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NOTE ON TERMINOLOGY AND ORTHOGRAPHY

Like the historical actors in this book, I use the word Itaipu to refer both to
the dam itself and to the enterprise that built and administered it, the Itaipu
Binational Corporation.

Throughout the book, farmers, families, and communities are used inter-
changeably to describe the populations that mobilized against Itaipu. This
matches the phrasing used by participants at the time. The most common
terms for individuals were colono (settler) or agricultor (farmer), and “family”
was the unit most commonly used to describe the number of people whose
lands would be flooded.

The category of “landless” (sem terra) covers a wide range of rural Brazilians
who did not own the legal deed to the lands they worked. Among others, this
includes squatters (posseiros), tenant farmers (arrendatdrios), sharecroppers
(parceiros), day laborers (empregados), and itinerant workers (boias-frias).

The term farmer was applied to both landowning and landless farmers.
When I discuss the Justice and Land Movement as a whole, farmer refers to
all participants, landed and landless alike. When it is necessary to distinguish
between the two, I most often use the labels of landed farmers and landless
peasants, although the former are sometimes referred to just as farmers, and
the latter are also described as peasants, peasant farmers, landless farmers, or
landless workers.

Because the present narrative focuses almost exclusively on the Brazilian
portion of Itaipu’s history, I have chosen to use the Portuguese spelling for
all place-names and proper nouns in the triple frontier area between Brazil,
Paraguay, and Argentina.

Although Guarani (with'an accented /) is the spelling for the ethnolinguis-
tic group common to southern Brazil and Paraguay, the specific community
involved at [taipu is the Ava-Guarani, spelled with an unaccented i.

All translations are my own.
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INTRODUCTION

History as Seen from the Countryside

The area was at the mercy of the waters, presenting a vast scene of ruin
and desolation. Wandering along the almost 200 kilometers from Foz
do Iguagu to Guaira, bordering the Parand River, was a painful experi-
ence. It gave the impression of circulating among the rubble caused by
a catastrophe.

—JUVENCIO MAZZAROLLO, A TAIPA DA INJUSTICA

On October 13, 1982, the diversion locks of the Itaipu Binational hydroelectric
dam closed for the first and final time. To power the turbines of what would
become the largest dam in the world, nearly thirty billion cubic meters of
water spread out behind Itaipu. When the flooding stopped two weeks later,
the dam’s reservoir stood as the biggest artificial lake in existence. Previously,
this water would have flowed downstream as part of the Parana River, the
natural dividing line that formed the border between southwestern Brazil and
eastern Paraguay. But driven by the geopolitical tensions of the Cold War,
the neighboring dictatorships of Brazil and Paraguay had collaborated on a
project of unparalleled scale that blocked the river and formed a reservoir
covering 1,350 square kilometers, equivalent to roughly half the state of Rhode
Island.' Shocked by the catastrophic scale of the flooding, observers watched
the rising waters slowly engulf what had been some of South America’s most
fertile agricultural landscapes.

The Itaipu flood was the most important step in completing what Brazil's
military government heralded as “the Project of the Century.” Shortly after seiz-
ing power in a 1964 coup, the dictatorship began pursuing a massive energy
complex in the Parand borderlands; only a decade earlier, Brazil was still gen-
erating most of its domestically produced energy from firewood, charcoal, and
sugarcane by-products.” As the new regime oversaw the murder, torture, and
imprisonmentof thousands of its own citizens, it also pushed for a hydroelectric



dam intended to galvanize a new era of modernization. The dictatorship envi-
sioned this project as the touchstone of Brazil’s rise as a global power.

From an engineering standpoint, the Parana River offered unmatched hy-
droelectric potential, a strategic location on one of Latin America’s largest
river systems, and proximity to the industrial zones of Sao Paulo that enabled
the efficient transmission of energy. And, more important, given the authori-
tarian context of the time, the area surrounding Itaipu was rural and sparsely
populated, and its inhabitants had never posed a political threat to the current
regime. Government leaders, however, did not anticipate that communities
living in Itaipu’s flood zone would rise up in response.

Beginning in the 1970s, farmers, peasants, and indigenous groups in west-
ern Parana staged a series of land encampments and protests that occupied
national headlines and drew solidarity from many of Brazil’s most influential
opposition groups. Magnified by the international spotlight cast on the Itaipu
dam and propelled by the growth of pro-democracy forces throughout the
country, the struggle of these rural borderland communities was elevated into
a referendum on the dictatorship itself.

By the time of the 1982 flood, a resurgent wave of opposition had loos-
ened the military’s grip on power. Over the previous decade, trade union-
ists, human rights activists, students, urban shantytown dwellers, progressive
clergy, politicians, and grassroots networks across Brazil had mobilized to
demand the return of democracy. Seeking to stem the tide of popular pro-
test, the military government initiated a series of political reforms intended
to maintain control of the return to civilian rule. The official contours of this
transition coalesced around the 1979 policy of abertura, the Portuguese word
for “opening” The abertura included an amnesty law that allowed exiles to
return home, the formation of new political parties, and direct elections in
1982 for all positions except the presidency—elections that took place only a
few weeks after the Itaipu flood.? The rhetoric and policies of abertura implied
that a return to civilian rule was increasingly likely, but daily life under military
rule suggested a different reality. Despite the official progress of democratization,
repression continued to take many forms, including false imprisonment; abusive
labor, economic, and urbanization policies; and, as we shall see, the mass dis-
placement caused by the Itaipu megaproject.

As Brazil's military navigated what would become its final years in power,
Itaipu symbolized both the legacy of dictatorship and the incomplete promise
of a democratic future. In the face of a potential regime change—the dictator-
ship handed over power in March 1985—the Itaipu dam stood as a monument
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to military rule that would remain in place long after the return of civilian
rule. As such, Itaipu provided a physical link between dictatorship and de-
mocracy. And in the context of abertura, Itaipu also provided an arena where
the very notions of dictatorship and democracy were contested by popular
movements and military leaders.

For nearly a decade, rural communities mobilized against Itaipu and against
the Brazilian state, primarily under the banner of the Justice and Land Move-
ment (MJT, Movimento Justiga e Terra). By calling attention to the mistreatment
of local farmers, the myT undermined the dictatorship’s triumphalist narrative
of development and progress. Over the course of its two defining events—
protest camps in front of Itaipu’s offices and construction site in 1980 and 1981—
the group withstood a prolonged standoff with military authorities and won a
series of concessions, both material and symbolic. After nearly twenty years of
dictatorship, Brazil's democratic opening was believed to be forthcoming, but
the exact path of the transition remained unclear. With the specter of the flood
looming, groups in the Parana borderlands confronted an appendage of the dic-
tatorship and showcased a particular form of politics and rural resistance.

But the immediate backdrop of dictatorship told only part of the story.
Long before the 1964 coup, rural violence and rural inequality had existed re-
gardless of whether Brazil was under military or civilian rule. Western Parana
was no exception. For communities displaced by Itaipu, both the dam and the
official period of dictatorship marked less an isolated rupture than an escala-
tion of abusive policies and incidents in the countryside. The flood uprooted
over forty thousand people, most of whom were either title-holding farmers,
landless peasants, or the Ava-Guarani Indians.* For these three key groups,
the fight at Itaipu functioned as a protest against dictatorship and a larger
challenge to the marginalized status of rural Brazil.

From the perspective of the dominated rural classes, democracy repre-
sented more than simply the absence of dictatorship, more than a return to
the pre-1964 status quo. Rather, these groups interpreted the abertura as an
opening in which to create a new social order. These alternative visions for
democracy included political rights like those being fought over in the urban
theaters of abertura, but they were premised above all on the question of agrar-
ian rights in the countryside. By shifting the focus to experiences like those at
Itaipu, the dichotomy implied by the terms dictatorship and democracy begins
to dissolve. As a military-era conflict linked to a long history of repression and
contestation in the countryside, the history of Itaipu challenges the official pe-
riodization of modern Brazil.
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Although these three groups lived in the same marginalized rural part of
the country, and although they confronted the same immediate obstacle of dis-
placement, they did not form a unified front. The mobilizations against Itaipu
exposed a deeply rooted series of internal conflicts. Along with race, class, and
ethnic divisions, hierarchies also emerged from diverging perceptions of land.
Despite the importance of the waters that formed the dam’s reservoir basin
and powered its turbines, in many ways the history of Itaipu is a history not
of water but of land. As such, this book knowingly focuses less on the techno-
logical details and the ecological consequences of building the world’s largest
hydroelectric project.’ Instead, it is guided by the following questions: what
did the flooded lands mean to different rural groups, how did those meanings
shape these groups’ experience both before and after the flood, and why has the
fight for land lingered as a constant feature of Brazilian society? These ques-
tions are relevant to any number of examples. But as a case study that brings
together three different populations in the countryside, Itaipu offers a particu-
larly powerful lens for viewing the history of Brazil from a rural perspective.

During Brazil’s uncertain path out of dictatorship, these competing re-
lationships to land determined which groups could be seen as valid stake-
holders in the nation’s democratic future. In the Parana borderlands, only the
title-holding farmers—almost all of European origin—became visible in na-
tional debates over political rights and citizenship. These farmers sought more
money for their flooded properties, took the leading role in organizing the
MJT protest camps, and successfully forced the government to increase expro-
priation prices. To be sure, these small-scale farmers continued to occupy a
marginalized sector of society even after the flood, but their ability to purchase
new lands elsewhere helped them navigate the challenges of displacement.

Landless and indigenous communities, in contrast, had neither the legal nor
the social resources of their landed neighbors. Despite participating actively in
the myT, the landless received almost nothing in the final agreement negoti-
ated by the movement’s leadership. And aside from a few scattered gestures of
solidarity, the neighboring farmers ignored the Ava-Guarani. After being over-
looked in the initial fight at Itaipu, these displaced groups formed new move-
ments that mobilized, respectively, for agrarian reform and for indigenous
rights. Whereas the MjT disbanded its campaign before Itaipu’s flood—once it
had secured most of its financial goals—the landless and indigenous demands
for structural change in the countryside endured long afterward.

This book follows a dual narrative. On the one hand, the case of Itaipu
highlights the continuity of land struggles before, during, and after military
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rule. The mobilizations at Itaipu belonged to a larger history of collective ac-
tion in the Brazilian countryside, as the fight for access to land and agrarian
reform persisted across time and forms of government. In this sense, the his-
tory at Itaipu cannot be reduced to a history of dictatorship. Yet, on the other
hand, the size of the dam and its centrality to the military regime also trig-
gered a series of profound changes that were, in fact, conditioned by dictator-
ship. What changed was not necessarily the nature of the underlying issues
but rather the scale: the process of confronting the centerpiece of the mili-
tary’s development program cultivated new levels of political consciousness
and connected rural livelihoods to national solidarity networks. To this day,
displaced farmers describe their movement as a “big political classroom” and
a “laboratory of consciousness” where they learned to fight against authoritar-
ian rule. And despite having their demands overruled within the mMyT, many
landless peasants still credit the campaign at Itaipu with providing the early
catalyst for their subsequent campaigns. This mobilizing effect proved partic-
ularly important as the landless communities went on to establish a group in
western Parana that played a pivotal—and almost entirely overlooked—role
in the 1984 creation of the Landless Workers Movement (MsT, Movimento
dos Trabalhadores Sem Terra), which has since become one of the largest
social movements in the Western Hemisphere.® Similarly, the Avd-Guarani
underwent their own process of politicization, using the highly visible target
of Itaipu to amplify the long-standing indigenous struggle for territorial and
ethnic sovereignty.

In the context of abertura, each of the displaced groups sought to position
itself as a legitimate social force by basing its campaign on the dictatorship’s
own laws. The landed farmers relied on the 1967 Constitution to advocate
for increased financial compensation, and the landless peasants appealed to
the 1964 Land Statute to demand agrarian reform. The Ava-Guarani, for their
part, cited the 1973 Indian Statute to protect both their territorial rights as In-
dians and their political rights as citizens—what Tracy Devine Guzman calls
the challenge of how to be Native and national at the same time.” By relying
on military laws as a source of political currency, rural Brazilians showed that
despite their exclusion from the normative progress of abertura, democracy
nonetheless existed as a tangible concept to be invoked by any group wishing
to advance their hopes for a more equal society.

As we shall'see throughout this book, these movements did not always
achieve their goals, nor did they all reach a sense of mainstream legitimacy.
But for the displaced communities, the process of taking a stand against a
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violent dictatorship changed the perception—if not always the realities—of
what could be accomplished in the countryside.

This evolution of political consciousness constituted an unintended con-
sequence of the Itaipu megaproject. Although designed as an instrument to
affirm state power, in practice the project actually accelerated collective ac-
tion against the dictatorship. The dam did achieve most of its geopolitical and
financial goals, but this came at the cost of exposing the contradictions be-
tween ideologies of state-directed development and democratic citizenship.?
The peripheral nature of western Parand meant that before Itaipu’s construc-
tion, local farmers had had little contact with the military government; in
interviews, many farmers recalled that the dam represented their first direct
encounter with the military regime, often using the terms Itaipu and govern-
ment interchangeably. When the MjT emerged to confront Itaipu, its mem-
bers initially aimed not to challenge military rule but to defend their lands.
The movement, however, soon became increasingly politicized, in large part
owing to the work of progressive clergy and opposition leaders at the local
and regional level, but also because news of the abertura traveled by word of
mouth and through newspapers and radio programs. By providing the impe-
tus for grassroots mobilizations in the emerging context of democratization,
the Itaipu dam created opposition to military rule in the very spaces the dicta-
torship saw as politically benign and thus ideal for its geopolitical ambitions.

It must be noted that the size of Itaipu and its importance to the dictator-
ship made outright opposition to the dam dangerous and futile. The MjT never
objected to the construction of the dam per se but rather to how government
authorities treated the displaced communities.® The claimed injustice was not
that the project would flood smallholders homes but that Itaipu’s below-mar-
ket compensation package violated the farmers’ legal rights. The 1967 Consti-
tution stipulated that expropriations done in the name of the public interest
be paid at “a fair price,” and the mjT demanded that farmers receive the actual
value of the flooded properties—leaving aside, for the most part, the nonfi-
nancial goals of landless and indigenous families. The myT fought for Itaipu
to increase its compensation by an average of roughly USs5,000 per family, a
relatively small sum for a project with a budget that soared to nearly USs$20
billion. In public, Itaipu’s leadership claimed it could not increase land prices
because the added costs would slow construction on the dam. These public
statements were often couched in Itaipu’s stated commitment to treating the
displaced.communities in a “fair, Christian, and just” manner. Yet internal
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documents and the context of democratization reveal a different story: the
dictatorship knowingly misled the farmers and refused to meet their demands
in an attempt to control the narrative surrounding Itaipu. During the abertura
the conflict at Itaipu functioned as a battle for public opinion over who held
the legitimacy to determine Brazil’s future.

From October 1982 onward, the dam and its immense flood zone became
a permanent vestige of dictatorship. Even the most inclusive political vic-
tories of the abertura appear temporary compared to the long-term impact
of Itaipu; direct elections and democratic freedoms might return, but the
flooded homes never would. Yet Itaipu also represented a different legacy, one
of struggle and rural resistance. And whereas the flood’s physical impact was
most immediately felt in the surrounding area, the political lessons forged at
Itaipu reverberated far beyond the Parana borderlands.

By exploring the full range of experiences that converged at the Itaipu dam,
this book offers a new approach to the social and political histories of modern
Brazil. Itaipu was an arena of social conflict as much as it was an energy source
and a geopolitical monument. It projected rural livelihoods into national de-
bates over land, development, and political legitimacy. And in what became
the twilight of Brazil’s dictatorship, the clashes at Itaipu showcased how a rela-
tively small number of Brazilians in a supposedly isolated borderland could
articulate a rural-based vision of democracy at a national level.°

This book has two primary goals. The first is to show how the dictatorship
was experienced in the countryside. Rather than focusing on large urban cen-
ters, this book inverts the conceptual and geographic lens often used to study
Brazil’s era of authoritarian rule. Even as some scholars of the abertura have
moved away from the canonical studies of political parties, labor unions, and
elite social networks, the overwhelming majority still concentrate on the urban
centers of Sao Paulo, Rio de Janeiro, and Brasilia.! While these cities served
as major theaters of democratization, the implication is that events in urban
zones reverberated outward at a similar—or slightly delayed—timescale across
Brazil. In contrast with much of this literature, I show how rural Brazil served
as a pivotal site for both the exercise of dictatorship and the practice of resis-
tance. The history of mobilization at Itaipu offers original insights into how
struggles for land interacted with broader themes of dissent and democracy.

The booKs second goal is to look inside the grassroots movements to reveal
the shifting.meanings-of land and legitimacy. Farmers of European descent,
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racially diverse landless peasants, and the Ava-Guarani not only confronted
Itaipu and the military regime but also, through internal disputes over strate-
gies and demands, defended their own conception of land and its role in their
particular goals for a future society. Existing scholarship on the Brazilian coun-
tryside, while robust, tends to focus on one particular group: either farmers,
peasants, or Indians, almost never in connection to one another.? The case of
Itaipu, in contrast, brings together a uniquely wide spectrum of rural liveli-
hoods, through which I explore the complexities of politics, identity, and
struggle in the countryside. The differences among the displaced communities
help explain why certain farmers attained mainstream legitimacy while others,
despite mobilizing against the same immediate threat, remained invisible in
Brazil’s reemerging culture of democracy.

These two interventions situate the fight at Itaipu both within and beyond
the transition from authoritarian rule. The political climate of the time helped
transform the myT’s struggle for higher expropriation payments into an ex-
plicit critique of the military regime. Yet the underlying questions of rural
citizenship and agrarian rights did not fit neatly into the dominant framework
of the abertura. The main protests in Brazilian cities focused on reversing
the repressive policies of military rule, but even before the dictatorship, rural
communities had rarely benefited from the political freedoms that democ-
ratization would ostensibly return. At Itaipu, displaced communities instead
mobilized around an issue that long predated the 1964 coup: land. The farmers
connected their struggle to the national fight for democracy, but at its core,
theirs was a fight unmoored from the immediate context of dictatorship. The
underlying problem at Itaipu—access to land and its impact on political le-
gitimacy—emerged long before and persisted well after the official return of
democracy in 198s.

This book ties together some of the most important narratives in the mak-
ing of modern Brazil: development, authoritarian rule, and social protest.
At the same time, the history of Itaipu also makes visible the enduring reali-
ties of life in the countryside. Far too often, rural livelihoods have remained
overlooked and isolated from the national polity. In spite of this exclusion,
rural communities have formed complementary, if not entirely independent,
attachments to ideas of nationhood and progress. The point here is not to
overstate the political impact of rural Brazilians like those at Itaipu, nor to as-
sert that the countryside holds more or less historical value than urban areas.
Instead, the case of Itaipu demands that we take rural experiences seriously
and on their own terms.
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Rural Visibility and the Meanings of Land

In order to connect the question of land to larger issues of politics and de-
velopment, the book’s conceptual framework revolves around the idea of vis-
ibility: how do certain rural communities become seen as legitimate social
actors, why are others rendered invisible, and what space does the countryside
occupy in national imaginaries? Given that the Itaipu dam was so important
largely for the image that the government hoped it would project to the world,
the idea of visibility tethers the immediate struggle of displaced farmers to the
more endemic issue of inequality and representation in the Brazilian country-
side. In the shadow of the military’s geopolitical shrine, the farmers, peasants,
and Indians defended their particular relationships to land as a means to take
a political stand against the military while also attempting to position them-
selves as a visible social force in a postdictatorship landscape.

The question of visibility is especially important for the scale and timing
of the movements at Itaipu. Although the dam displaced over forty thousand
Brazilians, only a few thousand people actively participated in the MjT protest
camps. And of the roughly seventy-five members of the Ava-Guarani—a small
community to begin with—only a handful of male leaders publicly advocated
against Itaipu. Compare these numbers, for example, to the millions of indus-
trial workers who joined the paradigmatic labor strikes from 1978 to 1980 in
the so-called ABc region of Sdo Paulo, or even the hundreds of thousands of
rural workers who mobilized in the sugar fields of Pernambuco in northeast-
ern Brazil at roughly the same time. If not for the enormity of the Itaipu dam,
it is unlikely that relatively small groups from rural communities could have
achieved national prominence. As the farmers’ struggle became more visible,
the dictatorship monitored it closely through a myriad of surveillance and intel-
ligence systems. Opposition networks also helped amplify the visibility of the
borderland communities; for example, Leonel Brizola, arguably the most out-
spoken political critic of the regime, personally visited the MjT’s encampment at
Itaipu, as did Luiz Indcio “Lula” da Silva, the leader of the ABc strikes, with the
subsequent landless protests. The movements in western Parand could not have
emerged earlier than they did, as openly confronting such an important branch
of the dictatorship was possible only because national opposition movements
had already opened the initial fissures of dissent and democratization.

For understanding how the struggle at Itaipu was broadcast nationally, the
idea of visibility also matters in a literal sense. Despite the ethnic and regional
diversity of the communities that mobilized against Itaipu, the leadership of the
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MJT was composed almost entirely of white male small farmers. As a result, and
conditioned by the fragile social context of abertura, media outlets and even
sympathetic opposition politicians often depicted the MyT as a homogeneous
group. This sanitized version portrayed an image of humble southern farmers
protecting their right to a simple and dignified life of agriculture—a vision
that harkened back to the folklore of bandeirantes (frontier settlers) who first
“tamed” the wild backlands of Brazil’s south and southeast in the seventeenth
century. The news showed protesters as ethnically European, predominantly
male, and nonthreatening—the latter point a reflection of religious leaders’ in-
sistence on peaceful tactics. This ignored how the movement as a whole, and
not only its leaders, involved people from a wide spectrum of regional, ethnic,
and class backgrounds; men and women; and those who sought to push more
confrontational tactics to win long-lasting change. As the abertura amplified
debates over citizenship and rights, only certain rural livelihoods attracted
mainstream attention.

In his analysis of megadams and environmental activism, literary scholar
Rob Nixon reinterprets the idea of the modern nation-state not only as the
production of imagined communities—as Benedict Anderson famously
argued—but as the exclusion of communities that have been actively unimag-
ined.” This condition of invisibility emerges from both the physical violence of
forced displacement and also the “indirect bureaucratic and media violence”
underpinning the policies and discourse of hydroelectric projects, whether in
Brazil, Kenya, India, China, or the United States. In Nixon’s view, heavily in-
debted to his reading of Arundhati Roy, the treatment of these unimagined
communities results in a status of “spatial amnesia” where, “under the banner
of national development, [rural people] are physically unsettled and imagina-
tively removed, evacuated from place and time and thus uncoupled from the
idea of both a national future and a national memory.** The history of Itaipu
offers an important corollary to Nixons argument: along with the exclusion
of select populations, nations also develop through the active unimagining of
places. The 1982 flood rendered invisible a stretch of Brazil’s highly contentious
frontier with Paraguay, and the displacement of rural groups—those whom
Nixon sees as the actively unimagined—was predicated above all on the loss of
land and the destruction of place. Without the inundation of nearly a thousand
square kilometers of national territory, the dam would not exist and Itaipu
could never deliver its much-heralded progress to the Brazilian nation.

The concept of yisibility links the ideas of imagining and seeing, particu-
larly as theorized by James C. Scott, for whom state-initiated development
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schemes are inherently misguided attempts to make society more “legible”
The Itaipu dam stands as a clear example of Scott’s view that such proj-
ects emanate from a “high-modernist ideology [that] is best conceived as
a strong, one might even say muscle-bound, version of the self-confidence
about scientific and technical progress”” Yet the case of Itaipu shows how
visibility functions as a two-way framework. More than just chronicling
the military’s logic at Itaipu—Scott’s perspective of “seeing like a state”—
this book illuminates how grassroots actors can attempt to be seen. In their
standoff with the crown jewel of the military state’s development program,
rural Brazilians in western Parand asserted their right to be seen and to be
respected, not only by the dictatorship but by the full range of nonstate actors
involved at Itaipu and in the broader fight for democracy. The crystallization
of long-simmering struggles in the context of abertura gave shape to ideas
that had previously existed only as imagined possibilities. This process was not
always linear or evenly distributed, but marginalized groups during this time
endeavored to make themselves visible and to reverse their status as unimag-
ined communities.

To add an explicitly rural dimension to the theme of visibility, I also de-
velop a second concept: the dialectic of land and legitimacy. This idea draws
out the impact that different perceptions of land have on the beliefs and ac-
tions of various rural communities. While remaining indebted to Thomas D.
Rogers’s argument that landscapes simultaneously exist as both an environ-
ment with physical characteristics and “an idea . . . associated with particular
meanings,” my proposed framework goes a step further to reveal the broader
ramifications of that duality.!® The dialectic of land and legitimacy allows us
to see how relationships to land emboldened people’s political and social aspi-
rations while at the same time determining whether or not those aspirations
were seen as legitimate. The term legitimacy, as used both in my own analysis
and by different actors quoted in this book, reflects how one’s worldviews are
considered valid or acceptable in the eyes of mainstream society. This book
shows instances when people and groups assume legitimacy for themselves,
and also when legitimacy is granted—or denied—by external forces. As such,
legitimacy can be claimed, and it can also be conferred.

The dialectic ofland and legitimacy argues that in the Brazilian countryside
one’s sense of legitimacy was fundamentally linked to a particular relationship
toland. In the case of Itaipu, the title-holding small farmers in the MJT consid-
ered land to.be their individual property. The landless workers who went on to
build a new movement saw land as the basis of their collective rights. And the
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Ava-Guarani conceived of land as a way of life. Beyond simply describing the
different meanings imbued in the flooded lands, this dialectic explains how
perceptions of land determined the strategies taken by each group to defend
their particular livelihoods. In turn, these forms of social mobilization elicited
different responses from the military regime and local elites, with the degree
of repression corresponding to the threat that each group posed to the exist-
ing social order.

For the title-holding farmers, the idea of landownership as legitimacy
came from the personal histories of the families who had migrated from the
southern states of Santa Catarina and Rio Grande do Sul in the 1940s and
1950s, helping make the region one of Brazil’s most fertile agricultural zones.
These farmers held the most influence in the myT, they successfully forced
Itaipu to increase its compensation, and, notwithstanding the traumas of
displacement, they suffered little repression from the military regime after
the Itaipu flood. In many ways, this sequence of events most closely aligns
with the official understanding of democratization: after elevating their rural
struggle into national debates, and after becoming seen as a valid social force,
the landed white farmers celebrated their victory against military rule, and in
a certain sense they moved on.

The myT’s almost singular focus on winning better prices neglected the
region’s landless inhabitants. By July 1981, only a few months after the My de-
mobilized its final protest camp, landless farmers had formed an independent
struggle seeking to abolish the existing system of land tenure: the Landless
Farmers Movement of Western Parand (MASTRO, Movimento dos Agricul-
tores Sem Terra do Oeste do Parana). Whereas the mjT used a strategy of
protesting in front of their intended target, MASTRO led a series of direct occu-
pations, with hundreds of families seizing control of abandoned or underused
lands. Seeking the redistribution of land and national agrarian reform, these
communities based their legitimacy around an understanding of land as a
collective right for all Brazilians. In response, and determined to protect their
properties and the status quo, the military government and wealthy elites re-
acted violently. During occupations organized by MASTRO in 1983 and 1984,
two farmers were killed, and dozens more were beaten, imprisoned, and phys-
ically expelled from their homes. These events in western Parand mirrored a
growing trend as hundreds of landless peasants died at similar occupations
throughout the country—all this at a time when Brazil was said to be in the
final stages of its controlled transition to democracy.
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For landless Brazilians, the dialectic of land and legitimacy functioned as
both a catalyst of protest and a source of repression. Because the abertura’s
mainstream political focus did little to disrupt the structural inequalities long
embedded in the Brazilian countryside, landless groups mobilized in more
radical ways that went beyond the official contours of Brazil’s transition. For
doing so, they confronted waves of repression that would continue even after
the 1985 return of civilian rule.

For the Ava-Guarani, land embodied a fundamentally different set of
meanings than it did for their neighboring farmers. Without romanticizing an
indigenous community’s connection with the surrounding natural world, the
idea of land as a way of life underscores the Ava-Guarani’s historical and cul-
tural constructions of land. The Guarani word for “land” (tekoha) derives from
the root tekd, meaning a sociopolitical space that expresses “a way of being,
system, a culture, a [set of] law and traditions.”” In defense of this livelihood,
the Ava-Guarani had to contend not only with the Itaipu flood but with the
added threat of government policies designed to assimilate indigenous groups
into mainstream society. Only legally defined “Indians” had access to feder-
ally protected indigenous territory, and the label of “non-Indian” rendered a
person invisible in the eyes of the law and removed all rights to land. As part
of Itaipu’s expropriation process, the government subjected the Ava-Guarani
to “indicators of Indianness” that, among other categories, evaluated an indi-
vidual’s skin pigment, language, clothing, and name. Authorities used this survey
to claim that only a small handful of actual Indians lived in Itaipu’s flood zone.
In response, the Ava-Guarani mobilized to have all members of their commu-
nity acknowledged—in both a literal and an ontological sense. The community
used solidarity networks to attract media attention, lobby politicians, and gain
allies in civil society. Thanks in large measure to the public pressure generated
by the Ava-Guarani, the government soon abandoned the criteria of Indianness
as its nationwide policy.

In spite of this victory, however, the community’s overall situation changed
very little. In June 1982—four months before the Itaipu flood—the military
regime relocated the Ava-Guarani to an indigenous reservation, and in the
decades since, the community has shuffled between two additional govern-
ment reserves that barely maintain poverty levels of subsistence. Being seen
by mainstream society became a tool for protecting indigenous lands, yet
under dictatorship and democracy alike, the Ava-Guarani could not fully
shed their status of invisibility.
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The Pitfalls of Periodization

The official time frame of Brazil’s dictatorship is 1964 to 1985. This includes
the initial coup in 1964, the peak of state-sanctioned repression from 1968
through 1974, the start of abertura in 1979, the Diretas Ja (Direct Elections
Now) campaign in the early 1980s that led the significant—though ultimately
unsuccessful—fight for direct presidential elections, and, finally, the transfer
to civilian rule in March 198s.

Rather than starting with the coup, I have chosen to begin my history of
Itaipu in the late 1950s, nearly a decade earlier, and to end it in 1984, a year be-
fore the return of democratic rule. Once we take seriously the premise that 1964
and 1985 did not hold the same weight for all Brazilians and for all spaces within
the national territory, we can instead choose markers that more accurately
reflect the experience of a given community. A different spatial framework, in
this case a rural borderland, requires a different temporality. Consequently, this
periodization diverges from the paradigmatic urban events that traditionally
serve as the bookends of Brazil’s dictatorship.

At Itaipu, this alternative chronology draws out the deeper roots of both
the dam and the people living in its shadow. In the late 1950s, the dictator-
ship of Paraguay’s Alfredo Stroessner—in power since 1954—and a series of
democratic Brazilian governments began a tense pursuit of a hydroelectric
dam on their shared border; this conflict over control of the Parand River
revived a bitter rivalry between the nations that stretched back to the nine-
teenth century. To understand the binational character of the Itaipu dam, it
is essential to trace the early negotiations and geopolitical posturing between
Brazil and Paraguay. That these initial forays took place roughly a decade be-
fore Brazil’s military seized power shows that the allure of megadevelopment
transcended political systems: civilian presidents in Brazil, including the left-
ist Jodo Goulart, who was overthrown in the 1964 coup, were prepared to
collaborate with the violent Stroessner regime because it enabled access to
the energy potential of the Parana River. Development projects, much like
authoritarian regimes, do not emerge in a vacuum, and we must place both in
their appropriate contexts.

From a social perspective, an earlier starting point calls attention to the
events that stood as key referents for the groups displaced by Itaipu. The year
1957 witnessed the Squatters Rebellion, an uprising of landless farmers in
western Parand that epitomized the region’s history of agrarian radicalization.
Many of the communities that later mobilized against Itaipu legitimized their
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actions around the memory of previous conflicts like the 1957 rebellion. Simi-
lar to how the abuses of dictatorship belonged to a longer history of repression
in the countryside, so too did resistance under military rule draw from rural
struggles before 1964.

The book’s main narrative ends in 1984 when Itaipu began producing en-
ergy, when the journalist Juvéncio Mazzarollo was released from jail, and
when the msT held its founding convention in the Parana city of Cascavel,
around a hundred kilometers from Itaipu. The first two events—the dam be-
coming operational and the freedom of a journalist imprisoned for criticizing
Itaipu—indicated that the abertura might soon reach a successful conclusion.
The former offered tangible proof that the structures of dictatorship, in this
case a massive source of energy, could transition seamlessly into a new civilian
society. The latter, for its part, suggested the return of political rights after two
decades of authoritarian rule. But the shared financial ambitions of military
and civilian leaders, and the end of overt repression such as the false impris-
onment of a journalist, masked the realities that still persisted. Although the
abertura provided an opening that made long-held hopes for radical agrarian
change seem actionable, the platform of democratization fell far short of
addressing rural needs. As protests nationwide made the official return of
democracy a growing possibility, the 1984 creation of the MsT showed that
rural Brazilians did not trust the abertura to improve their livelihoods. By
de-emphasizing 1985, even if just by one year, we see how social mobilizations
were not defined by the context of dictatorship but were instead amplified by it.

This book’s temporal sweep also situates Itaipu within the history of agrar-
ian reform movements in twentieth-century Brazil. Although organized rural
labor struggles occurred in all periods of Brazil’s history, it was not until the
1940s that movements formed explicitly around the question of agrarian re-
form.® In the late 1950s, two new groups in particular took up the fight for
land redistribution: the Peasant Leagues in the northeast and the Movement
of Landless Farmers (MASTER, Movimento dos Agricultores Sem Terra) in
the south. The struggle for agrarian reform continued to escalate into the
1960s, pushed forward by the Brazilian Communist Party, rural labor unions,
and the policies of president Jodo Goulart. After the 1964 coup—precipitated
in no small measure by the growing struggle for structural change in the
countryside—rural activism was suppressed under the doctrine of Cold War
counterinsurgency. In the second decade of military rule, however, the re-
gime supported a resurgence of organized rural labor, seeing it as an effective
way of controlling the labor market while investing in the mechanization of
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agriculture, which led, in turn, to increased rural-to-urban migration and a
shift toward seasonal, rather than permanent, employment. The unions made
agrarian reform their principal cause, but federal law prevented them from
representing workers who were not engaged in agriculture on a full-time
basis. Inspired by this cause but unable to join the unions, an increasing num-
ber of underemployed and landless rural groups in western Parand and across
the country helped revitalize the long-standing struggle for land—and the
strategy of direct-action land occupations—as Brazil’s potential democratic
future began to unfold.

The Itaipu dam helps reimagine military rule as an experience that cannot
be reduced to static time frames or thematic boundaries. To unearth the full
significance of what took place at Itaipu, we must extend our view to before
the flood, to before the start of dictatorship. Only by tracing the continuities
of predictatorship life through the realities of a posttransition democracy can
we fully understand the histories in between. By exposing the deeply rooted
dynamics of land, legitimacy, and rural struggle, the case of Itaipu challenges
the standard chronology of modern Brazil.

Sources

This book draws on research from over thirty archives and databases in Brazil,
Paraguay, and the United States. These included large, well-organized govern-
ment archives, dusty closets in union halls, the holdings of university libraries
and church parishes, and declassified digital collections. I also received access
to the personal files of nearly a dozen individuals who played various roles in
Itaipu’s history. Additionally, I conducted forty-five interviews with former
leaders and members of the rural struggles (including farmers, landless peas-
ants, and indigenous communities), retired military personnel, politicians on
both ends of the spectrum, diplomats, government officials, political activists,
and labor leaders.

Most significantly, I gained extended access to the internal holdings of the
Itaipu Binational Corporation—something no scholar has previously done. I
spent almost two months with the files of Itaipu’s executive directory, its legal
office, its public relations branch, its internal security, and its communication
with politicians, government ministries, media outlets, private businesses,
and community organizations. Itaipu’s security system was so meticulously
embedded in the dictatorships own surveillance apparatus that the dam’s
resulting documentation center contains confidential reports on seemingly
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every political event or social activity in the surrounding region. This archive
includes folders devoted to political speeches, press releases, newspaper ar-
ticles, and communication among Itaipu’s leadership, the military police, and
the federal government. The timing of my research was another crucial ele-
ment. Because I conducted fieldwork in the immediate aftermath of Brazil’s
National Truth Commission (whose report was released in December 2014),
I benefited from the emerging trend toward public access to documents from
the military regime. In particular, the Memorias Reveladas project through
the National Archive offered a vast trove of primary material, and this book
is the first to incorporate the declassified documents relating to Itaipu and the
farmers’ movement. This emphasis on government transparency also allowed
greater access than might have otherwise been possible at the archive of Ita-
maraty, the equivalent of Brazil’s State Department. The Itamaraty documents
provide detailed information on a previously unstudied secret military proj-
ect called Operation Sagarana that shows the logistical framework for Brazil’s
incursion into the contested border zone with Paraguay.

Structure of the Book

To emphasize my alternative approach to periodization, the seven chapters
are divided into two sections. The first three chapters proceed chronologically
until the Itaipu flood in October 1982. The subsequent four chapters then offer
a more syncopated chronology of what took place concurrently with the more
visible events before the 1982 flood and before the official return to democracy
in 198s. These chapters trace, respectively, the history of the Ava-Guarani in-
digenous group, the saga of a journalist imprisoned for his coverage of local
elites and the Itaipu dam, the trajectories of displaced migrants across for-
eign and internal frontiers, and the escalating struggles of landless peasants.
The aim here is that both the content of the book and the process of read-
ing it will help readers rethink the history of modern Brazil and its assumed
temporalities.

Chapter 1 explores the geopolitical standoft between Brazil and Paraguay
that occurred as the military governments in both countries jockeyed to con-
trol the border region and the waters of the Parana River. Along with explor-
ing the historical roots of the Itaipu dam, this chapter argues that the border
conflict was a catalyst for Brazil's rise as the Southern Cone’s most powerful
nation. Chapter 2 chronicles a subsequent escalation between a pair of more
localized forces: Itaipu-and the surrounding communities. Looking at the
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parallel progress of the dam’s construction and the rise of local resistance be-
tween the 1973 Treaty of Itaipu and the beginning of 1980, this chapter reveals
the importance of public opinion in an era of political uncertainty. While the
Brazilian government praised the dam as a beacon of national strength, local
populations offered a counternarrative that denounced the military’s expro-
priation policies as a violation of their rights.

Chapter 3 focuses on the Myt land encampments in 1980 and 1981. In the
context of abertura, the confluence of opposition figures helped catapult
the lives of farmers into national debates over development and political le-
gitimacy. Yet because not everyone threatened by Itaipu benefited from the
success of the protest camps, we can trace the simultaneous development of
political consciousness and exclusion, what I term the double reality of aber-
tura. The chapter ends with a highly visible example of this divergence: the
Itaipu flood of October 1982. Although the displaced farmers had invoked the
rhetoric of abertura to advance their fight for land and justice, the Itaipu flood
showed that the official contours of democratization could not remove the
realities of authoritarian rule most intimate to many of the rural inhabitants
of western Parana.

Chapter 4 marks the start of the second half of the book, where each chap-
ter follows a narrative that predated, overlapped with, and ultimately out-
lasted the MmjT movement and the Itaipu flood. This chapter traces the history
of the Ava-Guarani indigenous community that also lost its lands to Itaipu.
The indigenous struggle overlapped at key moments with the adjacent farmers’
movement but was predicated on a much longer history of repression and cul-
tural exploitation. Overlooked by both mainstream society and the neighboring
farmers, the community led a parallel campaign against Itaipu based on a
particular understanding of land and its corresponding legal rights. Chapter 5
then follows the story of Juvéncio Mazzarollo, the journalist who became
known as “the last political prisoner” when his criticism of Itaipu landed him
in jail from 1982 to 1984. For the local elites who felt removed from Brazil’s de-
mocratization process, Mazzarollo’s imprisonment was an attempt to preserve
their dwindling power. For national authorities, the coverage of the farmers
drew attention away from the triumphalist narrative of Itaipu. And for oppo-
sition groups across Brazil and globally, Mazzarollo transcended his role as a
dissident journalist to become a rallying point for democracy.

Chapter 6 demonstrates that along with meeting the energy and geopo-
litical ambitions of Brazil, the Itaipu dam also occupied an important sphere
in the dictatorships policies of agricultural colonization and territorial ex-
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pansion. This approach materialized in two overlapping ways: the emergence
of a mass migration of Brazilians into Paraguay (known as Brasiguaios) and
the resettlement of the displaced Itaipu farmers in the faraway corners of Bra-
zil, above all to the northeast and the Amazon. From this perspective we see
Itaipu as an engine of rural population shifts, with the dam serving as a central
arc in the reorientation of the Brazilian countryside. The seventh and final
chapter details the history of the region’s landless farmers and the formation
of MasTRO (Movimento dos Trabalhadores Sem Terra de Oeste do Parand).
This chapter shows how the contours of visibility can change: in the early
stages of abertura, the landless farmers at Itaipu remained almost entirely
overlooked, yet through the creation of independent agrarian movements,
Brazilians who fought with groups like MAsTRO and later the msT (Landless
Workers Movement) succeeded in elevating the profile of rural Brazil. Despite
the increased claims to legitimacy, violence against landless communities—a
reality that long predated military rule—endured long after the official return
to democracy. Finally, a conclusion reflects on the meanings of chronology,
asking what changes when we rethink notions of “before” and “after,” for the
Itaipu flood and also for the official period of dictatorship.
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Introduction

Epigraph: As quoted in Bento Ribeiro, Memoérias do concreto, 40.

This book focuses almost exclusively on Itaipu as it relates to Brazil, although an
equally important and at times overlapping history took place in Paraguay. The
Itaipu flood covered 570 square kilometers of Paraguayan lands (compared to 780
square kilometers in Brazil) and displaced over twenty thousand local Paraguayans,
compared to over forty thousand Brazilians. For more on the Paraguayan story of
Itaipu, see Gomez Florentin, “The Making of the Itaipu Hydroelectric Dam?”
Hudson, Brazil, 195.

During military rule, elections for senators and federal deputies were held in
1966, 1970, 1974, and 1978. In 1982 Brazilians directly elected state governors, a
victory of the opposition’s campaign within the abertura. For more, see Fleischer,
“The Constituent Assembly and the Transformation Strategy.”

The official estimate was 40,000 displaced people, yet because Itaipu’s statis-
tics counted only those with legal title, it is impossible to calculate how many
landless families were impacted. As will be shown in chapter 2, Guiomar Inez
Germani places the number between 42,000 and 43,000. But even Germani’s
estimates (extrapolated from census data in 1970 and 1975) do not include the
squatters, day laborers, and itinerant rural workers who might have left the re-
gion without being counted (Germani, Expropriados, 54). Moreover, Itaipu uses
the unit of “families” (meaning individual expropriation cases) rather than the
total number of people on a given plot of land. Itaipu calculated 8,500 families:
1,600 urban and 6,900 rural. Itaipu’s only enumeration of the landless (as shown
in chapter 6) involved the 4,082 people sent to three colonization projects. Two
close observers at the time offer their estimates for how many landless Brazil-
ians were impacted by Itaipu. Miguel Isloar Savio, a leader of the landless move-
ment, said that of the 6,900 displaced rural families, between 30 and 40 percent
were landless (Miguel Isloar Savio, interview with Davi Schreiner, Sao Miguel do
Iguagu, Brazil, October 15,1996, transcript courtesy of Davi Schreiner). The jour-
nalist Juvéncio Mazzarollo places the number at 20 percent (Mazzarollo, A taipa
da injustiga, 49). Using a conservative middle figure of 25 percent and based on



Germani’s calculation that the 6,900 rural families represented 38,455 people in
total, one can estimate a baseline of 9,500 landless people. Subtracting the 4,082
individuals sent to resettlement projects, it is fair to suggest that between 5,000
and 6,000 displaced people were not accounted for in Itaipu’s statistics. As such,
rather than the official estimate of 40,000, or even Germani’s approximation of
42,000, the number might more accurately be in the range of 46,000 to 48,000.

5 For a more detailed study of Itaipu’s construction, see White, “Itaipu,” 62-107.
Although the present book strategically gives more attention to the social, political,
and rural histories of Itaipu, there is ample terrain for a future project explicitly on
the engineering and environmental histories of the dam. Such a study would con-
tribute to a budding literature on water management, technocrats, and the environ-
ment across Latin America; recent works in this vein include Wolfe, Watering the
Revolution; and Buckley, Technocrats and the Politics of Drought and Development.

6 The history of the landless movement in western Parand, and its absence in
much of the historiography, is the subject of chapter 7. For an overview of the
MST, see Wolford, This Land Is Ours Now.

7 Devine Guzman, Native and National in Brazil.

8 For more on opposition movements to hydroelectric dams worldwide, see
Khagram, Dams and Development.

9 The myT fight at Itaipu predated—and directly influenced—what soon became
a larger movement against the construction of megadams in Brazil, a group
known first as the Regional Commission of People Affected by Dams and later
renamed the Movement of People Affected by Dams.

10 To be sure, rural-based visions for democracy long predated the period of Itaipu.
As far back as 1875, for example, the black abolitionist and engineer André Re-
bougas argued in his seminal book A Democracia rural brazileira that the dis-
mantling of land monopolies, in conjunction with creating a rural workforce of
emancipated former slaves, could unleash the country’s full democratic poten-
tial. For Rebougas, breaking up the concentration of land, especially in a posta-
bolition context, would cultivate a form of Brazilian democracy nourished by
both individualism (a iniciativa individual, meaning the self-driven autonomy
of independent farmers) and a “spirit of collectivism” (espirito de associagdo)
among the farmers. Rebougas called this collectivism of autonomous rural
Brazilians yankismo, for his admiration of the North American settler-farmer
model. Compared to the more utopian vision of Rebougas, the history of Itaipu
will show how different rural groups tended to form their political and social at-
tachments to democracy not as a combination of individualism and collectivism
but rather as a proclivity toward one or the other.

11 Two classic works on the period are Moreira Alves, State and Opposition in Mili-
tary Brazil; and Skidmore, The Politics of Military Rule in Brazil. For political par-
ties as opposition, see Keck, The Workers’ Party and Democratization in Brazil;
and Kinzo, Legal Opposition Politics under Authoritarian Rule in Brazil. For op-
position and the church, see Serbin, Secret Dialogues. For the Diretas Ja (Direct
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Elections Now) campaign, see Tosi Rodrigues, Diretas Jd. Examples of newer at-
tempts to rethink the abertura include Dunn, Contracultura; Pinheiro, Cale-se;
Green, We Cannot Remain Silent; Langland, Speaking of Flowers; McCann, Hard
Times in the Marvelous City; Atencio, Memorys Turn; and Snider, “An Incom-
plete Autonomy.”

Existing literature has treated rural social movements and indigenous histories
as almost entirely distinct fields. In her capstone study of twentieth-century rural
struggles, for example, Leonilde Medeiros makes no mention of indigenous Bra-
zilians. Medeiros, Histéria dos movimentos sociais no campo. Although scholarship
on rural mobilization has dramatically increased in the past two decades—largely
a response to the rise of the MsT—there has been little effort to view the struggles
of indigenous people as part of the wider history of collective action in the Brazil-
ian countryside. Only one study offers more than a casual reference to the role of
indigenous communities in the radicalization of rural Brazil: Wright and Wolford,
To Inherit the Earth. The history of Parana is also largely absent in the vast litera-
ture on agrarian movements. Its most thorough treatment is a two-sentence men-
tion of the protests at Itaipu in Branford and Rocha, Cutting the Wire, 150.

Nixon, Slow Violence. Nixon’s framework of unimagined communities is a chal-
lenge to Anderson, Imagined Communities.

Nixon, Slow Violence, 151.

Scott, Seeing like a State, 4.

Rogers, The Deepest Wounds, 6.

Melia, “A experiéncia religiosa Guarani,” 336.

For an overview of the early decades of rural unions, see Welch, The Seed Was
Planted.

1. Borders, Geopolitics, and ltaipu

Galeano, Crénicas latinoamericanas, 139.

For an overview of the war, see Whigham, The Paraguayan War.

The region is spelled Guaira in Portuguese and Guaira in Spanish; I will employ
the former.

Arquivo Nacional, Brasilia (henceforth AN-BsB), Itamaraty report, July 5, 1967,
N8.0.PSN, EST.286, 736.

Brazil’s geopolitical overtaking of Argentina began in the 1930s and accelerated
in the 1940s when the government of Getulio Vargas aligned the country with
the United States in World War II. For more on the changing relationships dur-
ing this time among Brazil, Argentina, and the United States, see Hilton, “The
United States, Brazil, and the Cold War”; and Hilton, “The Argentine Factor in
Twentieth-Century Brazilian Foreign Policy Strategy””

For a history of Brazil's early twentieth-century actions in the Amazon, with a
focus on Euclides da Cunha as one of the main agents on the ground, see Hecht,
The Scramble for the Amazon.

NOTES TO CHAPTER ONE 237





