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Introduction 

In a context where personal relationships play a central role in structuring political 
life – some kind of personalist politics that are often identified as “clientelist” or as 
“patronage politics”  –  how to make the distinction between “normal” and “deviant” 
political behavior? Which, and under what circumstances, illegal activities are considered a 
normal part of the electoral process? The present chapter will address these questions 
from a socio-anthropological point of view, analyzing the use of antipoverty programs for 
vote-buying purposes in Northeast Brazil. Mnore specifically, the goal of this chapter is to 
describe the mobilization of a political machine involving antipoverty programs during 
election times. The aim here is to describe the dynamics of vote-buying in Northeast Brazil 
in order to identify the actors involved and how they take part in the political machine.  1

Large-scale antipoverty programs  –  especially conditional cash transfer (CCT) 
programs – in Latin America are often accused of being “clientelist”. Such accusations are 
often based on correlations of votes received by ruling parties and the increased 
expenditure in federal social programs (Bohn 2011, Zucco 2013). This study rejects such an 
approach by showing that politicians involved in the implementation of the program rather 
than its central administration are operationalizing vote-buying strategies at the local 
level. Consequently, the electoral use of antipoverty programs can be performed by 
political parties both of the opposition and the support base of federal governments, since 
it only depends on the control of discretional attributions of the program’s local 
administration (Eiró 2017). 

This chapter will focus on the institutional context of two main antipoverty programs, 
and show how local politicians interfere with benefits distribution and offer (potential) 
beneficiaries bureaucratic shortcuts in exchange for political support. The first is the Bolsa 
Família Program (BFP), the largest CCT program in the world, currently assisting more 
than 14 million families, about 50 million people – a quarter of the country’s population. 
The benefits vary between US$10 and US$100 per month, depending on family 
composition, in order to lift families above the poverty line. Although it is a federal 
program, the BFP is managed in collaboration with municipalities.  The second program is 2

the Social Assistance Reference Centers (CRAS), also a federal program implemented by 
municipalities. The program’s main objective is to facilitate access to general welfare 
services, including the BFP. These centers are located in the most vulnerable areas of each 
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municipality, and they establish continuous work with families. In 2013, 7,883 CRAS units 
were in operation (Bichir 2016). 

My analyses are based on events that unfolded in a medium-sized city in Northeast 
Brazil, here named Angico.  There I conducted my ethnographic research during 3 months 3

in 2013, 2 months in 2014 (during state and federal elections), and one month in 2015. The 
fieldwork focused on direct observation of the daily activities of the municipal social 
assistance office responsible for the implementation of antipoverty programs, and of its 
role in local electoral politics. Formal interviews were conducted in order to complement 
ethnographic observations, as were in-depth interviews with 35 BFP beneficiaries. The 
interviews focused on three areas: (1) the beneficiaries’ perceptions of the BFP and the 
broader social assistance, (2) politics and elections, and (3) vote-buying. At the 
institutional level, interviews were held with eight employees holding coordination 
positions within the municipal social assistance. Interviews were also conducted with 
social assistance coordinators of neighbor municipalities in order to establish a 
comparative perspective. 

This chapter is mainly based on information provided by social workers. The stories 
were collected as the social workers lived them. Since the time spent in Angico was shared 
between the two distinct institutions, our meetings every two or three days ensured a close 
look at social workers experiences. In addition, on several occasions I personally witnessed 
events that would be later discussed with them. This means that even though the data 
collected consists mainly of interviews and conversations with social workers, the objects 
of our talks were always current and unfolding as we spoke. For this reason, the 
combination of direct observation and repeated interviews was chosen as the main 
methodological approach. 

Following this introduction, the next session consists of a theoretical discussion on 
corruption and vote-buying. The research results will then be presented in three parts: the 
first part consists of the ethnographic description of vote-buying practices in Angico’s 
welfare office; the second part analyzes the different postures taken by social workers 
regarding their participation in electoral campaigns; and the third part examines the 
factors that allow the electoral use of social assistance. 

Corruption, Vote-Buying, Clientelism: Theoretical Positioning 

To my knowledge, the demonstration of the active use of the BFP for electoral 
purposes has not yet been made, and this is one of the contributions of this chapter. It is 
said that the process of electoral use of CCTs can take place at several moments during the 
implementation of the program. At the institutional level, our approach is consistent with 
these three moments: when selecting beneficiaries, when choosing the responsible 
institutions and staff, but also in the manipulation of beneficiaries by elected officials for 
political rewards (Adato and Hoddinott 2010). To clarify the latter, local political dynamics 
must also be taken into account for two reasons. The first is that outgoing political 
candidates normally consider the “tactical redistribution” of social policies as part of an 
electoral strategy (Dixit and Londregan 1996). The second reason is that, for the majority 
of CCTs, local political elites have been integrated into the administration structure of 
these programs (Brun and Diamond 2014), as is the case of the BFP. 

2
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Several studies indicate the historical role of clientelism in social integration and the 
reproduction of inequalities in Northeast Brazil. Bursztyn and Chacon (2011) draw 
attention to a new political-economic configuration necessary to understand these 
phenomena. They refer to the replacement of old drought-related clientelistic practices by 
those using antipoverty programs. This new configuration – although effective in reducing 
the greatest vulnerabilities – couldn’t prevent the “renewal and continuity” of clientelist 
practices (2011, 34). In this new configuration, brokers persist in diverting public goods for 
private purposes and ensuring their legitimacy through paternalistic mechanisms. It is 
seen that the patrons are no longer exclusively legitimized by their economic capital 
(linked to land ownership), but increasingly by the bureaucratic capital associated with the 
implementation of public policies.  In this context, large-scale antipoverty programs can 4

increase the complexity of political machines by widening the target population and 
increasing the objectification of the means of control. 

Before discussing the results, two important questions regarding the general subject 
matter of this book must be addressed: when does vote-buying become corruption, and to 
whom is that so? These questions will be addressed in four steps. First of all, it is 
important to distinguish two different – even if related – phenomena: vote-buying and 
clientelism. While the latter is a personal dyadic relationship, unequal or asymmetrical, 
based on reciprocal exchanges (or its expectation thereof) (Léna 1996, Hilgers 2011), vote-
buying concerns an isolated exchange of goods or services for political support 
(Stokes 2005). Clientelist relationships may come in the form of vote-buying actions, but 
they may also come in other forms as well. On the other hand, vote-buying does not 
presuppose clientelism, since it can be done without any personal connection between the 
parties concerned. Sabourin (2011) emphasizes the differences between the two 
phenomena: in vote-buying, the logic followed is that of competition and profit, while 
clientelism operates according to a logic of reciprocity based on honor. Moreover, vote-
buying is an electoral crime in Brazil as defined by law.   5

Second, even if vote-buying is usually illegal, in order to have a precise 
characterization of corruption, the vote-buying strategies analyzed here concern only the 
distribution of public resources. Regarding antipoverty programs in Brazil, since the 
municipality is responsible for the implementation of all social policies, the elected officials 
who mandate their administration are mayors and their political allies. As a result, social 
assistance beneficiaries – of the BFP and other smaller-scale programs – are common 
targets of vote-buying. Focusing on corruption, this chapter is interested in the means used 
and factors that enable the use of public resources for electoral purposes. 

Third, despite being an electoral crime, vote-buying is not considered immoral per se 
in Northeast Brazil. That is not to say that the actors concerned are not aware of the 
illegality of such actions. Vote-buying is just not a deviant behavior, but rather a normal 
part of electoral politics that must be understood within the specific context in which it 
takes place: “where the modern division between the public office and the private is not the 
exclusive manner of defining a civil servant’s place in social space” (Anders 2002, p. 3). 
This doesn’t mean that every single person agrees with that context. Different actors and 
political parties are speaking out in opposition of those practices, and some are taking 
action to reduce their effectiveness or to discourage politicians from employing them. 
Accusations of vote-buying are also an effective way to undermine one’s political 
reputation. Formally, these accusations can generate police investigations; informally, they 
aim to discredit a political candidate’s long-term commitment to a community or city. 

3
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Furthermore, citizens have a nuanced view of such actions, such as in the case identified by 
Ansell (2014) in Northeast Brazil, where the nature of goods distributed testified to the 
character of the donor. Vote-buying with cash or alcohol were examples given of an 
immoral way of doing politics.  

Finally, I would like to align this paper with a current collection of studies that do not 
agree that the persistence of personalised political practices – involving vote-buying – 
testifies to a civic and political underdevelopment (Kuschnir 2007). I consider this position 
to be misguided, since it builds an ideal of democracy and citizenship that automatically 
undermines and delegitimizes “deviant” forms. Even when unintentional, this position 
usually comes with the delegitimization of poor people’s citizenship, picturing them as 
unable to discern “good” and “bad” politicians, as victims or hostages of their own poverty. 
Furthermore, it is also a dangerous position since it can easily be misunderstood as 
prejudicial and even racist if we consider, for example, the position of the Northeast region 
in Brazil. 

Results 

The electoral use of social assistance 

This section will demonstrate that in order to implement a system of electoral use of 
large-scale antipoverty programs   such as the Bolsa Família Program (BFP), elected 
officials and political candidates rely on the participation – voluntary or forced – of public 
employees. In Angico, city hall social workers acknowledge that, like any other employee of 
the local welfare office, they must participate in electoral campaigns in order to maintain 
their jobs. While other city hall employees are engaged in normal campaigning activities – 
i.e. participation in rallies, ostensive use of campaign materials, and vote-buying – social 
workers are expected to do more. They must use their work to gather votes from social 
assistance beneficiaries for the mayor or for the candidates supported by him. To do so, 
they are asked to make use of their intimacy with beneficiaries, or to use social assistance 
as a bargaining tool, especially when there are unusually abundant resources during 
election times. 

The involvement of social workers in electoral campaigns must be understood in the 
context of their possible careers, with or without the support of “political sponsors” 
(padrinhos políticos). Access to strategic and coordination positions in the municipal 
bureaucracy is almost exclusively reserved for those sponsored by elected officials or 
people directly related to the mayor, normally by family ties. These brokers are thus bound 
to politicians instead of representing a specific geographical area or community as they 
would in other contexts, and as is the case in other localities in Brazil (Koster 2014) or 
elsewhere (Auyero 1999, Zarazaga 2014). These agents are rewarded for their work when 
their patron wins elections and gives them access to public employment, further 
strengthening their bond. The greater the trust of the patron in the agent to perform risky 
activities such as vote-buying – which is an electoral crime punishable by up to four years 
of imprisonment – the greater will be the position offered, its importance measured not 
only by the status or salary, but also by its usefulness in electoral politics. 

This structure of rewarded loyalty can be identified in the case of Angico. The day 
after the first round of the 2014 elections, given the poor performance of the candidate 
supported by the mayor in Angico, all employees of the welfare office were called together 

4
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for an emergency meeting. Social workers that were present reported that welfare centers 
and programs had been placed under the supervision of a certain number of “campaign 
organizers”: city hall employees working exclusively in the electoral campaign. The order 
received at this meeting by the campaign organizers was clear: “work or be fired” (ou 
trabalha ou vai pra rua), where work meant cooperating in the campaign, and more 
specifically, conducting vote-buying among social assistance beneficiaries. 

Between the first and second election tours, from October 5th to 26th, all welfare 
services were suspended, except for those that did not depend solely on the municipality, 
such as the BFP. For those exceptions, minimal functioning was ensured with as few staff 
members as possible. Some units organized collective sweeps on a daily basis to 
systematically cover the streets of Angico’s poorest neighborhoods. A how-to-proceed 
guide was given to the social workers: to the people already declaring to support the 
candidate of the mayor, they had to stress that they were counting on their votes in order 
to keep up with the “good work at the welfare office”. To those who declared support to the 
opposing candidate, social workers had to offer goods and services that met the family’s 
most important needs in return for their support. Once the offer was accepted, the agents 
had to take note of the name and address as well as the goods promised. The products and 
services available for the campaign – beyond the milk and food baskets normally available 
in the unit – included the facilitation of medical appointments, construction material, 
prostheses, wheelchairs, gas bottles, disposable diapers, and “solving bureaucratic 
problems related to the BFP”. 

In response to an anonymous complaint, the Federal Police showed up during the 
first week of the campaign. CRAS agents pretended that the activity concerned was work-
related and stopped the campaign for the day. The coordinators then decided to change 
strategy for the following days: rather than a systematic sweep of the streets, social 
workers worked in pairs and were spread out over different zones in order not to attract 
too much attention. An opposition group was also active in the targeted neighborhoods, 
where it sought to catch city hall employees campaigning during working hours – which is 
illegal – to the point of entering houses at the time of social workers’ visits to verify what 
they were doing and saying to residents. 

At the CRAS, the atmosphere was particularly stressful. Since the beginning of the 
election campaign in July 2014 some employees had been fired for their involvement with 
the opposition (either proven or presumed). In some cases witnessed, rather than 
implementing evasion strategies to avoid active participation, individuals explicitly refused 
to participate in some campaign activities, leading to their dismissal. These dismissals 
were then justified on the grounds that these people were suspected of being “informants” 
for the opposition, disclosing information to the opposition party that had led to the police 
investigations. 

In the week preceding the second round of the election, household visits were 
intensified. Three days before the elections, all city hall employees were called upon to 
participate in a rally in one of Angico’s poorest neighborhoods. The next day, a meeting 
took place during working hours to organize their responsibilities for election day: social 
workers were required to be party controllers in the voting places of the neighborhoods 
where they worked, in order to “pressure” welfare beneficiaries to comply with their part of 
the vote-buying negotiation. Although not allowed to engage with voters, acting as party 
representatives enabled social workers to be present in the rooms where voting booths 
were located. 

5
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In the campaign hierarchy, the CRAS coordinator, Aline, is positioned between social 
workers and campaign organizers. Aline acted as a mediator and tried to protect social 
workers under her supervision. The social workers had a positive and intimate relationship 
with Aline. They saw her as a “very good person” and a “victim” of Angico’s political 
machine, where she did “her best given the conditions”, since she was expected to oversee 
all vote-buying activities. In the social workers’ opinions, Aline would likely be dismissed 
from her coordination position if she confronted the mayor, so she just did what she had to 
do while being “fair with her employees” and “concerned with the needs of welfare 
beneficiaries”. Since social workers were aware that electoral activities were “part of the 
job”, they appreciated the fact that the coordinator was someone experienced in the field. 
The known fact that Aline got her job through a political sponsor did not interfere with the 
social workers’ respect for her. 

The candidate for state governor who was supported by the mayor of Angico was 
defeated in the elections – largely attributed to him failing to keep the promises he made to 
voters. After the elections, Aline announced to social workers that she would leave the 
CRAS. This gave me an opportunity to openly discuss her involvement in the election 
campaign. She said her departure was motivated by personal reasons, and that she had 
requested it even before the elections. Her superiors had asked her to remain in the CRAS 
until the end of the electoral period. She did not hide her discontent with the recent events: 
“I can no longer handle this politicagem,” a term used to broadly identify the confusion 
between electoral politics and public policies, and also used to avoid the specific mention 
of terms such as “vote-buying”. She said it was difficult for her to “lose good employees for 
absurd political reasons”. While not directly mentioning the electoral activities she 
personally coordinated within the CRAS, she did recognize that the unit was “very 
vulnerable to politicagem, targeted by politicians because of its area of coverage”, referring 
to Angico’s poorest and most populated neighborhoods. 

To support her argument, Aline explained that the next coordinator had already been 
chosen: a young social worker of the BFP who was at the center of the electoral use of the 
program. Aline explained to me that this social worker was the niece of a councilor from 
the mayor’s party, and that her loyalty in the electoral campaign guaranteed her this new 
job – she was not only the youngest, but also the least experienced social worker in the 
welfare office. Aline explains that the new coordinator’s uncle has his electoral corral in 
Angico’s poorest neighborhood, and not by coincidence. Electoral corral refers to the 
popular expression “halter voting” (voto de cabresto), which gives the idea of a restricted 
electoral choice, and “identifies the vote of a constituency who obediently follow what their 
‘boss’ indicates” (Goirand  1998, 199). When I express my incomprehension of such a 
strategic choice in the post-electoral period, Aline offered the following answer: 

Post-electoral? These people don’t know what that is. Putting [the new 
coordinator] here is a way to prepare the field for the municipal elections 
[two years later]. They don’t even stop to take a breath, and the campaign has 
begun. With his niece here, the councilor will make the CRAS his campaign 
headquarters. I think we’ll have two years without good services here. 

In her explanation, Aline suggested that she had done her best to reduce the electoral 
use of the CRAS, or at least that she maintained good services despite the inevitable 
interference of electoral activities. Even if she is the wife of a councilor linked to the mayor, 
Aline differentiates herself from people who are completely “subjected to the politicagem”. 

6
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In sum, the activities described here took place on a daily basis between the first and 
second rounds of the 2014 elections, October 5th to 26th, with the exception of days when 
employees were supposed to be at rallies, or when the campaign coordinators suspected 
that opposition agents or the federal police were watching them. These days were 
exclusively devoted to household visits to ask for political support and vote-buying. In 
Angico there are eight CRAS units in total, and all units were involved in the electoral 
campaign. It is also important to note that Angico’s mayor oversaw all of the practices 
described, and even when agents hadn’t received orders directly from him, it is on his 
behalf that they acted. 

In the BFP, the vote-buying activities were directly organized by its coordinator, 
Olivia. Social worker Joana (26) described that Olivia kept a list of people whom she 
protected from blockages. This list was supposedly provided – and constantly updated – by 
the mayor’s agents, and consisted of beneficiaries’ identification numbers to whom this 
“protection” was promised in return for their political support. Its counterpart was 
“blocking lists”, such as the one received by Joana at the beginning of the 2014 electoral 
campaign, accompanied by a short note written by the coordinator saying “visit and 
request blockage”, which is not a common practice. Nevertheless, Joana conducted the 
visits to update the files, only blocking two out of 15 families listed. Joana explained to 
Olivia what she had found in her visits, to which Olivia responded that she had “wasted her 
time” and requested that Joana just make the benefits’ blockages, and “stop pretending not 
to know what is going on”. When I asked Joana what Olivia was referring to, she replied: 

It’s not that I didn’t know what they do in the welfare office, it’s just that I 
don’t like to get myself involved in the middle of this vote-buying thing. It 
was clear that [the blocking required] was punishment of beneficiaries who 
had connections with the other [opposition] candidate, or who put 
[campaign] material on the houses. You see, I’ve seen Olivia tell a beneficiary 
“it’s the mayor who gives you this”, and even if I know these things happen 
everywhere, I did not think Olivia was going to ask me such a thing openly. 
So I did it… I blocked the benefits because she gave me no choice. If I hadn’t 
done it, I would be fired for sure. But it was too much for me. If it was already 
like this at the beginning of the campaign, imagine later on in September, 
October? The next day I went to a friend who works at the welfare office and 
asked her if she could put me anywhere else. I think a week later I was 
already at the CRAS. 

Joana’s decision to change to another welfare unit was the way she found to cope 
with the requests she judged to be extreme. Her strategy was part of one of the types of 
attitudes social workers had when facing their involvement in the electoral campaign and 
illegal activities, as we will see in the next section.  

Social workers’ participation in the political machine: assimilation, 
resignation, contestation  

The discomfort caused by the ethical dilemmas concerning the political use of social 
assistance was constantly present in social workers’ interviews. They were expected to 
make use of their knowledge of the neighborhoods and their intense contact with 
beneficiaries to achieve the vote-buying goals imposed on them. Social assistance 
beneficiaries are people with whom social workers often have intimate relationships, as 

7
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attested by one social worker: “safely, I could ask any beneficiary for anything and they 
would gladly do so, thanks to our relationship”. It is in this context that this section will 
analyze social workers’ responses to the activities imposed on them, as well as coping 
mechanisms and contestation strategies. 

Social workers have a precarious employment status, and unjustified dismissals are 
common. Remaining on the job, on the other hand, is conditional to participation in 
election campaigns, which often involves vote-buying. In Angico, all city hall employees 
were systematically recruited to participate in the election campaigns on the side of 
incumbent candidates (or their allies). Employees with permanent contracts may refuse to 
participate, but as a result they may suffer other types of sanctions, such as being denied 
access to coordination positions. These employees can also agree to participate in activities 
considered “lighter”, such as rallies outside work hours or the use of campaign advertising 
material. Activities requiring greater moral commitment are imposed on employees with 
temporary contracts, as is the case of social workers. Their compliance is explained by the 
difficulty to be employed outside city halls, forcing them to act in contradiction with their 
work ethics or to take part in illegal activities. In this context, on the basis of the data 
collected, three attitudes towards this participation were identified: assimilation, 
resignation and contestation. 

The first attitude concerns social workers that have internalized the logic of political 
strategy within the city hall. They engage in electoral activities with enthusiasm, due to 
their political or professional ambition. These social workers were particularly effective in 
the vote-buying activities, using their knowledge of the needs of the beneficiaries. This was 
the case of social worker Alana (31), who used veiled threats, telling users that the CRAS 
could be closed if the city hall lost the support of an allied governor. Alana took on such an 
attitude even though she didn’t have a political sponsor within the city hall. According to 
her, an active participation in campaigns not only guaranteed the continuity of her job, but 
also increased her chances of promotion. Other social workers with the same attitude got 
their jobs in the first place thanks to a political sponsor, and participated actively in the 
electoral campaign as a form of reciprocity. In electoral periods, these are the employees 
who will be entrusted with high (informal) campaign positions. 

The second type of attitude corresponds to social workers that resign themselves to 
participate in the electoral campaigns in order to keep their jobs. They do not do so with 
enthusiasm like those of the previous type, and will never take the initiative, only 
participating in activities when obliged. These social workers do not have political 
sponsors guaranteeing their employment, and they do not envisage other possibilities of 
working outside the city hall nor in other cities. Their need to keep their jobs explains their 
“neutral” attitude, from which they participate in all activities, but do not see it as 
interfering with their moral values. Their resignation is seen as the only option available to 
them, as explained by social worker Laura (35): 

I already tried to fight against it, but it does not change anything. That’s the 
way it is. In the end we are forced to do it either way. I’m not going to help 
there, but I can’t say “no” all the time, because I can’t lose this job. Do you 
know where we can work as a social worker here? Nowhere. I know I’m stuck 
here, that I have no future in the welfare office, because people with political 
sponsors will always be privileged. But I have to stay either way, so I do what I 
need to do. 

8
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The third type of attitude covers social workers for which participation in electoral 
campaign activities presents a major moral problem. They need their jobs temporarily but 
look for other opportunities, preferably outside city halls. They are usually ready to move 
to another city, and some have expressed willingness to move to larger cities (such as the 
capital of Ceará or other State capitals in the region). The lack of an urgent need for 
employment  –  related to a better family economic condition  –  contributes to their 
resistance to take part in campaign activities. They participate in some activities, but they 
will try to escape non-mandatory ones by doing the minimum necessary. In addition to 
representing a breach in their professional ethics, which prevents these social workers 
from “sleeping well”, it is also a violation of the trust of the people with whom they 
maintain (often) an affective bond. What probably constitutes a situation of psychological 
suffering at work is that these individuals are unable to adapt to the norm of the 
institution: the absence of separation between political affairs and the social assistance 
provision. Having limited options, they try to adopt certain contestation practices to 
maintain their ethical integrity. The first and most simple step they take while performing 
vote-buying is to stress to beneficiaries that they are not there to “work” but to “ask for 
support” (pedir apoio) for the candidate supported by the mayor of Angico. The 
indignation of some social workers was exacerbated by the temporary availability of 
resources and services for vote-buying compared to the difficulty of obtaining them 
otherwise, even for families in extremely vulnerable situations. Some social workers would 
also use the exceptional resource availability to help families they already knew with the 
greatest need. 

The Determinants of the Political-Electoral Use of Social Assistance 

Municipal welfare offices are strongly associated with constructing an image for 
mayors as “generous men” who “help the poor”. The office’s coordination is in this context 
occupied by someone of the mayor’s trust, but at the same time a person recognized by the 
public as having a personal tie with him. Before the BFP, resources were not abundant, 
limiting the number of people assisted. These resources were often supplemented by the 
mayors’ own resources, usually distributed outside the social assistance institutional 
framework in order to strengthen the personal character of the act. The arrival of the BFP 
in 2003 transformed this landscape. Overnight, the welfare office became one of the most 
important within the city hall, controlling more resources than all other public offices in 
most small municipalities. For this reason, mayors place trustworthy people in the 
program’s local coordination, and with little effort they convert the available resources into 
political support. Being managed exclusively by the municipal welfare office, there is no 
verification of the program’s daily activities by another local institution – except for rare 
and randomized audits.  In this context, this section aims to analyze the characteristics of 6

the BFP and its local management, and the institutional factors that allow it to be used for 
electoral purposes in order to answer the question: Who can electorally benefit from the 
BFP? Some key factors in the local political culture and the institutional strength have 
emerged as essential to answering this question. To do so, a comparison is made between 
Angico and three neighboring municipalities, which will be referred to herein as A, B and 
C.  In these municipalities, interviews were conducted with welfare coordinators and social 7

workers. 
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Interactions with federal institutions 

Federal institutions have a positive image in municipal administrations, particularly 
in small ones. This is because federal agents usually have a higher education, and federal 
institutions have a strong bureaucratic tradition. Thus, interactions with federal 
institutions can have an important effect in municipal public administration through the 
reinforcement of good practices or discouragement of bad ones out of a fear of external 
control. 

In the neighboring municipality A, local officials say that the BFP is no longer used 
(explicitly) for the vote-buying since the municipality was audited by the Union’s General 
Comptroller (CGU) a few years before. Some months before the audit, a large number of 
the municipal BFP employees were irregular beneficiaries of the program, which would 
have been a serious problem for the city hall and these employees. The CGU officers spent 
about three weeks in the city, doing meticulous work. The episode “traumatized” the staff, 
and according to two interviewees, contributed to the construction an image of the BFP as 
“untouchable” for illegal activities, even if the welfare office was still coordinated by the 
mayor’s wife during the fieldwork. The reproduction of this image has ensured the 
maintenance of some “key employees” in the BFP. These are people not related to the 
mayor and known for their experience in the good management of the program, which 
indicates a will of the mayor not to use the BFP for electoral purposes. 

The neighboring municipality B shows how the positive reinforcement of good 
practices can also have an impact on the political use of BFP resources. This municipality is 
recognized as one of the most effective in the management of the BFP in the Ceará state, 
and its coordinator is often requested by the Federal Ministry to assist in the training of 
agents in other municipalities. Beginning in 2005 (with a mayor of an opposition party of 
the federal government), when the municipality was recognized by the Ministry for the 
excellence of its management of the BFP, the new municipal welfare office encouraged the 
more experienced employees to stay and continue their work in the new administration, 
offering them high positions in the hierarchy, to the detriment of people with political 
sponsors. The BFP coordinator says she never received a request from politicians to “help 
someone” in the BFP. She said she couldn’t even “imagine such a fact”, while recognizing 
that the BFP is very “vulnerable to this type of strategy” since it “deals with the poorest and 
therefore the easiest to be manipulated”. If such practices still exist – and they probably do, 
even if the coordinator is not aware of them – they are based solely on the manipulation of 
information by political candidates, that is, theatrical staging of a guarantee that makes 
them personally responsible for the program’s benefits. Unlike in Angico, these candidates 
do not use BFP agents to broker such practices. As in the municipality A, the most 
significant fact that attests to the “untouchable” nature of the BFP is that since 2005, the 
great majority of the staff has been maintained, despite the political alternation in the city 
hall. 

Beneficiaries’ Collective Organization 

According to the BFP coordinator of the municipality B, because of the already 
institutionalized political culture, anyone who would try to use the BFP structure for 
electoral purposes would have difficulties not only with the program’s employees, but also 
with its beneficiaries. She was confident that the beneficiaries were sufficiently informed of 
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the rules of the program so that they would not be “misled” by brokers. A social worker – 
who held a permanent job at the welfare office – confirms that on the rare occasions when 
employees discovered a beneficiary who had received a promise from a broker, they would 
then clarify “the nature of the program as a social right”. After years accustomed to an 
exclusively bureaucratic treatment within the BFP, it can be assumed that a political 
interference would face an opposition from the beneficiaries. 

This hypothetical scenario is known to Olivia, Angico’s BFP coordinator. According to 
the social workers interviewed, Olivia only reversed her arbitrary decisions in the 
program’s administration when beneficiaries threatened to call television channels to 
denounce her. This attested to the knowledge some beneficiaries had of the public interest 
in such events. What may be lacking in the case of Angico for a change to happen would be 
a collective organization among beneficiaries to potential individual’s pressure. 

Political Opposition Forces 

The strength of political opposition is also a determining factor in the electoral use of 
social assistance. The size of the municipality is not relevant here because small 
municipalities are often divided into political factions (Palmeira  1992) that go beyond 
political parties where opposition is constant and can discourage such practices. This is the 
case of the municipality C, where the BFP has only four employees: the coordinator, a 
social worker, and two technicians. The social worker from Angico who recommended me 
to visit the municipality where she used to work, compared both places according to her 
vision of electoral political politics: 

The politicagem [at Angico] is very disorganized. Where I worked before 
[municipality C], the vote-asking machine is much more efficient. When I was 
working in the city hall there were mandatory meetings always at the end of 
the working day, so as not to be accused as electoral use of public resources. 
They took place in the houses of the mayor’s agents, with attendance lists, or 
in the mayor’s house at lunchtime. They were doing this because the city is 
divided into two real factions, so the opposition was always attentive: if 
someone [city hall employees] did something stupid like that, as going to ask 
for votes during work hours, they would be done. 

What Márcia calls “organized politicagem” refers to a vote-buying structure that does 
not make explicit use of the resources of the public administration, which would be easily 
discovered by opposition groups and denounced. In the municipality C, interviewees were 
at ease to describe the functioning of the political machine because they were not 
concerned: the BFP was, according to them, “forgotten by the politicians”. This would also 
explain why the city hall did not put a lot of resources available to the program’s 
management, which had been working with the minimum number of staff required. 
Interviewees reported that the BFP had “no electoral value for [politicians], because 
everyone knows that the mayor could use it [for electoral purposes], it’s too obvious, and 
here they must be smarter than that to not get caught… so we are left alone”. This does not 
mean that no one is trying. The only BFP social worker of the municipality reports that at 
each election period, beneficiaries come to them to clarify doubts about the program and 
the future of their benefits, which would be a sign of the spreading of misinformation. In 
addition, the opposition group to the mayor counts on its supporters to denounce electoral 
strategies that would make use of public resources: beneficiaries who are linked to the 
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opposition often go to the BFP office to explain why their benefits were blocked, and 
“quickly threaten to go to the police by saying that the blockage was the result of their 
filiation with the opposition”. BFP employees proceed to explain the rules of the program, 
sometimes directly to the beneficiaries’ lawyer – always the same person, who they believe 
is employed by the opposition party. 

To conclude, these comparisons allow the identification of different levels of staff 
commitment, where social workers and coordinators present an attitude that varies 
according to their relationship with local politics. When they support the incumbent mayor 
(commonly in the context of reciprocity as a result of the access to the job or personal ties), 
they present an idealized discourse of defense of the integrity of welfare services. When an 
employee is not a supporter of the mayor, or the stability of her or his job does not depend 
on political affiliations, criticism emerges easily (assuming an established relationship of 
trust with the researcher). Those who succeed in guaranteeing their autonomy in the 
institutions are individuals who are able to combine management and negotiation skills, 
contributing to a good reputation among state and federal institutions, which is also 
valuable to mayors. 

Conclusion 

Vote-buying is not only a regular practice in Northeast Brazil, but it is also largely 
considered a normal political practice. The tension created by the simultaneous normality 
and illegality of such practice can be identified on several occasions in the case analyzed in 
this chapter. For some social workers involved in the implementation of antipoverty 
programs, it is an ethical problem, since they are supposed to use their relationships with 
beneficiaries and public resources to buy votes. To other social workers and city hall 
employees, it represents an opportunity to reciprocate favors received by political 
sponsors, or to testify to a loyalty that will give them access to higher positions. 

The comparison of different municipalities with Angico illustrates that the interaction 
of three factors – forces of political opposition, collective organization of beneficiaries, and 
interactions with federal institutions  –  produce institutional practices that can vary 
substantially. Specifically in the case of welfare institutions, these factors produce a 
“tradition d’accueil” of beneficiaries (Dubois  2015), which is reproduced by employees 
and, to a certain extent, respected by elected officials. It is thus possible to identify two 
extremes that form a continuum where municipalities are located at one extreme are the 
institutions with complete autonomy from the city hall, accompanied by a political culture 
based on the separation between (some) public resources and electoral politics; and at the 
other extreme are the public institutions which have their services portrayed as the 
personal favors of politicians, where the confusion between electoral politics and 
government is normalized among beneficiaries and staff. 

The case analyzed here demonstrates how the accusations of “clientelist” antipoverty 
programs do not take into account the operationalization of vote-buying practices that are 
organized at the local level rather than by a central administration. The two conditions for 
that to happen are: discretional control of resources’ allocation – even if indirectly, as the 
case of the BFP, where municipalities don’t have direct access to resources – and power 
over the appointment of the program’s staff, especially when the nature of working 
contracts are not regulated.    
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Notes 

 A political machine here is understood as a “party organization, headed by a single boss or small 1

autocratic group, that commands enough votes to maintain political and administrative control of a 
city, county, or state” (Encyclopaedia Britannica 2017). See also Scott (1969).

 The management of the program can be summarized by the following steps: 1) the federal 2

government allocates quotas to municipalities based on an estimate of the number of poor people, 
determined by a national poverty line; 2) municipalities carry out the registration of potential 
families in a unified database (Cadastro Único); 3) files are processed by a centralized system at the 
federal level to automatically determine the eligibility of families and the value of the benefit, 
which is transferred directly to the family through a nominal bank card; 4) the centralized system 
sporadically checks for irregularities, which may lead to benefits’ blockages or suspension.

 Given the illegal nature of some of the researched activities, confidentiality and anonymity were 3

necessary conditions for establishing a relationship of trust with informants and respondents. 
Angico is situated in the Semiarid interior of the Ceará state. In Brazil, a medium-sized 
municipality corresponds to a population of 100.000 to 500.000. In 2010, Angico had a “medium” 
HDI (0,700-0,799), Gini coefficient of 0,55, an urbanisation rate above 90%, and poverty and 
extreme poverty rates of 25% and 5%, respectively.

 Bursztyn (2008) calls these brokers the “new coronéis” of Northeast Brazil, which were already 4

present in the 1970s in several government programs, some of which already used their power to 
support their own candidates for local political positions.

 As stated in article 41-A of the Elections Law (9.504/1997), vote-buying is characterized as a 5

political candidate’s donation, offer, promise or deliver of goods or personal advantages of any 
nature, including employment or public function, to an elector in order to obtain his or her vote, 
from the registration of the candidature until the election day, under penalty of a fine and annulment 
of the candidacy registration.

 The MDS envisages that the management of the program will be monitored by a social committee 6

bringing together several key players in society, but the action of these committees has never 
achieved the intended purpose of the program design and Angico does not interfere with the 
implementation of the BFP.

 Basic information of municipalities in approximate values: A) population: 15.000; Human 7

Development Index (HDI): 0,600; GDP per capita: 5.000 BRL; Agriculture and tourism-based 
economy. B) Population: 100.000; HDI: 0,700; GDP per capita: 9.000 BRL; Agriculture, mining 
and tourism-based economy. C) population: 10.000; HDI: 0,600; GDP per capita: 2.500 BRL; 
Agriculture and mining-based economy.
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