POSC 257—Fall 2007

How to Read an Article 

In 8 Steps

Let’s look at the following article:

Wendy Hunter. 2003. “Brazil’s New Direction.” Journal of Democracy 14 (April): 151-162.

Consider that you are reading this for a course on democracy and democratization—not a course on Brazilian politics. Focus on what is important. 

· How does this article fit into our previous readings?

· Why am I reading this article this week, rather than previous weeks?

· Are there any concepts in this article that relate to previous readings?

· Does this article relate to my semester research project?

With these questions in mind, you can start reading. You will return to these questions after every stage below. Keep these four questions in mind at all times!

FIRST. Scan the article. How is it broken up? Look at the subheadings:

· Introduction (not a subheading, but it has one)

· “Leaving the Left Behind?”

· “Anatomy of a Victory”

· “The Question of Political Stability”

· “Malign Rules and Practices”

· “Can Lula Come Through?” (Conclusion)

What does this basic outline tell you about the article? Take a moment to jot down some ideas of what you think may be covered in each section.

SECOND. Read the conclusion first. It will summarize the key points of the article, particularly those related to the central thesis.

Look at the first sentence: “What prospects exist for a PT-led government to deepen democracy along these lines?”

That sentence is a clue that something comes next. The title of the section is “Can Lula Come Through?” Do you think he’s related to “PT”? Probably. So you can probably reread the sentence as: “What prospects exist for a Lula government to deepen democracy …” This sentence seems to be about whether Lula is good for Brazil’s democracy. Right?

THIRD.  Let’s read ONLY the first sentence of each paragraph of the conclusion (we’ll include the second sentence of the first paragraph, since it answers the first sentence):

“What prospects exist for a PT-led government to deepen democracy along these lines? Alleviating extreme poverty and enhancing social equity are top priorities … At center state are the economy and the social sphere … Expectations run high—especially in relation to employment, wage, and poverty alleviation—and failure to fulfill core promises could result in bitter disappointment … Such high hopes mean that Lula will have to produce results quickly in order to govern effective.”

That’s very long. Let’s summarize and paraphrase:

Will a Lula government deepen democracy? Extreme poverty and social equity are top priorities. Economic and social issues are crucial. Expectations run high; failure to fulfill promises will disappoint. Lula must produce results quickly.

Now we have an idea of what the key argument is. Let’s go back and read the article. But first, a pit stop:

FOURTH. What do we know so far?

· Lula’s government is important for Brazil’s democracy.

· Brazil faces social and economic problems.

Jot those things down. The article seems to be about Lula in relation to Brazil’s democracy and the problems Brazil faces.

Let’s think back to issues from earlier in the semester:

· Przeworski (and others) have argued that there is a relationship between economic performance and democratic survival.

· Mainwaring (“The Crisis of Representation in the Andes”) argued that increasing representativeness in the face of weak state institutions can spell trouble.

· Lula is a president. What did Valenzuela write about presidentialism?

· The recent (to the author) election of Lula seems to be important. Was this an “electoral revolution” like the ones described by Bunce & Wolchik?

· Can you think of some other connections?

Now we’re ready to start reading the article.

FIFTH. Let’s read the article, skimming past unnecessary details and looking for things that tell us about the article’s main them in relation to other articles this semester. Go.

SIXTH. Let’s start reading the article, one section at a time:

Let’s read the first section (the non-subtitled introduction). What does it tell us?

· Lula was elected in 2002

· Lula belongs to the PT (so we can probably replace “PT” with “Lula” in most references)

· Lula is a new kind of president—the previous presidents came from the elite

· PT is an institutional party with steady growth (STOP: what did Lipset argue about political parties?)

“Leaving the Left Behind?”—Before we read this section, let’s think about it. Who’s leaving the left behind?

· Right away, we see that Lula/PT have left the left behind, moving towards the moderate center

· The rest of the section merely suggests that 2002 is not a radical shift to left (since PT has moved towards center since 1980s)

· Lula has recently embraced some neoliberal values (again, part of a shift to center)

“Anatomy of a Victory”—Clearly this must explain how/why Lula won in 2002. Is this important for the course? Probably not. This is not a course in Brazilian politics. So let’s skim it (read only the first sentence in each paragraph):

· “A splintering of the political center and right contributed crucially to PT’s success as well.”

· “Recognition of the continuing strength of conservative forces in the political system provides further perspective on the PT’s recent advances”

OK. So we get the sense that the center and right are fractionalized, but still powerful. That’s probably enough.

“The Question of Political Stability”—This seems more related to our course (democratic stability issues have come up before). Let’s actually read this whole section.

· It starts with a question: Will Lula destabilize the economy? (STOP: let’s think back quickly to Przeworski)

· More about the gradual shift to the left (so perhaps not a problem for stability?)

· Low Latinobarometer scores are troubling (STOP: where have we seen Latinobarometer scores before? What do we know about Latinobaromter? Or about public opinion and relation to democracy in general?)

· Brazil has been surprisingly stable, that seems interesting

· Here’s a section on the electoral system (let’s make a note of that)

· And here’s something on international factors and post-Cold War climate (let’s make a note of that, too)

“Malign Rules and Practices”—What a weird title. What is this about? Perhaps something to do with rules or institutions?

· Brazil’s third wave is remarkable (that sounds good)

· But Brail has lots of social and economic problems (that sounds bad)

· Pages 157-158 list the social & economic problems … is this a course on Brazilian society or economics? No. Is it enough to know that “Brazil has economic and social problems”? Probably. 

· The electoral system pops back up—it seems there’s something fishy about the electoral system (let’s make a note of that again)

· And now it seems there’s a note on federalism (let’s make a note of that, too)

· And something about fragmented parties (let’s make a note of that, too)

· Here’s a great summary sentence: “The deepening of democracy in Brazil therefore demands reforms in various spheres.”

And now we’re back at the conclusion, which we’ve already looked over.

SEVENTH. Now let’s take a look at all our little notes. We have notes on a variety of concepts related to our semester:

· Elections & electoral system

· Presidentialism

· Federalism

· Economic & social issues as they relate to democracy

· External factors

Let’s do triage. Let’s put them in order of importance. Let’s look at the conclusion again, and see which issues we find there:

· Economic and social issues

It seems the theme of the article is: 

· “Can Lula fix Brazil’s economic and social problems & deepen democracy?”
EIGHT. Now let’s put the article in context for this week and for today’s class.

This week we read articles that:

· Looked at the progress of democracy in the Czech Republic (“10 years later”)

· Looked at the progress of democracy in Portugal (“25 years later”)

· Looked at the progress of democracy in South Africa (“10 years later”)

What did these articles have in common?

Do you think this article fits under the category …

· Looked at the progress of democracy in Brazil (“10 years later”)  ????

If you answered yes, you are correct.

Are we interested in the details of electoral systems? No.

Are we interested in the details of Brazil’s federal system? No.

Are we interested in the details of political parties, their names, their leader, etc.? No.

Let’s turn on our “pop quiz radar.” What are potential pop quiz questions, based on past experience? Some ideas:

· What is the greatest obstacle to Brazil’s democratic deepening?

· Who is Lula and/or why is his election significant?

Those seem the most likely contenders. Could you answer a quiz based on either question?

Now let’s prepare for class discussion. 

· We made some notes about concepts and/or themes that we’ve previously read about (electoral systems, federalism, presidentialism). Are you interested in any of these? Would you like to ask about them in class?

· We’ve seen other cases before. Are you interested in how Brazil compares to another case (perhaps the one for your research paper)? Would you like to ask about that in class?

Below is a collection of my margin notes (and nothing by my margin notes) from the Hunter article on Brazil’s new direction:

“Question: What does Lula mean for Brazil? … Lula lacks elite origins … PT as institutional party … 

2002 not a shift to left in Brazil … in 2002 Lula embraced key neoliberal values … 

**2002** … conservatives still powerful in legislature … pork barrel politics … 

Question: Can Brazil survive PT? … Brazil’s gradual shift to left since 1985 … low Latinobarometer scores … Question: How do we explain stability? … open list PR ( helped PT grow … post cold war climate helps … 

**Democratization is a complex process** … Brazil’s social problems threaten democracy … **problems with electoral system ( urban voters underrepresented** … problems with federalism … fragmented parties ( problems with governability … *** “The deepening of democracy in Brazil therefore demands reforms in various spheres” *** …

Poverty is top priority … danger of high expectations”
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