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Introduction 

 
The present text aims to carry out an initial assessment of the professional exercise 

of social workers of the policy of social assistance in the state of Rio de Janeiro, in the 

context of the Covid-19 pandemic, problematizing the ongoing conservative offensive, the 

capitalist crisis, based on the contingency measures of the health crisis and the challenges and 

resistance posed to the professionals of Social Work. 

To this end, we organized the reflections in two sections, besides this intro- duction 

and the final considerations. In the first, we bring an axis of analysis of more open scope that 

aims to articulate the debate among the crisis of capital, the advance of conservatism on 

social assistance policy and the more conjunctural aspects related to the pandemic. The first 

subsection deals with the impacts of conservative escalation over professional exercise within 

the Single Social Assistance System (SUAS); The second makes a problematization about the 

implications of the capitalist crisis with the health crisis and the rebates on SUAS that, due to 

the dismantling and definancing of recent years, find crucial bottlenecks to meet the 

demands posed by society, inflated by the spread of the New Coronavirus. 

In the last section, we bring aspects of the reality of the state of Rio de Janeiro, 

presenting and analyzing the main dilemmas, challenges and resistances of Social workers of 

the policy in question, both basic social protection and the special social protection of  

SUAS. The reflections of this section point to the increase of the precariousness of work, 

accentuated under the conditions of insalubrity before the health risks, negligence and 

interference of the State (in the institutions of the Federal Government, states and 

municipalities) in combating the pandemic and guaranteeing basic conditions for the safe 

professional exercise and the conservative offensive that spreads in the management and 

operation of this policy in the current context. 
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Crisis, pandemic and advancement of conservatism in social 

assistance policy 

 

Faced with the worsening of the crisis after 2008 and the responses given to it, it is 

perceived a process of accelerated advancement of conservatism in all fields – ethical, 

political, religious, cultural, educational, moral. However, conservatism has never ceased to 

make available training and professional exercise, even more so when it comes to the Social 

Assistance Policy, whose past is characterized by patronage, patrimonialism, bureaucratic 

engagement, culture of favor, appears re-updated, enhanced under new contradictions. 

According to Escorsim Netto (2011), conservatism in its classical form continues to 

mark its contemporary forms of manifestation, because it functions as a fundamental key 

piece in the reproduction of capitalistic social relations, never leaving the scene, and it is 

necessary to preserve the foundations of capitalist society and always making itself available. 

The modern classical conservatism, far from defining itself as a pure and simple re-

exchange, being against all kinds of change and progress, is compatible with transformations, 

but without ruptures with the social order (Poggi, 2019). 

In view of this perspective, we understand that the manifestations of the extreme 

right wing that are gaining prominence in Brazil should not be seen as something “out of 

place and time”, as a totally new phenomenon in the current scenario, even because what is 

new in conservatism today cannot be understood by itself, but as an expression of the 

current configuration of the class struggle and the struggles of the oppressed (Iasi, 2015). 

The ground on which these struggles occur and their configuration lays roots in the 

social relationships of production and property determining this historical movement, the 

moment of offensive of the ruling class at the national and international level. 

According to Lowy (2015), some factors helped in the success of the growing 

offensive of the far right wing on the European scene, but that we could expand to the 

international level: the responses given to the 2008 crisis, which have much more politically 

favored sectors more reactionary than parties and movements of the center or the left wing; 

the process of neoliberal financial globalization, which, in addition to provoking a process of 

cultural homogenization, helped to strengthen fundamentalism and religious nationalism; 

cultural elements traditional historical antisemitic elements and colonial culture that persisted 

even after decolonization. 

In Brazil, according to Braz (2017), the rise of a reactionary conservatism in the 

recent Brazilian context is linked to the management of the crisis by the ruling class, which 

no longer saw in the class conciliation project a compatible way of managing the interests of 

big capital. 

Hence, even with all the austere measures carried out, the ultra-liberal offensive has 

advanced against the Dilma government since the beginning of 2013, obtaining its first great 

victory with impeachment, but that did not stop there, being a door to new democratic 

retreats and the destructuring of rights, as we see with what followed with the Temer 

government and with the current president Jair Bolsonaro. 

In this offensive is the functionality and meaning of the right “new”, which is to 

press for the adoption of ever tougher measures against workers’ rights and public services, 

deepening the recessive exit from the crisis (Hoeveller, 2016). 
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From the 2016 coup, Brazil began a more dramatic phase of neoliberalism, which 

does not erase the gravity of the initial processes of implementation and subsequent 

consolidation of the rentier ruling classes project in our country (Castelo, 2017). Since then, 

there has been an accelerated increase in state coercion (violent and repressive attitudes) 

exercised against workers, gaining neo-fascist airs, confirming that the coup that led Michel 

Temer to power has a historical function of resuming, at any cost, declining profit rates in 

the country and coercively silencing the growing rifts of popular rebellion (workers and 

public servants strikes), student occupations, urban and rural, indigenous uprisings, the 

struggles of feminist, black and LGBTQIA+  movements, etc.). 

It is in this sense that Braz (2017) states that non-classical Bonapartist forms will 

prove useful, because they form political forms not open-minded dictatorial, but that 

conspire against any democratic advance, even the bourgeois and any labor advance, social 

conquered by the workers. For the author, such a political form is not exactly an openly 

fascist form, but it uses fascist elements, a fascist political culture of attack on rights (Braz, 

2017). 

Fueled by the 2016 coup, the advance of the far right wing, capitalized by the 

bourgeoisie and parts of the middle class led to the election in 2018 of the current president 

Jair Bolsonaro, an ultraneolliberal government in the economy, conservative and reactionary 

in the social, in values and customs and increasingly authoritarian in politics and in the 

pursuit of social struggles, with an even faster advance of the offensive against social rights. 

His actions have been aimed at criminalizing social movements that fight and resist 

and persecutions of critical thinking and the production of knowledge, which may reveal any 

trace that questions the conservative worldview that his current government wants to 

impose. Universities and Federal Institutions have been the main targets, because in addition 

to suffering from the instabilities, fellowships and stipends, they are highly attacked by the 

“Future-se”. The attack on universities also expresses the contempt this government has in 

relation to the importance of science. 

We have also seen the constant investments of the Bolsonaro’s government on the 

struggles against oppression, the exaltation of chauvinism, homophobia, racism, among 

other oppressions – which has meant the increase in violence of all kinds in everyday life. In 

addition to actions of neglect with the environment and facilitation for the attack on the 

areas of environmental protection and indigenous reserves. 

Before an economic, social and political crisis of such proportions, which is possible 

due to the pandemic, where the risk of death is faced, humanity questions itself about the 

possible alternatives and what kind of life one wants, which world one wants to build. With 

this, scientifically anchored exits that affirm the well-being of the working majorities may 

question modes of domestication and government projects based on high degrees of 

exploitation of the workforce, such as that of the current ultra-neoliberal government and 

fascist tendencies of Jair Bolsonaro. 

As Iasi points out (2015), ideological fantasy assumes that people weave an idea that 

serves as mediation between them and objective reality, not as mere falsehood, but as a 

necessary illusion. That is, it is not simply to invent a lie, but to live a lie as if it were real, 

taking it seriously. And that’s what the government has been doing during the pandemic. 

Thus, in order to recompose the ideological fantasy necessary for the proper 

functioning of the market, it is necessary to exclude from the field of possibilities some 
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alternatives where the revolutionary process and great social transformations for the welfare 

of the majorities appears as a possible world. The question is that, as in all ideological 

discourse, it is necessary to include the real basis to distort it later. 

It is in this sense that religious fundamentalism, conservatism and reactionary move 

to delimit the possible field of this government, that is, a policy of death via the “natural 

selection” of the strongest, denying and distorting what is scientific, obscuring the artistic, 

cultural and cultural contributions, intellectuals who may question the limits of this 

manipulation. 

Faced with this government that seems to continue defending the profits and 

welfare of capital above any other life, using increasingly authoritarian paths, one of the 

fundamental issues for the defense of the lives of workers is the struggle for social protection 

or what remains of it, particularly here is the non-destruction of social assistance as a public 

policy. 

Since the implementation of SUAS, in 2005, new developments have been placed 

for the professional work of social workers, with assignments and competences in different 

spaces and with various legal guidelines and regulations. The social workers who work today 

in the Social Assistance policy are directly affected by new contradictions in their 

relationships and working conditions, in their routine with the teams, in the relationships 

with the users (Silva; Mauriel, 2019). 

Even with the Normal Basic Standard – NOB/RH 2006, which demarcates the 

hiring via public tenders, this condition is not guaranteed yet for most professionals. It is 

common to find concurred professionals living with other servers with precarious contracts, 

without the same labor rights and for a certain time or by commissioned positions, which 

compromises the continuity of the actions. Such conditions have been challenging the 

planning and impose a strange routinization to the professional, who is captured by the 

routine of care and demands, without being able to reflect, plan and systematize his or her 

work together with peers and other professionals, dictating to meet the demands of users 

beyond the immediate. 

According to Guerra (2010), such fragmentation and discontinuity of work do not 

allow the apprehension of the process in which the professional performance is carried out, 

limiting the knowledge of the totality to the elements that constitute the situation, making 

that what is manifested in the daily life of users is on the singular and immediate plane. Thus, 

in the professional daily life, given its current conservative structuring characteristics, the 

tendency is to consider the intervention by its result, without seeking its foundations and to 

carry out interventions that conceive the individual isolated from the structure and socio-

historical context, in order to hold him or her accountable and, even more so, to blame him 

or her for his or her supposed success or failure. 

It is not circumstantial that new demands for specific, autonomous and isolated 

interventions appear with families, therapeutic practices, actions of individual and/or social 

responsibility, requests for clinical practices. And this is not put exclusively in the guidelines 

of the Social Assistance Policy, but it comes from social, political, economic processes that 

involve it and the professionals who carry out their work in it (Silva; Mauriel, 2019). 

Considering the recent changes that characterize the sphere of production and the 

world of work, which bring changes in structural employment, characterized by productive 

flexibility, segmentation of workers in increasingly complex occupational structures and the 
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expansion of services, the social workers are subjected to constraints in the face of the 

problems of intensification and precariousness of work in the institutional spaces where they 

perform their work (Yazbek, 2014). 

Moreover, conservatism has been presented under professional conditions, since we 

have witnessed how superior education has been being pressed toward privatization, with 

curricula flexing according to markets, with the University increasingly focused on a 

technocratic perspective based on standards and criteria based on cost-benefit, effectiveness-

inoperancy, productivity/unproductiveness, under strong interference from multilateral 

organizations (Yazbek, 2014). 

Silveira Jr. (2016) points out that such trends are present in the notions, ideas and 

forms of rationality present in PNAS/SUAS. And its original theoretical sources, from which 

the predominant ideological aspects of the content and pedagogical processes of training of 

PNAS/SUAS, they are in multilateral or financial bodies historically linked to capital 

restoration strategies. 

According to Silveira Jr. (2016), it is possible to identify three main rebates of these 

conservative trends in the Assistance Policy. The first is in the way of explaining social 

contradictions and inequalities, which are not understood by their structural determinants, 

but as a matter of wealth distribution or poor income distribution. Regarding social 

assistance, this means the centrality of defending income transfer programs as a priority 

strategy. The second aspect deals with the view of the State, seen in abstract and without 

class antagonisms, which gives strength to the idea of perfecting institutional superstructures, 

the technical and managerial arrangements of social policies in general, and the management 

of social assistance in particular; the third element is in the very conception of social 

assistance, which appears linked to the phenomenon of poverty identified as “deprivation of 

individual capacities”, and such a condition labeled as “risk situation and social 

vulnerability”. 

This change has a deeper impact on the displacement of awareness and the purposes 

placed for social assistance, particularly when we see the increase in the target audience of 

social assistance, which becomes integrated by an increasing mass of precarious and 

sustained workers, in addition to unemployed people fit for work. Here these ideologies 

become a form of construction of their consent for their subordinated insertion in the 

precarious labor force market. 

 

Pandemic and social assistance policy: health crisis and SUAS 

 

The identification of the New Coronavirus and its disease, COVID–19, has caused a 

kind of seismic shock in the world at the dawn of the year 2020. Between China’s warning to  

WHO about the outbreak of a new variant of the corona virus and the global health crisis 

announcement were a matter of days. What happened to the consolidation of one of the 

most serious pandemics experienced by humanity, with a very high level of contamination 

and the collapse of various health systems from the world to the outside. In addition, 

contingency plans were inexorably followed by the adoption of harsh measures of social 

isolation. 

It did not take long for the health crisis to assume, in the narrative of the 

mainstream media and the global ruling class, the condition of cataclysmic factor causing a 



 

227 
 

serious global economic crisis, which would prove to be wrong the predictions for the GNPs 

of superpowers to peripheral countries. As every phenomenon bears appearance and 

essence, it is true that the measures of social isolation paralyzed an important part of the 

capitalist production and circulation of markets – products and services – slowing down the 

circuit of capital appreciation on a global scale. It is clear that such a situation creates 

problems of great magnitude for capital, which cannot produce value without exploitation of 

labor force, converging to the explosion of the crisis. However, it is not the pandemic that 

causes the crisis as the advocates of capital believe. 

However powerful, the health crisis does not determine the economic crisis. The 

crisis is capitalist, as demonstrated by the criticism of the Marxist political economy from 

one hemisphere to the other in the world. Gouvêa (2020) presents central theses that help us 

in this understanding. The first is that it is not true that the world economy was recovering 

and that the fate of the pandemic precipitated a new defeat. Since 2018, at least a new wave 

of the 2008 crisis was underway, fierce by the geopolitical disputes between China and the 

US; in the second hypothesis, the author explains that “[...] even considering that the 

disruptive dimension of the current crisis has changed when the emergence of the 

pandemic” (Gouvêa, 2020, p. 21) it is essential to explain that the outbreak of diseases such 

as Covid-19 had not existed outside the capitalist mode of production, nor would its effects 

be the same in another form of sociability and production of life. The third argument shows 

that, in fact, the isolation required for contingency of the disease imposes the deepening of 

the crisis on scales never seen. 

In Brazil, the effects of the pandemic have been enhanced by the federal 

government’s encroachment and irresponsibility with its irrational, unscientific and flat-

earthers foundations, with at least three changes in health minister, and now this ministry is 

the burden of a general. The context is bleak and at the time we produce this text, Brazil has 

more than 140 thousand deaths (October 2020), not to mention the high level of 

underreporting perpetrated by the negative logic that directs the management of the 

pandemic in Brazil. 

In the dramatic context of Brazilian dependent capitalism, the health crisis has 

exposed the alarming conditions of unemployment, poverty, unhealthy and precarious 

working class living conditions. Under the beacon of an extreme right-wing government, the 

ultra-liberal economic policy entailed by Minister Paulo Guedes has since 2019 promoted a 

destructive offense on social rights, destructing public policies, depriving services and 

companies or state segments in the wake of counter-reforms like that of social security. 

It is in this context of “devastated land” that the consequences of a sanitary crisis 

with the characteristics that we experience become tragic for the most impoverished 

segments of the working class, especially the most prized and/or those under the conditions 

of the phenomenon of “uberization of labor” (Antunes, 2020). 

Shortly after the confirmation of the first case of the new coronavirus in Brazil, at 

the end of February, the federal government decreed “a state of public calamity” that, when 

determining the stoppage of some activities to enable social isolation, it elevates the services 

considered essential, among them these included the “social assistance and assistance to the 

population in vulnerability situation”, according to Presidential Decree number 10.282/2020. 

Intervening on the context of public calamity would not be a novelty for the social 

assistance policy, since the very national typification of the Social Assistance Services, 
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approved in 2009, already determined that the services of Special Social Protection, especially 

of high complexity, would be essential in contexts of public calamity and emergency. In this 

regard, it is strange to the Brazilian social assistance policy to involve its services in a crisis of 

this size and we begin to observe a movement that bordered chaos so that the Unified Social 

Assistance System (SUAS), that had already suffered from the ultra-neoliberal offensive that 

engenders its defunding and dismantling, could account for the demands insulted by health 

care, in a context where the expressions of the social issue were already extremely fierce. 

The deepest setbacks of Brazilian dependent capitalism expose, without any 

camouflage, the contingent of workers in informal work and without labor guarantees, the 

absolute poverty of people who survive, through the most precarious, unstable and 

despoiling  activities, the fragility of income of individuals who survive from intensive self-

exploitation and their families, glamorized under the mantra of entrepreneurship, 

outsourced, artists, small merchants, street vendors, domestic workers, application workers 

of all sorts and a myriad of others that make up the phenomenon of the uberization of work. 

The pandemic unveils the very barbarization of life that capitalism operates in an 

attempt to guarantee its expanded reproduction, but how it affects – even if not in the same 

way – middle and high sectors of the bourgeoisie – the health crisis requires measures from 

the State and society that can mitigate the most harmful damage. The social welfare policy 

that has been in Brazil, taking on functionality in recent years to account for the demands of 

the reproduction of the working class, especially its most impoverished fraction or, to use 

Marx’s terms, that contingent that composes the relative, stagnant superpopulation (Marx, 

2013), it is requested to intensify its actions (Silva, 2020). 

Even before the seriousness of the situation and the instrumentality that social 

assistance may have to manage more disruptive expressions of the social issue, social 

protection measures were objects of purposeful delay at the federal government’s door.1 

Almost a month after the announcement of public calamity, in the face of the 

deepening of social disaster and the intensification of public pressure by governors, mayors, 

state and municipal secretaries of social assistance, as well as workers and their organizational 

forums, as well as the users themselves, the Ministry of Citizenship begins a “rush” to ensure 

measures of contingencies of the pandemic and begins to try to “remedy” in days, the 

damage of the last four (4) years, allowing, for example, the use of account balances of 

Municipal Social Assistance Funds and flexibilize the allocation of resources to facilitate the 

purchase of Personal Protection Supplies and Equipment (PPE) (Joint Ordinance number 1 

/2020, Ministry of Citizenship). 

On April 16th, the Federal Government issued Provisional Measure number 953, 

designating an Extraordinary Credit for the Ministry of Citizenship with views to Confront 

the New Coronavirus, worth R$ 2.550 billion. According to the National Secretariat of Social 

Assistance (SNAS),2 the resource could be applied both in Basic Social Protection (PSB) and 

in Special Social Protection (PSE), and can be used in the hiring of personnel, in the payment 

 
1 On 03/18/2020, the government announces measures in different ministries and areas (Economy, 

Infrastructure, Justice, Foreign Affairs, Regional Development, Health, Defense and Anvisa), but even a word 

about the measures of the Ministry of Citizenship that covers, among other areas, the National Secretariat of 

Social Assistance and the National Secretariat of Income of Citizenship. Such a stance already indicated concern 

with the areas of economics and health and total contempt for the suffering of thousands of Brazilians marked by 

insufficient income for survival and protection (Lopes; Rizzotti, 2020, p. 134). 
2 Live on the Channel of the National Conference of Municipalities, on YouTube on 04/17/2020. Available at: 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=g9V4sE_YwhE. 

http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=g9V4sE_YwhE
http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=g9V4sE_YwhE
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of of complementary feeding of users and teams, payments of third-party services, increase 

of eventual benefits, such as funeral contracts (sic), hiring of caregivers, expenses with 

costing, purchase PPE, hiring of communication service, improve and adapt infrastructure 

for security guarantees regarding contagion, ventilation equipment, electronics, expansion or 

installation of internet network, etc. The initial priority would be to improve the reception 

units, public or contracted network, emphasizing the situations arising from the homeless 

population. The start transfer will take place through ranking, depending on the number of 

people in street situations in the municipalities. 

Only at the end of April, the Ministry of Citizenship published Ordinance No. 369, 

providing for the emergency financial transfer of this resource for the execution of socio-

assistance actions and structuring of SUAS network. The Ordinance lists a list of 

conditionalities and methods for calculations and definitions of the resources to be delivered 

in each municipality or state, according to their size and according to the amount of workers 

serving, users to be served, host vacancies, service modality. There is the determination, 

including the base value for calculation. For example, the reference values for network 

structuring regarding the acquisition of: “EPI, will observe the amount of R$ 175.00 (one 

hundred seventy-five reais) monthly per worker, multiplied by the number of workers to be 

contemplated”; as for food, the base value is “R$ 115.00 (one hundred and fifteen reais) 

monthly per person, multiplied by the number of people to be contemplated.” 

The ordinance also emphasizes that “[...] the second installment referring to item I 

of §1st will be conditioned to the real need for the use of PPE, according to the 

recommendations of the Ministry of Health - MS, according to the complementary act of 

SNAS” (ordinance number 369/2020, Ministry of Citizenship). 

Even considering that the bureaucracy has an instrumental basis for differentiating 

access to rights, and that the formula of the lowest cost-benefit is at the basis of every action 

of the capitalist state at the heart of neoliberal radicalization, the proof of “real need for use 

of PPE” in the context of a pandemic demonstrates the level of technicism, minimalism and 

even irrationalism to which the social protection measures have reached in Brazil. 

In addition to specifying the physical goals, the municipalities and states should sign 

a Acceptance Agreement, present Action Plan and accounting procedures. Resources should 

be made available in two installments, each related to three (3) months of attendance, 

“observed the budgetary and financial  availability” (Ordinance number 369/2020, Ministry 

of  Citizenzhip, Art. 4) and the manager of social assistance policy should promote, at the 

end of the emergency situation in Public Health of National Importance, “the gradual 

demobilization of socio-assistance actions, implemented or reorganized in the scope of this 

Ordinance” (Ordinance Number 369/2020, Ministry of Citizenship, Article 10). 

The allusions in question, regarding the way of operationalization of the resource for 

contingency measures and coping with the pandemic within the SUAS scope, may seem 

unnecessary, but they help to highlight the truncated, bureaucratic, restrictive and emergency 

character of the investments of the Brazilian State in social assistance policy. When we affirm 

this important character, we do not belittle the importance of such actions, but the 

permanently improvised character of incipient mechanisms of social protection. 

The specific nature of the investment is even clearer if we observe that there is no 

recomposition of the federal budget for Function 08 – social assistance –, which is lagged at 

about R$ 1.3 billion reais. This is a key point of the issue: SUSA already suffered from a 
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strong defunding and dismantling. Since 2016, social assistance policy has lost resources, 

which has been intensifying in the context of tightening fiscal adjustment, only due to 

Constitutional Amendment 95 and the hardened austerity policy advocated and implemented 

by the Bolsonaro government. 

SUAS has always lived under the dispute of different social directions. There is no 

way to despise the advances achieved under the PT governments, with the consolidation of 

the normative framework, capillarised institutionality throughout the national territory, 

having the accession of the 5,571 Brazilian municipalities plus the DF and the 26 states 

(Lopes; Rizzotti, 2020). Even so, there have always been constant tensions in the guarantee 

of resources to effect the social assistance network, competing with the modality of focused 

program more compatible with contemporary capitalism: the income transfer programs. 

Thus, the public social equipment and the contracted network have always 

undergone serious problems. Between precarious structures and limited human resources 

(whose relationships and working conditions are mostly extremely precarious), the list of 

elements that mark the physical conditions of the institutions, where socio-assistance 

activities and services are carried out, have always attributed great difficulties to the 

consolidation of a public network of quality services. Inadequate environments, very 

restricted accessibility conditions, restricted or non-existent means of communication and 

transport, or poor conditions for guaranteeing professional secrecy for the professionals of 

higher level who enjoy this prerogative, improvisation of installations, have always composed 

the range of the most blatant issues that undermine the existence of SUAS. 

This situation has deepened dramatically in recent years and even income transfer 

programs – which since 2004 receive greater contribution from federal resources in the care 

field – have fallen investment. PLOA for 2020, with regard to the Bolsa Família Program 

(PBF), provided for the attendance of 13.2 million families, a reduction of 400 thousand 

families compared to 2019. According to Neri (2020), in net terms, about 1.1 million families 

were disconnected from the Program between May 2019 and January 2020. According to 

Paiva (et al, 2020), the PBF has an estimated queue of approximately 1.7 million families. 

The interference of the federal government in the struggle against the health crisis 

and the manifestations of the social tragedy that it has been triggering occupy place of 

development in the world scenario. Even the emergency assistance – a measure that would 

not only contribute to ensuring the survival of informal workers and individual micro-

entrepreneurs (MEIs) – but could also guarantee a certain potential for domestic 

consumption – was ostensibly hampered by the federal government. Since the proposition of 

the derisory value of R$200.00, overthrown by the mobilization of the opposition that 

guaranteed a benefit in the value of R$ 600.00, to the inefficient, delayed and nebulous 

operationalization, the government demonstrates its complete technical incompetence and 

contempt for social demands. 

The government opted for a path that despised the institutional apparatus of SUAS 

itself, the know-how of the information system that manages the database of the Single 

Registry, creating a new parallel, confusing and efficient system, which privileged the use of 

mobile devices, via internet, for application. This strategy enhanced the exclusion of several 

segments of workers, such as street people and peripheral population, most of them without 

active CPF, which is a condition for the release of the benefit. On the other hand, it 

considered that an important part of the public to be benefited does not have cell phone or 
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internet access, not to mention the impossibility of operationalizing an application because 

they do not know how to deal with this type of technology. 

Although the government has not resorted to socio-assistance services to compose 

the network of operationalization of guarantee access to the benefit, the difficulties of access, 

the truncated information and the very reference that the population has in the CRAS and 

CREAS also converged to intensification of demands for guidance, information and even 

assistance in the request for the stipend. This scenario that aggravated the already precarious 

and inflated conditions of demands and professional work in SUAS. 

 

Dilemmas and resistance of the professional exercise of social 

assistance in SUAS context of the new coronavirus in the state of 

Rio de Janeiro 

 

It should initially be noted that the pandemic of the new coronavirus, although 

affects the whole of society, does not homogenize the way in which the different social 

classes experience and face it. Moreover, sanitary crises of these proportions have the 

potential to unveil and accentuate contradictions inherent to the capitalist system (social 

inequality, hunger, misery, unemployment, violence, among others), on which the 

professional category of social workers already has a theoretical – methodological, technical 

– operative and ethical – political accumulation to operate. 

In this context, professional engagement in the intransigent defense is essential, 

especially a fundamental principle of the Code of Professional Ethics: “commitment to the 

quality of services provided to the population and to intellectual improvement, in the 

perspective of professional competence” (CFESS, 2011, p. 24 ), in order to better qualify to 

operate with the users of the Social Assistance Policy, in view of the complexity of the 

demands presented and the context of the advancement of conservatism within SUAS itself 

in the state of Rio de Janeiro, with “old” demands of said policy presented with a “new 

garment”, under the human discourse of solidarity and unity of efforts, that “we are all in the 

same boat.” 

Upon observing the reports on the situation of municipalities in Rio de Janeiro, in 

March 2020, regarding the performance in the equipment of Social Assistance, extracted 

from the Note of the State Forum of Workers of SUAS (FETSUAS) – RJ on the work in the 

Social Assistance Policy and the COVID-19 pandemic, it is possible to confer conditions 

that already made precarious their services and benefits previously, and they are aggravated 

by the new contradictions that arise in the face of the health, social and economic crisis in 

the country arising from the pandemic. 

According to the document, the socio-assistance services have functioned in person, 

some remotely in the period in question, but there is no contingency plan, guidance or 

operation protocols, consistent information on the part of the management or minimum 

safety conditions for prevention of COVID-19 contagion. 

Moreover, according to the reports of the workers present at the FETSUAS/RJ 

meeting, in most municipalities, there was no regulation and/or effectiveness of any benefits, 

nor were there any articulations consistent with other sectoral policies. 
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In most municipalities, about which reports were obtained, the individual protection 

measures (PPE’s), as well as hygienic products for users (AS) and workers (AS) were not 

being supplied, and, when needed, they were delivered late and in insufficient quantity. There 

was a case of a municipality in which soap for hand washing was not provided by 

professionals and users (AS), meeting Ordinance number 337/2020 of the Ministry of 

Citizenship and Guidelines of the Public Ministry of Labor, regulating the measures to deal 

with the situation of public health emergency arising from the New Coronavirus by SUAS, 

especially what deals with in Article 3. 

In all the reports, it was evaluated that there was no proper training of workers 

regarding the use and management of PPE’s and measures to prevent risks related to 

COVID-19 contagion, contrary to the guidance of the most diverse bodies, such as the 

Public Ministry of Labor and the Ministry of Citizenship itself. 

Regarding the adoption of relay shifts to promote better distribution of the 

workforce in order to avoid the concentration and proximity of people in the workplace, in 

most reports, it can be understood that there was release of work or for remote work of 

people from risk groups announced by the World Health Organization (WHO) and the 

Ministry of Health (MS). In most of the reports, it was found that there was some kind of 

rotation among professionals in the equipment or reduction of the hours of operation and, 

in some, there was the possibility of teleworking, understanding this moment as 

exceptionality. 

However, the guidelines for operation by the management are not consistent and 

follow any type of planning or concern with subsidies for offers to the public attended. 

There were also reports of coexistence of divergent forms of labor management, imputing 

differentiated conditions for the accomplishment of the work depending on the hiring bond. 

Thus, facts notified to FETSUAS are illustrative, regarding the guarantee of basic securities 

such as work by scale for statutory public servants and the intensification of the workload 

for those under work regime by temporary contracts and/or commissioned positions. 

The workers consider that some of the interferences carried out by the management 

of the municipalities are related to the fact that it is an electoral year, where an attempt to 

assist the politics in favor of electoral finalities is perceived. Even, there were reports about 

municipalities in which workers were “forced” to distribute care packages without any type 

of personal protective equipment under the justification of being “home visits”. In these 

cases, it was also observed that the technical autonomy of some categories that have in home 

visit a technical instrument and that should be chosen according to the specific evaluation, as 

in the case of social workers, for example. 

The political-electoral use of social assistance policy in these terms remote to the 

cultural broth of coronelism, whose reticence is still corrupt in some municipalities, 

especially small ones, but not exclusive, such as that of the municipality of Rio de Janeiro. In 

a context that has already been marked by the delegitimation and disrespect of democratic 

institutionality by the federal government,3 and the adoption of a social direction would 

 
3 The dismantling of the councils of rights and the trivialization of social control perpetrated by the Federal 

Government is elucidating as the failure to convoke the National Conference of Social Assistance by the National 

Council of Social Assistance and the fact that the federal government did not make them viable conditions for the 

realization of the national body of deliberation of this field. It is worth noting, however, that there is a collective 

struggle for SUAS and for social control and the collective construction of the National Democratic Conference 

of Social Assistance, organized and carried out by various actors such as professional collectives, users, workers' 
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challenge the culture of rights, such processes become increasingly enhanced by a reactionary 

leverage in social assistance services. 

It was also highlighted a more authoritarian stance by some managers of Social 

Assistance, which only aggravates the challenges to be addressed by the organization of 

workers and users in this movement. However, this is not a posture that occurs in all 

municipalities. 

Regarding the infrastructure, the workers identified that the social assistance 

equipment that had already been worsened and wrecked, gained amplification during the 

pandemic, given the decrease of resources aimed at the implementation of the policy. Many 

workplaces and services that were already unhealthy before the pandemic, whose fragile and 

inadequate infrastructure of equipment – which already existed without ventilation, 

incompatible windows, windows without access to the internet – appear more aggravated by 

the pandemic. This leaves the professionals without support to meet the demands of the 

users of the service. 

Another difficulty pointed out was the locomotion, since several intermunicipal 

transport lines were not working. 

In view of the above, we must highlight the nuances that are behind the call for 

solidarity in a pandemic context of exception, in which there is a fertile soil for the 

intensification of the worker’s polyvalency, as well as for the tendency to 

deprofessionalization and despecialization of the category of social workers. Thus, it is 

strategic and essential to defend professional private skills and attributions provided for in 

Articles 4 and 5 of Law 8.662/93 (CFESS, 2011), respectively. 

It is also important to signal the significant difference between the social control of 

participatory and democratic bias, which includes one of the flags of struggle of social 

workers and the control of social by the increasingly authoritarian state, through political and 

charitable actions, that the Social Assistance Policy crossed by the advance of reactionary 

conservatism has been seeking to carry out, being in this context, of paramount importance 

for the necessary challenges and resistances, have in view the correlation of forces of each 

socio-occupational space, the existing fragile bonds and a territorial analysis of it, where there 

are spaces with greater tension than the other. 

To exemplify the advance of reactionary conservatism in SUAS, we analyze the case 

of the municipality of Rio de Janeiro (Full Management)4 in relation to working with people 

in street situations. During this pandemic scenario, the actions called “intersectoral 

approaches” or “joint actions” returned, which relate to activities of “urban cleaning” and 

political-partisan nature, involving the Military Police, the Municipal Guard, the Municipal 

Company of Urban Cleaning (COMLURB), the Regional Superintendents and professionals 

of SUAS, among them, social workers, with the false speech that the latter are present to 

ensure that there is no violation of law in these actions. 

 

 
forums and civil society representatives, on November 25th and 26th, 2019, in Brasilia, it is an expression that this 

struggle is alive. 
4 Namely, in the case of municipal management and the Federal District, three levels of qualification are possible 

to SUAS: initial, basic and full. The initial management is due to the municipalities that meet minimum 

requirements, such as the existence and functioning of council, fund and municipal social assistance plans, as well 

as the execution of basic social protection actions with own resources. At the basic level, the municipality 

assumes, with autonomy, the management of basic social protection. At the full level, it goes on to the total 

management of socio-assistance actions (source: Ministry of Citizenship). 
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Such joint actions, however, greatly impair the work of the procedural approach 

carried out by the teams of the Special Reference Centers for Social Assistance (CREAS), as 

well as erode and weaken the links established between the teams and the users in street 

situation of these territories. 

It is valid to signal that there is no naivety in any concept, so it is necessary to reflect 

on the concepts of vulnerability, risk and social exclusion, laid down in the National Policy 

of Social Assistance (Brazil, PNAS/2004) and the Single System of Social Assistance (Brazil, 

NOB-SUAS/2005), it is important to seek to unveil the underlying principles of them and 

understand the social direction they point out, of transformation or of reality maintenance. 

Thus, concerning the Social Assistance Policy, analyzing critically what the concepts 

of vulnerability, risk and exclusion have in common, comes to a reactionary perspective, 

blaming the individual for his or her situation, untying his or her problems from a structural 

context, which is the basis of the capitalist system. 

Regarding the said public policy, in the sense of resistance to these tendencies of 

dismantling of  SUAS, it is necessary to highlight the importance of the decisions and fight 

flags of the CFESS–CRESS group: defense of Social Assistance as a Law and of SUAS as a 

public policy and the working conditions of social workers and other workers; Articulation 

with or after professional categories, through the insertion in the forum of workers / of 

SUAS, in the spaces of social control and the political organizations of workers for the 

defense of work management, and incidence in the desks of business; repudiation of first-

damismo in social assistance policy and re-use of welfare practices, which reproduce the logic 

of favor over rights; defense of SUAS 100% state, universal and quality, based on the 

principles of social protection; defense that the Benefit of Continuous Benefit (BPC), as well 

as donations of a provisional nature, are not computed in the calculation of family income, 

for the purpose of access to income transfer programs and that per capita income is of a 

minimum wage; defense of termination of the conditionalities of users and families 

benefiting from income transfer programs; participate in the spaces for discussion of the 

public budget and financing of public policies, with a view to the approval of EC 95/2016 

(CFESS, 2018). 

It is of great value to highlight here the work that has been carried out by the 

“CFESS-CRESS Aggregate: actions in defense of life”, to defend the profession and 

professional work, since Social Work is at the forefront of action against the New 

Coronavirus, together with other professionals throughout Brazil. However, despite being 

provided in article 3, item d, of the Code of Ethics of the Social Worker: “participating in 

assisting programs to the population in a situation of public calamity, in the care and defense 

of their interests and needs” (CFESS, 2011, p.27), it is essential to highlight that the category 

of social workers is not composed of heroines and heroes, but is a working class and, as 

such, collective struggle with other bodies, organs and social movements is necessary in 

order to have guaranteed the technical and technical conditions for the protected, qualified 

and committed professional performance. It is worth mentioning, the dispatch of regulations 

and resolutions in this context, in order to subsidize the work of social workers, arising from 

debates through the Guidance and Supervision Commissions (COFI´S) and the legal 

assessments of the whole, based on guidelines of sanitary authorities with scientific support, 

for actions to defend profession, work and life. 
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Final considerations 

 

It is worth noting that this pandemic is serving, among so many things, to give 

transparency, to society in general, of the main problems produced by the capitalist system, 

preciously, in a dependent capitalist country marked by a profound and historical social 

inequality, in addition to proving the use of blows to it and its rulers that the main 

“weapons” to win this “war” are those that have been so attacked and disillusioned by the 

public power in the contemporary Brazilian state: SUS; Science; Education (in particular, 

Public Universities); Art; Culture; SUAS. 

It is of great value to point out that, although the media devices try to pass on an 

idea that “we are all in the same boat”, certainly we are not, given the reality of most users of 

the Social Assistance policy. In short, we are talking about the “risk of not being able to meet 

the risks” (part of the live title held on 04/16/20 by the National Association of Education 

and Research of the Public Field – ANEPCP). If the current “vaccination” is social 

distancing/isolation, the call to “stays at home”, imagine how these people are even more 

unprotected, in particular, the homeless population in this situation. 

Thus, staying at home and having a house to fulfill the crucial orientation of the 

authorities and health agencies to decrease the speed of the spread of the virus in this time of 

pandemic, in fact, are class privileges, of which, the users (as) of Social Assistance, especially 

the people who use the streets as living space and/or survival do not have. Thus, measures 

of distancing, social isolation and quarantine cannot be disassociated with social protection 

measures, otherwise the less-favored classes will suffer much more the impacts of this 

pandemic. We cannot continue to naturalize the social tragedy lived, we cannot return “to 

normal”, since this is the essence of the problem. In fact, “the class struggle will not end 

because of the coronavirus, but we can mitigate it” (speaks of sociologist and Doctor 

Professor of UERJ Dario Souza e Silva during the live “Street population and COVID19”, 

on 04/15/20). 

Moreover, it is essential to seek to break with the preserved inheritance of the 

identity of the users of SUAS, who are stigmatized as disorganized, depoliticized and 

available for electoral maneuvers. It is also necessary to reflect on the absence of the debate 

of the social class in the Social Assistance Policy and to problematize the concepts of 

vulnerability and social risk contained in it (Couto; Yazbek and Raichelis, 2014). Highlight 

also for the importance to collectivize the struggle of SUAS beyond the scope of Social 

Work, aiming for the working class of Social Assistance policy, with emphasis on its 

politicization and criticality to overcome the above-mentioned security. 

It is important to emphasize that, in pandemic contemporaneity, the role of the 

State has been called to guarantee forms of ownership and new niches of commodification 

that generate a degree of exploitation of such an order, which exposes the minimum 

conditions of existence, by expropriating the means of life by destroying social rights. It is in 

this sense that the State has found a new organic articulation between the repression of the 

working class and the conservative assistencial forms, aimed at confronting the “social issue” 

in the Brazilian dependent capitalism, measures reissued in the face of the crisis that we have 

experienced since 2008, deepened from the 2016 coup, with the exhaustion of the neoliberal 

cycle allied to the class conciliation project. 
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Thus, the conservative character of social assistance and its functionality in the 

reproduction of the working class for the maintenance of the status quo are evidenced, being 

assistance programs and eventual benefits, such as the case of Emergency Assistance during 

the COVID-19 pandemic, useful strategies of capital to regulate the market at low cost, 

leaving its users “captive” of their minimalist logic of rights. 

In this sense, it is essential that the category of social workers follow in the defense 

of the fight flags of the CFESS-CRESS set, among which, highlight the appreciation of 

SUAS and SUS, inspired by the fundamental principle II of the Code of Professional Ethics: 

“Intransigent defense of human rights and refusal of agency and authoritarianism” (CFESS, 

2018), under the aegis of the professional ethical-political project committed to human 

emancipation. 
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