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In a social panorama where consumption becomes a source 
of personal fulfilment, its practice does not seem to support 
an alternative path to that of bourgeois rationality. Recent 
government policies in Brazil encourage consumption as a 
way to offer greater autonomy to citizens, reflecting the 
emergence of the so-called ‘new middle class’. This paper 
intends to gather evidence which answers the following 
questions: (i) May the extent of consumption contribute to 
the fortification of citizenship and social inclusion? (ii) Can 
the phenomenon of consumption be understood within the 
perspective of implementation of social rights? From the 
materialist dialectical method, this research examines, in the 
light of the Brazilian reality, points of conflict and 
convergence between the social facade (consumer) and the 
political facade (citizenship) of the person, in particular 
referring to the members of the ‘new middle class.’ 

 

1. Introduction 

The so-called ‘new middle class’ in Brazil has been the target of 
several recent studies that seek to understand this phenomenon. 
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Beyond factors such as income, insertion into the labour market and 
level of education, one of the main facets discussed is the ability to 
consume, one of the most popular features of contemporary society. 

Breaking the limitation imposed upon this segment so far, consumer 
spending has been the factor that has driven the social inclusion of 
this so-called new rising class within the logic of capital. Conceptual 
disputes and its surroundings include the researchers who defend it 
as a merely political creation. In addition, there are those who see 
broader social benefits with this ‘new class’ process of emergence. 

From a critical perspective, this paper aims to research the extent to 
which the new middle class, through consumption, acquires a greater 
ability for the implementation of social rights in contemporary Brazil. 
There will be a brief bibliographical review on how the definition of 
social rights is presented, as a means of starting the debate 
surrounding the middle class’s ability to ensure those rights through 
consumption. Then, the issue will be focused through various 
analytical prisms, considering the opinions of Brazilian scholars in 
detail about the methodology employed in the contextualisation of 
social rights.  

This paper also investigates to what extent consumption is conceived 
as a mechanism of symbolic redemption and recognition for the 
working social class, having as a backdrop the Theory of Social 
Representation, developed by Erving Goffman.1 In correlation to this 
ideal rupture from class, the lack of personal identification with 
politics is analysed, reflecting on points of conflict between the social 
facade of consumers and the citizen-politic facade. This is sited 
within an examination of the relationship between active political 
participation and the act of consuming by the new middle class. 

Finally, this paper deals with the success of social rights through 
consumption as being both effective and increasingly common 
without the need for public services performed by the State. 
Therefore, it fortifies the maximisation of the individual as 
responsible for the realisation of social rights, mitigating the sphere 
of State action, following the dictates of a liberal perspective.  

 
                                                        
1 Erving Goffman, A Representação do Eu na Vida Cotidiana (18th edn, Vozes 
2011). 
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2. Social rights and the New Middle Class in Brazil 

Article 6 of the Brazilian Constitution,2 shows that social rights have 
positive benefits offered by the State, either directly or indirectly, to 
provide better living conditions to the most vulnerable citizens, 
whose intention is to perform equalisation of unequal social 
situations.3 These rights attempt to ensure the positive conduct of 
public authorities, which must act through public policies that create, 
or identify, their object.4 Thus, social rights are connected to the 
right to equality,5 addressed to the State, for whom duties arise to 
improve living conditions and to promote material equality.6 The 
importance of basic social rights highlights  the achievement of 
equality in society, i.e., of a levelling equality, ‘directed to concrete 
human situations, realised in the factual sphere itself and not in 
abstract or formal regions of the Law.’7 

In addition to these concepts, there are social rights classified in a 
manner which divides between human rights as a producer and 
human rights as a consumer. According to José Afonso da Silva, 
based on a classification provided by Pierre Duclos, the first group is 
composed by the right to freedom of establishment, the Trade Union 
and to strike.8 It means the right of workers to determine the 
conditions of their work, to cooperate in the management of the 
company and to obtain a good job (Articles 7 to 11). The second 
category incorporates  the right to health, social security, intellectual 
development, equal access of children and adults to education, 
vocational training, culture and the guarantee of family development, 
as indicated in Article 6 and developed under the title of ‘Social 
Order’ in Brazilian Constitution. 

                                                        
2 Article 6 of the Brazilian Constitution contains social rights: education, health, 
food, work, dwelling, leisure, security, social security, maternity and childhood 
protection, assistance to the destitute. 

3 José Afonso da Silva, Curso de Direito Constitucional (34th edn, Malheiros 2011) 
286-7. 

4 Alessandra Gotti Bontempo, Direitos sociais: eficácia e acionabilidade à luz da 
Constituição de 1988 (Juruá 2005) 65. 

5 ibid 287. 
6 ibid 71. 
7 ibid 379. 
8 ibid 287. 
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Since the enactment of its Federal Constitution in 1988, Brazil’s 
socio-economic scene underwent several positive transformations, 
particularly in the last ten years. However, these changes are not 
necessarily related to the provision of public policies which promote 
social rights. With the stabilisation of prices, the increased number 
of jobs and, consequently, an increased income for the poorest, 
social inequality has been reduced, establishing a new social class: 
the so-called ‘new Brazilian middle class.’ However, it is necessary to 
understand that the gains in social justice did not change essentially 
the logic of capitalist development, its structure and operating 
process, as well as the concentration of surplus value, transformed 
into wealth for a small but super-powerful social class.9 

The division of society into classes, presupposes the notion that there 
is more than one social group acting at distinct and hierarchical 
levels in material production. Thus, the relations of production will 
be exercised differently within the same infrastructure. In their work, 
The Capitalist Machine, Pedrinho Guareschi and Roberto Ramos 
have inquired: what is social class? The researchers’ findings point 
out that the answer surrounds theories that advocate for a simple 
social framework, formulating definitions from identifiable features 
under an approach they call ‘positivist-functionalist.’10   

From this point of view, classes can be determined between high, 
medium and low, or from living standards, consumption levels, 
similar ideas, degree of similar education etc. Clearly, this is a static 
analysis of reality, in which the criteria are rigid (such as income and 
profession). As a result people are classified in certain ‘little boxes’. 
Guareschi and Ramos warn of the endless causal paradox that this 
theory can conduct:  

Now, if you ask: why are there people in certain “little 
boxes”? The answer is: because they earn more. And if we 
ask: why do they make more money? The answer is: because 

                                                        
9 Cândido Grzybowski, ‘Que Brasil Estamos Construindo?’ in Dawid D Bartelt (ed), 
A Nova Classe Média no Brasil Como Conceito e Projeto Político (Fundação 
Heinrich Böll 2013) 97. 

10 Pedrinho Guareschi and Roberto Ramos, A Máquina Capitalista (5th edn, Vozes 
2000) 
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they studied more (better training). And if we ask: why did 
they study more? ... Some say: because they earn more.11  

If the middle class is understood as a social group located between 
the bourgeoisie and the proletariat,12 the new middle class does not 
have a consensual definition. There are disagreements, including the 
recognition of its existence. For this reason, there is a relevant 
discussion on the current rising of the new middle class.  

One of the most prominent researchers writing on the theme ‘new 
middle class’ in Brazil, Marcelo Neri, argues that one of the ways to 
define social class is by consumption potential, such as in Brazil 
Criterion, where the middle class corresponds to the invocation of a 
social layer called class C (where the richest people constitute classes 
A and B and the poorest, classes D and E).13 This stratum is 
characterised by its access to durable goods (and their respective 
quantity: TV, radio, washing machine, fridge and freezer, video 
recorder or DVD players), bathrooms, maids and level of education 
of the head of the household. This assessment is formulated from the 
econometric ‘minceriana’ equation.14 

However, there is controversy about this concept. Some criticisms 
appear in the sense that the new middle class definition is based 
solely on economic factors.15 Moreover, it does not consider the 

                                                        
11 ibid 35, 36.  
12 Paulo Sandroni, Novíssimo Dicionário de Economia (Best Seller 1999) 101. 
13 Marcelo Neri (ed), A Nova Classe Média (FVG 2008) 23-4. Until 2013, ‘Brazilian 
Economic Classification Criterion’ divided class C into two groups, whose average 
family income gross per month ranged from R$ 1,147 (class C2) and R$ 1,685 
(Class C1). From 2014, the criterion become more complete, based on other factors 
in addition to income and consumption, as the conditions of housing and access to 
public services, for example.  

14 Marcelo Neri explains that the typical regression econometric model, derived 
from the ‘minceriana’ equation, is: ln w = β0 + β1educ + exp + β2 β3 exp + γ +/x ² 
є, where ‘w’ is the salary received by the subject; ‘educ’ is its schooling, usually 
measured by years of study; ‘exp’ is its experience, usually by the age of the subject 
approximately; ‘x’ is a vector of observable characteristics of the individual, such as 
race, gender, region; and ‘є’ is a stochastic error. Marcelo Neri, ‘Equação de 
Salários Minceriana’ (2011) 
<www.cps.fgv.br/cps/pesquisas/Politicas_sociais_alunos/2011/pdf/BES_EquacaoMi
nceriana.pdf> accessed 19 November 2013. 

15 Claudio Salm and Ligia Bahia, for example, understand that with the increase of 
growth the Gross Domestic Product (GDP) rate and the creation of new formal 
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limits of consumption and to what extent this may be a means of 
social integration and access to services that should be guaranteed by 
the State: 

Therefore, to classify Brazilian society in terms of threads or 
income stratum—whether by the parameter that determines 
earnings from R$261,00 per capita/month as the middle 
class, or by the World Bank’s measure of US$10.00/day—is 
not expressive of the progress of the new networks and 
patterns of sociability that recent policies support (a real 
increase in the minimum wage, social welfare and income 
transfer). What matters is to unravel the limits of this 
process of inclusion …16  

Other criticisms, even more incisive, allege that the study is based 
only on income stratum and the potential of durable goods 
consumption, ignoring some determining factors: 

[H]ousehold indebtedness, an increased difficulty for the 
workforce to access these values, the cheapening of several 
products that were previously luxury goods but have now 
become necessary consumer goods—these have altered the 
moral and historical element of the workforce value: though 
the value of the workers themselves has increased, the 
remuneration received for the work has not.17  

                                                                                                                              
jobs, have been given to thousands of people. These people newly entered the 
market, according to the researchers, were baptized ‘for a sociology of phony’ of 
new middle class. Salm and Bahia state that this new definition ‘reduces the 
concept of the middle class to the economic dimension of income, restrict only for 
those who are able to open a credit’. Claudio Salm, Ligia Bahia, ‘Tênis, Bermuda, 
Fone no Ouvido... Vai Saúde e Educação Também?’ in Dawid D Bartelt (ed), A 
Nova Classe Média no Brasil Como Conceito e Projeto Político (Fundação 
Heinrich Böll 2013) 115. 

16 Amélia Cohn, ‘Entre Sair da Pobreza e Ingressar na Cidadania’, in Dawid D 
Bartelt (ed), A Nova Classe Média no Brasil Como Conceito e Projeto Político 
(Fundação Heinrich Böll 2013) 108.  

16 Amélia Cohn, ‘Entre Sair da Pobreza e Ingressar na Cidadania’, in Dawid D 
Bartelt (ed), A Nova Classe Média no Brasil Como Conceito e Projeto Político 
(Fundação Heinrich Böll 2013) 108.  

17 Mathias S Luce, ‘Brasil: nova classe média ou novas formas de superexploração 
da classe trabalhadora?’ (Trabalho, Educação, Saúde, January 2013) 
<www.revista.epsjv.fiocruz.br/upload/revistas/r472.pdf> accessed 23 September 
2013.  
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Confronted by conceptual impasse, a conclusion is unanimous: this 
new group of Brazilians consume too much. This is the group’s main 
feature. From durable goods and services, Brazilians who recently 
got into the formal job market have kept the economy heated. This 
consumption can be analysed from two perspectives: (a) individual, 
attributed to a need for worship of the individual’s social facade 
which turns it into of a consumer of certain services guaranteed by 
the Law; and (b) social, connected to an inefficient State, which 
disclaims deploying appropriate public policies to guarantee essential 
services, by imposing tax incentives that expand its commoditisation. 

 

3. Social inclusion through consumption: the social and 
political facades of the person 

Historical materialism differs from idealistic conceptions about the 
human being. In that sense, it considers the real person, rather than 
the idea.  Although there is vagueness in the elements that identify a 
human being’s unity (person, individual, man), examining the social 
context betrays these designations. Only under a strict general 
approach is the person only one person; they acquire different facets 
when considered in front of the praxis of social reality. 

Urban daily life requires the person to assume a representation and 
not be an abstract entity. Primarily—and this view seems to be 
sufficiently established—capitalism is based on separation between 
producers and the means of production. This partition, required in 
increasing scale even in dependent countries, deprives access to the 
means of production to the productive class. Initially industrial, the 
division becomes widely extended to the services sector and other 
economic branches. As Marx emphasises, the separation between the 
capital owner and the labour power possessor is not enough for the 
capitalist foundation. It is contended that each class—by its 
education, habits and traditions—admits that requirement as if it 
were an obvious natural statement.18 

                                                        
18 Karl Marx, ‘O Capital. Capítulo XXIV – A Chamada Acumulação Original’ in 
Karl Marx, Friedrich Engels, Obras Escolhidas (Avante/Progresso 1983) 104-107, 
130. 



Birkbeck Law Review Volume 2(1) 

 136 

Duly presenting the dismemberment between producers and the 
means of production on a social basis, few classifications remain to 
identify the possessor of capital, commonly referred to by 
‘entrepreneur’, or ‘boss’, rather than ‘capitalist’ or ‘bourgeois’. By 
contrast, for the salaried employed there is a wide range of social 
roles to be played, each one having a corresponding facade. Even 
within the same class, it is not imperative to show their social 
identity to other members. For example there is no need, for a 
doctor to identify himself with a garbage man, even though both 
actually belong to the same class of employees. 

According to Erving Goffman, when a person assumes a specific 
social role, it is probable that there is already a facade previously 
established.19 This facade is institutionalised, becoming a collective 
representation performed in order to generate both social acceptance 
and recognition, individualized for specific situations.20 In order to 
assume practical purposes, the person sees itself on the verge of 
adapting to a variety of established standards (languages and clothes, 
for example), aiming to reach the goals available—and, in many 
cases, arranged—in a world of social roles. 

In a society where social distinction is measured by wealth, there is 
no better question to ask a person than ‘what do you do?’ and 
accepting its variations. From this simple question, it is possible to 
idealise a whole set of representations, facades, which will indicate 
which image should be seen in relation to its stereotype. From this, 
the questioner will derive the bonds established in accordance with 
an economic standard. Certainly, such references to aesthetic 
elements, beliefs and political views will not give a complete 
explanation of the person. 

This contrast between being and having is motivated by base 
requirements which are reproduced in the upper structural 

                                                        
19 Erving Goffman, A Representação do Eu na Vida Cotidiana (18th edn, Vozes 
2011) 25-35. 

20 ibid 29; Goffman defines it specifically: ‘I've been using the term ‘representation’ 
to refer to any activity of an individual which happens in a period characterized by 
its continuous presence before a particular set of observers and influences them in 
some way. It will be convenient to call as facade the part of the individual's 
performance which regularly works in a general and fixed way, in order to define 
the situation for those who observe the representation’. 
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perception.21 This entails a social facade of ideology production. The 
ideology of the facade allows any salaried employee to expose 
himself as close as possible to the social ideal of belonging to the 
ruling class, as a legitimate aspiring bourgeois. Such ostentatious 
consumption is a means of symbolic redemption through the 
objective recognition of class, which, contrary to what has been 
thought, is not closely linked to the individual’s position in relation 
to the means of production, but to the order of social relational 
factors. 

When matching the appearance and the manner, as characterised by 
the symmetric social construct, a person who consumes in an 
inordinate way demonstrates their full economic capacity to do so. If 
the ideal canon of dependent bourgeois society is to imitate, at the 
highest intensity, the costume of the ruling class, to be similar, on the 
other hand, to what is associated with poverty is socially deplorable. 
The typical example of that is expressed in the daily habit of 
mocking the speech attributed to poor people in Brazil, as Marcos 
Bagno analyses: 

If saying Cráudia, praca, pranta is considered ‘wrong’, and, 
on the other hand, saying loose, slave, white, pest is 
considered ‘right’, it is not simply a linguistic, but a social 
and political issue—people who say Cráudia, praca, pranta 
belong to a social class that is discredited, marginalized, and 
have no access to formal education and to elite cultural 
assets; and so the language they speak suffers the same 
prejudice that weighs over themselves, i.e., their language is 
considered ‘ugly’, ‘poor’, ‘needy’, when in fact it's just a 
different language from the one taught in school.22 

                                                        
21 Erich Fromm, Ter ou Ser (4 edn, Vozes 1982) 88; In a renowned work on the 
subject, Erich Fromm explains: ‘In having mode, there is no alive relationship 
between me and what I have. The thing and I become things, and I have it because 
I have the power to make it mine. But there is also an inverse relation: it gets me, 
because my sense of identity ... rests on my own possession over it (and as many 
things as possible). The having mode of existence is not established by an alive and 
creative process between subject and object; it transforms in things the both, 
subject and object. The relation is of inertia, not life’. 

22 Marcos Bagno, Preconceito Linguistico: O Que é, Como se Faz? (49th edn, 
Loyola 2009) 41.  
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The ideological facade, therefore, does not correspond only to forms 
of visual presentation; although, where there is an absence of contact 
by means of speech, this is the initial display. Speech, gestures, 
posture, i.e., the entire set of ‘bourgeois’ sartorial decisions, 
sometimes embodied in the label, ‘etiquette’, draws the pattern to be 
pursued by all, regardless of the actual social position. To be out of 
tune with certain tendencies can be considered synonymous with 
rebellion or poverty, for example, an inappropriate and marginal 
behaviour. 

In a paradigm shift, while for some people to maintain a facade 
closer to the ruling elite means social mobility (even if it is fictional), 
for other people, indulgence and bad dress can mean greater 
advantage in the struggle for survival. For the portion of society that 
is not even included in the formal capitalist production process, life 
maintenance depends on the rest of the employee’s salary or on alms 
from the bourgeois. In these cases, a sloppy and disheveled 
appearance—typical of those economically underprivileged people—
can assist in obtaining sustenance. Striving to bear an acceptable 
appearance can harm the common ideas about what it is to be 
extremely poor, hindering access to charity. 

Almost as an improper consequence of the system, the ideology of 
the facade allows for the efflorescence of social phenomena such as 
that of trademark counterfeit. Desiring to access some goods 
restricted to a particular economic sector of society, to counterfeit 
clothing and adornments is a mechanism to undermine one 
distinctive facade of economic constraint; so, there is a visual 
illustration of some certain trademarks similar to the standard 
brands consumed by the ruling class. It would not make any sense, 
for example, to fake brands that do not exclude people with lower 
economic capacity or dictate the aspirational patterns.  

Equally, it would be meaningless to achieve an ostentatious 
appearance if there was not a proper place to parade. In capitalism, 
the mall (or shopping centre) has a social function as a specific space 
for the ideological façade’s exercise. In accordance with Valquíria 
Padilha, the mall should not be seen only as a private space built for 
the acquisition of things, but also constituting a land of identity 
construction, where some people can be seen and perceived by other 
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people, waging ‘a relationship between “being me” and “being 
seen”’.23 

In the temple of the God, Capital, the private space is distorted, 
without losing its privatised feature. A refusal to accept poor people 
is a guarantor of the free, bold, and comfortable walking of those 
who are in a privileged social position (or only seem to demonstrate 
this facade). The environment is strategically designed to act as a 
visual barrier to the ‘class struggle,’ blocking the visibility of class-
conflicts that are latent in the streets, serving as a gate of entry and 
redeeming portico away from alleged urban unrest. 

The exercise of this facade integrates everyday life in its various 
aspects in such a way that the multiplicity of relationships requires 
even the apparent confusion of facades. It is common to irradiate 
contingencies for which various facades are required, creating the 
phenomenon of multiple facades. The person moulds themselves 
according to the situation, within the constraints of electing how he 
will self-propagate. The divisions, individually signed, become 
common-place: ‘Me as a parent,’ ‘Me as a professional’ and ‘Me as a 
friend,’ as if they were different people who inhabit the same 
physical body. 

With a certain amount of optimism and exaggeration, Zygmunt 
Bauman argues that ‘Human beings are not “born” with their 
identities.’ 24  Here the Polish sociologist intends to defend the 
characteristics of modern life that the person needs to become 
inclusively what it already is. There would be a kind of supplanting 
of the determination of social status, on behalf of an individual 
choice. The cunning of liberal thinking seems to meet the premise 
raised which is based on the underlying notion of free choice of 
identity. Drawing on Sartre, Bauman states that ‘it is not enough to 
be born as a bourgeois—it is necessary to live life as bourgeois.’25  

To some extent, such social practice allows for the displacement of 
appearance in relation to class. However, the same fluidity is not 
observed in the solid weight of carrying the burden of history. 

                                                        
23 Valquíria Padilha, Shopping Center: A Catedral das Mercadorias (Boitempo 
2012) 134. 

24 Zygmunt Bauman, Modernidade Líquida (Zahar 2001) 40. 
25 ibid 40. 
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Miserable people, ‘the black’, ‘the Indian’ etc. are typical figures of 
dependent countries. These social groups have not reached the 
‘liquidity’ propagated, acting as the crucial historical constraints 
maintaining the façade; they cannot be elected or identified freely. 
Those who are socially excluded because of their ethnicity, poverty 
etc. do not have the possibility to visually escape from their identity, 
as much as they would like to. 

As the currency of social determinism, consumption became the 
perennial goal of every person inserted in the supply chain. Erich 
Fromm bases his analysis of contemporary society on the argument 
that people are fascinated by the possibility of buying more, better 
and, especially, new things. In his view, the acts of buying and 
consuming have become both compulsive and irrational, losing even 
the initial goal, which was the path to happiness, becoming an end in 
itself.26  

This analysis should be read with some caution when dealing with 
the Brazilian context, in which much of the population is excluded 
via consumption, with the rise of the ‘new middle class;’ so, there is 
an inevitable link between happiness and fulfilment through the 
purchase. Consumption has become an end in itself to reach the ‘old 
middle class’ and the ruling class, whose purchasing power has 
always been above that spent on strictly necessary goods. 

The most ecstatic feeling that capitalism can provide is the 
accumulation of power—and explosion of pleasure—felt by the 
individual when faced with both the possibility and the act, 
respectively, of buying something really desired. There is a symbolic 
elevation of the person who, besides buying, acquires the right to 
display the good to other people, so as to be identified and to 
generate recognition within the group he is related and as well as the 
rest. 

Added to the routine, the real pleasure of use no longer constitutes 
the core motivation for the purchase, but rather how it potentiates 
the ability to manipulate tastes and needs. This alienated attitude 
towards consumption gains ground on other aspects of life, for 
example, spending free time with ourselves. Erich Fromm puts the 

                                                        
26 Erich Fromm, Psicanálise da Sociedade Contemporânea (4th edn, Zahar 1965) 
137. 
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question in the following way: ‘If a man works without any real 
relationship with what he is doing, if he buys and consumes goods in 
an abstract and alienated way, how can he use his free time in an 
active and meaningful way?’27 

Free time is consumed in a passive way: watching televised football 
matches, movies thought up in Hollywood, ‘best seller’ books and, 
of course, consuming. Even social gatherings cannot escape this 
pattern whilst the themes are propagated by mainstream media in its 
various forms; power which stimulates, naturalises and punishes is 
the essential ideological modus operandi.  

Even taste is manipulated, passivity is represented in the 
impossibility of hearing music and seeing the television programming 
wanted because entertaining is an industry like any other. 
Entertainment’s success is expressed by its success in the market, 
never by something that can be measured in human terms.28 The 
apogee of the ideal of dispossessed people is seeing fun in magazines 
specialised in portraying elite lifestyles and housing. Instead of 
bringing disgust, the fact is a distant reality; a privilege elevated to a 
few by the expense of many is a matter of entertainment, whose 
summit is having to pay to have printed access, and only in pictures, 
to a distant, dreamed reality. 

From the social division in classes, the survival mode of the new 
middle class is not different from the one previously known only as 
‘middle class,’ now considered traditional middle class. When 
aspiring to consume, the new middle class has the possibility to put 
into effect social rights without the need of provisions from the State. 
It creates more autonomy than the public entities. In a certain sense, 
consumption has the capacity to provide effective rights; however, 
this form of social breakthrough has congenital limits because, 
structurally, capitalism has not changed its ethic of inclusion and 
exclusion. The same consumption that provides access to social 
rights generates an influx of exclusion, notably because it is not 
indiscriminately accessible. 

The main social sign that inhabits everyday life is passivity. As noted 
by Fromm, the passivity of the person only portrays alienation 

                                                        
27 ibid 138. 
28 ibid 138. 
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syndrome, a failing to actively relate with the world and submitting 
to the demands of the cultural industry.29 A break from the passive 
routine would expose the dichotomy of urban personal life, which 
entails a division between exhibiting day-to-day social or 
professional facades and, less usually, a political facade (citizenship). 
Active political participation is not part of everyday life, because it 
was designed to run within legal parameters, every two years at the 
ballot-box. 

The lack of personal identification with politics contaminates 
commonsense with sentences such as ‘politics is not discussed,’ 
rebirthing one of the main sociological positivist legacies in Brazil. 
The political universe arouses no practical or immediate meaning in 
ordinary people's lives. Unlike the perceived monthly salary, which 
effectively drives the sustenance of a home, the results of political 
decisions seem to be distant and meaningless. The effects of political 
decisions, in most cases, are not experienced directly; so, 
transformations seem to be slow, gradual and beyond the personal 
interests of politicians. Thus, political life is not real life that moves 
every day, and does not touch the majority of people. 

The political facade (citizenship) does not have the same 
representational impact as the facade boasted every day. For the new 
middle class, consumption is a real mechanism to directly implement 
social rights, valuing this more than citizenship. Political 
participation becomes increasingly distant and the sale of labour 
power to the capitalist emerges as a primary factor of this range of 
rights embodiment. 

 

4. Brazilian State and the effectiveness of social rights through 
consumption 

Departing from the premise that the Brazilian Social State must 
produce real conditions in order to exercise fundamental rights, it is 
necessary ‘to recognize the contemporary set of individuals’ 
dependence in relation to State actions and to enforce the State to 
accomplish its egalitarian and distributive task’ that is essential to 

                                                        
29 Erich Fromm, A Revolução da Esperança: Por uma Tecnologia Humanizada (3rd 
edn, Zahar 1977) 55. 
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the existence of democracy of freedom.30 The State has not shown 
itself able to act in social rights effectively, considering that: ‘instead 
of building a State capable of promoting welfare in sensible and 
important areas, preference is given to giving subsidies and tax relief 
to any supposedly social demand that comes through the market.’31 

The biggest goal of the social policies adopted is to include the 
subject in the consumption market, instead of advancing public 
policies that guarantee, for example, wide access to health and 
education. Grzybowski understands that to have income to pay for 
private education and health is not equivalent to the guarantee of 
high quality public education and of being protected by a single 
system of health (‘Sistema Único de Saúde’, SUS) as a universal 
right. 32  The same happens with other issues such as public 
transportation, for example: easier credit and the reduction of taxes 
on industrialized products (facilitating the acquisition of automobiles) 
do not guarantee the right of mobility in a big city: 

There are two different conceptions and situations involving 
citizenship … Income and credit, as it happens in fact, feed 
into each other and stimulate the growing economy, the 
same economy that creates social inequality, poverty and 
misery. Substantially, the policies adopted create consumers, 
but not citizens. We are not yet facing the universal right to 
a citizen’s basic income, which is owned by each person in 
the condition of a shared citizenship, the main issue of the 
radical democracy.33 

Facing the inertia of public agents and the rising buying power of 
these thousands of Brazilian citizens in, the new middle class has 
become an object of ‘the market of social rights,’ as explained by 
Amélia Cohn. Researchers point out that this new group of 
consumers constitute a promising niche market, considering the 
country is in the so called third generation of privatisations to these 

                                                        
30 Paulo Bonavides, Curso de Direito Constitucional (22th edn, Malheiros 2008) 
378-9. 

31 ibid 118. 
32 ibid 99. 
33 ibid 99.  
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essential services  for which the State held responsibility.34 According 
to Cohen these niches are captured through popularising education 
plans, concerned only to provide professionals graduated to the 
demands of the market, and private healthcare that offers ‘basic 
packages’ of insurance:  

What is the consequence of these measures? Reinforcement 
of the valorization of an individual’s situation in the market, 
as a target for the satisfaction of necessities to be reached 
through their own, individual resources; and on the other 
hand … the overload of State public services … by the 
precariousness of cover provided by private insurance …35 

The increase of ‘class C’ and the growing commodification of 
services, understood as social rights, represent only markets in 
expansion; on the other hand, it does not change the fact that this 
expansion is stimulated by tributary renunciations.36 Therefore, it is 
perceptible that the more demand can be accomplished by personal 
fiscal resources, the better for private initiative; that the more 
services are in the hands of ‘entrepreneurs’, the less is the 
responsibility of public institutions. 

Considering the principle of material equality, it is clear that: ‘the 
State compels itself through interventions of rectification in social 
order to remove the deeper and disturbing social injustices.’ 37 
However, Government actions go in the opposite direction, because 
its measures look populist, instead of a present and effective social 
profile. Grzybowski asks if, in the progressive political field of 
Brazilian society, ‘we are satisfied with a more dignified 
precariousness or still seek for the goal of dignity in the condition of 
citizenship for all women and men?’38 

The focus on the possibilities of consumption and ostentation is in 
dialogue with the strategy of development through economic growth; 

                                                        
34 Amélia Cohn, ‘Entre Sair da Pobreza e Ingressar na Cidadania’, in Dawid D 
Bartelt (ed), A Nova Classe Média no Brasil Como Conceito e Projeto Político 
(Fundação Heinrich Böll 2013) 108. 

35 ibid 108. 
36 ibid 117. 
37 ibid 379. 
38 ibid 99. 
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but it is not possible to elevate an economy without the guarantee of 
dignity and rights for this new middle class, as well as the other 
classes which involve the great mass of Brazilian citizens. 

 

5. Conclusions 

Nowadays what is referred to as the ‘new middle class’ represents 
the outbreak of a new social segment, excluded from access to a 
wide range of consumable, material goods. It was not necessarily any 
substantial change in labour relationships that provided for this 
appearance; on the contrary, there are worsening working conditions, 
the new medium class arises in this scene because it gets into the 
labour market in a formal way. 

The entrance via consumption logic favours the liberal view of an 
individual’s implementation of social rights. Some mechanisms are 
created to put the people far away from the necessity of public 
services (provided by the State or through concession), prioritizing 
the individual way. 

However, besides this individual satisfaction, it exempts the State of 
giving a full guarantee to social rights; the consumption policies turn 
these rights into commodities, allowing private initiative to execute 
essential services such as education, health and social security. It is 
noticed that the increase in lower class incomes is not equivalent to a 
decrease in inequalities, which can only be achieved through public 
policies that foment a social insertion of the subject, not through 
consumption, but through a real availability of high quality public 
services that guarantee the full exercise of citizenship. 
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