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Introduction
Brazil, as the largest country in Latin America, possesses a governmental system as
diverse and complex as its vast territory and vibrant population. Understanding how
the Brazilian government works is not only fundamental for its citizens but also for
anyone interested in comparative politics, international relations, or the ongoing
development of democracy worldwide. This book seeks to unravel the intricacies of
the Brazilian government system, providing a comprehensive guide that explains its
structures, functions, and unique features at all levels—from the federal government
in Brasília to the thousands of municipalities across the nation.

The roots of Brazil’s modern governmental system are anchored in the Federal
Constitution of 1988, often referred to as the "Citizen Constitution." This
transformative document enshrined fundamental principles such as sovereignty,
citizenship, human dignity, and the separation of powers. The Constitution established
a robust framework for democracy, decentralizing power across multiple levels of
government and meticulously outlining the rights and duties of each entity, including
the otherwise unique status of municipalities.

Over the decades, Brazil’s political evolution has been shaped by both historical
context and the demands of an immense, diverse, and frequently divided population.
The adoption of federalism was, in large part, a response to previous centralized
regimes and the recognition of regional differences. Since then, the Brazilian
government has developed an elaborate system of checks and balances, a vibrant, if
sometimes fractious, multi-party system, and a tradition of judicial
independence—though all these elements exist alongside ongoing debates about
efficiency, representation, and accountability.

At the heart of Brazil’s government is the interplay between the Executive, Legislative,
and Judiciary branches. Each branch holds significant powers and responsibilities,
enshrined by law and tradition, yet their relationships are marked by collaboration,
oversight, and at times, contest. Beyond the three core branches, institutions such as
the Public Prosecutor’s Office and the Audit Courts have become central to the
functioning of democracy, defending legal order and public interest.

This book aims to be more than a schematic overview; it invites readers to engage
critically with the realities and challenges facing Brazil’s government today. From the
intricacies of the electoral system and the unique role of electronic voting, to the day-
to-day workings of municipal councils and state assemblies, readers will find practical
and accessible explanations of how government serves—and sometimes struggles to
serve—the people. 
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By examining the historical foundations, constitutional principles, and organizational
structures that underpin the Brazilian state, this book provides the necessary context
to understand not just how government works in theory, but how it affects the daily
life of every Brazilian. In doing so, it offers valuable insights into the country’s ongoing
journey toward a more transparent, participatory, and effective democracy.
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CHAPTER ONE: The Foundations of the Brazilian
Republic
Every grand building needs a solid foundation, and understanding the Brazilian
government is no different. While the current system is firmly rooted in the 1988
Constitution, the ground it stands on was laid much earlier, in a pivotal moment that
saw the end of a monarchy and the dawn of a new era: the proclamation of the
Republic in 1889. This wasn't just a change of title; it was a fundamental shift in how
Brazil would govern itself, moving from an inherited crown to a system, at least in
theory, based on popular will.

The Brazilian Empire, which lasted from 1822 to 1889, had its own complex structure,
centered around the figure of the Emperor. While it had a legislative body and a
judiciary, power was highly centralized. Emperor Pedro II, a remarkably long-reigning
monarch, presided over a period of significant change, including the gradual abolition
of slavery. However, by the late 19th century, the Empire faced increasing challenges
that would ultimately prove insurmountable.

Several factors contributed to the decline of the monarchy. The abolition of slavery in
1888, while a moral imperative, alienated powerful rural elites who relied on enslaved
labor. The Catholic Church, once a strong ally, grew dissatisfied due to state
interference in religious matters. Perhaps most significantly, the military, emboldened
by its role in the costly Paraguayan War and influenced by positivist ideas of progress
and order, began to view the monarchy as an impediment to modernization and
national strength.

A growing republican movement, composed of intellectuals, journalists, and
politicians, actively campaigned for a new form of government. They advocated for
federalism, decentralization, and greater popular participation, contrasting their vision
with the centralized, monarchical state. While not a mass movement, their ideas
gained traction among key segments of society, particularly within the urban middle
class and the military ranks.

The actual transition from Empire to Republic on November 15, 1889, was remarkably
swift and surprisingly devoid of widespread conflict. It was, in essence, a military coup
led by Marshal Deodoro da Fonseca. The Emperor was politely asked to leave the
country, and the Republic was proclaimed without a major popular uprising or civil
war, a fact that would perhaps influence the nature of Brazilian political transitions for
decades to come – sometimes more top-down than bottom-up.
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With the monarchy gone, a provisional government was immediately established,
headed by Marshal Deodoro da Fonseca himself. This government faced the daunting
task of structuring the new republic and defining its foundational principles.
Discussions and debates ensued regarding the form the new state would take,
particularly concerning the balance of power between the central government and the
provinces, which were now to become states.

The most pressing task for the provisional government was the drafting of a
constitution for the fledgling republic. A constituent assembly was convened, and after
much deliberation, the first Republican Constitution was promulgated on February 24,
1891. This document was heavily influenced by the Constitution of the United States,
reflecting a desire to establish a federal presidential system, a stark contrast to the
unitary parliamentary system of the Empire.

The 1891 Constitution formally established Brazil as a federative republic, composed
of states (the former provinces), a Federal District, and municipalities. This federal
structure was a direct response to the perceived over-centralization of the Empire and
aimed to grant greater autonomy to the regional entities, a principle that remains a
cornerstone of the Brazilian system today, albeit with evolving dynamics.

It also clearly delineated the separation of powers among three independent branches:
the Executive, the Legislative, and the Judiciary. This was a deliberate move to
prevent the concentration of power seen under the monarchy, where the Emperor
held a "Moderating Power" that could effectively overrule the other branches. The new
constitution sought to create a system of checks and balances, though its practical
application in the early republic would prove challenging.

The Executive Branch was vested in a President, elected by direct popular vote for a
four-year term, and a Vice-President. This marked the adoption of presidentialism,
where the head of state is also the head of government, a model that Brazil has
largely maintained ever since, with the accompanying potential for both strong
leadership and political gridlock depending on the relationship between the executive
and legislature.

The Legislative Branch became bicameral, consisting of a Chamber of Deputies and a
Senate, mirroring the structure of the US Congress. Deputies were elected
proportionally based on population, while Senators represented the states, with a fixed
number per state regardless of size. This structure was intended to balance popular
representation with the representation of the federal units, a design feature that
continues to shape legislative dynamics.

The Judiciary was established as an independent branch, with a Supreme Federal
Court at its apex, empowered to interpret the constitution. This independence was a
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crucial theoretical safeguard against potential executive or legislative overreach,
though the early years of the republic would see political influences occasionally
testing the boundaries of judicial autonomy.

However, it's crucial to understand that the democracy established by the 1891
Constitution was far from universal. Voting rights were restricted to literate adult
males, effectively excluding the vast majority of the population, including women,
illiterates (a significant portion of the population at the time), and the poor. This
limited suffrage meant that political power remained concentrated in the hands of a
relatively small elite.

This concentration of power gave rise to what became known as the "República do
Café com Leite" (Coffee with Milk Republic), a term reflecting the political dominance
of the states of São Paulo (a major coffee producer) and Minas Gerais (a major dairy
producer). Through a system of political agreements and patronage, the oligarchies
from these two states largely alternated in the presidency, marginalizing other states
and limiting genuine political competition.

This period was characterized by "coronelismo," a system of political bossism where
powerful local bosses ("coronéis") controlled votes and influenced elections, often
through coercion and patronage. This informal power structure significantly impacted
the formal democratic institutions, highlighting the gap between the constitutional
design and the reality of political practice in the early republic.

The First Republic, despite its constitutional framework of federalism and separation of
powers, was marked by significant social and political instability. Regional power
struggles, economic inequalities, and unresolved social issues led to various revolts
and uprisings across the country, such as the War of Canudos and the Contestado
War. These conflicts underscored the tensions simmering beneath the surface of the
oligarchic republic.

While the 1891 Constitution laid the formal groundwork for Brazil's republican
institutions, the actual functioning of the state in the early decades was heavily
influenced by informal power structures and limited political participation. The
principles of federalism and separation of powers were established, but their
implementation was shaped by the prevailing social and economic conditions and the
concentrated political power of regional elites.

This era, from 1889 to 1930, represented a foundational period where the shape of the
Brazilian state transitioned from monarchy to a republic with a federal and presidential
system. The choices made during this time, particularly the adoption of federalism and
the structure of the branches of government, would have a lasting impact on Brazil's
political development, even as the challenges of limited representation and regional
power imbalances persisted.
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The "Coffee with Milk" Republic's stability was ultimately fragile, based on a delicate
balance of power between powerful state oligarchies. Economic shifts, social
pressures, and political discontent eventually mounted, leading to a political crisis that
culminated in the Revolution of 1930. This event would mark the end of the First
Republic and usher in a new phase of Brazilian political history, one that would further
test and reshape the foundational principles laid down in the late 19th century. The
early republic, therefore, serves as a crucial first chapter in understanding the
evolution of Brazil's governmental system, illustrating the initial attempts to build a
modern state on the foundations of federalism and divided powers, and highlighting
the persistent challenges in achieving a truly representative and stable democracy.
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