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ABSTRACT 
This thesis analyses the contentious nature of Brazil’s collective memory of its recent military-authori-

tarian past and the politics that surround it. It contends that beginning in 1968, four years after a political 

coup, the military regime institutionalized a “cultural coup” that systematically attempted to remake the 

Brazilian social environment in its own image. Not only interested in transforming Brazilian politics and 

reshaping the country’s economy, the regime saw in culture the means to instill in the population’s imagi-

nation its own conception of the new Brazilian citizen. Controlling the country’s cultural production was, 

thus, indispensable to transforming Brazil from an agricultural, pre-modern society into a modern, capital-

ist nation. The comic strip Chico Bento serves as an example of how the regime manipulated the cultural 

market to shape a new unified, pan-Brazilian identity. Paradoxically, I will contend, culture itself was 

crucial in safeguarding the country’s memory and history from this revisionist exercise. Because it was 

viewed as less influential than certain other mediums of cultural production (e.g. television, music, thea-

ter, the printed press), literature escaped some of the heaviest censorship and became a locus of alterna-

tive memory formation, preservation, and transmission. This thesis adds a political science voice to the 

dialogue within the relatively young field of memory studies, which is increasingly making the link be-

tween collective memory and fictional narrative, but often leaves unexplored the political contexts that 

strongly influence these processes. I explore how the pervasive censorship apparatus of the regime was 

developed and refined from the late 1960s through the 1970s and analyze how literature adapted itself in 

order to respond to this new powerful voice in the Brazilian cultural universe. Applying a political science 

lens to two emblematic works of the time, Veiga’s Sombra de reis barbudos (Shadows of Bearded Kings) 

and Lispector’s A hora da estrela, (The Hour of the Star), I attempt to tease out memories that were 

pushed underground and made clandestine by the cultural coup. These and other works function as tools 

of transgenerational communication. By being the bearer of secrets, they engage the Brazilian public in-

timately in the struggle to communicate the evolution of alternative perceptions and interpretations of 

their social world that are richer and more in tune with the day-to-day experiences of Brazilians. In turn, 

they dialogically influence Brazil’s political and social development.  
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Introduction 

When Brazilian President, Luis Inácio Lula da Silva, signed the third National Program of Human 

Rights on December 21, 2009, he prompted the resignation of four high-ranking officials in one sweep: 

the Defense Minister, Nelson Jobim, and three leading military officers. Through their resignations, these 

men were protesting the program’s key proposal: the creation of a National Truth Commission to investi-

gate human rights violations committed by the country’s former military rulers. This episode illustrates 

the acute nature of Brazil’s struggle to deal with the legacy of its authoritarian history—an “unmastered 

past” according to Gavriel D. Rosenfeld.1 

Unlike its neighbors, Argentina and Chile, Brazil has yet to take major steps to honor and collec-

tively remember the many victims of political persecution, exile, disappearances, tortures, and murders 

carried out by military rulers that controlled every aspect of the country’s social life with frightening effi-

ciency for over 20 years (1964-1985). When the military finally relinquished control, the country’s bud-

ding democratic government embarked on an exercise of collective denial and adopted a “politics of si-

lence.” They believed that justice and public mourning needed to take a back seat to political stability. 
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This pact of silence between civil and military elites has recently started to falter—with the above inci-

dent being just one among many recent public pushes for greater accountability and recognition. This re-

surgent public interest in the rebuilding of the national memory has culminated with the reinstatement of 

the National Truth Commission, signed into law by Brazil’s current President, Dilma Roussef, on May 

16, 2012. I investigate precisely this struggle over Brazil’s “unmastered past” in this thesis.  

Between 1964 and 1985, and perhaps longer, Brazil’s collective memory and history suffered 

from a concerted and strong revisionist effort from the ruling elites. . Specifically, I will argue here that 

beginning in 1968, four years after a political coup, the military regime institutionalized a “cultural coup” 

that systematically attempted to remake the Brazilian social environment in its own image. The military 

regime espoused a nationalistic/anti-communist ideology, undergirded by the rhetoric of modernization, 

and attempted to impose its own conception of what Brazil had been and should be on the national com-

munity from above and by force. I argue that a richer version of Brazil’s collective memory and history 

has survived this revisionist project through citizens’ employment of secondary means of memory preser-

vation and transmission, such as the country’s cultural production (e.g. literature).2 In this thesis, I employ 

a model for collective memory/history put forth by Paolo Jedlowsky. It refers to a dynamic process where 

individual and collective experiences are constantly being recorded, preserved, interpreted, and reinter-

preted by hegemonic and subaltern actors alike. He defines collective memory/history as “a collection of 

social representations about the past that each group produces, institutionalizes, maintains, and transmits 

through the interaction of its members.”3 It includes the communal experiences that have been recorded 

as facts and archived as official history. Yet it also encompasses the aggregate reinterpretations and re-

articulations of these experiences through alternative channels such as individual recollections, oral histo-

ry, bodily practices, rituals, objects, media coverage, and cultural production.  

The works I propose to study come from different genres that are destined for the consumption of 

an equally diverse body of readers. My original sources go from the world of comics, to works of science 

fiction/fantasy, to traditionally dominant literary narrative forms. My project brings the tools of politi-

cal/sociological studies to the field of literary analysis. Thus, rather than demonstrating the influences of 
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these political processes on the work of one author or literary genre, I want to demonstrate through these 

examples the widespread manner in which the country’s social and literary landscape have been affected 

by Brazil’s authoritarian experience and its legacy.  

To give our exploration a firm historical foundation from which to move forward, an analysis of 

the institutional, political, and social realities that have resulted in the “politics of silence” that emerged in 

Brazil in the post-1985 era is needed. I situate my analysis of the Brazilian military into the context of 

political science theory of civil-military relations. I will then offer some possible explanations for why 

Brazil is experiencing a renaissance in public engagement surrounding the articulation and formulation of 

the national memory, identity, and history. I also provide a brief overview of the dominant theoretical de-

velopments in the field of collective memory studies, which are instrumental in the analysis of the origi-

nal texts as they relate to these particular contexts.  

In the analysis of the original texts, I propose to divide the study of Brazil’s experience into two 

sections that reflect both the institutional development of Brazil’s censure capability and the development 

of resistance techniques utilized by local writers. I will start by exploring the development of the ideolo-

gies that led to what can be interpreted as a “cultural coup” within the military coup, which was institu-

tionalized with the passage of the Institutional Act Number 5 (AI-5) in December 1968. This most 

(in)famous of the military’s institutional acts gave birth to the Brazilian censure machine with the parallel 

development of a national culture industry. It also set in motion the harshest period of military repression 

known as the “lead years” (anos de chumbo). Controlling the country’s cultural production was seen as 

indispensable to successfully squash resistance. This cultural coup was also viewed as necessary to instill 

in the population the desired values according to military thinking: modernization, anti-communism, and 

staunch nationalism.4 The military regime used both negative and positive incentives in order to shape a 

hegemonic national ideology. It would censure those who dared express an opposing viewpoint, and it 

would offer incentives to those individuals and venues of cultural production that upheld the newly im-

posed national values. The explosive expansion of the national media in the 1960s (organized by the mili-

tary through American monetary aid) is a great example of this cultural domination.5 To illustrate this 
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attempt to forge a unified national identity, I analyze the elevation of Mauricio de Sousa to the rank of 

sole legitimate producer of children’s comic-art in Brazil throughout military rule, with special emphasis 

given to his comic series Chico Bento. 

Ironically, while culture was being honed into an instrument of repression and revision, it is also 

in this period that Brazilian literature starts being used to safeguard parts of the national identity and his-

tory. We see here a willingness to go against the fetishcized, simplified vision of Brazil that was put forth 

by the regime (e.g. the nostalgia inducing image of a tropical paradise; the palliative and pacifying notion 

of the modernized country of the future). In his fantastic 1972 novel, Sombras de reis barbudos (Shadows 

of Bearded Kings), J.J. Veiga puts on paper the sense of violation and loss that affected his immediate 

social world. The effects of subalternity and marginalization that are related to the military regime’s mod-

ernization project are made painfully clear by Clarice Lispector’s novel A hora de estrela (The Hour of 

the Star) published in 1977. 

I focus my study on literature because I believe it to be an excellent representation of the commu-

nal life of a particular time and place and fundamental to the formation of a community’s self-image. 

However, fictional literary works have received considerably less attention than mainstream media, tele-

vision, or popular music. This holds true both for academic studies related to collective memory generally 

and more specifically for the Brazilian military’s repression machine, which viewed these means of 

communication as less influential than some of the aforementioned cultural forums. For the first group, 

the neglect of literature is the result of what many in the academic world see as deference to truth. For the 

military, the national literary circle was viewed as elitist, esoteric, and largely insular—lacking in wide 

communicative merits. Combining theoretical tools from the fields of political science with those devel-

oped for the wider field of collective memory studies, I will perform a close analysis of the politi-

cal/historical literature related to the subject as well as of the previously mentioned list of original works.6 

We, thus, embark in an exploration of the role Brazilian authors and readers have played in the formu-

lation and articulation of the country’s past, current, and future views of itself.  



A l t o é  | 9 
 

Throughout the study, I compare and contrast Brazil’s experience with that of its neighboring na-

tions (i.e. Chile, Uruguay, and Argentina) and the countries of the Iberian Peninsula that underwent simi-

lar authoritarian dynamics in order to situate the country in the broader South American and Latin histo-

ry—highlighting their commonalities but also Brazil’s unique circumstances.  

From Political to Cultural Coup: Modernization, National Security, and 

the Transformational Mission of the Brazilian Military 

To best highlight the link between Brazil’s social and political life and its cultural production, we 

first analyze the institutional and political development of the country and more specifically that of the 

Armed Forces—the pivot stone in this saga of repression, innovation, and resistance. In this section, we 

see how the nature of Brazilian civil-military relations led the Armed Forces to develop a philosophy 

where internal security went hand in hand with economic and social advancement. Modern notions of 

technical efficiency, staunch honesty, and merit combined with traditional values of family, God, and mo-

rality undergirded this philosophy. This caused the military to view the bargaining, compromising, and 

the assimilation of a multitude of voices that are natural to politics as innately corrupt. Therefore, the 

military arrived at the conclusion that only their strong hand could guide Brazil into the modern future. In 

1964, this led the Armed Forces not only to overthrow the democratically elected government of João 

Goulart but also to hold on to power for over two decades in order to imprint on the country their vision 

for the Brazilian collective experience.  The cultural coup of 1968, thus, followed the political coup of 

1964 in order to fashion and disseminate throughout society a new modernized identity that mirrored that 

of the military itself. Long lasting political control had to be secured through the manipulation and unifi-

cation of the nation’s collective memory. 

From Arbiter to Decider 

Although the 1964 coup ushered in an era of unprecedented involvement of the Armed Forces in 

the social and political life of Brazil, this was not a deviation from the norm but merely an exacerbation or 
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perhaps mutation of an established practice. The Brazilian Republic was in fact born out of a military 

coup in 1889. Here was also born a doctrine that would establish a de facto then later enshrined constitu-

tional role for the Armed Forces as the protector of the political order of the country. As articulated by a 

prominent military intellectual of the time, this was an example of the “undeniable right of the Armed 

Forces to depose the legitimate powers [...] when the military feels that its honor requires this to be done, 

or judges it necessary and convenient for the good of the country."7 This “undeniable right” of the mili-

tary to intervene in the political life of Brazil will later evolve into an obligation to do so if it feels the 

constitution of the nation is under threat. The 1946 Constitution states that the role of the military was to 

“defend the fatherland and guarantee the constitutional powers, and law and order.”  

Yet, not being a political institution per se, the military also had the obligation to return power to 

civilian control once the safety of the Republic was no longer in question. "The necessity and the oppor-

tunity [for the military to act politically] would correspond not simply to a desire to be tutors to the na-

tion, but to the recognition of a situation requiring emergency action at the service of the nation," stated 

General Castello Branco. Samuel Huntington describes this role of the military as the "arbiter of national 

values," and the doctrine from which it derives its legitimacy as “civism.”8 He equates the role played by 

the military in Brazilian politics as that played by the Supreme Court in the United States. As the protec-

tors of the national order, they are “drawn into politics at times of crisis or controversy to veto actions by 

the ‘political’ branches of government which deviate from the essentials of that system.”9 As we will see 

later, just as the American highest court vacillates between periods of activism and self-restraint, so does 

the Brazilian military. 

This principle that makes the military the uncontested protector of Brazil’s internal order is ulti-

mately etched on the wider public’s consciousness with the birth of the military as the modernizing force 

of Brazil in the 1930s. Brazil’s political ground shifted violently once again between 1929 and 1930, and 

consequently old traditions ruling the succession of power were forever changed. A rising urban elite rep-

resenting light-industry, commerce, professionals, and bureaucrats aligned itself with sections of military 

rank-and-file to shake the old rural oligarchs’ grip on political influence. This conflict came to a head in 
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1929 after a round of elections deemed rigged (in which Getúlio Vargas lost the election to the ruling 

elite’s candidate Júlio Prestes) and the assassination of the opposition’s vice presidential candidate. These 

events launched a head-to-head conflict between different sections of the army coming to the defense of 

each of these camps.10 Before the newly elected President could take office, the younger, more progres-

sive forces of the military emerged victorious in what Huntington would later classify as a breakthrough 

coup.11 They deposed President Washington Luís and put in his place Vargas as a provisional President.12 

Power was wrested away from the old landed elites and a new urban, middle-class ruling alliance was 

ushered into power—and with it a new modern, urban, populist yet autocratic political vision.  

 With the official ascent of Getúlio Vargas to the presidency in 1933 and as the sole Latin Ameri-

can participant in World War II, Brazil’s military gained domestic legitimacy and political clout and es-

tablished itself as the national moderating power par excellence—one that checked civilian abuse in gov-

ernment and more generally internal disorder.13 The philosophy where a strong state was a prerequisite 

for a strong military (the inverse also holding true) started to emerge during this period. Another key val-

ue that began to emerge during the Vargas administration was the link between state intervention and 

economic advancement.14  This was a key element of the philosophy of the military going into what they 

came to call the “Revolution of 1964.”  

With the military’s mission established and their legitimacy secured as the moderating force in 

the national political arena, political discourse flourished within the military through its associations, in-

ternal publications, and clubs—a crucial step on the road from arbiter to decider of national politics. 

“Their conscientiousness and their expertise convince[d] them that by molding the social context to serve 

their own aspirations they would at the same time improve the social situation,” says Juan Linz.15 With 

the creation of the Brazilian Superior War College (ESG) in 1949 with American help, the Brazilian mili-

tary gained an institution of higher learning in which to further develop these emerging ideas and study 

the very nature of Brazilian politics and government. This was indeed a turning point in the transfor-

mation of the military from a defense to a political institution.16   
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The ESG became the main center for the development of modernizing ideas that had as its aim 

not only the revamping of military management, but also the reshaping of Brazil’s social life as a whole. 

For this, “initial exposure to modernism tend[ed] to give rise to unreasonable puritanical standards” and 

caused the military to condemn as backward practices of the new Brazilian popular democracy that start-

ed with the fall of Vargas in 1945 (practices that were commonplace in modern societies).17 An ambassa-

dorial appointment or the revamping of a governmental program to reward political allies or to appease 

the opposition, for example, was seen as demagogy. This unreasonable elevation of values had the con-

comitant effect of equating politics as a whole with corruption. Bargaining and compromising, essential 

elements of any healthy democracy, were likened to dishonest dealings and a rejection of merit, honesty, 

and technical efficiency.18 Tragically, as Huntington reminds us, this zealous attitude towards political 

dealings had similar effects to the evil of corruption it was trying to fight: “[b]oth challenge the autonomy 

of politics,” and represent the defeat of the needs of society in the name of the idealized values of moder-

nity.19 

In the above passages, Huntington is discussing the modernizing tendencies and intentions of the 

military when it enters what he calls its first phase of modernization before and shortly after a break-

through coup. He classifies the Brazilian 1964 coup as a veto coup, however, for its goal of vetoing pop-

ular participation in politics. In this scenario, modernizing dynamics lost much of their salience for him. I 

partially disagree with his ultimate classification. I believe that this modernizing mentality played a key 

role in the consolidation of the coalition that allowed the 1964 coup to take place and strongly shaped the 

regime’s policies after the fact. I will further clarify my views on this at a later point in the discussion. 

 During this formative period of military consciousness (1950-64), several internal and external 

events helped mold military thinking. The rise of communism, the “fall” of Cuba to the “Reds,” and sev-

eral popular uprisings in the hemisphere led Brazilian military commanders and scholars to believe that 

the existence of their institution was itself in danger.20 The fear that Brazil would undergo a popular revo-

lution—and become “the China of the 1960s,” in the words of U.S. Ambassador Lincoln Gordon—that 

might result in either the subjugation of the military to the whims of the winning revolutionary faction or 
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worse, cause its extinction was rampant at this time. João Goulart’s (Brazil’s then President) warming 

relations with the powers from the East did little to appease the Brazilian military’s fears and perhaps 

more importantly, that of their American allies.”21 Recently declassified U.S. government documents that 

were made public by the George Washington University’s National Security Archives reveal the extent of 

American involvement in the preparations for the coup of 1964. In a secret tape, Lyndon Johnson is heard 

directing his aides “to take every step that we can, be prepared to do everything that we need to do" to 

avert this tragedy. American willingness to act went so far as to pre-position naval forces of the coast of 

Brazil to intimidate Goulart’s possible supporters, to offer clandestine armament to Castelo Branco’s 

forces, and to orchestrate and financially back covert operations supporting street demonstrations and 

conservative groups working in and out of Congress. American hard-power readiness proved itself unnec-

essary in the end, as we will later see.22   

These events and their Cold-War tinted interpretations also started shaping how the military 

viewed internal dissent and how it subsequently approached the maintenance of national order. “The sug-

gestion of socialist tendencies among Brazilian governing personnel” caused a great initial ideological 

unification among the future military ruling coalition and their right-wing civilian backers “as well as an 

increase in the influence of its antisubversive ... members,” says Linz.23 This would later justify this rul-

ing coalition to use external war tactics in dealing with internal disorder. National dissenters were to be 

viewed as enemies of the state and the military would later be able to rely on this philosophy to legitimize 

the suspension of habeas corpus and the extensive use of torture.24   

Endogenous political circumstances also contributed to the formation of the military’s belief sys-

tem—one in which they alone could protect Brazil’s well-being and that society had to be brought up to 

their standards. State led import-substitution and populist politics started showing weaknesses in the 

1950s. At this time, Brazil experienced strong recession, skyrocketing inflation, intense labor disputes (in 

which the military was implicated as intermediary), and a generalized high level of public dissatisfaction. 

Guillermo O’Donnell would later explain this crisis and subsequent military coup as the result of the nat-

ural progression of industrial modernization.25 Indeed, O’Donnell’s views would set the tone for the aca-
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demic discussion about Latin America’s authoritarian turn for quite some time. In his model, the first 

phase of industrialization reaches its natural end when the production of consumer goods leads to a satu-

ration of the internal market and, thus, to “deficits in the balance of payments, foreign indebtedness, and 

inflation.”26 To guarantee growth, production must be refocused toward intermediate and capital goods. 

Thus better performing, highly capitalized industries would need to replace the inefficient, state subsi-

dized ones that previously existed. In the case of Brazil, capitalization of that magnitude could hardly be 

guaranteed nationally. Therefore, the rush for international investors began. To attract these investors, the 

conservative elites once again viewed the reestablishment of internal order as paramount. Economic ad-

vancement and order are indeed goods that are desired by most individuals, but the social and human 

price (at the expanse of the weak) that Brazilian military/technocratic elites were willing to accept for 

growth and stability was exceedingly high.  

With foreign moneys also come orthodox economic policies to best assure creditors and foreign 

lending institutions’ returns. Implementing the difficult but supposedly necessary structural reforms re-

quired by these investors would in turn demand a level of savings and sacrifice that could only be borne 

by the population—workers and peasants in particular. Order was once again compromised, for this un-

surprisingly created much social tension and the collapse of the coalition that supported the populist gov-

ernment that ruled the country at the time. Understandably, movements of populist and socialist nature (in 

Brazil but also in Chile and Uruguay where similar dynamics were at play) attempted to shift the political 

system to the left, as a different means of dealing with the economic calamity. These attempts failed and 

there is substantial evidence that the United States played a role in contributing to these failures.27  

There are certain elements of O’Donnell’s analysis that are relevant to my study and that I would 

like to address. If one follows O’Donnell’s argument to its logical conclusion, authoritarianism was inev-

itable, given the intrinsic characteristics of society in Brazil but also in many Latin American countries 

that followed its example. However, “the prevalent notion that modernization makes a state so strong as 

to be irresistibly authoritarian, or so fragile as to be necessarily authoritarian, simply cannot stand up to 

serious scrutiny,” says Chalmers.28  Linz also reminds us that O’Donnell’s model “undermines the possi-
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bility of political engineering” and “underestimates the possibility of responsible democratic leaders pre-

venting the crisis situation” that made possible for a coup coalition to form, gain appeal and legitimacy.29 

Men were presented with a particular set of historical circumstances, facts, and issues and these men 

made decisions. The autonomous mechanisms of modernization even when combined with the certainty 

of partial rationality cannot absolve individuals’ agency.  

The second issue of relevance to my discussion is O’Donnell’s distinction between popu-

list/inclusionary and bureaucratic-authoritarian/exclusionary regimes. It is true that genuine consultation 

with civil society was no longer sought. The regime of 1964 was clearly a reversal from the integrationist, 

populist model that had been put in place by Vargas and only continued to develop throughout the popu-

lar democracy that followed his rule. Yet it must be underlined that this regime was not wholly exclusion-

ary. It felt the necessity to legitimize its rule through a certain level of connection to the larger society. 

“The relationship between the state and the popular sector in Brazil may reasonably be described as in-

volving ‘state corporatism.’”30 In 1974, the regime created the National Renewal Alliance Party (ARE-

NA), the party of government, and the Brazilian Democratic Movement (MDB), the official opposition 

party, in an attempt to give the public something resembling a two-party system. This was an attempt to 

alleviate mounting popular tension through a fictitious notion of agency through suffrage. Semi-competi-

tive elections were set up but manipulated at every turn and the composition and the nature of these par-

ties were subjected to heavy state surveillance and intervention.31   

Moreover, key social groups were co-opted into privileged, hierarchical relationships with the 

state. This had the secondary effects of eliminating the possibility of lateral collaboration among im-

portant social players and stunting the development of their individual political identities.32 Upon taking 

power, Castelo Branco outlawed labor unions. Later, however, the regime saw the need to soften its ap-

proach and create worker organizations that would be licensed and controlled by the state (as it did with 

political parties). This caused the “emasculation of organized labor” and robbed the growing class of 

working urban poor of a representative voice in the political arena.33  An added benefit of this manipula-

tion of both the political and civil realms was that the regime created a buffer between it and society. “[A] 
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powerful coalition of politicians, union leaders and privileged workers groups (bank, railway, and mari-

time workers)” shielded the regime from social pressure from below, say James Malloy.34 Malloy uses the 

example of social security reform. With the nationalization of social security, industrial workers tried to 

organize to demand their inclusion, if not into the political process, into the protective social net available 

to key elite players called previdência social that still exists in Brazil today. Yet attempts at reform were 

repeatedly blocked by this restricted inner-circle, which saw in the wider inclusion of the poor as the de-

mise of a system that guaranteed them a certain level of influence and generous state benefits.35 

The deactivation of the Brazilian social world required coercion and co-optation. It is also clear 

that it required the illusion of agency and participation. This partly explains why control of the country’s 

cultural production would come to be so important to military commanders. It was a way to control the 

developing perception of military rule. Over time, culture could be used to help fabricate justifications for 

the so-called “revolution of 1964” and legitimize their continued rule. Later, culture would also serve as a 

crucial tool of indoctrination that would cultivate the minds of the populace to make them receptive to the 

values espoused by the military in its quest to modernize Brazilian society. 

Huntington (then later Linz) brings to this discussion political elements that complement the 

mainly economic picture painted by O’Donnell. “The primary problem of politics [in modernizing socie-

ties] is the lag in the development of political institutions behind social and economic change,” says Hun-

tington in his seminal work, Political Order in Changing Societies (1968).36 Huntington agrees with 

O’Donnell that the process of modernization dictated the development of this crisis insofar as social and 

economic modernization created expectations that were impossible for the government to meet once stag-

nation set in for the reasons previously discussed.37 Moreover, the effects of the transition to an interme-

diary, capitalist economy (e.g. growing income inequality) would only exacerbate these effects even if 

growth were to return. The lower classes, which were first given access to the decision-making arena by 

the previous autocratic government, were now better organized and started to mobilize for even greater 

political participation when this gap between expectations and lived reality widened.  
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These groups’ demands fell on incapable then hostile ears, however. Brazil’s speedy rate of mod-

ernization (a few decades as supposed to a few centuries for most industrialized Western nations) made it 

such that legitimate and efficient political institutions capable of facilitating their organized integration 

into the political scene lacked time to develop. This still more daunting gap resulted in disorder. Given a 

technocratic/military culture that loathed chaos and distrusted political institutions and their deal-making 

and compromise-reaching methods, the military and its allies felt compelled to act using whatever arsenal 

was available to them.38  

Linz echoes Huntington when he concludes that the coup of 1964 was a conservative reaction to 

“a weak push toward parliamentary democracy and the entry of the masses into the political scene” that 

was set into motion by the previous authoritarian regime of Vargas.39 The once progressive military that 

had guaranteed the admission of the middle-classes into the political arena was now stopping history in its 

tracks and slamming the doors of power shut in the face of the lower rungs of the population through a 

veto coup.40  Exclusion was definitely an element of military thinking at this time. At this point in the 

Brazilian institutional development, the majority of the high-ranking military posts but also many influen-

tial bureaucratic positions were filled with upper and middle-class graduates of ESG. They were the direct 

products of a budding philosophy ready to be put to practical use—a philosophy in which the link be-

tween internal order and economic advancement was unshakable. They had no place for popular mobili-

zation movements such as the extensive labor strikes and student protests that were taking place in the 

early 1960s. Many in the rank-and-file of the military, however, were drawn from the popular, working 

classes and, thus, had familial and personal ties to rising labor forces.  Sections of the military started then 

to be divided on whether to support employers or unionist forces in the labor disputes that consumed the 

country. When the conscripts themselves decided to strike later that month, Goulart supported the military 

corps and declared that they had a legitimate right to strike as all others workers did. Here military leaders 

began to see in what they called mobilization politics not only the causes for Brazil’s economic problems 

and the corrosion of political intercourse but also the causes for a subversion of military hierarchy and 

loss of cohesion among their ranks.41  By involving themselves in what they considered corrupt and petty 
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politics, high-ranking military officials feared that their institution was about to lose its status as an inde-

pendent, unbiased arbitrator that was above politics. 

I contend, however, that the coup of 1964 should be placed at the conjunction point where the ve-

to and breakthrough coups meet, for military commanders’ commitment to modernizing ideals was not 

merely rhetorical but became the guiding force and justification to their long rule.42 The breakthrough 

coup is characterized by interventions undergirded by a desire “to bring society abreast of the military,” 

which indeed led the military into the executive office in Brazil.43 In the thinking of Brazilian military 

commanders, social and economic reform advanced parallel to national integration and the unification of 

the Brazilian identity around middle-class values of modernity and propriety, another trait of break-

through coups.44 It is also the reason the military stayed in power—to see this project through, for they 

believed themselves to be the only institution that could do so. Moreover, in breakthrough coups “officers 

are united more by loyalty to a common purpose,” such as the project mentioned above, than because of 

“the personal following of a single leader,” which rings very true to the Brazilian case.45 The Brazilian 

military installed a sophisticated process of internal rotation of power. This gave the impression to the 

public that the regime was a cohesive unit rather than being subject to the whims of one leader or another. 

Factions within the military existed and they competed for influence, but there was no charismatic leader 

in the mold of a Pinochet or a Franco in the Brazilian experience. The wants of individual generals were 

subjected to the larger institutional goals of the Armed Forces.   

Huntington himself admits that the professionalization of the military accentuated their “com-

mitment to modernization and to national development.”46 The installation of ESG and of other forums 

where a modernizing political dialogue emerged speaks to this claim. But whatever these commanders’ 

intentions had been, Huntington believes that a breakthrough coup would not be possible in the case of 

Brazil. Brazilian society, to him, was “too complex and varied to be susceptible to leadership by a mili-

tary regime,” making it “too late for military modernization and too late also for the soldier as institution-

builder.”47 Lacking the bargaining and compromising skills of political men and the capacity for aggrega-
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tion of political institutions, a military regime would be incapable of either coordinating the influence of 

the various social actors or deactivating them through repression in the end.  

Unfortunately for Huntington, history has once again eluded attempts at prediction—even when 

these predictions and conclusions are supported by sound premises. First, the staggering rate of economic 

growth and diversification, sustained speedy urbanization, and the development of massive media and 

cultural industries are just a few examples of how modernization did indeed advance (although unevenly) 

during military rule. Second, the military regime was certainly able to rule this “complex and varied” so-

ciety; they did so for more than two decades without consequential resistance. They were also able to set 

the terms of their exit from the executive. They succeeded in doing so by combining demobilization 

through coercion with a variety of more subtle but equally perverse tools: the manipulation of political 

processes; the false veil of legalism employed throughout their rule; the co-optation of social forces 

through privileged relationships with the state; the reshaping of the country’s history, identity, and of citi-

zens’ perceptions of the social world through the control of means of cultural production and dissemina-

tion. To achieve what Huntington thought impossible—the control and modernization of Brazilian society 

through military action—the regime embarked on a massive effort to reinvent the Brazilian citizen and his 

environment. The cultural coup was essential in the generals’ efforts to do so. 

Considering all coalescing external and internal circumstances, the time had come (many 

thought) for the military to step out from the wings and into center stage, from the barracks to the execu-

tive office. The time had come for the most professionalized of Brazil’s institutions of power to lead the 

country toward the future and modernization—by force if necessary.  Thus, the coup of 1964 ushered in a 

period of “bureaucratic-authoritarianism,” in the words of O’Donnell. If we follow this model (although 

taking into consideration the previously discussed concerns, we will indeed follow it), Brazil then became 

a post-populist, military-technocratic regime where popular support was no longer sought or needed to 

legitimize its policies or rule. “A preoccupation with orienting industrial expansion around foreign and 

state investment le[d] to a ‘denationalization’” of state support, “in that the principal economic ‘class’ that 

sustained the state [was] foreign capital.”48 
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Therefore, force, fear, manipulation of the social dialogue, a dependency on governmental in-

vestment and foreign capital became the underpinnings of the regime.49 Decision-making was extremely 

centralized. Internal dissent was to be viewed as a grave a danger to the country’s future as that posed by 

a prospective foreign invader. The regime rested on ESG’s notions that only internal security could guar-

antee the “order and progress” proclaimed on the nation’s flag and believed by Brazilians to be their 

birthright. Divergent social voices from “political subcultures based on class, ethnicity, language, or re-

gionalism” were thus muffled in a dynamic akin to that of war—all in the name of the good of the na-

tion.50 The perception of a crisis so grave that it threatened the established order allowed for strong cohe-

sion within the dominant coalition and allowed this coalition to rule mostly unchallenged for 21 years, 

and to arguably exert influence on the national political scene yet longer. In time, however, entrepreneuri-

al and popular sectors started to once again exercise intensive pressure on the regime to share its political, 

economic capital. And so when the military regime did, it did so on its own terms. 

The Cultural Coup:   

The Overthrow of Brazilian National Identity and Collective Memory 

In the analysis of the Brazilian authoritarian experience, the tools of political science can be made 

sharper when combined with those offered to us by the emerging field of collective memory studies. In 

this section, I explore further how the control of culture was essential to the fashioning of a hegemonic 

national identity and the revision of Brazil’s collective memory and history, which in turn secured the 

military’s control of the social life of the country and allowed the generals to push forward their modern-

izing plans.  

Fabricating a Unified, Hegemonic Identity 
Collective memory studies is a relatively new field within the social sciences, generally agreed to 

date back to the publication of Maurice Halbwachs’ Social Frameworks of Memory in 1925.51 He was 

“the first to theorize that individual memory is socially mediated and structured.” To Halbwachs, an iso-
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lated individual memory, untouched by its social/spatial context was “an abstraction almost devoid of 

meaning.”52 Collective memory studies is also a field that is hard to define, encompassing a myriad of 

disciplines and approaches. It is characterized by Jeffrey Olick and Joyce Robbins as “a non-

paradigmatic, transdisciplinary, centerless enterprise.”53 Many definitions and a variety of names are at-

tributed to collective memory. Halbwachs and French historian, Pierre Nora, make a clear distinction be-

tween history (the realm of the official document, the dead past that has little effect on our conception of 

the self) and memory (a dynamic process of interpretation and reinterpretation of the past that is at the 

core of how societies view themselves and individuals formulate and give meaning to the narrative of 

their lives). Halbwachs has said that history begins where collective memory starts to fade. History re-

places memory once we lose a natural, practical connection to the past. The aging and foreseeable death 

of those who partook or lived through the Brazilian military experience is likely one more cause for the 

dynamic reemergence of efforts to recognize, document, and come to terms with the country’s authoritar-

ian legacy. 

It is very difficult to know where history begins and memory ends, however, and contemporary 

historiography has begun to seriously question this sharp divide. Conventionally, history has often been 

defined as a scientific quest for truth while memory reigns over the world of relative perception. In this 

conception, memory is malleable, pervious to the moods of time, and biased to the emotions of persons 

while history is factual and analytical. Certain contemporary subfields of historiography have, nonethe-

less, abandoned this black or white approach. What is now named the affective turn of history has created 

a space within historiography for affect, the daily physical and psychological experiences of individuals 

and particularities of daily life, to act as interpretative tools of the past. Individual conduct and expres-

sions are no longer seen to merely reflect historical structures and processes but enter in a bi-directional 

relationship with these macro-social forces and in turn actively fashion them.54  

Moreover, when some historians “broadened [their] focus from the official to the social and cul-

tural, memory [became] central ‘evidence.’”55 Post-modernist scholars have highlighted the fact that the 

choice of a particular subject, the choice of sources used to treat that subject, and even the interpretation 



A l t o é  | 22 
 

of these sources are all guided by present concerns of the past and shaped by the scientist’s personal be-

lief-system, which is particular to his time and place. Peter Novick reminds us that professional historiog-

raphy has been employed by nationalistic movements time and again to validate their claims to power.56 

A fitting example are the social-democratic regimes that swept through Europe on the first half of the 

twentieth century, modern entities that employed the powerful arms of science and history to unearth a 

mandate from ancient soil and blood that would legitimize their authority and expansionist goals. Limit-

ing the national identity to something static that was rooted in a shared, simplified past and their preten-

tion to the title of sole protector of that identity was what allowed these authoritative regimes to monopo-

lize administrative power according to M. Christine Boyer.57 National identities are forged through a dy-

namic of remembering, creating, and forgetting. The emphasis often goes on the latter, for internal fis-

sures must be erased (superficially) for the unifying banner of nationalism to be effective. These are con-

cepts that reverberate loudly in the Brazilian experience. 

Viewed in this context, the tacit silence imposed by the military and then accepted by the political 

elites on matters of human rights abuses and the country’s refusal to open governmental records pertain-

ing to that period may seem passive but are, in reality, an aggressive reshaping of the country’s history. In 

June 2010, Helena de Moura reported to CNN that “[o]ne of South America’s largest historical ar-

chives—35 million pages that chronicle widespread killing, forced disappearances and torture committed 

by Brazilian military rulers from 1964 to 1985—[are] rotting away in an obscure government building in 

Brazil's capital.”58 If these records are allowed to rot, with them will rot a part of Brazilian consciousness, 

which only exacerbates this process of national amnesia.  As Foucault famously observed, “[s]ince 

memory is actually a very important factor in struggle … if one controls people’s memory, one controls 

their dynamism”—a dynamic that Brazilian military generals clearly understood given the great resources 

they employed to reshape the country’s educational system and to control the media and cultural produc-

tions.59 
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Culture: Threat to National Security or Tool of Control and Pacification? 
The tentacular government that rapidly established itself after the coup of 1964 had a precise vi-

sion for Brazil (for its past, present, and future) and it would come to see in the control of culture a means 

to achieve it. To reshape Brazil in its image, military commanders had to transform not only the political 

and economic realities of the country but they had to refashion how Brazilians’ viewed themselves as well 

as their understanding of the collective experience. The generals came to see in culture the means to 

change local perceptions of progress and eliminate subversive ideas from the minds of regular folk that 

they deemed counterproductive to the military’s modernizing project. Culture became an important tool 

for the inculcation of the population of a unified, cleansed national narrative. 

Nevertheless, at the outset of the 1964 coup, culture was viewed by the military as a threat to be 

squelched and not as a social/political opportunity. It took some time for military commanders to realize 

just how much power the mastery of the country’s imagination could yield.  In a stroke of polysemic ge-

nius, although likely unintentional, Coronel Darcy Lázaro summarized concisely both the military’s view 

of the country’s cultural scene and its larger socio-political project. “If this story of culture is going to 

hamper us in our efforts to right Brazil, we are going to end culture for thirty years,” he said upon invad-

ing the University of Brasília in 1968.60 “Right Brazil” politically is precisely what the military had in 

mind. Culture was the product of the devious, corrupt left and military commanders viewed its producers 

and protectors as obstacles to its ultimate political goals of solidifying God, order, family, and traditional 

morality as the pillars of the nation’s past. In Brazil’s present—a living laboratory where the military 

could test its social/political theories—reality was often “confounded with hard data indicating perfor-

mance, like growth in GNP,” disregarding collateral human damage.61 As for Brazil’s future, the Armed 

Forces intended to guide (or drag) the country on a path to an idyllic existence where urbanity, technical 

efficiency, and an aggressive form of state capitalism would prevail. These were all visions and values 

that were antithetical to the principal driving forces on the Brazilian cultural scene of the 1960s 

 This attitude, expressed in the words of Coronel Lázaro, is a response to the cultural environment 

that preceded the Armed Forces’ ascension to power. In the now famous words of the literary critic Rob-
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erto Schwartz “the country was unrecognizably intelligent” at that point in its history.62 The cultural 

movement matched in intensity the social/political one that attempted to expand the ranks of the politi-

cally active—a principal cause for the military’s violation of the political boundaries according to Hun-

tington.  Popular participation in politics was intensifying through the struggle for workers’ rights in the 

city as well as in the countryside. Students, artists, and academics were all extremely active in this general 

struggle and more precisely engaged in developing a culture with the self-proclaimed revolutionary goal 

of restoring self-awareness to the people.  

To these cultural activists, as one can safely call them, “culture had to have leftist political con-

tent,” says Tânia Pellegrini.63 The collective always primed over the individual in the Brazilian cultural 

movement of the early sixties, which attempted to break the barrier between erudite and popular culture to 

construct a more just and democratic society. “Omnipotent and generous, culture fed the illusion that eve-

rything depended more or less on its action: aware and participative, it would ‘raise awareness’ in the 

masses, put an end to social injustices and would spread the national wealth,” continues Pellegrini.64 This 

was the time when the “Method Paulo Freire,” which proposed to alphabetize the illiterate by engaging 

them in their social, political contexts rather than by rote memorization.65 This was also the time when 

community groups staged theater productions in union headquarters, industrial plants, or any public space 

they could find. This was the time of the birth of the self-financed films of Cinema Novo.  

For the first four years of military rule, the regime tried to eliminate this subversive cultural pro-

duction but it failed because it lacked a cohesive and well-developed plan to control the cultural market. 

Moreover, the military was initially occupied dismantling its labor and peasant opposition. One way it did 

so was to encourage the formation of large landholdings and subsidize the mechanization of agricultural 

production. By the time the military stepped down from power, 85% of the land was controlled by little 

over 10% of landowners.66 This solved several problems for the regime. It made the country’s farms more 

productive, thus lowering food prices. Additionally, through the expulsion of small subsistence farmers 

from their land, it created the work force necessary for the country’s budding industry. This set the stage 

for further urban development and rapid economic growth.67 Yet growth spurts are rarely detached from 
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pain. The large portion of the country folk who fled to the cities found urban centers without the appro-

priate infrastructure to accommodate them and so found themselves living in deplorable conditions—

often without the much promised (surprisingly low-paying) factory job. These independent minded for-

mer small landowners and peasants also brought with them a culture that was antagonistic to collective 

action and bargaining, which chipped away at the effectiveness of unions. Those peasants who remained 

in the countryside saw their traditional networks of support dismantled, lost access to land, and now had 

to compete for jobs as salaried workers in large-scale farming. Violent protests arose very quickly from 

the multitude of displaced peasants, which resulted in an estimated 1,400 deaths during military rule as a 

result of rural conflicts.68  

Following an ideology of fierce nationalism nourished by cold-war rationalization, dissent was 

treated as treason or even a declaration of war. Secret laws, states of siege, death squads, torture, disap-

pearances along with the control of unions and the criminalization of strikes were some of the initial tac-

tics used by the military to suppress opposition.69 Culture, too, would be dealt with blows and scare tac-

tics once artists started to reawaken from the shock of 1964 and express themselves against the regime. In 

the III International Festival of the Song in 1967, Geraldo Vandré walked on the stage, dismissed the or-

chestra, and alone with his guitar sang to an astonished crowed: “Walking ahead and singing … We are 

all equal / United or not, / In the schools and streets / In the fields or construction sites.” He continued 

under the oppressing silence emanating from the audience, “C’mon, let’s go, / Because to wait is not wise 

/ Who is wise makes his time / He does not wait for it to happen.”70 This was a direct reference to the 

growing street marches that emerged when many began to realize that military commanders had no inten-

tion of handing back power to civilians once they had “righted” the country. Instead of stepping out of the 

executive office, in fact, the military only hardened repression. In a column the next morning for the daily 

newspaper, Correio da Manhã, Colonel Otávio Costas wrote a review of the performance and of the 

song’s lyrics. He praised its “melodic perfection and pragmatism,” and concluded his review with a call 

for the arrest of the singer/compositor for subversion.71  This episode heralds what was to come for Bra-

zilian artists and society.  
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The killing of Edison de Lima Souto, a high-school student, by the military police during a pro-

test on March 1968 caused uproar in Brazilian society. It resulted in those intellectuals and artists who 

had yet to take a political stance against the new order to flood the streets to denounce military brutality 

alongside student protesters and even their middle-class parents. Protests intensified and culminated in the 

“March of 100 Thousand” in June 1968, the largest street protest in Brazil’s history up to that point. This 

surge in unruliness, as the military would categorize it, was used by the hardliners within the Armed 

Forces to call for increased repression to control the population. The hardliners had devised a plan to oust 

General Castello Branco, a moderate who had previously envisioned a return to civilian rule. Many ex-

pected Branco to rally the moderate factions within the military and resist this takeover. Instead, “Branco 

decided to lead the coup itself, which he did by suspending parliament, abolishing political parties, and 

imposing new restraints on political activity and freedom of speech.”72 Now, the military “could not sur-

render power except to groups which were completely anathema to them.”73 These actions did away with 

the illusion that a compromise with a sanitized opposition would be reached and the soldiers would return 

to the barracks. The soldier/politician was here to stay. Given the highly polarized nature of the social 

landscape, the sophisticated Brazilian military apparatus soon understood that to accomplish its goals, 

economic and institutional control and state repression of dissent would not suffice. Hearts and minds, if 

not won over, had to be manipulated. 

The Rule of the Club, the Pen, and the Purse:  
Creating the Censure Machine and the Cultural Market  

Soon after the military stepped into the executive office, it sent clear signals to Brazilian thinkers 

and cultural producers of its distaste for the “subversive” culture of the time. Sad and even pathetic exam-

ples abound of the arbitrary nature of these attacks on culture. Some notable cases are the dilapidation and 

then closing of the Brazilian Institute of Superior Studies (ISEB), a graduate level institution dedicated to 

social science research and education, three days after the coup of 1964;74 the sacking of public and pri-

vate libraries alike (often in the still of the night); the seizure of and destruction of texts deemed subver-

sive such as Eça de Queiroz’ The Capital and Stendhal’s The Red and the Black; and even the prohibition 
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of the commercialization of posters of Michelangelo’s “David” for their pornographic nature.75 The attack 

on culture reached all modes of artistic creation. In July 1968, for example, the military police invaded a 

São Paolo theater’s production of “Roda Viva,” a piece by Chico Buarque de Hollanda that was causing a 

sensation for its modernized and secular depiction of a Christ-like figure. Sporting bats and revolvers, 

military agents invaded the theater’s dressing rooms and physically assaulted actors and crew members. 

Marília Pera, one of the actresses, was slapped around, had her clothes ripped off her body, and was put to 

run naked through the streets.76 

Scare tactics alone were unable to control subversive art, however. Institutionalization and better 

coordination would be required. Between 1964 and 1965, the regime started to organize its efforts. Ex-

perts were called upon to analyze the current censorship methods and to offer recipes for improving the 

system. For the first time, a professionalized censor corps was hired to scrutinize the contents of film and 

television scripts. At that point in time, censorship of the arts was the responsibility of local and federal 

police forces, so a working group was created and charged with standardizing the criteria for the judg-

ment of the country’s cultural production across different regions and precincts.77 

But the true cultural coup that helped guarantee the longevity of the military coup of 1964 was 

carried out through the implementation of the Institutional Act Number 5 (AI-5) in December 1968.  

Here, the regime no longer just fought culture; it ingrained itself in the modes of cultural production. AI-5 

was signed into law soon after General Costa e Silva rose to the presidency marking the arrival of the 

hardliners to power and the beginning of Brazil’s “years of lead.” The “true blow for culture, we now 

know, came […] with the AI-5.”78 It is at this moment that repression was institutionalized, centralized 

and refined.79 Agents who before had mostly concerned themselves with theater, film, and television 

scripts were now given the power to oversee every type of artistic or academic creation.80 The National 

Information Service (SNI), the military’s main tool of surveillance, repression, persecution, and even tor-

ture of Brazilian citizens was charged with “overseeing and coordinating information and counter-in-

formation activities, in particular those of national security interest.” The Public Entertainment and Cen-

sorship Department (DCDP) was given the mission to guard the country’s “public morality and good 
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practices.”81 These surveillance and repression organs, which saw their powers greatly increased with the 

advent of the AI-5, worked together to sanitize citizens ideas and control their actions.  

The pervasive censorship apparatus that developed through the collaboration of these institutions 

was put into practice through a variety of channels. It acted externally by prohibiting the development of 

projects that deviated from the official narrative and by supporting others that espoused copacetic ideas.82 

It also chipped away at networks of social solidarity, inviting the denunciation of fellow citizens for at-

tempts against “public morality and good practices.”83 Censure also worked within culture, as a constitu-

tive element of artistic production. Self-censorship, where artists would curtail their own instincts for fear 

of retaliation, is one way it did so. Yet even those individuals who were committed to their artistic visions 

despite the dangers involved were forced to communicate through a “cabalistic language of exchanged 

signals, of indecipherable secrets” that profoundly changed their body of work as expressed by Geraldo 

Mairink in an article for Veja magazine in 1978, on the date of the AI-5’s revocation.84  Alas, military 

censure in its many facets survived the demise of its progenitor decree and became the main recurring 

character (with constitutive powers) in the vast majority of cultural artifacts produced in Brazil at least 

until the mid-1980s and likely beyond. The political censure that marked the experience of the 1970s was 

first supplanted then displaced by the economic censure that characterized the 1980s.  

This centralization and institutionalization effort involved every cultural and intellectual field but 

the methods applied to each were very different. Brazil’s television market, for example, was tightly 

linked to the military. The modernization and nationalization efforts of the regime were equally beneficial 

to television moguls, notably Roberto Marinho the founder of the Globo media empire. In 1965, Globo 

TV as a national enterprise was born when it entered into a partnership with the US group Time-Life. 

This partnership was made possible by the personal involvement of Castelo Branco since the Brazilian 

Constitution of the time forbade foreign ownership or partnership of national media franchises. In no 

time, and by exponentially outspending its competitors, Globo came to dominate the Brazilian television 

field. The Globo group also became a major power player in the newsprint, publishing, and radio markets. 

At this moment in Brazil’s history, however, “television [was] the [regime’s] spearhead. Daughter of the 
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revolution [of 1964], Rede Globo … absorb[ed] all creative possibilities” and “offer[ed] to apathetic 

viewers, that it creat[ed ]and mold[ed] in its own image, a type of ‘cultural jelly,’” devoid of any regional, 

political, ideological, or even Brazilian particularities; it offered products that were merely “pleasing and 

lucrative,” asserts Pellegrini85 Television was the medium par excellence of dissemination and inculcation 

of the unified, simplified pan-Brazilian illusion.  

Lacking the funds for private education and not belonging to social groups that could offer them 

alternative ways of thinking, the lower middle and lower classes were the most direct victims of these 

revisionist efforts. In 1965, the military regime created EMBRATEL and Brazil joined INTELSAT, the 

international system of satellites. Within a few years even the most remote villages of the Amazon were 

connected to the centers of power through satellite dishes—the fashioning of the Brazilian homogenous 

political consciousness had begun. An article in Veja in 1969, “Is Brazil Prepared for the World?” makes 

clear the incongruence that soon develops with the expansion of mass media through satellite signal. “In 

ltaboraí [ ... ] Antonio, a mulato with barely any teeth in his mouth, hardly understands what is the pur-

pose for the tower that is being constructed in the middle of town.” It was a computer analysis of various 

municipalities that “categorically decided that the future would start” in a city that “has no sanitation net-

work and where half the houses have no electricity.”86 The complex relationship between these “two new 

realities” is also brilliantly depicted in “Bye, Bye Brasil,” a film by Cacá Diegues of 1980. In a memora-

ble scene, we see the inhabitants of a rural Northeast town sitting quietly and open-mouthed, awestruck 

by the “magic sheen of the images of a TV, which is enthroned in the town’s central square.”87 Many of 

these individuals would not receive sanitation, adequate health services, or access to schools for many 

years to come. Yet they would certainly not be denied inclusion into the shiny and newly fabricated Bra-

zilian modern identity.  

Privileged relationship aside, TV did not escape meddling from censors. Censors were a constant 

physical presence in television newsrooms and had a particular interest in the content of the telenovelas 

(serial dramas) that hypnotized the country from 6 to 9 pm every evening. At first, censors requested to 

see the scripts for each evening’s episode. Yet with time, they started demanding to see the text in its en-
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tirety before the show’s first episode ever went on air to make sure they did not miss any pattern in the 

story line that could arouse suspicion of indecency or subversion.88 

Film was another area that greatly “benefited” from this kind of positive censorship. Trying to 

move away from the artisanal, self-financed films of Cinema Novo, which often centered their themes on 

the depiction of social injustices, the regime created Embrafilme in 1969. The DCDP designed special 

certificates of recognition that came moistened with monetary remuneration for “cinematographic works, 

of recognized artistic value, cultural or educative” to differentiate them from the “subversive, pornograph-

ic, or obscene” films of independent directors.89 The national cinematography production actually experi-

enced a considerable boom in this period and for the first time Brazil was producing large-scale films in 

the mold of Hollywood. These were films less centered in aesthetic or conceptual value and more focused 

on mercantile efficiency.90 The recipe, as with television, was to produce films that were easy to sell and 

caused no discomfort to the public or to the ruling elites. These were pleasant, entertaining, and palatable 

products that neither questioned the dissonant aspects of the contemporary Brazilian social/political life 

nor contradicted the values of the regime.  

As for the theater, the preferred method was to have agents present in performance centers. This 

physical presence was hard to implement, however, given the shortage of staff, especially in remote loca-

tions of the country. Thus, often enough, censors contented themselves with prohibiting “inappropriate” 

works from being performed at public theaters. This was quite effective since the vast majority of theaters 

in Brazil belonged to the union, the states, or the municipalities at the time.91 

Books were a case apart. The general director of the Federal Police Department (DPF), one of the 

many public organs that continued to participate in this game of prohibition even after the centralization 

of censure, admitted in 1976 that the surveillance of literature was dependent on the good will of the citi-

zens.92 This served two purposes: it alleviated the burden on federal officers who were never numerous or 

qualified enough to survey the whole of Brazil’s literary production (estimated at 9,000 volumes that year 

alone). It also enlisted the population in the general surveillance project of the regime. Giving these indi-

viduals a sense of power and agency in the protection of national integrity and the rule of God (extremely 
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broad criteria to justify cultural meddling), the censure machine made itself seem vital to the system and 

gained millions of eyes and ears in every crevice of society.93 In this way, the regime succeeded in mak-

ing out of many citizens accomplices in their own repression. This multicephalic censure machine “en-

couraged a vigilance culture” that made the power to forbid accessible to a vast number of people, people 

who saw themselves as responsible for the determination of the merits of “what others could say, hear or 

think.”94 This was excellent justification for the oppressive and violent methods of the regime. After all, it 

was merely acting in response to the demands of the citizenry.  

Censure did not only work from the outside through bans and subsidies; it got ingrained in the 

work and thought processes of art producers. Being less systematic, the methods pertaining to literary 

surveillance allowed authors to stretch their imaginative muscles and enter into an intricate dance with the 

censure machine in order to avoid its most pervasive effects. Reimão points out that the struggle against 

art in the 1960s was first and foremost carried out against theater, music, cinematic, and print productions. 

In the following decade, therefore, the mantle of bringing to the public the nitty-gritty of the Brazilian 

social reality fell to literature.95 As is the case of Veiga’s 1972 novel Sombra de reis barbudos (Shadow 

of Bearded Kinds), which will be analyzed in this thesis, several other works stand out for their ability to 

communicate to the public the crimes of the streets, the abuse of authorities, the back-dealings of politi-

cians, and the pervasive violence of the Brazilian existence despite and often as a response to censorship. 

Some of these works became instant editorial successes before being denounced by a zealous citizen, un-

covered by censors, then banned (which often did not stop their clandestine circulation). Such is the case 

of Zero by Ignácio de Loyola Brandão (1975). Other notable examples are Incidente em Antares (Incident 

in Antares), by Erico Veríssimo, and Bar Don Juan, by Antônio Callado, both of 1971. In 1979, two ma-

jor successes were A festa (The Party), by Ivan Angelo, and O que é isso companheiro? (What is this 

Friend?), by Fenando Gabeira.  

The approach preferred by Lispector in her 1977 novel A hora da estrela (The Hour of the Star), 

another work that will be analyzed in detail in this project, was to take a more personal approach in deal-

ing with the sometimes nefarious social changes happening around them. Often these works would pre-
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sent us with one or a few individuals dealing with their limitations against macro political/social forces. 

These were generally works that experienced a lesser circulation among the public but had great impact 

on the dominant literary circles of the time. A few good examples are Quatro-olhos (Four-Eyes), by Re-

nato Pompeu (1976),  Carlos Sussekind’s Armadilha para Lamartine (Trap for Lamartine) of 1975, Três 

Mulheres de três PP (The Women of Three PP), by Paulo Emílio Salles Gomes (1977), and María, by 

Darcy Ribeiro (1978), to name a few.96 By creating for themselves and for the educated reader a codified 

literary dialect of sorts, these authors were able to maintain in their works a level of artistic and social 

integrity that was not often possible in other cultural mediums. Censure did, nonetheless, change the na-

ture of these authors’ work. It became a constitutive force within Brazilian art, and literature more specif-

ically.  

Moreover, this period marks the advent of a new literary genre that sees great success with the 

public (and baffled literary purists): the romance-reportagem or a nonfiction-novel. Profiting from the 

fact that books tended to fall under the regimes radar and responding a hunger for social denunciation of 

crimes by seemingly untouchable government agents, journalists “worked out a nonfiction fictional form 

to discuss recent events or facts that could not be fully told in the newspapers. These books (among them 

best-sellers) dealt with crimes or abuses emphasizing the violence of the penal system or the arbitrarious-

ness of the police and were ‘read’ as important denunciations of the brutality of political repression and 

torture.”97 The work of José Louzeiro is without a doubt the most notable of the genre. He is one of the 

best-sold authors of the decade. Two emblematic books of his prodigious career are Lúcio Flávio - o pas-

sageiro da agonia (Lúcio Flávio - Agony’s Passenger) and Childhood of the Dead, which were published 

in 1976 and 1977.  The first was made into a successful film of the same name by Hector Babenco in 

1977. The former was adapted to the silver screen, also by Babenco, with the title of Pixote: a lei do mais 

fraco (Pixote) in 1981 and received considerable national and international acclaim. 

Another manner in which censure worked from within the production of art (which is a byproduct 

of the clampdown on creativity) was through self-censorship. Artists and intellectuals would often sani-

tize their work in order to be able to work at all. Fear sewed many mouths shut. By 1974, “in ten years of 
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military government, censorship had prohibited 452 pieces, nine times more than in the preceding 24 

years, including the period of Estado Novo.”98 Moreover, throughout the late 1960s and early 1970s the 

Brazilian intelligentsia was purged of its brightest minds. Many of those became targets of the regime 

because of the denunciation of colleagues or close ones. An emblematic case is the mass firing of 44 

members of the staff of the National College of Philosophy because of a denunciation by the well-known 

professor, Eremildo Vianna. Other brilliant thinkers left for friendlier shores in their own accord. Exiled 

intellectuals include Paulo Freire (educator, philosopher), Celso Furtado (economist), Fernando Henrique 

Cardoso (sociologist), Glauber Rocha (film director, actor, writer), Caetano Veloso (singer, compositor), 

Gilberto Gil (singer, compositor), and Chico Buarque de Hollanda (singer, compositor, playwright), to 

name just a few. This constant threat of unemployment, humiliating interrogatories, prison, persecution, 

exile, or worse deterred many from making themselves heard. It also, and not surprisingly, made others 

change their voices altogether and seek protection in the shadows of influence of the regime, which is the 

case of the cartoonist Mauricio de Sousa, for example. 

But even for those who braved through, making their messages heard was becoming harder each 

day for lack of appropriate channels of distribution. This system of fear and intimidation worked its hor-

rors on thinkers, but it also altered the behavior of those who had traditionally disseminated their work. 

Publishers in the early 1970s, for example, “discouraged and frightful” of governmental action, “preferred 

to wait with prudence before investing in new national authors.”99 They preferred to publish the tried, the 

true, and the less threatening. The market was filled with works by easily digestible national authors such 

as Jorge Amado and foreign bestsellers, “nothing too hard (in English in the text), all very soft.”100 This is 

a dynamic that first infiltrated the censure machine of the 1970s and, with time, caused its mutation from 

an obviously political censorship to the more subtle economic clampdown of market forces. Less obvious 

but not less damaging, this economic censorship educated both the public to expect this “soft” material 

and authors to write in this manner if they wanted to be published.   

These developments mark the coronation of economic censure over political censure. In 1975, the 

regime created the National Cultural Policy that attempted to formalize still further its control over the 
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cultural field, “’a mined field,’ with such fluid and unpredictable borders.”101  It formalized the practices 

of subsidizing (good and proper) works of art that the regime had developed over the years. Furthermore, 

it started to invest more aggressively in the development of cultural industries rather than focusing its ef-

forts on single artists or individual companies. Embrafilme was a precursor to this systematic push for 

industrialization of the cultural. This increased monetary flow and attention paid to those businesses 

which abided by military commands “reinforced the necessity of entrepreneurial organization, in which 

the market and professionalization were crucial elements” and ingrained in the corporate culture of the 

country values deemed desirable.102   

Thus, the publishing market, too, grew exponentially through military financial and logistical aid. 

The regime subsidized the production of paper and the importation of modern printing presses, for exam-

ple. An article in Veja, already in 1972, claimed that Brazil’s “book industry [sat] side by side the auto-

mobile, naval, and petrochemical industries,” in terms of economic importance.103 In terms of publication 

and sales, Brazil’s publishing industry represented in 1972 double that of Argentina and Mexico com-

bined. By becoming the main sponsors of this new modern, capitalist cultural market, the interests of the 

state and that of the new cultural entrepreneurs converged so much as to become one and the same over 

time.104 Indeed more subtle than political censure, economic censure was yet more pervasive. Where one 

attempted to prohibit, cut, and sometimes provide incentives to individuals and particular companies, the 

other attempted to invisibly ingrain the whole cultural production mechanism with the values of the re-

gime. Fortunately for Brazil and Brazilians, formidable as these efforts were, they were only partially 

successful. 

 

Subtle and Seductive: Positive Censorship: The Case of Chico Bento 

In this highly charged social environment, mere prohibition would no longer do. The military 

needed to refashion the way Brazilians understood their communal experience, their relationship to pow-

er, and how they viewed themselves.105 One way in which the regime did this was by investing in the cul-

tural business itself to create a market that would espouse their chosen values and counterbalance what 
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they saw as revolutionary ideas.  A powerful tool in this refashioning of the collective identity of the 

country was the co-optation of cultural producers and scholars. The military regime would generously 

dispense “fellowships, jobs, financing and ease of publication” on national champions, those whose ideas 

were deemed acceptable (compatible with military values) and did not question the foundations of their 

benefactors’ power.106 The work of Mauricio de Sousa is an emblematic example of this practice. 

Mauricio de Sousa is the foremost Brazilian cartoonist. His comic strips represent 70% of the 

comic market in Brazil today, having sold over one billion issues. Moreover, these comics presence on 

the internet, already huge, is only strengthening.107 De Sousa’s comics have spawned a broad variety of 

commercial ventures ranging from video games, to films, to a massive indoor theme park, to live theater 

productions. Indeed, the Brazilian market is saturated with over 3,500 commercial products linked to de 

Sousa’s strips and characters. This has prompted Moacy Cirne to call de Sousa the Walt Disney of Latin 

America.108 His prominence in the field is the result of the wide appeal of his characters, which are com-

mended for embodying a certain “Brazilianness” in a market that is dominated by North-American cultur-

al representations. A Turma da Mônica (Monica’s Gang), Cebolinha (Little Onion), Papa Capim (Daddy 

Grass), and Chico Bento (Francis the Blessed) have become cultural icons that seem to transcend every 

social/cultural/educational divide in Brazilian society.  

De Sousa’s dominance of the contemporary Brazilian comic market is also a consequence of hav-

ing been the sole beneficiary of a state imposed monopoly on comic art production during the military 

regime.109 Like most artists and scholars who were welcomed into the military’s realm of influence, de 

Sousa was most likely not a direct agent of the state. His characters were created between 1961 and 1963, 

just prior to the military take-over of power. Nonetheless, it is a fact that he was the recipient of generous 

military support, which undoubtedly shaped the nature of his increasingly standardized stories and charac-

ters. “Certainly the military regime and its closely allied media were, in fact, de Sousa's first-tier reader-

ship, and had control over both content and distribution.”110 Indeed, the publishing branch of the Globo 

media group (which was closely associated with military commanders during the regime) distributes all of 

de Sousa’s works. With time, though, there would be no need for the regime to enforce its values upon the 
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series’ writers and illustrators. The values of modernity and urbanization combined with the traditional, 

middle-class values of family, God, and propriety would become ingrained in the business culture of this 

expanding empire. These were values that had a place in a developing nation. But what is astounding in 

Brazil’s case is the extent to which they were canonized, leaving no room for different interpretations of 

the communal experience. What is more, as readers were inculcated generation after generation with this 

particular, basic vision of their country, they would come to cherish and expect to see these national cul-

tural markers on the page. 

Moreover, de Sousa was taken under the protective wing of the regime precisely because his 

comics resonated with state officials’ ideology and goals. With regard to the series Chico Bento, there is a 

particularly strong “semiotic directive toward establishing and regularizing a certain interpretation of Bra-

zilians' experience of shifting roles due to urbanization and industrialization.”111 It speaks to the reorgani-

zation of rural/urban relations that were previously mentioned and that presented opportunities but also 

problems for the regime.  

The series follows the adventures of Chico, a poor peasant (caipira) child whose personality and 

manners are often juxtaposed to the other richer, more urbanized characters.112 Chico and other caipiras 

are often represented as simple, hardworking, earnest, and endearing folk while the countryside itself is 

painted to the reader as an idyllic, calm place where traditional morality still reins. Yet through the uses of 

social identity markers such as constant comparisons of the backward ways of caipiras as contrasted to 

the savvy manners of city folk, linguistic differentiation, and even in their appearance these positive rep-

resentations are undercut by a clear sense of “urban superiority that accompanies the geosocial shift from 

an ‘essentially agrarian’ nation to an urban, industrialized nation,” says Manthei.113  The ultimate message 

is that rural culture and the countryside itself are valuable reminders of a simpler, quieter time. It also an-

chors them in the past, for they are no longer fitting to Brazil’s current, modern reality. The position of 

Chico (and rural folk) is, thus, an ambivalent one.  

By linking the countryside to traditional morals and earnestness, de Sousa reconstructs a version 

of the past that is simplified and devoid of the social tensions and dramatic shifts in lifestyle that are em-
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blematic of the contemporary peasant experience.  In “Harmonia e desafinos” (Harmony and Misunder-

standings), Pedrinho runs away from his city home because his parents will not stop fighting for the most 

insignificant differences. As he exits the city, all he sees is traffic accidents and people yelling at each 

other, a general urban ruckus. When Pedrinho arrives in the countryside, by contrast, we are presented 

with the paradisiacal scenery of birds chirping and cows grazing as the sun rises languidly. He overhears 

the morning niceties being exchanged by the waking Bento family. Their simple, pleasant demeanor 

shocks Pedrinho.114 “Tell me something,” he asks Chico upon their first exchange, “are you always like 

this? ... [C]alm, never yelling, never fighting.” Chico is puzzled by the question, “Well, and why should 

we fight? … You have city ways,” Chico adds.115  

When Pedrinho’s parents arrive looking for him, they immediately start a fight over who is re-

sponsible for the boy’s flight. They are scolded by Chico’s father, which prompts Pedrinho’s father to 

admit that the “rat-race of the city is enough to make anyone mad.” His wife sighs in agreement and adds: 

“True, here everything is so calm.”116 Inspired by the wisdom of these simple folks, Pedrinho’s parents 

literally kiss and make up. They gather their son and head back to the city enlightened to brave the chaos 

of modern life. We see here how the images and scenes of the country appeal to a sense of nostalgia for 

the good old days and for the beauty of the land from which most Brazilians originated.  

Additionally, the name Chico Bento can be translated into English as Francis the Blessed, giving 

it a strong religious undertone. The church, indeed, plays an important recurring role in the series. The 

vicar is a regular character. Chico often goes to church and prays, and he at times interacts with angels, 

saints, and even a benevolent, white bearded God.117 When presented in this light, Chico and the other 

caipiras represent the allegorical stronghold for all that is traditional and moral, the heritage of the naïve 

and uncorrupted Brazilian of yesteryear.118  

This warm nostalgia and the elevation of country and country folk to the rank of guardians of tra-

ditional morality and the simple life might seem innocuous and innocent, but they served well the revi-

sionist efforts of the regime. By eulogizing these elements of rural culture, we sanitize the image of the 

rebellious peasant. Nostalgia also works to fix the simple country life and those who live it in the  past 
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and leads to the conclusion that the principal elements of today’s society (i.e. industrialization, urbaniza-

tion, and modernization) come with certain problems but are inscribed in the natural progression of hu-

man social evolution. Thus, these processes are naturalized in the minds of readers.  

Also, country and city folk interact in complete (fabricated) harmony. Yet an implicit hierarchy is 

clear. Here were images representing the supposed Brazilian social experience: a nation transitioning 

smoothly from its bucolic agrarian past into a dynamic modernizing nation whose greatness is under-

girded by the strength of its growing white, urban middle-class. These comics produce an illusion of his-

torical continuity that imbues the message with “not only plausibility but a sense of destiny.”119 Unfortu-

nately, as we know, the rural/urban transition was devoid of neither conflict nor pain (e.g. forced expul-

sions and land loss, destruction of social networks of support, violent repression of peasant resistance, 

difficulties at adapting to city life). It is also not inscribed in history as inevitable; it is in large part the 

result of human agency.120 Development brings with it problems no matter where it takes place. The Bra-

zilian experience was made particularly harsh and dramatic, however, by the manipulation of these pro-

cesses by a technocratic military regime with little regard for the human costs required by their speedy 

modernizing plan. De Sousa’s work helps to veil the deliberate involvement of the military in these pro-

cesses. They provide the military a powerful instrument for the gradual integration of important but prob-

lematic social groups into the fabric of a homogenized pan-Brazilian identity in a form that was not 

threatening to the ruling elites.121  

To make the rural/urban hierarchy clearer (and accentuate the attractiveness of the latter), the se-

ries gains added complexity in the many markers of social stratification that are added to the story. The 

representation of the happy, honest, grounded but also backward caipira is time and again put face to face 

with that of the wealthier, better educated, savvier, and even cleaner city dweller—compare and belittle is 

the name of the game. There is in fact a gradation of urbanization in the series’ characters. At one end of 

the rural/urban continuum, we have Zé Lélé (Joe Nutso), a disheveled dunce who is always making a 

mess of every situation. In the middle ground, we find Zé de Roça (a book-worm), Hiro (a prodigious 

Japanese-Brazilian boy), and Rufinho (the rich kid in town) who often mock Chico for his ignorance, un-
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couth ways,122 and his “old hat, beat up clothes, and bare feet.”123 On the other end of the spectrum, we 

have Zeca, Chico’s city cousin who is perpetually amused at Chico’s lack of money and embarrassed at 

his ineptitude at performing the most basic tasks of modern life. When Chico comes to visit his cousin in 

the city, he often has “trouble with language, customs, and amenities such as electricity, television, the 

movies, street signs, muggers, crowds, and cafeterias.”124 

Because it assembles these different characters, school is where the display of social, cultural, and 

economic stratification becomes most apparent. Chico originated as an offshoot of de Sousa’s most suc-

cessful series, A turma da Mônica (Monica’s Gang), which characters first appeared in 1960. The series is 

a sort of continuation to where the Chico Bento series leaves off in a time continuum. It moves us forward 

and “projects an image of the present … a white, mostly middle-class, peri-urban population […] a first-

world nation.”125 Interestingly, in that series the kids do not go to school. When Chico Bento emerged as 

an independent series later in the decade, however, a schoolhouse (a harbinger of modernizing times) was 

added to the storyline. One can stipulate that it serves the purpose of highlighting the contradictory ele-

ments of this rural world in transition. The children’s teacher shows Chico incredible patience with little 

results. Unlike most of the other students who are eager to please the well-spoken, attractive, blonde, 

high-heeled teacher, Chico seems to see no point in studying, makes everything into a joke, and collects 

bad grades.126 This is contrasted to Zé de Roça’s love for books and Hiro’s prodigy-like grasp of the 

world around him.127 Therefore, the praised simplicity of the caipira sometimes presented in the series is 

translated at school (just like when Chico visits the city) into examples of how rural poverty and back-

wardness are incompatible with learning and modernity.  

In Chico Bento, words and language are essential to the establishment of the rural/urban pecking 

order. The speech of Chico and that of other caipira characters is presented to the reader through distinc-

tive phonetic spelling.128 In reality, however, the caipira population does not hold a monopoly over many 

of these alterations that are quite common in spoken Brazilian Portuguese. Brazilians of rural and urban 

origins alike perform these oral adaptations to varying degrees.129 Yet on the page, the phonetic spelling 

of caipira speech creates a stark visual differentiation between rural and urban groups’ speech that is ex-
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aggerated, if not false. This linguistic differentiation when combined with the appearance of the charac-

ters (additional markers of social distinction) “ha[ve] the effect of communicating social distance.”130 In 

stark contrast to the prim-and-proper characters whose speech are represented through standard orthogra-

phy, those whose speech are portrayed through phonetic spelling are often barefoot, wear ratty clothes, 

are depicted as dirty and disheveled, and have missing teeth. The stories keep their light-hearted nature 

though. For even if the characters are frequently ridiculed for these traits, they rarely understand they are 

being mocked. Thus, social and class demarcations are reinforced and naturalized through these seeming-

ly innocuous, humorous, and charming childhood tales.   

The naïve format of the series, the easy humor it employs, and the emotional charge it elicits 

(through the use of an idealized rural past and the promise of a peaceful urban future) is what makes Chi-

co Bento such a perfect tool of popular indoctrination. These are elements that are made still more perni-

cious by the broad readership the series enjoys. De Sousa’s comics enchant because they put on the page 

so many elements of the Brazilian experience—yet in idealized forms.131 These pleasant, funny, joyful 

tales “seduce, making it hard to see the history that is elided, the violence that is hidden, the multiple per-

spectives that are suppressed, and the dissent that is silenced.”132 In fact, elevating the rural, poor man to 

the level of a national icon only perpetuates this imposed silence. It makes it harder for the peasant (a cel-

ebrated figure) to denounce the exploitation he suffers, the violence and displacement they endure, and 

the increasing inequality that mark both the rural and (newly) urban poor’s existence.133 In addition, alter-

native realities that are absent on the pages of Chico Bento have no other venue of expression in the com-

ic world since all other publications were eliminated from the market by the military.  

Often those who start reading these comics as children continue to do so into adulthood134 and as 

their tastes evolve they start demanding that other cultural artifacts reflect this new, sanitized, homoge-

nized vision of the Brazilian experience.135 The readers, thus, take an active role in perpetuating this sim-

plified Brazilian identity. In doing so, they help inscribe in the natural order of things the unequal social 

relations that characterize not only the rural/urban divide but also the relations between the haves and 

have-nots who cohabit these pages.  
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Countering the Cultural Coup: Literature and Remembrance as Re-

sistance 

Where some employ great efforts to formulate and inculcate a particular, pristine, and unified vi-

sion of the past, their efforts do not go unchallenged. For central elements to how memories are shaped, 

interpreted, and transmitted are contestation, stasis, and persistence. The last two refer to natural ways in 

which the past resists change such as habit, routine, or custom. The first, on the other hand, is a dynamic 

effort by actors from the entire range of the social strata to redefine individual and collective reality—for 

collective memory “is not a metaphor but a social reality, transmitted and sustained through the conscious 

efforts of institutions and groups,” as says Halbwachs.136  

The title of master of memory is, thus, elusive. The nationalistic tendency of historiography can 

and often is fought back by what Foucault names “counter-memories,” which are collective memories 

that deviate or even challenge headfirst the historical path set forth by the centralizing force of dominant 

institutions. Feminist historians, oral historians, gay and lesbian scholars, writers, and activists have 

emerged in the last few decades to give voice, record, and transmit the memories of those who lie outside 

the central place of influence. Yet, “[d]ominant memory is not monolithic, nor is popular memory purely 

authentic.”137 For they play off and influence each other in a continuous and tense dance. To understand 

the history of the subjugated one must analyze the path, thinking, and constitutive memories of the subju-

gator. To understand the nature and identity of the leader, one must view him through the eyes of his or 

her followers. Achieving consensus is difficult, but a balance between these often-diverging political, so-

cial, and cultural groups can better be achieved if the majority among them is involved in the articulation 

of the national narrative.  For to be a real community, these varied groups must form a “community of 

memory … one that does not forget its past … [and] which is involved in retelling its story, its constitu-

tive narrative,” according to Robert Bellah.138 

The impact of the cultural coup in Brazil is undeniable. Yet viewed from today and through these 

lenses, it is clear that modes of resistance to its revisionist efforts were found and put to use. Dissenters 
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found cracks in this heavily repressive system to stow away memories that diverged from the official nar-

rative. Central to the question of contestation, therefore, is the question of where those memories that fall 

through the fissures of official record keeping and historiography are kept. What are “les lieux des mé-

moires”? 

“Les lieux des mémoires” : Enriching History through Fiction 
In his monumental 7-volume work, Les lieux des mémoires, Pierre Nora sets out to catalogue all 

memory loci in French society. To Nora, memory is stored in three main places: the Republic, the Nation, 

and “les Frances.”  It is a descending hierarchy from unity to diversity. He places emphasis on the second 

level of his memory hierarchy: the memory-nation, the place where memory and history interlock. He 

sees the nation-state and national narratives as our main reference points towards which we turn for ori-

entation with relation to the past, to others, and to ourselves. Up until the 19th century, he says, change 

was slow enough to be controlled by historiography, so the nation-state provided its members “continuity 

through identity.”139 In the 20th century, however, Nora sees the nation-state declining in influence in fa-

vor of society, resulting in a detachment of memory from the processes of social reproduction. "We speak 

so much of memory because there is so little of it left," he says.140 We have ceased to live within memory 

as did pre-modern societies. Thus, unable to experience it directly, we must invent and represent the past.  

Whether the relative decline of the nation-state, a concept accepted by most social scientists to-

day, is at the root of what some see as a crisis in memory is debatable (this heightened contemporary pre-

occupation with memory has also been explained as an attempt to deal with the information overload that 

characterizes the post-modern world, for example). What is certain, however, is that this relative decline 

of the nation has freed knowledge makers to investigate other places for memory formation, preservation, 

and practice. Studies have been conducted on the relation between collective memory and national com-

memorations;141 national anthems;142 heroes;143 national mythology;144 museums and world’s fairs;145 po-

litical speech;146 household objects;147 clothing, medals, and language;148 and electronic media, to name 

just a few.149  
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Although perceptions are now evolving and new forms of interdisciplinary research are being ex-

plored, until recently there had not been an enormous amount of work done on fictional literature as a site 

of memory preservation. Perhaps the world of fiction is viewed by many as being just that, fictional, with 

no attachment to reality and too elitist a medium to have a strong impact. “[T]o write a poem after 

Auschwitz is barbaric,” famously declared Theodor Adorno. To Adorno and many other thinkers, fic-

tional representations of such cataclysmic events such as the Holocaust are not just worthless exercises 

but also morally deplorable. Ruth Franklin’s book, A Thousand Darknesses: Lies and Truth in Holocaust 

Fiction, takes a different stance.150 Franklin claims that Holocaust fiction fills in the gaps left by recorded 

history and personal accounts. Fiction, thus, creates a link between the data found in original documents, 

individual survivors’ pain, and the social reality that arose from ashes of those who perished.151 The role 

of fiction is, hence, to enrich memory and by extension history.  

Moreover, if one accepts wholesale the analysis of historical rhetoric by Hayden White in his 

seminal work, Metahistory, a distinction of merits between fiction and traditional historiography loses a 

lot of its salience.152 To White the historian is in essence a poet, who through dramatic reinterpretations of 

the past creates a compelling story for readers, and presents his or her argument in a way as to make that 

imagined world seem to have been concretely so. In the words of Vanessa Agnew, “theatricalizing and 

sentimentalizing the past lie at the very foundations of modern historical thought.”153 The historiographer 

Charles Bergquist wrote an article in 1986 calling for an increased dialogue between historiographers, 

social scientists, and literary critics. He claims that contemporary academic compartmentalization has 

gone too far and is now detrimental to the advancement of social knowledge. Bergquist reminds us, for 

example, of the influence of Balzac in the works of Marx and that of Zolá in the development of labor 

historiography. He also makes a direct connection between Gabriel García Márquez’ One Hundred Years 

of Solitude and the seminal works of the Dependencia School, such as the writings of Fernando Enrique 

Cardoso and Enzo Falleto.154  

Integrating disciplinary tools does not mean loss of methodological specificity. The historian 

must not discard the expertise and methodology of his or her field when analyzing a work of literature, 



A l t o é  | 44 
 

nor must a literary critic abandon his academic conventions in order to incorporate the historical variable 

into his exploration of the written word. Bergquist sees in the artificial separation of history from litera-

ture, which he calls the “stock-pile of knowledge,” the privation of historiographers of an illuminating 

tool to understand and decode the interconnected nature of the contemporary social/political totality.155  

Another thinker who sees the social/political/temporal totality represented in the pages of the 

world’s great literary authors is Mikhail Bakhtin. No utterance, no word, no discourse according to Bahk-

tin can escape the grip of its social, historical, spatial context that imbues them with intrinsic meaning. 

“All words have the ‘taste’ of a profession, a genre, a tendency, a party, a particular work, a particular 

person, a generation, an age group, the day and hour.156 These different “tastes” enter into a complex dia-

logue with past discourses, answering and changing them, and are inevitably formed in anticipation of a 

future response to their arguments. Bakhtin calls this dialogism. So conceived, utterances become social, 

historical markers of time and place and not mere objects of grammatical and stylistic purposes. This con-

ception of discourse imbues every verbal exchange, every daily interaction with the capacity to shape the 

social world where they take place. Verbal discourse, which is always a social phenomenon, represents a 

tense interaction “between different epochs of the past, between different socio-ideological groups in the 

present, between tendencies, school, circles and so forth.”157 He calls this multiplicity of voices within 

society and within language itself heteroglossia, which signifies that context will often reign over text, 

which is particularly true for the period of Brazilian literary history I study.   

Although this dialogism exists for Bakhtin in every type of discourse, certain uses of language are 

more conducive to the promotion of this natural polyvalence of language and meaning. At one end of the 

spectrum, we have authoritative discourse that does not incite dialogue but rather requires obedience. 

“Monologic belief systems (an authoritative state, a dominant religion) invariably hold that a single truth 

is contained in a single institution,” and try to centralize language and discourse to convey a naïve uni-

fied, simplified meaning.158 As previously stated, to rob the opposition of its dynamism, the Brazilian mil-

itary tried to silence naturally conflicting social voices to limit their influence on the formation of the lo-

cal social narrative. They attempted to create a unified social reality through the forging of a national uni-
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fied language. They used censure (the pen, the scissors, and the eraser but also the club and the cages) to 

silence those who deviated from the official narrative. In tandem, they employed subsidies to provide a 

pulpit for the kind of dialogue deemed acceptable—co-opting a number of cultural producers by provid-

ing monopolies in discourse production and economic incentives in exchange for obedience. In fact, be-

ginning in the 1970s the military regime became the greatest Maecenas of academia and the arts.    

On the opposite end of the spectrum from the centripetal tendencies of military speak, we have 

the centrifugal force of literary language and in particular that of the novel. “’The novel’ in the work of 

Mikhail Bakhtin is at once an empirical phenomenon and a transcendental category.”159 The novel is to 

Bakhtin an encyclopedia of time and space precisely because it is aware of the relativity of its voice. “The 

novel is the expression of a Galilean perception of language, one that denies the absolutism of a single 

and unitary language.160 The novel understands the relativism of its own language and does not claim to 

communicate an ultimate version of the social reality. It is a venue through which several different social 

worlds collide and where different social voices interact and shape each other. 

To Bakhtin, thus, the novel is the genre that is most dependent on change and can accommodate 

all other languages (including that of other genres, individuals, and social groups) within itself—for the 

voice of the author can only stand and be heard against a backdrop of the heteroglot voices of others.161 

Rodrigo, the narrator of Lispector’s A hora da estrela (The Hour of the Star) and himself a writer, an-

swers his own doubts on his abilities to write about peoples he does not know and experiences he has 

never lived by declaring: “he who lives knows, even without knowing that he knows.”162 Although a nov-

el’s author certainly has his or her own ideology, represents the viewpoints of a particular group and class 

(usually a privileged one), and might have a particular intent when writing, the novel always represents 

the familiarization of that author with another’s reality. This of course presumes different social groups 

interacting within the novel. “Translating and assimilating alien material is completed here not in the in-

dividual consciousness of the creators of novels: this process, lengthy and multi-staged, is accomplished 

in the literary-language consciousness of the epoch. Individual consciousness neither begins it nor ends it, 

but is part of its progress.”163 In other words, the author’s intentions, provenance, and personal prejudices 
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can hardly escape the inherent social logic that imbues the variety of voices present in the authentic novel. 

As says Rodrigo, the writer has an obligation to express the internal and external experiences of the I, 

“[t]his I that is you for I cannot bear to be only me.”164 Because the novelistic discourse is in a continuous 

and by its nature automatic dialogue with the messy, varied discourses of daily life, the novel is for Bakh-

tin the antitheses to the authoritative, canonized, nationalistic tendencies of official discourse that is typi-

cal of a repressive regime. The novel “deprive[s] [such discourse] of its naïve absence of conflict.”165  

Fighting the Authoritarian Chimera: The Weapons of the Weak 
In this section, we will see how Brazilian authors inserted themselves in a movement that charac-

terized the wider Latin American literary movement of the late 20th century where writers “wrote to exer-

cise [their] individual liberty” but also “wrote to express [their] share of the collective angst.”166 In the 

Brazilian literary scene after 1964, representing and often criticizing their immediate social world rather 

than preoccupations with language and style became the overriding concern for authors. The pen and the 

paper were their swords and shields, and the preservation of a memory that authentically represented their 

time was their tutelary charge.  

These were the “weapons of the weak,” which “‘are always weak weapons,’ but not for that in-

nocuous,” says Regina Dascaltangnè.167 The authors discussed in this thesis have become points of refer-

ence in their own genres. J.J. Veiga is a household name in sci-fi/fantastic literature and has undoubtedly 

influenced countless other writers who came after him and probably continues to do so. Themes that are 

so vivid in the work of Veiga such as the fusing of the body with the landscape, the defacing of both, and 

the limitation of individual agency are also central in the science fiction works of Braulio Tavares, such as 

his 1989 the collection of short stories, A espinha dorsal da memória (The Backbone of Memory).  

Lispector, for her part, has been elevated to the realm of national literary icon. Her influence is 

clear in the works or her contemporaries and of those writers who have followed her. In A hora da estrela 

(The Hour of the Star) we see the gradual process of dehumanization that is depicted in Nélida Pinon’s 

work, O calor das coisas (The Heat of Things), published in 1980. The sense of complete detachment 

from the usual human markers of social solidarity that dominates the work of J. G. Noll resonates with the 



A l t o é  | 47 
 

works of Lispector as well. These are two giants of Brazilian literature. The main character of Noll’s A 

fúria do corpo (The Body’s Fury) of 1981, like the protagonist of Lispector’s A hora da estrela, shows us 

an individual in a desperate search for a lost identity, with no attachment to personal or social history. 

Today, Lispector’s books are made available to the wider population through the flawed but expanding 

Brazilian education system. These works have also crossed genres to achieve a yet wider public, for they 

have inspired cinematic and theater productions, songs, television specials, and telenovelas.168  

These writer’s visions of the Brazilian social reality, therefore, have beat the odds of governmen-

tal obstructionism and ingrained themselves in the collective consciousness. These visions, which often 

conflicted with official historiography have entered the social dialogue and are adding to the heteroglossia 

of the national language, in the words of Bakhtin. They not only present us with different visions of Bra-

zil’s past, present, and future, but they also engage the public in an active dialogic exercise about Brazil’s 

identity, which is helping to shape our social/political development.  

Cracking Codes and Deciphering Allegories 
Juan Linz has said that a truly comprehensive work on the dynamics of authoritarianism “would 

have to discuss not only works by social scientists, but also literary writing.”169 This is particularly true of 

the Brazilian experience of the late 1960s and 1970s.  Because control and repression in the realms of 

journalism, television, music, and theater were considerably more oppressive than those exerted over lit-

erature, Brazilian authors “found themselves obliged to open space in their texts to the denunciation of 

arbitrary actions and crimes of the regime.”170 Filling a void of social/political criticism, content beat style 

as the main preoccupation of many authors and the social world invaded, altered, and sometimes contam-

inated these writers’ works. Fiction produced at this moment in Brazilian history has a very particular fla-

vor as compared to works of previous decades. Stylistically, the literature of the 1970s retook the realism 

of the 1930s that had been abandoned in favor of elliptical and stylized journeys through the human psy-

che and spirit. Now, literature takes on a para-journalistic role in order to describe life as is and adds to 

this descriptive mission a “metaphoric or fantastic” format, “that until then, had been practically unseen” 

among Brazilian authors, says the noted literary critic Siviano Santiago.171  
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These writings established an immediate and complicit relationship with readers, for they at-

tempted to document, preserve, and share “secrets that till [then] had been hidden, prohibited and trans-

gressive information.”172 Since a larger portion of Brazilians were being fed a simplified conception of 

the social experience through newspapers and television, the 1970s’ literary movement attempted, as a 

means of resistance and memory preservation, to articulate and communicate to an initiated middle-class 

the nefarious effects of processes related to military imposed modernity, such as frighteningly fast “tech-

nological changes, ideological terror, and political abandonment”.173 A literature of resistance developed 

and created in the pages of these books a “space of pain” in the words of Dalcastagné, “a place where 

memory is safeguarded to serve as example and for the shame of future generations.”174 The social reality 

was the anchor for most works produced at this period, although always presented through a language 

cloaked in subterfuges and allegories in order to avoid a direct confrontation or compromise with the pen, 

scissors, or club of censorship.175  

Two works show us how authors, despite their structural limitations, responded to a social world 

in upheaval. Sombra de Reis Barbudos (Shadows of Bearded Kings), by José J. Veiga, paints Brazil’s 

social reality through absurdity. Through fantasy and allegory, he creates a world where the gratuitous 

and arbitrary use of power give rise to a pervasive yet initially invisible form of violence that takes hold 

of a little town’s public life and then makes its way into their private existence. This violent power ulti-

mately pervades the townsfolk’s consciousness, changing them as individuals. If Veiga’s book works as 

testimony, a bizarre picture of reality, Clarice Lispector’s, A hora da estrela (The Hour of the Star) is a 

(codified) direct denouncement of the calamitous effects of unrestrained modernity on the lives of those 

devoid of a social/economic protective net. By following the journey of Macabéa as a poor migrant from 

Brazil’s rural Northeastern region to the industrializing city of Rio de Janeiro, we experience hand-in-

hand with her the mechanization of human existence. We feel Macabéa’s isolation and irrelevance, her 

poverty and hunger, the mind-numbing routine of working and sleeping without any particular life goal 

that marks her existence, and experience viscerally her total lack of self-consciousness. This is an emo-

tional study on the subject of subalternity. Here is the story of the voiceless Macabéa, who, like many 
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others in Brazil, has ceased to be a member of society to become a physical part of the capitalist machine, 

a mere screw in the modern engine that was to drive Brazil into the future.   

Lucas, the child narrator of Sombras de reis barbudos begins the tale by telling of the arrival of 

his uncle Baltazar in their small town with the dream of getting a company off the ground. Yet to realize 

his dream, Baltazar needs “capital or credit, which is the same thing.”176 Thus, the hunt for investors be-

gins. Things go well, at first. No one seems to know what the company produces, but the entire town is 

soon implicated in its affairs. Yet that “beautiful dream” would soon “degenerate into the calamitous Im-

provement Company of Taipara.”177 With outside money comes outside influence, and it soon becomes 

clear that “Baltazar does rule alone.”178 The unknown, foreign investors rise against the visionary old 

man, and soon after run him off town. “Right on the first days of the coup many linked to Baltazar were 

fired.”179 It is clearly impossible for this work to be removed from its immediate historical context.180  

This expresses the beginnings of the processes that led Latin American countries into the bureaucratic-

authoritarian regimes as described by O’Donnnell. Baltazar echoes the populist images of a Vargas and 

even more so of a Kubischek or Goulart. Just like them, he is a leader who attempts to bring innovation 

and modernity to his people by inviting foreign capital and its agents to enter the decision-making realm. 

These strangers and their allies, however, usurp power from the legitimate leader and eventually come to 

dictate the course of action for the Company and town.  

Reflecting the loss of freedom to communicate, the breaking of social bonds of solidarity, and the 

generalized segregation and isolation of the individual caused both by modernizing trends and widespread 

repression during the military regime, the new directors of the Company order the construction of walls 

all over Taibara.  “All of a sudden the walls, these walls” are everywhere, corrupting the peaceful, natural 

order of this small town.181 “From day to night [the walls] sprouted right, curved, broken, descending, 

ascending, dividing street in half according to the layout, separating friends, obscuring views, darkening, 

smothering.”182 The goal is to stop townsfolk from seeing each other and communicating with one anoth-

er. This is emblematic of the tighter control experienced by Brazilians after the passage of the AI-5 in 
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1968, of the increased surveillance of individual and group interactions to stunt political mobilization, 

activism, or even criticism of the regime.  

This fortification we see in the work of Veiga is also reflective of the physical segregation hap-

pening in Brazilian cities that started to take shape in the 1970s.  At around the same time this work was 

published, a boom in construction was overtaking Brazilian cities. Enclosed and monitored playgrounds, 

workspaces, and living quarters for the wealthy and upper middle-class were sprouting everywhere. With 

increasing economic inequality that came with Brazil’s insertion in the international capitalist system 

came increased urban violence.183 This violence, in turn, was used to justify “the proliferation of fortified 

enclaves [that have] created a new model of spatial segregation” in cities like São Paolo, Rio, and Brasilia 

that only accentuate the atomizing tendencies of modernization. This has “transformed the quality of pub-

lic life” in these swelling urban centers.184 This process turns the population away from communal urban 

spaces, abandoning these spaces to the poor, the marginal, and the criminal—labels that have begun to be 

used interchangeably by Brazilian elites.  

This physical segregation stunts the urban dialogue and democratic consolidation. “With so many 

walls everywhere tiring and dispiriting us, it was hard to know what was happening in the town, what the 

people thought and said.”185 In both realms, the fictional and the Brazilian reality, these developments 

create homogenized communities that do not interact and have little interest in one another, making im-

possible “the engagement of a variety of social groups in a political life in which common goals and solu-

tions would have to be negotiated,” says Caldeira.186 This process corrodes citizenship and exacerbates 

inequalities. The “undesirable” and the poor are barred from enclosed spaces to which they cannot afford 

admission (including sites of knowledge and social/political power). “The few people I would encounter 

had no clue about anything, nor were they in the mood to talk. Everywhere you looked all you saw were 

walls,” notes Lucas.187 This compartmentalizing of the social world affects all negatively. When the pres-

tige of Lucas’ father grows (he is an agent of the Company), he has a wall built around their house for 

protection. Lucas then notes: “the turns and twists [the wall] makes to keep away the undesirables prevail 
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against us as well.”188 Therefore, the rich also become prisoner to his own fear—a pampered caged ani-

mal in gilded modern structures.   

The breaking of channels of communication and public exchange is then followed by the devel-

opment of more institutionalized forms of repression that have as an aim the destruction of the will of the 

people to resist Company efforts. An authoritarian (with totalitarian tendencies) regime develops and 

slowly goes beyond the public sphere to infiltrate the day-to-day lives of the town’s inhabitants.  A truly 

repressive regime cannot do without censure. “To be able to come, the magician had contracted to only 

perform tricks that the Company had approved.”189 Lucas then asks: “What right has [the Company] to 

decide what was suitable or not for our viewing?”190 But most inhabitants are happy to be given any sort 

of distraction, sanitized or not.  

Yet the little liberty the Company gives with one hand, it takes away with the other. An array of 

bizarre restrictions are soon designed to limit interpersonal/group contact or merely their understanding of 

the developments that are taking place around them. Binoculars used to gaze at the multitude of vultures 

(an omen?) that invade the town from day to night are forbidden.191 Laughing in public becomes a grave 

offence.192 Even “to ask or inform someone of the time” turns into a dangerous exercise.193 Other re-

strictions seemed to sprout from the arbitrary nature of the regime’s power, enacted “just for the pleasure 

of prohibiting,” such as the restrictions “on spitting up” at the sky, carrying “water in a basket,” or cover-

ing “the sun with a sieve.”194 In this way, the regime gradually starts shaping the collective consciousness 

of the town inhabitants. All they could do was lower their heads and obey, which with time made them 

begin to behave like “harnessed horses,” sad animals who “do not have a will of their own” and who “can 

only go where they are led.”195 This subverted social order slowly becomes normal and most people in 

town come to tacitly accept this corrupted social contract. 

To seal the control of the social sphere, the company (like the military regime of Brazil) decides 

that a certain level of fear is called for—a cycle of punishment and deterrence ensues. At first subtle then 

pervasive, violence becomes a defining force in the town’s social relations. We see a gradual diffusion of 

power and violence throughout society, “a form of violence that is almost invisible” but soon “becomes 
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part of the individual’s intimacy” to then reach a quite radical level, says Nepomuceno.196 Company 

agents make house calls for the purpose of surveillance. Individuals who commit the least infringement of 

Company rules are arrested, disappeared, or even killed. Those who succeed in breaking the social barri-

ers imposed by the Company (i.e. climbing over the glass-encrusted walls) pay dearly. They are taken to 

the Company’s hospital where they are subjected to unthinkable horrors: the sewing of one’s right hand 

fingers to one another, the screwing a metal apparatus into one’s legs to stop them from bending, the at-

tachment of a leather bag filled with heavy weights to one’s wrist.197  

These horrors might seem like allegorical exaggerations, but in some ways they pale in com-

parison to the physical terror endured by many of Veiga’s fellow citizens. One must remember that by the 

end of the period of abertura in 1979, Brazil could count 10,000 political exiles, 4, 682 people who had 

been removed from office, 245 students who had been expelled from universities, nearly 400 people who 

had been killed or “disappeared,” and thousands who had suffered the physical and psychological effects 

of horrifyingly creative torture techniques.198  

An even more surreal form of physical abuse is presented to us by Nancy Scheper-Hughes in her 

article, “Min(d)ing the Body: On the Trail of Organ Stealing Rumors.” In the 1980s, Scheper-Hughes be-

gan to investigate rumors of illegal organ harvesting among the poor populations of Northeast Brazil. She 

first concluded that these were folkloric representations of the impotency that marks the indigent’s expe-

rience in the country. Yet “wild rumors, like metaphors, do sometimes harden into ethnographic 

‘facts.’”199 She discovered that in 1970s Brazil, “relations between academic and military hospitals in-

volving criminal organ transactions were flagrant.”200 According to her discoveries, the military directed 

doctors and surgeons in these institutions to keep “quotas of organs” that need to be available “on de-

mand.”201 These quotas were at times achieved by “chemically inducing the appearance of ‘brain death’ 

in seriously ill patients from the lowest classes who had been abandoned as charity patients” and who 

were, thus, wardens of the state.202 These despicable horrors would not be possible, however, if they were 

not viewed by a portion of the population as either inevitable or justified in the name of a greater good.                                                                                                                                                                             
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 Reshaping the collective consciousness of the population is a project shared by both the invisible 

Company executives of Taibara and the military generals of Brasilia. The most harrowing aspect of Som-

bras the reis barbudos is the Company’s ability to make the inhabitants of Taipara accept their absurd 

projects and violent methods. We do see resistance from some characters, such as the narrator Lucas and 

his colleagues who would write in the town walls, “DOWN WITH THE COMPANY,” at the risk of suf-

fering heavy punishment.203 Yet the majority merely accepts their new life circumstances and the violence 

their fellow neighbors endure, as if life could not possibly be any other way. The company is waging a 

war against individuals’ histories and memories and ingraining in their minds their own conception of the 

social experience:  “We had fallen into a detour where the idea of time did not belong, life was a long 

road without borders or signs … today mixed itself with yesterday and tomorrow did not exist even in 

dreams.”204 They were becoming numb to and accepting of the violence that pervaded their lives. In doing 

so, they were being transformed. “Mother used to say that we were turning into grass, and one day we 

would be eaten by cows and horses.”205 Through this passive acceptance, the population becomes accom-

plices of the Company’s bizarre projects and violent tactics. The Company, thus, succeeds in turning their 

private vision into the collective vision. 

Others do not merely accept but embrace this reign of terror with zeal. The most stark example of 

“voluntary surrender of the individual to the grips of violence is centered in the figure of the narrator’s 

father.”206 Lucas’ father is seduced by the influence that comes with an official Company title. He re-

ceives the type of respect given to those who have the power to both “harm and benefit” simply according 

to their whim.207 He even designs for himself a military-like uniform, “to inspire more respect,” he tells 

Lucas.208 Regina Dalcastagnè notes that “the uniform ... becomes the ‘exterior soul’ of the father, it does 

away with the man and gives rise to the agent—powerful, authoritarian, destructive,”209 He also defends 

Company business blindly (although he pretends to be in the know). The Company becomes for him “the 

sole reference for life, a model of existence, a nucleus of attitudes and beliefs.”210 Since the Company is 

his sole interest and preoccupation, Lucas’ father loses sympathy for the suffering of others, notably if 

that suffering is the result of Company action. Women would flock to his house, desperate to find infor-
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mation about their disappeared husbands and “he would open the way with brutality, pushing, slapping 

and sometimes hitting a child in the frenzy.”211 Lucas asks his father why so much sobbing, and he re-

plies, “Why did they not tell their husbands to walk the line? Now pay the price.”212 Job opportunities and 

the mere pleasure of believing himself a higher authority than others are powerful incentives for partici-

pation in the abusive projects of the Company and in the humiliation of his neighbors. 

Through the creation of a fantastic world, Veiga shows us how the military regime was able to 

mold the Brazilian social reality in order to infiltrate the minds of individuals. Clarice Lispector, in A ho-

ra da estrela (The Hour of the Star) makes the opposite journey. Through the construction and then de-

struction of a single character/person, the Northeast migrant Macabéa, Lispector highlights the effects of 

the macro-social and economic shifts of a speedy and uneven modernization effort in the Brazil of the 

1970s. The extremely particular existence of Macabéa speaks to the multitude of individuals who because 

of these social/political shifts find themselves living under the harshest of conditions. Macabéa is a case 

study for diaspora, subalternity, poverty, and alienation from the self and society.   

A hora da estrela speaks to the urban vs. rural, white/bourgeois vs. mixed race/poor divides that 

mark the transitioning Brazilian society of the 1970s (and to some extent of today). It precisely handles 

the tensions these divides create—tensions that we previously encountered (or deduced) in the pages of 

Chico Bento. Yet the difficult relationships that emerge with the collision of these two worlds is elided in 

the latter but made painfully clear in the former. Rodrigo S.M. is the narrator of the story and himself a 

writer. He is the creator of this wholly inept character of Macabéa. He tells the reader, “I limit myself to 

telling the feeble tales of a girl in a city made entirely against her.”213  Macabéa’s incompatibility with the 

new modern world that swallows her is not palliated through humor, as is Chico’s. “As often happens to 

so many nordestinos [Brazilians of Northeastern, usually rural, provenance], they are confronted with a 

socially, geographically, and morally hostile environment that, predominantly white and bourgeois, does 

not accept their otherness,” says Paola Jordão.214 Macabéa has no physical appeal and her health is shod-

dy. She barely escapes extreme poverty and the modern/urban obsession with hygiene baffles her.  
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Above all, Macabéa is intellectually flat; there is no depth of understanding in her. She is “empty, 

empty.”215 She is only connected to the larger world through Radio Relógio (Clock Radio) that she invari-

ably listens to in order to stay abreast of the “right time and culture.”216 Culture here means commercial 

announcements (that she loves) and innocuous trivia that Macabéa repeats incessantly without grasping 

their meaning—if meaning they have. She accepts the order of the world, she obeys, and she continues 

breathing. She has never learned or, as Rodrigo says, had the courage to hope.217 Macabéa has never ex-

perienced better ways of living and, thus, has “accepted that with her [life] was ‘just so.’”218 She had ar-

guably experienced worse, however, having come from the famished, violently harsh Northeast, living 

under the watchful eye of a zealous and abusive aunt. In Lispector’s work neither country nor the city are 

eulogized as they are in Chico Bento. So why upset the order of things with questions that could lead to 

dangerous knowledge? “Not knowing was an important part of her life,” for knowing elicits wants and 

desires that frighten her.219 For how is she to fulfill those needs? 

But even knowing what one’s needs are requires self-understanding. Now, Macabéa’s lack of 

worldly understanding is only surpassed by her lack of self-awareness. This is where the truly devastating 

nature of this story lies. “[A]s it happens she had no conscience of herself and did not complain, she even 

thought that she was happy.”220 To Claudia Nina, the silence of Macabéa (and of other characters like her 

in the works of Lispector) represents her exile from the world that engulfs yet keeps her at a distance. 

More importantly, it is symptomatic of her internal exile.221 Risking self-knowledge is a plunge she is not 

willing to take. “If she was stupid enough to ask ‘who am I?’ she would fall flat and full to the floor,” 

says Rodrigo.222 Her suffering and unease (often expressed through physical symptoms for she is unaware 

of her emotional malaise) are not enough to shake her passivity. “Want to know what else I learned [from 

Radio Relógio]?” she asks Olímpico, her one flimsy and unfruitful chance at romance in the novel. “They 

told me that I should have joy for living. And so I do,” for what else can she do?223 Macabéa accepts her 

indoctrination without any resistance for she is afraid to ask questions, for “she does not know how to 

scream.”224 When Olímpico asks Macabéa to tell him a bit about herself, she is stunned. “Why such 

shock?” he asks. “Aren’t you a person? People talk about people.” To which Macabéa responds, “Forgive 
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me but I don’t think I’m much of a person.”225 She lives in a modern, impersonal society to which she is 

wholly replaceable, “she’s a hair in the soup,” barely a person.226 Thus, she has a hard time seeing herself 

as one. 

This “sappy story of a chapbook,” might seem to simply pertain to this pathetic nitwit of a charac-

ter, Macabéa. But it aims much further. It is a cry against the nefarious effects of the path society has cho-

sen for itself. It is also a pleading for those who like Macabéa are collateral damage of this frenzied jolt 

ahead towards “progress” to wake up from their silent slumber and “reclaim their right to scream.”227 In 

fact, the narrator, Rodrigo S.M., tells us that “[t]his story takes place during a state of emergency and of 

public calamity.” He feels oppressed by the facts. He claims not to want to know, but feels compelled to 

voice these people’s hopelessness, to give voice to the silent Macabéa and the “millions of others like 

her.”228 He explains: “of course this story is true although invented.”229 Given the changes affecting the 

traditional lifestyles of country folk, these “diaspora subjects are forced to flee the poverty associated to 

that environment, as well as the (in)direct threat of violence that is associated with it,” says Jordão.230 

They move to the city to construct for themselves a new identity but find that although needed they are 

despised, rejected, or at best ignored. They are “easily replaceable and could as well exist as not exist.”231   

Indeed, for Macabéa the city means her symbolic then physical end. In this “technical society 

[…] she was a disposable screw.”232 In A hora da estrela, Macabéa and the four other girls with whom 

she shares a room (and the many others like them) do not live; they are “organic simplicity,” living organ-

isms in the most primordial form.233 In this context, where the lower rungs of the population were at the 

same time tools for the advancement of modern industry and byproducts of this same system, their lives 

can be understood as a “a long meditation about nothingness.”234 Their silent fight is not for rights or for 

better life conditions. They fight simply to stay alive, to keep intact the “impersonal limbo” which they 

inhabit.235 They fight to breathe, to repeat the same daily routine without awareness (self or otherwise), 

holding on to life by pure animal instinct without knowing if there is a purpose to it all or without experi-

encing the most mediocre of pleasures that could make this aimless journey palatable. Tragically, the only 

moment Macabéa shows any aptitude or grace is the moment of her death. Like the feeling of hunger, 
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which does not need to be taught or rehearsed, death is innate knowledge at its most pure form. As she 

lies on a curb dying after being run over by a modern, foreign car with her blood coiling around cobble 

stones, she allows herself to want, to come alive, to awaken from her impersonal and passive slumber. 

This is her “hour of the star.” 

Macabéa lives a tragic existence, but she is not the only one in danger of experiencing symbolic 

death. Through the character of the narrator, this social critique gains in scope. Subalternity does not only 

affect the migrant minority; it concerns all who are not chummy with the powers that be. If Macabéa was 

an accident of life, Rodrigo only escapes this fate “because he writes, which is an act which is a fact.”236 

Thus, Lispector brings into her narrative the project of the literary field of her time: resistance through 

remembrance. Like Lispector herself, who mostly chose to populate her pages with the workings of her 

inner-world and subjects of an intimate nature, Rodrigo alludes that he might have preferred a different 

subject than that of this sad soul. But “[reality] surpasses” him.237 He cannot fight the pressure of facts 

“[A]nd so he screams.”238 He screams because Macabéa and the likes of her cannot. And so he writes “so 

that real names are given to things.”239 The word is his (the writer’s) salvation from total obscurity for the 

writer is also a subaltern character. “Through this young woman I give my cry of horror to life. To the life 

that I love so much.”240 Rodrigo (who as a writer is a freakish monster to the upper class, a destabilizing 

force to the middle class, and a mythical creature to the lower class), sees for himself no place in the 

world. He sees in Macabéa his own transformation from subject to object. “I see the nordestina looking 

herself in the mirror and—drum rolls—and in the mirror appears my face.”241 Unlike her, however, Ro-

drigo has a purpose and a way out. Register this ugly reality, and save himself and others from “d[ying] 

symbolically everyday.”242 

Indeed, this seems to be the conclusion reached by these two works: resistance is the only digni-

fied way out of the oppressive conditions experienced by both Veiga and Lispector’s characters but also 

by Brazilians. “We accept everything because we have already kissed the wall,” says Rodrigo.  “But be-

hold, I suddenly feel my last sneer of indignation and I howl: the carnage of doves!!!”243 These authors 

present situations that seem insurmountable. An authoritarian government that tries to control every as-
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pect of public life; defaces, compartmentalizes, and restricts the landscape; destroys social networks of 

solidarity; and infiltrates the minds of individuals with pervasive violence is the picture painted by Veiga. 

As for Lispector, her Macabéa crashes straight forward against an impersonalized, cold, modernizing 

world that transforms individuals into atomized, apathetic, powerless beings that either serve a practical 

purpose to the system or are treated as obsolete objects. It may appear that there is “no possible fight, why 

fight?”244 But fight one must. Be it by documenting and screaming their own and others’ realities as in A 

hora da estrela. Be it by imagining an alternative world, as is the case in Sombra dos reis barbudos.  

Little by little, the folk of Taipara learn to fly and begin to escape the grips of the Company. We 

learn that they are not really flying; it is a case of “[c]ollective hallucination”245 Far from being a disease, 

as suspects Lucas, this is their “medicine … [a]gainst the madness that had overtaken their lives.”246 Just 

by imagining (or recording) an alternative, perhaps more equitable reality, they were on the path towards 

making that reality come to pass. This is precisely what Brazilian authors, other artists, and intellectuals 

attempted to do through their work even while being crushed by the weight of the military repressive fist. 

They attempted, and I argue succeeded, in presenting to their contemporaries and preserving for future 

generations aspects of the Brazilian social experience that were being wiped out from public conscious-

ness. In this way, survivors of the regime and future generations would be able to use this “stockpile of 

knowledge,” as says Bergquist, to reconstruct a wealthier and healthier Brazilian collective identity once 

the time and circumstances were more favorable. 

Concluding Remarks:  

The Wakening of Clandestine Memories and a Quest for Meaning and 

Identity  

When compared to other countries in Southern Europe and Latin America that experienced long 

periods of authoritarianism and then transitioned to democracy, Brazil so far stands out for its incapacity 

or even refusal to recognize the wrongdoings of those in charge or mourn those who succumbed to state 
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repression. This movement towards accountability and remembrance was neither easy nor linear in Bra-

zil’s neighboring nations.247  However, the up-swell of civil society activism and the political tug-of-war 

surrounding these issues were undeniable in Chile, Argentina, and Uruguay. Where were Brazil’s ver-

sions of Chile’s Vicaria de la Solidaridad or Argentina’s Mothers of the Plaza de Mayo to shake political 

elites into action? By contrast and as previously mentioned, in Brazil the first (unsuccessful) attempt to 

establish a Truth Commission to investigate crimes committed by the military regime was not made until 

2009—24 years after the official end to authoritarianism. Using loop-holes in the Amnesty law of 1979 

(which pardoned political exiles and prisoners but also shielded military personnel from persecution), a 

clandestine project to document military human rights abuses was carried out through the sponsorship of 

the São Paolo Archdiocese, which resulted in Brasil: nunca mais (Brazil: No More) in 1985. The shock-

waves one would expect from the unveiling of such extensive violence, violence used to dominate socie-

ty, never materialized, however. An insulated political elite, which was detached from civil society, which 

for its part had yet to develop deep connections with the lower-rungs of the population resulted instead in 

a paralysis of memory and debate surrounding Brazil’s recent experience.248 Moreover, said amnesty law 

has yet to be seriously challenged.249  

 This can be best explained by two complementary processes. First, the peculiar form in which the 

Brazilian democratic transition began and was carried through and by the political institutions ingrained 

with remnants of authoritarianism it engendered. It can also be explained by the stealthy and sophisticated 

way in which the military and its allied elites ruled Brazil, sinking their claws so deeply into society’s 

psyche that they were able to preserve in the larger population a sense of self-determination and agency 

that was mostly fictitious. The cultural coup described in this thesis was essential in accomplishing this 

end.  

As we saw, the military espoused a vision for Brazil that encompassed the tropical, mixed-race, 

paradisiacal past where internal cleavages and conflicts were erased. It also included a present unencum-

bered by moral questions of human rights abuse, limitations of civil liberties, or inequality for these re-

grettable but said necessary realities were justified by the need for “order and progress.” To close this as-



A l t o é  | 60 
 

cending succession of dramas, the regime put forth a future where the modern, prosperous Brazilian citi-

zen would join the other power brokers of the world. This mythological and ideational trilogy composed 

in the name of unification and progress needs to be problematized. Indeed, it seems to be buckling under 

the combined weight of the needs of the present and future, and the persistence of the past. The time 

seems to finally have arrived when those alternative memories that have been lying dormant in the blind 

spots of the system, protected from destruction by secondary means of memory preservation (e.g. litera-

ture), to re-emerge and help Brazilians restructure this lacking conception of their social reality.  

Today’s Brazil seems to be at a pivotal point in its evolution as a country. In the forefront of re-

gional politics, and as an aspiring all around global power, Brazil is trying to claim its place in the apex of 

international politics and society.250 Fiscal and social reforms have combined with a commodities boom 

to lift 40 million individuals out of poverty and into the middle-class in less than two decades.251 The 

country has recently discovered one of the largest reserves of oil in the world of the last quarter centu-

ry.252 Public institutions still are, to a great extent, mired in corruption and are heavily influenced by par-

ticularistic interests. Yet, they seem to be making a slow but positive ascent toward more democratic, just 

practices and the defense of the common good.253 Civilian control over the military appears to be estab-

lishing itself and the country’s judicial system, a notoriously ineffective and privileged institution, has 

finally started to tackle corruption cases involving the country’s sheltered political elite.254 The greater 

confidence of the Brazilian judiciary can be seen in the recent 10-year prison sentence handed down to 

José Dirceu de Oliveira e Silva, Lula’s former chief of staff for a vote-buying scheme—a “precedent-

setting shif[t] in a political culture in which impunity in corruption cases has traditionally prevailed.”255   

These factors are creating three promising dynamics for the uncovering of a richer national past. 

First, Brazil’s diplomatic, economic, and institutional advancements are inspiring in Brazilians a new 

pride. But they are also giving rise to pent-up demand for accountability and increased levels of public 

confidence needed to tackle difficult issues that had been pushed out of society’s consciousness. Another 

factor is the higher standards of living and levels of education experienced by an expanding section of the 

population, which is now exposing millions of individuals to parts of their history that most likely eluded 
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them for most of the recent past. Memories kept hidden in the works of artists, for example, now have the 

opportunity to expand their reach even further. Higher standards of living and education also mean greater 

exposure to international representations of Brazil that differ much from those presented at home.256 This 

creates an environment where the public is more prone to ask questions and more forceful in demanding 

responses. Finally, the above mentioned developments have combined with Brazil’s greater international 

visibility and its wish to assume more responsibility in the management of world affairs to result in great-

er political willingness to undertake unresolved human rights issues at home—an essential step towards 

the construction of an image of Brazil as a reliable regional and global player and leader.257 Thus, the 

question of Brazil’s identity has shot to the forefront of political and social discourses.  

With it has reemerged the question of the national collective memory, for “[m]emory is the foun-

dation of self and society … Without memory, the world would cease to exist in any meaningful way.”258 

Many questions still beg to be answered and the works of Veiga, Lispector, and even de Sousa’s (if only 

through omission) help us answer these questions. When added to the multitude of other resistance meth-

ods (e.g. oral traditions, other art forms, academic production), these alternative voices are speaking more 

confidently and louder. The lead fist of the regime has lost some of its political weight. Essential ques-

tions about the Brazilian experience are beginning to receive the attention they deserve. Whose voices are 

to be heard in national debates about the shaping of identity and future aspirations? Whose and what sto-

ries deserve to be included in the formation of a national consciousness? What parts of the country’s past 

will be kept, and which parts are to be discarded? Where were these memories kept? Finally, who is to 

arbitrate this debate, who is to be the master of national memory and consciousness? 

The popular truism, “Brazil: the country of the future,” canonized by Stefan Zweig, no longer 

holds inspirational sway. This elusive, perhaps humorously perverse trope has been dethroned by an im-

patience to make of Brazil a country of the present.259 But for Brazil to structure its relationship with the 

rest of the world, and more importantly to structure the national inter-group relations (e.g. organized civil 

society, the government, the industrial elite, intellectual elites, ethnic and minority groups, the military) 

that will undergird the long-term stability needed to accomplish its ambitions, a firmer idea of what 
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makes Brazil Brazil will have to be established. This identity will never cease to be contested to a certain 

extent, but the more inclusive the dialogue surrounding it, the more stable it will be. In other words, as 

constructivists in international relations would say, Brazil must reconstruct, at least partially, its identity. 

In literature in particular, and in the cultural production of the country in general, Brazil has a formidable 

tool to guide it in its journey towards adulthood as a nation.   
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