a 

discussion of constraints and, lastly, pre-
dictions for the future. 

THE MST

At the beginning, the movement was or-
ganized within the Pastoral Land Com-
mission (CPT), until 400 people decided 
to split off in order to take a more active 
approach  to  the  fight  for  land  reform. 
This  group  called  itself  the  MST.  The 
movement  was  founded  in  1984  and 
since then has become “the most dynam-
ic,  best  organized,  and  effective  social 
movement” in Brazil’s history (Petras, as 
quoted in Wolford, 2003a: 201). Today, 
its  membership  has increased to an es-
timated  1.5  million  people,  found  in 
twenty-three  out  of  twenty-seven 
Brazilian states (MSTbrazil, 2007). The 
MST  has  two  main  goals;  namely,  to 
achieve a fair agrarian reform and to es-
tablish a just and fraternal society.  The 
struggle for land in Brazil  is  almost  as 
old  as  its  state  formation.  The  military 
dictatorship (1964-1984) temporarily put 
an end to this fight and prohibited even 
speaking  about  agrarian  reform 
(Doc.visualab, 2004). 

To obtain land, the movement first looks 
for and identifies unproductive pieces of 
land and then occupies them. The move-
ment’s property claims over unproduct-
ive land are backed up by the Brazilian 
Constitution,  which  holds  that  unpro-
ductive land should be put to use for a 
“larger  social  function”  (MSTbrazil, 
2007).  The  first  land  occupation  took 
place in October 1985, in Rio Grande do 
Sul (Mark, 2001). In the same year the 
MST faced its first trial for a settlement 
occupation.  The  Supreme  Court  ruled 
that  it  was  no  crime  to  occupy unpro-
ductive  land  and  that  the  government 
had the obligation to expropriate the land 
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of the landowners who leave it infertile. 
This ruling gave the MST the status of a 
legal movement (Doc.visualab, 2004).

The  membership  of  the  movement  is 
more diverse now than it was at the be-
ginning or even a decade ago. Members 
of  the movement no longer  only come 
from the  countryside  or  working  class. 
Some of  its  members  stem from urban 
settings,  the  middle  class,  academic 
backgrounds,  liberal  professions,  etc. 
(Doc.visualab,  2004).  The  membership 
of the MST can be described as active. 
My dataset,  which can be found in the 
appendix of this paper, shows a number 
of  land  occupations,  railroad  occupa-
tions,  raids  of  paper  factories,  raids  of 
agribusinesses, destruction of genetically 
modified  seeds,  etc.,  involving  thou-
sands  of  members  (from  the  base  to 
leaders alike). The movement’s tactic is 
one of direct action (i.e. mostly land oc-
cupations),  which  contributed  to  the 
movement’s  success.  This  will  become 
evident later in the paper. Moreover, the 
MST itself is a member of the larger in-
ternational peasant organization, La Via 
Campesina, which has millions of mem-
bers  all  across  the  world  (MSTbrazil, 
2007).

Why  did  the  movement  emerge?  The 
formation of the movement can be seen 
as a response to  agricultural  restructur-
ing in the 1970s that resulted in a large 
landless class (Wolford, 2003a: 201). In 
1985,  ten  percent  of  landowners  in 
Brazil  controlled  eighty  percent  of  the 
land  (Wolford,  2003a:  203).  Organiza-
tion  therefore  became  crucial  for  eco-
nomic survival for the poor landless pop-
ulation.  The  second  factor  contributing 
to the rise of the movement is the re-es-
tablishment of democracy in 1985, after 
two decades  of  military  rule  (Wolford, 

2003a:  201).  According to Sidney Tar-
row,  the  decline  of  state  repression 
(among other things) leads to a favour-
able  condition  for  collective  action 
(1994:82).  The  demise  of  the  dictator-
ship provided the MST with the political 
opportunity to rise up and protest. 

Today, the movement is not only recog-
nized  for  the  struggle  for  agrarian  re-
form. It has also implemented a range of 
social services for its members, such as 
health care and schooling. This will  be 
discussed  in  more  detail  when  dealing 
with the movement’s past successes. Im-
plementing all those services costs a lot 
of money, so how does the MST fund it-
self? The general guideline is that every 
family that has been settled contributes 
three  percent  of  their  produce  to  the 
movement (MSTbrazil, 2007). However, 
these  contributions  are  not  mandatory, 
but  optional  (MSTbrazil,  2007).  The 
amount of the contribution is discussed 
in  the  encampment’s  assemblies  and 
each family can decide for itself whether 
or not to contribute (MSTbrazil,  2007). 
In  addition,  the  movement  has  estab-
lished  productive  mid-size  agricultural 
cooperatives.  Its  enterprises,  selling 
fruits, vegetables, coffee, dairy products, 
rums, teas, jams, and meats, generate on 
the average $50 million per year. Part of 
this  money  goes  into  the  $20  million 
budget for social services and infrastruc-
ture, and the majority goes directly to the 
member  families.  The  cooperatives 
provide jobs for thousands of members 
and  the  movement  even  has  its  own 
clothing  factory  in  Rio  Grande  do  Sul 
(Mark,  2001).  Furthermore,  the  move-
ment receives grants from UNESCO for 
its educational system and accepts dona-
tions  over  its  worldwide  network 
“Friends  of  the  MST”  (MSTbrazil, 
2007).
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Gaining  legal  ownership  of  a  piece  of 
land  can  be  a  long  process.  Until  the 
ownership of a piece of land is  legally 
recognized, the land is called a “camp”, 
which  implies  its  temporary  situation. 
Recognition  of  ownership  can  take 
months or even years and on occasion a 
camp is raided by the military police and 
the recognition never comes. As soon as 
ownership  is  recognized,  the  camp  be-
comes  a  “settlement”.  How  the  settle-
ment  is  organized is  decided through a 
democratic  process  and  may  therefore 
vary depending on different factors, such 
as  the  experience  of  the  workers,  the 
kind of crops, the quality of the soil, etc. 
On  the  whole,  the  encampments  are 
either  organized  in  the  form  of  nuclei 
(family possession) or cooperatives (col-
lective possession) (Martins, 2000). The 
cooperatives  are  successfully  organized 
on a local level, state level, and national 
level  (Martins,  2000).  Most  of  the set-
tlers’ income (whether the settlement is 
organized as a nucleus or as a cooperat-
ive) is used collectively and put towards 
production,  health  care,  schooling,  etc. 
in  the  settlement  (Martins,  2000).  De-
cisions  about  financial  matters  and 
things like production, education, health 
care,  marketing,  culture,  politics,  are 
made  in  the  settlement  assemblies  as 
well. The annual balance is presented in 
a general  meeting and decisions on the 
use of the budget are decided by major-
ity vote (Martins, 2000). 

The  movement  does  not  have  a  single 
decision-making centre. It is largely de-
centralized,  working  through  collective 
leadership  (Mark,  2001;  Wolford  and 
Wright,  2004).  Decisions  on  local  ac-
tions are taken democratically in the set-
tlements’  assemblies.  Frequently,  local 
MST groups  or  encampments  organize 
their  own  protests  that  are  directed  at 

local problems. However, these protests 
are usually in accordance with larger na-
tional campaigns. For example, occupa-
tions of farms run and owned by the ag-
ribusiness  Syngenta  in  various  parts  of 
the country fall under the national cam-
paign “Syngenta Out of Brazil”. Nation-
al decisions are made in a different way: 
Encampments  write  proposals  that  go 
beyond the settlers’ everyday decisions, 
like the formulation of political,  social, 
economic, and cultural policies concern-
ing the whole of Brazil.  The proposals 
are then sent to the National Board of the 
MST (the highest level), which discusses 
them and responds in writing1 (Martins, 
2002).  The  National  Board  therefore 
makes decisions on national campaigns, 
but  often  they  come  out  of  proposals 
from  the  base.  The  National  Board  is 
made up of  the  national  leaders  of  the 
MST,  including  Joao  Pedro  Stédile, 
main spokesperson and one of the found-
ing  members  of  the  MST.  Every  two 
years, elections take place in which the 
members  choose  the  national  leaders. 
The candidates for the positions are not 
self-nominated but put forth by regional 
and state centres, which are in between 
the base (encampments) and the national 
leaders (Doc.visualab, 2004). 

What  the  movement  ultimately  has  in 
mind is a socialist society, in which the 
means  of  production  are  shared.  The 
movement demands aid for five million 
families  with  small-holdings  and  land 
for four million landless families (MST-
brazil, 2007). On a more concrete level, 
this means the redistribution of land for 
at  least  200,000 families  per  year.  The 

1 The MST does not rely solely on its own ex-
pertise. The National Board often decides to seek 
advice from a network of experts that  consults 
the MST on various issues, like professors, sup-
porting  groups,  economists,  technicians,  etc. 
(Martins, 2000).
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government  so  far  has  not  lived  up  to 
this demand and there are several reas-
ons for this (besides not putting enough 
effort into it). One reason is the discrep-
ancy between the federal  and the local 
governments (Doc.visualab, 2004). It is 
the local government’s responsibility to 
declare  a piece of land “unproductive”. 
However, most of the local governments 
politically lean to the right, whereas the 
national government under Lula (Presid-
ent Luiz Inácio da Silva) is largely left-
wing.  Needless to say,  the two spheres 
do not get along that well. According to 
the MST and José Luiz del Rojo, a co-
ordinator for the World Social Forum, a 
lot  of  unproductive  land  is  declared 
“productive” by local governments. This 
means  that  millions  given  to  the  local 
governments by the federal government 
simply  bounce  back  (Doc.visualab, 
2004).  Another  reason  for  the  govern-
ment’s shortcoming in terms of land re-
form is foreign debt. There simply is not 
enough money available for land reform 
and/or support for the internal market. In 
the  year  2004,  the  government  spent 
around $10 billion on agriculture.  Two 
billion was spent on food crops, whereas 
eight billion went towards large agricul-
tural  businesses  (Doc.visualab,  2004). 
This leads me to the connection between 
MST  protest  and  neoliberal  globaliza-
tion. 

In the late 1980s and early 1990s, neo-
liberal  globalization reached Brazil  and 
free-market  capitalism  was  implemen-
ted. According to Manfred Steger, glob-
alizations refers to “a set of social pro-
cesses that are thought to transform our 
present social condition into one of” in-
terconnected economic, political, cultur-
al, and environmental systems (2003:8). 
“Neoliberal”  globalization  refers  to  the 
economic  aspect  of  globalization.  Na-

tional  economies  have been linked and 
economic interrelations now span the en-
tire globe. Goods and services are traded 
worldwide,  precipitated  by  gigantic 
cross-border flows of capital and techno-
logy  (Steger,  2003:37).  Neoliberalism 
brings with it concrete measures, such as 
the deregulation of economies, privatiza-
tion  of  publicly-owned  businesses,  the 
reduction of social spending, the liberal-
ization of  trade,  industry,  and financial 
transactions, promotion of foreign direct 
investment, labour control, tax cuts, pro-
tection of property rights, and a deliber-
ate downsizing of governments (Steger, 
2003:41). The neoliberal economic order 
is largely spearheaded by three interna-
tional  economic institutions:  the  World 
Bank (WB), the International Monetary 
Fund (IMF),  and  the  World  Trade  Or-
ganization (WTO). It is endorsed by gi-
gantic transnational corporations that be-
nefit  from  this,  and  enabled  through 
various trading systems and agreements 
(Steger, 2003:37). 

In the late 1980s and early 1990s, then, 
the Brazilian  market  was opened up to 
foreign capital. The market was deregu-
lated,  domestic  finances liberalized,  the 
state  vanished  when  it  came  to  fiscal 
policies  and  price  regulations,  state-
owned  enterprises  were  privatized  or 
closed  down,  and state  policy agencies 
were  closed  as  well  (Lourdes  Rollem-
berg Mollo and Saad-Filho, 2004). In the 
transition to neoliberalism, the country’s 
foreign debt and profit and dividend re-
mittances increased drastically (Lourdes 
Rollemberg  Mollo  and  Saad-Filho, 
2004).  Brazil  found itself  in  a  difficult 
situation.  The  country  was  in  need  of 
money and the IMF was able to provide. 
For  supplying  the  much-needed  loans, 
the WB and the IMF demanded the im-
plementation of so-called “structural ad-
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justment programmes”. This meant a re-
duction of social expenditures and even 
more  liberal  trade  and  regulatory 
policies  (Wolford  and  Wright,  2004). 
Undoubtedly this  favours large interna-
tional investors rather than small farmers 
and indeed, the gap between the rich and 
the poor in Brazil widened considerably 
(Mark, 2001). Mechanization of agricul-
ture was introduced and a lot of small-
scale  farmers  and  sharecroppers  found 
themselves  out  of  work  or  unable  to 
compete.  Furthermore,  the  government 
drastically increased the interest rates in 
the late 1990s and bankruptcies of small 
farmers shot up. Within four years (1995 
– 1999) four million Brazilians gave up 
their  rural  lives  and migrated  to  urban 
centres to find work (Mark, 2001). Fur-
thermore,  the  promised  economic 
growth never came2. This necessarily led 
to a higher level of unemployment. The 
unemployment  rate  in  Sao  Paulo  in-
creased  from  6  percent  in  the  late 
eighties to 9 percent in the mid-nineties 
and 20 percent in 2003. Furthermore, the 
level  of  income  decreased  steadily3 

(Lourdes  Rollember  Mollo  and  Saad-
Filho, 2004). 

Agrarian reform has to be understood in 
the  context  of  neoliberal  globalization. 
At the beginning of the new millennium 
three  percent  of  the  population  owned 
two-thirds of Brazil’s farmable land with 
1.6 percent of all farms occupying 53.2 
percent of arable land. Approximately 25 
million people have no land at all, while 

2 Between 1994 and 2003, Brazil’s average eco-
nomic growth rate was only 2.4 percent per year. 
This has to be compared to the average growth 
between 1933-80 of 6.3 percent (Lourdes Rolle-
mberg Mollo and Saad-Filho, 2004).
3 This had detrimental effects, especially on the 
lower middle class, earning on average between 
two and five minimum wages (Lourdes Rollem-
berg Mollo and Saad-Filho, 2004). 

1.2 billion  acres  of  the  aforementioned 
land  go  unused  (Mark,  2001).  The 
largest  agribusinesses,  which  produce 
for  export  and  often  hold  farms  solely 
for speculative reasons, do not utilize an 
estimated 88 percent of their land (Mark, 
2001). Whereas in the past the MST had 
to fight large landowners over a redistri-
bution  of  the  land,  it  now has  to  deal 
with even more powerful opponents. At 
present this means a confrontation first, 
with  agricultural  businesses,  then  with 
agricultural  industry,  and  finally  with 
financial  capital  (Doc.visualab,  2004). 
According to Joao Pedro Stédile, nation-
al  leader  and  founding  member  of  the 
MST, agrarian reform has to take second 
place  for  the  time  being.  First,  a  new 
model  of  development,  different  from 
capitalism, has to be implemented (Mar-
tins, 2000). Only in a just society can a 
fair  land reform take place.  The move-
ment’s new orientation is also evident in 
the  dataset.  Only  3  out  of  19  protests 
were  directly  concerned  with  agrarian 
reform. 

Within the drive to privatization and the 
accompanying attempts by the WTO and 
large  businesses  to  dismantle  peoples’ 
rights  to  unproductive  land,  it  is  espe-
cially hard for the MST to make claims 
for  a  land  reform based  on  communal 
ownership.  Multinational  businesses 
profit from the very conditions the MST 
tries to put an end to (e.g. rock-bottom 
wages,  a  landless  and hence dependent 
workforce,  inadequate  regulations  for 
environmental and labour standards). To 
attract investment the government has to 
remain  amiable  to  large  agribusinesses 
and plantation owners who largely pro-
duce goods for export (Mark, 2001). The 
IMF and the World Bank as well are not 
very fond of MST’s idea of an agrarian 
reform. (The World Bank’s own propos-
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al for agrarian reform will be discussed 
in connection with the movement’s con-
straints4.)

According to the data I collected on the 
movement’s activities, the movement is 
engaged  in  three  broad  campaigns.  As 
already discussed,  the movement  fights 
for  agrarian  reform,  which  is  exempli-
fied  by  several  activities  in  the  event 
catalogue:  a  62-day  march  took  place 
during  September  and  October  2007 
(MSTbrazil, 2007); the MST raided two 
tree plantations on October 16, 2007 in 
which  eucalyptus  saplings  were  des-
troyed (Colitt, 2007); and the movement 
blocked  a  motorway on  November  29, 
2007 to protest the eviction of 250 famil-
ies  from MST’s  Elizabeth  Teixeira  en-
campment  (WW4report,  2007;  LRAN, 
2007). 

The second broad campaign concerns it-
self with environmental issues. Here the 
focus is mainly on fighting the use of ge-
netically-modified  crops  by  large  agri-
cultural businesses. The one multination-
al  corporation  most  criticized  is  the 
Swedish  agribusiness  Syngenta  AG 
(MSTbrazil, 2007), which specializes in 
seeds  and  crop  protection  (i.e.  pesti-
cides) (Syngenta, 2008). The company’s 
other concentration lies in biotechnology 
and genomic research (Syngenta, 2008). 
The MST rejects large-scale commercial 
farming  largely  based  on  monoculture 
with high utilization of chemicals and re-
liance  on  biotechnology.  Rather,  the 
MST  proposes  a  more  campesino and 
family-run  agriculture  (MSTbrazil, 

4 There is a strain on the government because, on 
the  one  hand,  it  is  left-wing  and  not  whole-
heartedly in favour of neoliberalism. On the oth-
er  hand, it  still  wants  to  attract  foreign  invest-
ment and therefore has to be welcoming to large 
agribusinesses  and  plantation  owners  who pro-
duce for export (Mark, 2001)

2007). The idea is to have small and me-
dium-sized  farms  that  rely  on  environ-
mentally friendly techniques such as in-
tercropping5 and  crop  rotations  (MST-
brazil, 2007). Numerous activities during 
September  2007  and  the  beginning  of 
March 2008 illustrate this campaign. On 
October 21, 2007 the MST occupied an 
experimental  field  of  transgenic  crops 
run by Syngenta AG. During this occu-
pation,  one  MST  member  was  killed 
(Motley  Fool,  2007;  Ruiz-Marrero, 
2007;  WW4,  2007).  On  December  10, 
the  movement  occupied  a  Syngenta 
farm, shut down the production and des-
troyed  some  of  its  greenhouses  (Colitt 
and Allen, 2007). On the very same day 
another Syngenta farm occupation took 
place in Ceara,  in which the MST and 
another Via Campesina group destroyed 
genetically modified corn and soy seed-
lings (Colitt and Allen, 2007). On Janu-
ary  16,  the  MST  started  a  letter  and 
email campaign directed at the U.S. Na-
tional  Headquarters  of Sygenta and the 
Swiss  Embassy in  Washington D.C.  to 
demand  punishment  of  the  security 
guards who killed the activist during the 
October  21  occupation  (MSTbrazil, 
2007). On March 7, the movement occu-
pied a factory owned by Stora Enso and 
blocked eight major roads in Rio Grande 
do Sul to protest the company’s plan to 
plant trees near the border with Uruguay, 
which would have detrimental effects on 
the area’s ecosystem (MSTbrazil, 2008). 
More  protests  took  place  on  the  very 
same  day:  MST  women  occupied  a 
Monsanto research site in Sao Paulo to 
protest the government’s decision to leg-
alize  Monsanto's  GM Guardian® corn. 
And  in  various  cities  across  Brazil, 
demonstrations  took  place  against  the 
ongoing impunity for the murder of the 

5 I.e. growing a crop among plants of a different 
kind, usually in the space between rows.

6



activist  on  October  21  (MSTbrazil, 
2008).  Another  focus  of  the  environ-
mental campaign is the Sao Paulo river 
diversion.  On  December  3,  2007  the 
MST started a letter and email campaign 
in alliance with the Movement of Dam-
Affected  People  (MAB),  the  Pastoral 
Land  Commission  (CPT),  the  Pastoral 
Fishers  Commission  (CPP),  the  move-
ment of Small Farmers (MPA), and oth-
er local fishing communities, to stop the 
Sao  Francisco  River  Diversion  and  to 
support bishop Luiz Cappio,  who went 
on  a  hunger  strike  to  halt  this  project 
(Bono,  2007).  On  December  14,  the 
MST (with 230 other groups, including 
Caritas Brazil) declared a “national vigil 
and fast in solidarity day” for Luiz Cap-
pio for December 17 (Frayssinet, 2007). 
On that day, thousands of people came 
out to protest (Colitt, 2007).

The third campaign is rather new and a 
response to a wave of privatization en-
couraged by the  World  Bank and IMF 
(Reardon, 2007). As of MST’s fifth Na-
tional  Congress  in  June  2007,  its  new 
mission  is  to  “confront  neoliberalism... 
[and to] struggle for the re-statization of 
public companies that have been privat-
ized”  (as  quoted  in  Reardon,  2007).  A 
number  of  activities  in  the  event  cata-
logue correspond to this. For one week 
at the beginning of September 2007, the 
MST (in alliance with the Unique Work-
er’s Centre, and 200 smaller movements) 
organized a plebiscite to demand the re-
nationalization of the mining giant Com-
panhia  Vale  do  Rio  Doce  (CVRD); 
3,729,538 million people (94%) voted in 
favour of its re-nationalization (Reardon, 
2007; Vazquez,  2007). On October 16-
17,  the  movement  blocked  CVRD’s 
principal  train  tracks  and  prevented 
250,000 tons of iron ore from being de-
livered (Reardon, 2007; Sequera,  2007; 

Kuyek, 2007). On November 7, the MST 
blocked  another  railroad  and  the  same 
amount  of  iron  was  halted  (Reardon, 
2007; Kuyek, 2007). On November 27, 
the MST, together with the oil workers’ 
union  (FUP),  occupied  the  seat  of 
Brazil’s  National  Petroleum  Agency 
(ANP) to stop the auction of oil blocks 
(i.e.  exploration  rights)  (Radowitz, 
2007). On January 10, the MST and 108 
leaders and representatives of diverse or-
ganizations and social movements came 
together to draw up a manifesto calling 
on the government for a fair tax reform 
and the reformation of the country’s eco-
nomic policy (MSTbrazil, 2008).

Charles  Tilly  writes  that  in  the  age  of 
globalization,  social  movements  might 
undergo a number of changes, such as a 
change  in  campaigns,  repertoires,  and 
WUNC displays (i.e.,  participants'  con-
certed  public  representation  of  Worthi-
ness,  Unity,  Numbers,  and  Commit-
ments on the part of themselves and/or 
their constituencies) (2004:107). This is 
certainly  true  for  the  MST,  especially 
concerning its  campaigns.  With the in-
troduction  of  neoliberal  policies  in 
Brazil the MST had to undergo a number 
of  adaptations.  An  entire  campaign  is 
now dedicated to the fight against privat-
ization and in  favour  of  re-nationaliza-
tion, as exemplified by the activities de-
scribed above. The change in campaign 
focus is necessarily connected to a shift 
in  targets.  In  2003  Joao  Pedro  Stédile 
stated in an interview that MST’s tactics 
and  targets  slightly  changed  when 
Brazil’s Workers Party (PT) and Presid-
ent Lula assumed power. Under former 
president  Fernando  Henrique  Cardoso, 
the MST occupied offices of the agrarian 
reform  agency,  but  now  they  “occupy 
roads, estates – there is a different focus 
because  the  government  is  no  longer 
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[MST’s]  enemy”  (Stedile  as  quoted  in 
Hochstetler, 2004:17). 

The  actions  on  October  16  –  17  and 
November  7,  which  both  involved  the 
occupation of CVRD train tracks, show 
that both the government and the com-
pany  are  targeted.  The  government  is 
urged  to  expropriate  the  company  and 
the owners of  CVRD are told to  leave 
the  country.  The  plebiscite  in  the  first 
week  of  September,  the  occupation  of 
the  ANP seat  (November  27),  and  the 
62-day march during September and Oc-
tober 2007 were primarily directed at the 
government.  However,  the  government 
is  usually  not  targeted  as  the  primary 
cause of any given problem (institutions 
or  businesses  that  endorse  neoliberal 
policies are more often considered to be 
the originators of the problems); rather, 
it is targeted for the “absence of positive 
action” (Hochstetler, 2004:17). In many 
protests, the MST targets the businesses 
directly.  This  happened  to  Stora  Enso 
and Votorantim on October 16, 2007 and 
March 7, 2008. The MST raided two of 
their plantations (October 16) and occu-
pied a factory run by Stora Enso because 
the two companies are seen as harming 
land reform and family farming (Colitt, 
2007).  As  well,  Syngenta  is  one  of 
MST’s primary targets facing direct ac-
tion. One of its fields was occupied on 
October  21  and  two  were  invaded  on 
December  10,  2007;  a  letter  campaign 
was started on January 16, directed at the 
U.S. National Headquarters of Syngenta; 
and  numerous  demonstrations  targeting 
the company took place in various cities 
across  the  country  on  March  7,  2008 
(MSTbrazil,  2007;  Colitt  and  Allen, 
2007).  Monsanto,  a  multinational  agri-
cultural  corporation  specialized  in  bio-
technology,  herbicides,  genetically  en-
gineered  seeds,  and  “efficient  animal 

breeding”  (Monsanto,  2008),  was  tar-
geted directly as well when one of its re-
search sites was occupied on March 7, 
2008 (MSTbrazil,  2008). We can see a 
trend  here  in  agribusinesses  being  tar-
geted directly. 

I will now turn to the movement’s suc-
cess. I will show that the movement has 
been successful in the past, that it is suc-
cessful now, and that it will be success-
ful in the future. Furthermore, I will try 
to illustrate why this is the case. First, let 
me define what exactly I mean by “suc-
cess”. By “success” I have two things in 
mind. The first corresponds to something 
like  a  “favourable  outcome”.  What  I 
mean by this is that success is not only 
defined in terms of the accomplishment 
of  a  particular  campaign  goal  (e.g.  to 
halt  the Sao Paulo river diversion).  An 
increase in frequency of the protests, an 
increase  in  numbers  of  protestors,  the 
spreading of the protest  to other cities, 
etc.,  are  all  examples  of  what  I  would 
consider  a  “favourable  outcome”  and 
therefore success. The second definition 
of success I have borrowed from Willi-
am A. Gamson, who claims that success 
is  a  set  of  outcomes  falling  into  two 
clusters,  namely:  acceptance  and  new 
advantages  (1975:28-29).  Gaining  ac-
ceptance means being recognized by the 
antagonist  as  a  legitimate  negotiating 
partner  representing  a  constituency. 
Gaining new advantages, e.g. in the form 
of concessions or policy changes, is con-
sidered success as well. Success can in-
volve both – acceptance and new advant-
ages  – or  only one of these.  I  have in 
mind “favourable outcomes” as well as 
Gamson’s  criteria  when  I  assess  the 
movement’s success. 
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MST’S PAST SUCCESS

The  MST  is  Latin  America’s  largest 
(MSTbrazil, 2007) and “one of the most 
significant social movements for land re-
form in world history” (Carter, WP: 1). 
Since its formation, the MST has organ-
ized over 250,000 occupations and won 
land for over 350,000 families  in 2000 
agrarian  reform  settlements  (Wolford, 
2003a:  201;  MSTbrazil,  2007).  This 
means that the government formally re-
cognized  350,000  families  as  the  legal 
owners of the land. Undoubtedly, this is 
a  success  for  the  MST  –  by  anyone’s 
definition.  Some  180,000  families  are 
currently living on occupied land and are 
waiting  for  government  recognition  of 
their ownership of that land (MSTbrazil, 
2007). 

But the MST is not only known for ac-
quisition  of  land.  It  has  established  a 
considerable  network  of  profitable  co-
operatives at the local, state, and national 
levels  (Martins,  2000).  Furthermore,  it 
provides social  services to its members 
in  the  encampments,  including  medical 
clinics  and  even  training  centres  for 
health  care  workers  (Mark,  2001).  The 
MST’s  educational  system,  inspired  by 
the philosophy of Gilberto Freyre, is es-
pecially impressive,  taking a work-and-
study approach (Martins, 2000; Wolford 
and Wright, 2004). So far the MST has 
created 1,000 1st to 4th grade schools and 
one  hundred  5th to  8th grade  schools 
teaching all  kinds of courses, including 
agronomy (MSTbrazil,  2007;  Doc.visu-
alab,  2004). Some 3,800 teachers  (who 
must  meet  educational  standards)  are 
employed  in  MST’s  schools  and  teach 
about 150,000 children at the elementary 
and  secondary  level  (Mark,  2001; 

Wolford  and  Wright,  2004).  Some 
25,000  adults  are  attending  literacy 
classes supported by a grant given by the 
UNESCO  (Mark,  2001;  MSTbrazil, 
2007). Furthermore, the MST has estab-
lished teacher-training programs in sev-
en national universities with the help of 
UNICEF  and  the  Catholic  Church 
(Wolford and Wright, 2004). About 250 
daycare  centres  have  been  established 
and the MST even has its own agricul-
tural  college  (Mark,  2001).  The  move-
ment even established its own credit co-
operatives (three of them), called “Popu-
lar Bank”, with 5,400 associates (MST-
brazil, 2007).

It can be said that the MST gained much 
acceptance under the Lula government. 
A  commission  was  created  for  the 
NPAR (National Plan for Agrarian Re-
form) to elaborate a plan for an agrarian 
reform.  President  Lula  called  Plinio  da 
Roda  Sampaio,  an  MST  member,  and 
made him one of the coordinators of this 
reform. To be fair, one could also make 
the argument that this tactic was meant 
to  co-opt  the movement,  but  the mem-
bers of the MST do not see it in this way 
(Doc.visualab, 2004).  

The MST has also been recognized  on 
an international level, which speaks for 
the movement’s  success.  As mentioned 
above,  it  receives  grants  from the UN-
ESCO and UNICEF. In addition, it  has 
received awards from the UN for its ac-
complishments in agrarian reform, rural 
health care, ecological farming, and edu-
cation.  It  was  even  presented  with 
Sweden’s  “The  Right  Livelihood 
Award”  (i.e.  “The  Alternative  Nobel 
Prize”) (Wolford and Wright, 2004).
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MST’S PRESENT SUCCESS

In the dataset on the movement’s activit-
ies,  I  found  a  number  of  trends  that 
speak for  the  movement’s  success.  For 
example,  the  movement  occupied  the 
train  tracks  of  the  CVRD  twice,  once 
between  October  16  –  17  and  on 
November 7, 2007. For the first occupa-
tion, 2,600 activists came out to protest 
(Reardon, 2007). This already is quite a 
large crowd, but for the second occupa-
tion,  more  than  double  the  number  of 
people  showed  up.  Some 6,000 people 
occupied  the train  tracks  on November 
7,  which  constitutes  an  increase  and 
therefore success6.  Both of the occupa-
tions  had a positive  outcome.  The first 
occupation  ended  because  federal  au-
thorities promised to meet with the MST 
to hear its demands (Reardon, 2007; Se-
quera, 2007). This is an example of ac-
ceptance,  because it gives the MST the 
status of a legitimate negotiating party.7 

The  second  occupation  even  led  to  a 
more definite result, namely new advant-
ages. CVRD representatives and federal 

6 The  same  occupations,  which  stopped  2700 
trains, led to a congestion of the CVRD’s ports. 
The result  was a delay of the company’s  ship-
ments  and renegotiations  with its  clients.  Even 
the fright rates out of Brazil fell by three percent 
(Kinch, 2007). The CVRD mentions the MST in-
directly in its annual report. The company claims 
to have underachieved its predicted iron ore out-
put for the year  2007. Reasons given were bad 
weather conditions, equipment problems, and de-
livery problems due to “landless peasant protests 
on  one  of  its  railways”  (Samora  and  Ewing, 
2008).
7 However, till this day I was unable to find in-
formation on whether the meeting actually took 
place or if anything came out of it. But even if no 
new advantages were gained, one could still talk 
about the invitation to the meeting as a form of 
success.  Gamson calls  a  situation in which the 
movement achieves  acceptance but  no new ad-
vantages, co-optation (1975:29). This situation is 
still a form of success. 

officials  conceded to  the  MST funding 
for local agrarian reform projects and in-
vestments  in  educational  health  pro-
grams (Reardon, 2007; Kuyek, 2007).

Success was achieved in the campaign to 
stop the Sao Francisco River diversion. 
The  number  of  organizations  involved 
increased  considerably  from  a  handful 
on December 3, to 230 on December 14. 
Secondly,  on  December  11,  a  federal 
judge  expressed  doubts  about  the  gov-
ernment’s  legitimate  authority  over  the 
land and water and ordered the immedi-
ate halt of all construction on the project 
site  (Villaverde  and  Colitt,  2007; 
Frayssinet, 2007; Gomez, 2007).

The  occupation  of  Syngenta’s  illegal 
testing field (the one on which the MST 
activist  was  killed)  eventually  –  after 
months of protest – resulted in action by 
the government.  Brazil’s  environmental 
agency  (IBAMA)  fined  Syngenta 
$500,000 for a violation of the country’s 
biosafety law (Ruiz-Marrero, 2007). Fur-
thermore,  the  high  voter  turnout  of 
4,000,000  people  in  the  first  week  of 
September  2007 can  also  be  seen  as  a 
success for the movement and its allies. 

REASONS FOR SUCCESS

So why was the MST so successful  in 
the past and why is it so successful now? 
I want to suggest three reasons; namely, 
the  movement’s  reliance  on  alliances, 
political  opportunities  (partly  created 
through the movement’s  alliances),  and 
its tactics.  Building alliances leads to a 
higher  number  of  protestors  involved, 
which, in turn, can lead to other organiz-
ations joining in.  The collected data  as 
well  as  secondary  literature  on  MST’s 
history  show  many  different  coalitions 
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or alliances. In only 9 out of 19 protests 
between  September  2007  and  March 
2008 did the MST act alone. More than 
half  of  the  movement’s  activities  in-
volved different allies. 

During that time span, the MST entered 
into alliances with the Unique Workers’ 
Centre  (CUT),  the  oil  workers  union 
(FUP), other Via Campesina groups, the 
Movement  of  Dam-Affected  People 
(MAB), the Movement of Small Farmers 
(MPA),  the  Pastoral  Land Commission 
(CPP),  local  fishing  communities,  and 
hundreds (!) of smaller movements8. For 
the  creation  of  the  manifesto,  for  ex-
ample,  on  January  10,  2008  a  diverse 
number  of  individuals  and  representat-
ives  came  together.  Besides  the  CUT 
and the CPT, which are familiar  allies, 
there  were  media  representatives,  pro-
fessors,  student  unions,  the  journalist 
union,  an  economist,  the  assessor  of 
Caritas, the coordinator of Via Campes-
ina  Brazil,  and  even  a  member  of  the 
military  police  (MSTbrazil,  2007).  The 
groups come together, (despite their dif-
ferent backgrounds) because they have a 
common enemy. It becomes evident that 
the  reliance  on  alliances  contributes  to 
the movement’s success. Let’s consider 
the  Sao  Francisco  River  diversion,  for 
example.  When  the  movement  started 
protesting  against  the  diversion  on 
December 3, 2007 it had entered into an 
alliance  with a handful  of  other  move-
ments. There was no response from the 
government to the letter and email cam-
paign started on December 3. However, 
only  two  weeks  later,  the  alliance  had 
already grown to 230 organizations, in-

8 The  allies  listed  on  MST’s  homepage  come 
from various sectors of society; for example: en-
vironmental groups, religious groups, indigenous 
groups, labour unions, parties on the left, NGO’s 
(e.g.  Amnesty  International),  etc.  (MSTbrazil, 
2007).

cluding  influential  allies  like  Caritas 
Brazil and the Brazilian Catholic Church 
(Frayssinet, 2007). And only then, as the 
number of groups involved increased, a 
federal judge ordered the government to 
immediately stop all construction on the 
diversion  (Villaverde  and  Colitt,  2007; 
Frayssinet, 2007, Gomez, 2007).

As mentioned before,  the second occu-
pation  of  the  CVRD  train  tracks 
(November 7) led to new advantages. In-
stead of only being promised a meeting, 
the  MST actually  was  granted  conces-
sions.  This  occupation  lasted  only  one 
day,  as opposed to the first one, which 
was  carried  out  over  two  consecutive 
days.  What  was  different?  More  than 
double the number of people came out 
for the second one. Even though in this 
case the MST acted alone, it  still  illus-
trates the power that lies in numbers9.

Also,  getting  4,000,000  people  to  cast 
their  vote in a plebiscite  is  a consider-
able success and could only be accom-
plished with the help of other organiza-
tions. The MST worked with the Unique 
Worker’s Centre (CUT) and 200 smaller 
social  movements.  This  alliance  man-
aged to recruit  100,000 volunteers who 
traveled through the country in order to 
mobilize  people  (Reardon,  2007; 
Vazquez, 2007). I highly doubt that the 
MST could have achieved the same res-
ult by itself.

Finding influential allies and building al-
liances  can  also  create  political  oppor-
tunities. According to Sidney Tarrow, a 
movement  has  better  chances  of  being 
successful  “when  institutional  access 

9  I do not mean to give a mono-causal explana-
tion, but a higher number of protestors certainly 
does seem to contribute to the movement’s suc-
cess.
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opens, when alignments shift, when con-
flicts emerge among elites and when al-
lies become available” (1994:81). Polit-
ical  opportunities  are  both  seized  and 
created (Tarrow, 1994:81) and with the 
building  of  strong  alliances  a  split 
among  the  elites  can  be  created  and a 
political opportunity opened up. 

The plebiscite, for example, can be seen 
as a political opportunity. The mobiliza-
tion for the plebiscite as well as its result 
put considerable pressure on the govern-
ment  and, indeed,  resulted in a split  in 
the government structure. President Lu-
la’s  Workers’  Party (PT) supported the 
plebiscite,  and  individual  party  leaders 
(e.g. Ana Julia Carepa, the governor of 
Para State) even voted. However, Presid-
ent Lula was quoted as saying: “any dis-
cussion on the topic of the CVRD shall 
not reach my desk” and that it “will not 
be discussed in government” (Vazquez, 
2007).

Furthermore, the movement already has 
access to the authorities, which, accord-
ing to Tarrow, makes it more likely to be 
successful  (1994:81).  As  already  dis-
cussed, the movement was invited to sit 
on the commission for the NPAR (Na-
tional Plan for Agrarian Reform) and the 
occupation  of  the  CVRD  train  tracks 
(October 16-17) ended with the promise 
for  a  meeting.  Thus,  the  movement  is 
already seen as a legitimate negotiating 
partner. 

But  political  opportunities  can  also 
simply  open  up  without  being  created. 
We  can  see  evidence  for  this  in  the 
movement’s formation, which happened 
precisely when the dictatorship was re-
placed  by a  democratic  system that  al-
lowed for organization and collective ac-
tion.  

The last factor I was able to observe as 
one contributing to the movement’s suc-
cess  is  its  tactics.  It  becomes  evident 
from the event catalogue that the move-
ment  has a wide range of tactics  in its 
repertoire. There was a 62-day march, a 
plebiscite,  numerous  occupations  (of 
land and railways), raids and the destruc-
tion of seeds and saplings, email and let-
ter campaigns, a collective day of action 
(national fast day),  the publication of a 
manifesto,  and  ordinary  street  demon-
strations.  Although  the  wide  range  of 
tactics  might  already  contribute  to  the 
movement’s success, I want to emphas-
ize one tactic that stands out. That is, its 
mass-direct action approach (e.g. in the 
form of occupations and raids), which I 
believe  contributes  considerably  to  the 
movement’s  success.  The  movement 
identifies unproductive land and simply 
takes it.  Through its history,  the move-
ment has gained land for 350,000 famil-
ies precisely though employing this type 
of action. The event catalogue shows 11 
events  (out  of  19)  in  which  the  MST 
used direct-action.  William A. Gamson 
asserts that violence (“deliberate physic-
al injury to property or persons”) appears 
to marginally benefit social movements, 
and terms it the “success of the unruly” 
(Gamson,  1997:357).  The MST usually 
does not use violence against people, but 
it  does  deliberately  injure  property  (to 
use  Gamson’s  words).  Two  events  on 
October 16, one on October 21, two on 
December 10, and two events on March 
7, illustrate this. The MST uses violence 
against property: takes over land, squats 
on it, and engages in active resistance. I 
believe  that  all  of  these actions can be 
classified as “unruly”. Therefore, I think 
that Gamson’s claim about the ““success 
of the unruly”  applies  to  the MST and 
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that  this  is  one  reason why the  move-
ment is and has been so successful. 

CONSTRAINTS

The MST faced numerous constraints in 
the past,  as  it  does now. But,  however 
big the obstacles were and still are, none 
has had a detrimental effect on the over-
all  dynamic  of  the  movement.  Under 
Cardoso’s  government,  in  the  mid-90s, 
the  MST  faced  challenges  in  terms  of 
acceptance. The government tried to im-
pose  various  conditions  on  the  MST. 
One of them was the denial  of  negoti-
ations unless the land occupations com-
pletely  stopped.  Only  then  would  the 
government  listen  to  MST’s  demands. 
But the movement increased and intensi-
fied  the  occupations  (Martins,  2000). 
The  government  continued its  effort  to 
intimidate  the  movement.  Two  mas-
sacres  took  place,  one  at  Corumbia  in 
1995 and the other in Eldorado dos Ca-
rajás  in  1996  (Martins,  2000;  Wolford 
and Wright; 2004). Indeed, in the period 
from 1988 until 2001, 1517 rural work-
ers  lost  their  lives  due  to  attacks  from 
military  police  or  landowners’  private 
militias, according to the Pastoral Land 
Commission  (CPT)  (Mark,  2001).  Fur-
thermore, the Cardoso government tried 
to denounce the movement by accusing 
them of growing marijuana, calling their 
occupations  “illegal”,  even  making 
changes to the legal apparatus, and fram-
ing them as “backwards” and as “stand-
ing in the way of modernization”. There 
were attempts of co-optation and isola-
tion.  But  despite  all  of  that,  the move-
ment grew tremendously in size and in-
fluence  (Martins,  2000)  in  1996  (Mar-
tins, 2000; Wolford and Wright; 2004). 
As noted, between 1988 and 2001, 1517 
rural  workers  lost  their  lives  over  the 

fight for land (Mark, 2001). As the event 
on October 21 shows, activists still risk 
their  lives.  The killing of MST activist 
Valmir Mota de Oliveira certainly was a 
drawback. 

Another  constraint  is  closely  linked  to 
one of MST’s biggest successes, namely 
the  provision  of  social  services.  The 
MST provides its members with services 
the government cannot or does not want 
to supply, such as health care, schooling, 
etc. However, this provision of services 
not  the  movement’s  primary  objective, 
and is certainly a drain on its resources. 
What it does best is help people to obtain 
land;  taking  on  major  responsibilities 
like  the  provision  of  social  services 
could change the movement. How much 
this  dilution  of  effort  and  resources 
might  restrain  the  movement  and  how 
much it could take away from its dynam-
ism has yet to be seen. The movement 
also  experiences  problems with  pattern 
maintenance.  It  is hard for the MST to 
keep  families  active  that  have  already 
acquired and settled on a piece of land. 

The  World  Bank  presents  an  ongoing 
obstacle  to  the MST. The World Bank 
tries to push for its own idea of land re-
form,  called  “The  Land-Based  Poverty 
Alleviation  Project  of  Brazil”  (WB, 
2008).  This  project  was  already  partly 
implemented  in  1997  (Wolford  and 
Wright, 2004) and basically incorporates 
the  idea  that  all  the  land  should  be 
privatized  and the constitution  changed 
so no one has claim to “unproductive” 
land. The landless could apply for loans 
“to purchase agricultural properties from 
willing sellers” (WB, 2008)10.

10 Naturally, the MST has a problem with this, as 
the interest rates would be as high as 18 percent, 
the grace period only three years,  and no loans 
available for seeds or supplies (Mark, 2001).
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The  eviction  of  the  Elizabeth  Teixeira 
encampment  was  certainly  a  major 
drawback for  the movement,  even if  it 
responded  with  a  blockade  of  the  An-
hanguera  motorway  on  November  29. 
Some  250  families  found  themselves 
without a home, even though they were 
promised  negotiations  promised negoti-
ations  over  ownership  and  had  lived 
there for almost seven months. But des-
pite all these constraints, the movement 
grew and continues to grow in size and 
influence.  

PREDICTIONS FOR THE FUTURE

Looking at  the MST’s past  and current 
success,  we  can  certainly  make  out  a 
trend  that  supports  the  notion  that  the 
MST will  also be successful in the fu-
ture. The movement’s history shows that 
it  was  and  still  is  very  successful  in 
building and maintaining its alliances, as 
well  as in maintaining its  support  from 
the vast majority of the population. This 
can be connected to the way the move-
ment frames or defines itself. The move-
ment wants to create a shared identity. It 
represents itself  as the unified voice of 
the people. The manifesto on tax reform 
created on January 10, for example, had 
the title “people’s project of tax reform” 
(MSTbrazil, 2007; emphasis added). The 
movement also uses an “injustice frame” 
(Gamson, cited in Tarrow, 1994:122). It 
tells people that their situation is unjust, 
that it is not a result of their own indi-
vidual  doing  but  a  result  of  neoliberal 
policies (diagnosis),  and that a solution 
can be found through collective action in 
the creation of a “just and fraternal” so-
ciety (remedy). 

As  briefly  mentioned  before,  Tilly 
claims that WUNC displays (i.e., parti-
cipants' concerted public representation 
of  Worthiness,  Unity,  Numbers,  and 
Commitments – WUNC - on the part of 
themselves and/or their constituencies) 
change  in  the  era  of  globalization 
(2004:107).  Besides  signaling  worthi-
ness, unity, numbers, and commitment, 
they  also  have  to  display  something 
that is recognized instantly anywhere in 
the  world.  The  WUNC  display  is 
demonstrated at particular protests. But 
it can also be connected to the way the 
movement frames itself, because, in my 
opinion, WUNC displays are manifest-
ations of the frame the movement uses. 
This means that the frames used by the 
MST  are  not  only  intended  for  the 
Brazilian population, but also for an in-
ternational  audience.  Joao  Pedro 
Stédile  speaks  of  “common  enemies” 
and the need to build a common ideo-
logy opposing war, neoliberalism, and 
imperialism  (IPS,  2008).  Another 
member of the MST said: “We are liv-
ing in a very important period, not only 
for  the  Brazilian  people,  but  for  the 
whole  of  humanity”  (Doc.visualab, 
2004).  If  issues  are  framed  in  a  way 
that  can  be  understood  or  related  to 
across  borders,  then  cross-border  alli-
ances can easily result. Thomas Olesen 
points out that never in human history 
have  the  same  processes  affected  so 
many  people  and  that  “this  situation 
has  facilitated  the  potential  for  con-
structing transnational injustice frames 
with a broad appeal on a world scale” 
(2005:55). Already, the MST has influ-
ential allies across borders, such as the 
network of the “Friends of the MST”, 
NGO’s  (e.g.  Amnesty  International), 
and  revolutionary  guerrillas  (such  as 
the EZLN) (a data entry for December 
29-31  exemplifies  this).  Furthermore, 
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not  only  do  other  social  movements 
support the MST, but so do very influ-
ential  institutions  like  the  UN (MST-
brazil,  2007). This can create political 
opportunities  for the future. Consider-
ing the movement’s success in the past 
and  present,  the  fact  that  the  reasons 
for this success have not changed, and 
the fact that it now applies frames that 
can  be  recognized  internationally 
(which will most likely lead to more al-
lies across the world), I firmly believe 
that the movement will also be success-
ful in the future.

Throughout  this  paper  I  argue  that  the 
MST has been successful in the past, that 
it  is successful now, and that it will be 
successful in the future. Reasons for the 
MST’s success are its strength (achieved 
through use of allies), combined with its 
“unruliness”  (expressed  in  its  tactics) 
and the political opportunities it has cre-
ated and seized upon. The movement has 
experienced several constraints and fail-
ures, but none of them severe enough to 
have a detrimental effect on the overall 
dynamic  of  the  movement.  Tarrow 
writes  that  changes  in  political  culture 
brought about by social movements may 
be  “difficult  to  demonstrate”  but  “it  is 
hard  to  avoid the  impression” that  this 
relationship exists (1994:184). I dare say 
that, in the situation of the MST, this re-
lationship is rather evident. 

15



Works Cited

Abahlali baseMjondolo. “Shack Dwellers Reject Bill Gates $10 Million for Embedded 
Organisations” Nov 23, 2007. http://www.anarkismo.net/newswire.php?story_id=6911

Bono, Heredy. “Brazilian Bishop’s Hunger Strike in Defense of River Moves World to
Action”. Brazzil Magazine. 3 December 2007. <http://www.brazzilmag.com/content/
view/8939/1/>.

Carter, Miguel. “The landless rural worker’s movement (MST) and democracy in Brazil”. 
Working Paper. Centre forBrazilian Studies. University of Oxford. 
http://www.brazil.ox.ac.uk/workingpapers/Miguel%20Carter%2060.pdf

Colitt, Raymond. “Brazil’s landless movement raids paper companies” Reuters.com 
16 October 2007. < http://www.reuters.com/article/companyNewsAndPR/idUSN 
1620839920071016>

Colitt, Raymond. “Bishop’s hunger strike on Brazil project wins support” 17 December 2007.
Reuters.com. http://www.alertnet.org/thenews/newsdesk/N17414308.htm

Colitt, Raymond and Vicki Allen. “Brazil’s landless peasants occupy Syngenta plants” The 
Guardian. Accessed at Reuters.com. 10 December 2007. <http://www.guardian.co.uk/
feedarticle?id=7141073>

Frayssinet, Fabiana. “Environment-Brazil: Catholic Hierarchy Backs Bishops’s Hunger 
Strike” IPSnews. 2007. http://ipsnews.net/news.asp?idnews=40482

Gamson, William A. The Strategy of Social Protest. Illinois, The Dorsey Press: 1975
“The Success of the Unruly” Social Movements: Readings on Their Emergence, 
Mobilization, and Dynamics. 1997. ed. Doug McAdam, David A. Snow. Los Angeles: 
Roxbury Publishing Company

Gomez, Romain.. “Brazil Bishop on Hunger Strike” Franciscans International. 18 December
2007 <http://www.franciscansinternational.org/news/article.php?id=1408>

Grugel Jean, Maria Pia Riggirozzi. “The Return of the State in Argentina” International
Affairs” 83:1; page 87-107 http://www.blackwellsynergy.com/doi/pdf/10.1111/j.1468-
2346.2007.00604.x?cookieSet=1

Hochstetler, Kathryn “Civil Society in Lula’s Brazil”. Centre for Brazilian Studies. University 
of Oxford. 2004. http://72.14.205.104/search?
q=cache:O9mU9oNgDKUJ:www.brazil.ox.ac.uk/workingpapers/Kathryn
%2520Hochstedler
%252057.pdf+mst+lula+distributes+money+to+organizations+loyal+to+government&hl
=en&ct=clnk&cd=2&client=safari

IPS. “’The WSF has to agree on Common Actions Against Common Enemies’: Interview 
with Joao Pedro Stédile.” IPS News. 2008. <http://www.ipsnews.net/print.asp?
idnews=40914>

16

http://72.14.205.104/search?q=cache:O9mU9oNgDKUJ:www.brazil.ox.ac.uk/workingpapers/Kathryn%2520Hochstedler%252057.pdf+mst+lula+distributes+money+to+organizations+loyal+to+government&hl=en&ct=clnk&cd=2&client=safari
http://72.14.205.104/search?q=cache:O9mU9oNgDKUJ:www.brazil.ox.ac.uk/workingpapers/Kathryn%2520Hochstedler%252057.pdf+mst+lula+distributes+money+to+organizations+loyal+to+government&hl=en&ct=clnk&cd=2&client=safari
http://72.14.205.104/search?q=cache:O9mU9oNgDKUJ:www.brazil.ox.ac.uk/workingpapers/Kathryn%2520Hochstedler%252057.pdf+mst+lula+distributes+money+to+organizations+loyal+to+government&hl=en&ct=clnk&cd=2&client=safari
http://www.blackwellsynergy.com/doi/pdf/10.1111/j.1468-2346.2007.00604.x?cookieSet=1
http://www.blackwellsynergy.com/doi/pdf/10.1111/j.1468-2346.2007.00604.x?cookieSet=1
http://ipsnews.net/news.asp?idnews=40482
http://www.reuters.com/article/companyNewsAndPR/idUSN
http://www.brazil.ox.ac.uk/workingpapers/Miguel%20Carter%2060.pdf


Kinch, Diana. “CVRD postpones 15-20 iron ore shipments”. Metal Bulletin plc. 26 November 
2007. < http://www1.metalbulletin.com/magazine_is_headlines.asp?preIssue=1696>

Kuyek, Joan. “Landless activists block railway owned by Brazilian mining giant CVRD”. 
Mining Watch. 8 November 2007. <http://lists.miningwatch.ca/pipermail/news/2007-
November/001735.html>

La Via Campesina: International Peasant Movement. 2008. 
http://viacampesina.org/main_en/index.php

Land Research Action Network. “Landless lock motorway in support to the evicted families 
in Limeira” LRAN December 5, 2007. http://www.landaction.org/spip/spip.php?art-
icle240

Lourdes Rollemberg Mollo, Maria and Alfredo Saad-Filho. “The Neoliberal Decade: 
Reviewing the Brazilian Economic Transition” 2004. Department of Economics, 
Universidade de Brasilia and Department of Development Studies, University of 
London < http://netx.u-paris10.fr/actuelmarx/m4mollo.htm#_edn1>

Mark, Jason. “Brazil’s MST: Taking Back the Land”. Winning Campaigns. 2001. 22:1&2

Martins, Monica Dias. “The MST Challenge to Neoliberalism” Latin American Perspectives. 
(27)5: 2000

Monsanto. 2008. Monsanto.com http://www.monsanto.com/products/default.asp

Motley Fool. “Peasants Storm Brazil Syngenta Farm” The Motley Fool: To Educate, Amuse 
& Enrich.10 December 2007 <http://www.fool.com/news/associated-press/2007/12/ 10/ 
peasants-storm-brazil-syngenta-farm.aspx> 

MSTbrazil. Brazil’s Landless Worker’s Movement/Friends of the MST – United States. 2007.
< http://www.mstbrazil.org/>

Olesen, Thomas. “The Uses and Misuses of Globalization in the Study of Social Movements”
Social Movement Studies. 4(1) 2005: 49-63

Radowitz, Bernd. “2ND UPDATE: OGX Snaps Up First Blocks In Brazil E&P Auction” Dow 
Jones Newswires 27 November 2007. <http://money.cnn.com/news/ newsfeeds/  articles/ 
djf500/200711271132DOWJONESDJONLINE000474_FORTUNE5.htm> 

Reardon, Juan. “Brazil’s Landless Movement Sets Sights on Nationalization”. NACLA
News 13 December 2007. <http://upsidedownworld.org/main/content/view/1043/1/> 

Rocha, Jan. “’Cutting the wire’: The landless movement in Brazil.” Current History: 
102(661) 2003: 86-91 

Ross, John. “Zapatista Women Encounter Themselves”. Counterpunch. January 8, 2008. 
http://www.counterpunch.org/ross01082008.html

Ruiz-Marrero, Carmelo. “GM Soy in Brazil Will Kill the Amazon and Boost Global Warming 
by 50%.” 11 December 2007. http://www.brazzilmag.com/conent/view/8964/1/

17

http://www.brazzilmag.com/conent/view/8964/1/
http://www.counterpunch.org/ross01082008.html
http://money.cnn.com/news/%20newsfeeds/%20%20articles/%20djf500/200711271132DOWJONESDJONLINE000474_FORTUNE5.htm
http://money.cnn.com/news/%20newsfeeds/%20%20articles/%20djf500/200711271132DOWJONESDJONLINE000474_FORTUNE5.htm
http://www.mstbrazil.org/
http://www.fool.com/news/associated-press/2007/12/%2010/%20peasants-storm-brazil-syngenta-farm.aspx
http://www.fool.com/news/associated-press/2007/12/%2010/%20peasants-storm-brazil-syngenta-farm.aspx
http://netx.u-paris10.fr/actuelmarx/m4mollo.htm#_edn1
http://viacampesina.org/main_en/index.php


Samora, Roberto and Reese Ewing. “Brazil’s Vale reports record 2007 iron ore output” 
February 15, 2008. < http://www.reuters.com/article/rbssIndustry MaterialsUtilitiesNews/
idUSN  1555568520080215  >

Sequera, Vivian. “Landless activists lift blockade of railway used by Brazilian mining giant 
CVRD” Herald Tribune. 18 October 2007. < http://www.iht.com/articles/ap/2007/ 
10/18/business/LA-FIN-Brazil-CVRD.php> 

Steger, Manfred B. Globalization: A Very Short Introduction. Oxford University Press. 2003.

Strong Roots (Raiz Forte): The Landless Movement (MST) In Brazil. Dir. Maisa Mendonca,
Aline Sasahara. 2000. 

Syngenta. Syngenta global.15 January 2008. http://www.syngenta.com/en/index.aspx
This is Syngenta’s own website. As in the case with the CVRD I use it to verify 
information/statements and to get some more information on the company itself. 

Tarrow, Sidney. Power in Movement: Social Movements, Collective Action and Politics 
Cambridge University Press: 1994 

Tehran Times. 2007 <http://www.tehrantimes.com/index_View.asp?code=154734> 

The Economist. “The Americas: This land is anti-capitalist land; Agrarian reform in Brazil” 
The Economist. 383(8526) 28 April 2007: 60 

Tilly, Charles. Social Movements, 1768-2004. Paradigm Publishers. 2004

Vale.com. 2007. http://www.vale.com/vale_us/cgi/cgilua.exe/sys/start.htm?tpl=home 

Vazquez, Fernandez. “Brazil Gave Away World’s Second Largest Mining Complex. The
People Want it Back.” Brazzil Magazine. 28 November 2007. <http://www.brazzil.
com/content/view/10004/80/>

Villaverde Julio, Raymond Colitt. “Court halts Brazil’s largest irrigation project” 2007.
http://www.reuters.ocm/articlePrint?articleId=USN1152409120071211

Visual Lab. Landless Workers’ Movement: History did not End.   Documentary  . Visual Lab. 
2004 http://www.visualab.org/index.php/history

WW4 Report. “Brazil: police attack landless camp” Weekly News Update on the Americas. 
4 December 2007 < http://www.ww4report.com/node/4755> 

Wolford, Wendy. “Families, Fields, and Fighting For Land: The Spatial Dynamics of 
Contention in Rural Brazil.” Mobilization: An International Journal: 8 (2) 2003a: 201-
215 
“Producing Communiy: The MST and Land Reform Settlements in Brazil.” Journal
of Agrarian Change: 3(4) 2003: 500-520. 

Wolford, Wendy and Angus Wright. To Inherit the Earth: The Landless Movement and the 
Struggle for a New Brazil. Oakland, CA: Food First Books, 2003.

18

http://www.ww4report.com/node/4755
http://www.visualab.org/index.php/history
http://www.reuters.ocm/articlePrint?articleId=USN1152409120071211
http://www.vale.com/vale_us/cgi/cgilua.exe/sys/start.htm?tpl=home
http://www.syngenta.com/en/index.aspx
http://www.iht.com/articles/ap/2007/
http://www.reuters.com/article/rbssIndustry%20MaterialsUtilitiesNews/idUSN
http://www.reuters.com/article/rbssIndustry%20MaterialsUtilitiesNews/idUSN


World Bank. “Brazil Land – Based poverty alleviation project” World Bank. Feb. 2, 2008.  
http://wwwwds.worldbank.org/external/default/main?pagePK=64193027&piPK=6418
7937&theSitePK=523679&menuPK=64187510&searchMenuPK=64187283&theSite
PK=523679&entityID=000333037_20080226004814&searchMenuPK=64187283&th
eSitePK=523679>

19

http://wwwwds.worldbank.org/external/default/main?pagePK=64193027&piPK=6418


Appendix: MST dataset

Date Location Target Tactic Result Issue Actors Number

Sept 2-9 polling sta-
tions all over 
Brazil

CVRD (mining gi-
ant); 
government

week long meeting + 
plebiscite 

3,729,538 people (94,5%) voted 
against private ownership of CVRD 
and in favor of state control

privatization; demand that 
government regains owner-
ship of CVRD

MST, Unique Workers' 
Centre (CUT), "Cry of 
the Excluded" mobiliza-
tions, 200 smaller 
movements

1 Million

Sept-Oct 
(62 days)

Rio Grande 
do Sul

government march 3 columns of workers marched for 
62 days in the direction of Fazenda 
Guerra, in Coqueiros do Sul

urge expropriation of this 
area for Agrarian reform

MST

Oct 16 Rio Grande 
do Sul, 
souternmost 
state 

Votorantim and 
Stora Enso paper 
companies

raided 2 tree planta-
tions (destroyed sap-
lings)

20 hectares of eucalyptus tree sap-
lings destroyed (Votarantim); cut 
down 40 trees on Stora Enso 
plantain

protest multinational agri-
cultural firms for harming 
family-farming and land re-
form

MST Over 100

Oct 16-17 Carajas rail-
road

CVRD, 
government

occupation and block-
ade of CVRD's prin-
cipal train tracks

2700 train carriages stopped; 
250,000 metric tons iron ore/ day 
stopped; promised meeting with fed-
eral authorities to discuss land re-
form and public work

privatization and re-nation-
alization; demand redistri-
bution of profit to people

MST Over 2600

Oct 21 Parana, nature 
reserve

Syngenta occupation of experi-
mental field of trans-
genic crops

one activist killed, one security 
guard killed, 6 protesters wounded, 3 
security guards wounded

illegal production of genet-
ically modififed seeds; Syn-
genta urged to leave

MST, Via Campesina 150

Nov 07 Paraupebas 
(Para), Cara-
jas mining 
complex

CVRD, 
government

occupation of 
CVRD's railway

forced concession from state and 
federal officials, and CVRD repres-
entatives 

privatization and re-nation-
alization

MST 6000

Nov 27 Brazil's Na-
tional Petro-
leum Agency 
(ANP), Rio de 
Janeiro

ANP, 
government

occupation of ANP 
seat to stop bidding

bidding took place somewhere else; 
not stopped

privatization and re-nation-
alization; auction of oil 
blocks (exploration 
rights);reinstatement of 
state-run Petrobas;

MST, oil workers union 
(FUP)

Nov 29 Ribeirao PretoSao Paulo State 
government and 
Federal govern-
ment

blockade of motorway315 km of the Anhanguera motor-
way were closed down

protest was a response to 
police violence used in 
Limeira encampment 

MST 200

Dec 03 Salvador, 
Bahia state

government letter campaign + 
email campaign

alliance built, support for bishop 
Luiz Cappio who resumed hunger 
strike

Sao Francisco River diver-
sion

MST, Movement of 
Dam-Affected People 
(MAB), Movement of 
Small Famers (MPA), 
Pastoral Land Commis-
sion (CPT), Pastoral 
Fishers Commission 
(CPP), local fishing 
communities

Dec 10 Sao Paulo Syngenta 
agribusiness

occupation 50 workers expelled, some green-
houses destroyed, production shut 
down

genetically modified crops; 
want Syngenta out

MST hundreds

Dec 10 Ceara Syngenta 
agribusiness

descruction of seeds descruction of genetically modified 
corn and soy seedlings

environmental violations; 
genetically modified crops; 
want Syngenta to leave

MST, Via Campesina

Dec 14 action nation-
ally; issue in 
Bahia state

government national vigil and fast 
in solidarity day - col-
lective action

call for nationwide solidarity day by 
MST, Caritas Brazil, and CPT in 
support for bishop Luiz Cappio. Mil-
lions are expected to fast on Dec. 17

Sao Francisco River diver-
sion: protest against gov-
ernment + solidarity act for 
bishop

230 community, 
religious, and fish-
erfolk organisa-
tions + ? (number 
of people across 
the country

Dec 17 Brasilia, 3 
Bahia cities

government public vigil and pray-
er

dozens of people in Brasilia and 
thousands of people in 3 Bahia cities 
came out to pray and hold vigils in 
front of Congress and other govern-
ment buildings. 

Sao Francisco River diver-
sion

230 community, reli-
gious, and fisherfolk or-
ganisations (inlc. MST, 
MAB, MPA, CPT, 
CPP, Catholic Church, 
Caritas Brazil, and 
many more)

dozens in Brasila, 
thousands in Bahia

Dec 29-31 La Garrucha, 
Chiapas

everybody? Larger 
society, patriarchal 
power structure

international all-wo-
men's meeting

MST women and hundreds of inter-
national feminists came together to 
an all-women "encuentro" hosted by 
the EZLN

status of women in larger 
society and social move-
ments; anti-neoliberal glob-
alization

EZLN, MST, Via 
Campesina Senegal, 
militant women from 
Italy, other feminists 
from various organiza-
tions

Mexican women + 
300-500 non Mex-
ican
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Jan 10  government written manifesto + 
call for people to par-
ticipate in a "people's 
project of tax reform"

108 leaders and representatives drew 
up and signed a manifesto for fair 
tax reform directed at the govern-
ment and the Brazilian people. 

Tax reform and reformation 
of economic policy 

leaders of people’s 
movements, social 
movements, intellectu-
als, and clergy (as di-
verse as MST, CPT, 
media representatives, 
professors, economists, 
CUT president, journal-
ists union, assessor of 
Caritas, presidents of 
national student unios, 
coordinator via campes-
ina Brazil, member of 
military police,...)

108 people (repres-
enting whole 
movements and or-
ganizations) drew 
it up and signed it

Jan 16  Syngenta letter campaign + 
email campaign

letters directed at U.S. National 
Headquaters of Syngenta + the 
Swiss Embassy in Washington D.C.

put pressure on Syngenta to 
disband armed militias (re-
sponse to Oct 21 incident) 
+ to ensure punishment of 
security guards

MST

March 7 Rio Grande 
do Sul

Stora Enso, paper 
company

invasion and occupa-
tion

invasion of factory and blockade of 
8 major roads

police violence (summoned 
by Stora Enso) that took 
place a day earlier + Stora 
Enso's planting of trees on 
illegal land (bad for ecosys-
tem)

MST 900

March 7 Sao Paulo Monsanto occupation of 
Monsanto research 
site

women occupied research site of ag-
ricultural biotechnology giant 
Monsanto, destruction of crops

governments decision to 
legalize Monsanto's GM 
Guardian® corn

MST and Via Campes-
ina

dozens

March 7 several 
Brazilian cit-
ies

Syngenta demonstrations people went to the streets and pro-
tested

ongoing impunity for 
murder of MST activist 

MST
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