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Abstract: The Brazilian military dictatorship restricted citizens’ rights and freedoms and legitimised re-
pression, culminating in the promulgation of Institutional Act Number 5 (AI-5, 13 December 1968). Free-
dom of expression was burdened by censorship, a phenomenon with a history that began long before the 
military dictatorship period. Applied with less intensity and in a more arbitrary way than in other areas, the 
visual arts censorship exerted during the dictatorship meant that various personal and collective projects 
were altered or even prevented from taking place, and it also attempted to discourage civic debate and fuel 
self-censorship. Paradoxically, however, it also proved to be a catalyst for visual language expansion and 
diversification. The pressure exerted through control and prohibition mechanisms and the arbitrary, unpre-
dictable nature of the restrictions led to an amplification of artists’ quest for forms of expression that could 
evade the censor’s vigilance and denounce the crimes of the Brazilian military regime and societal structural 
injustices. For many Brazilian artists, aware of the developments in the international art scene, the 1960s 
and 1970s were a time of intense experimentation. They were looking to define a Brazilian-specific identity 
and role for the visual arts in line with the times, opening up a process of debate and renewal that resulted 
in the emergence of diverse, radical, and at times contradictory artistic sensibilities and forms of expression.
Keywords: Brazilian military dictatorship, censorship, experiment, Institutional Act Number 5 (AI-5), 
Brazilian visual arts.

The coup d'état and civil-military dictatorship: a brief historical framework
The Brazilian civil-military dictatorship did not represent a monolithic regime2, nor did it base 

itself on a highly elaborate and cohesive ideology. It was established on 1 April 1964 after a coup d’état, 
and until 1985 the power remained in the hands of the military alongside civilians within the govern-
ment, with five generals and a military junta running the country in succession, representing groups 
within the military establishment with sometimes fluctuating views on politics and the country’s prior-
ities. It was an authoritarian regime resulting both from the Cold War3 paradigm and a long Brazilian 

1 radi.lilea@editura-art.ro
2 Leslie Bethel, The Cambridge History of Latin America, v. IX, p. 167. See also Elena Shtromberg, Art 

Systems: Brazil & the 1970s, p. 7.
3 It should be noted, however, that the Brazilian military governments had an oscillating attitude towards 

the United States, as did the United States towards Brazil, especially after the promulgation of Institutional Act 
Number 5 – see Rodrigo Patto Sá Motta, “Sobre as origens e motivações do Ato Institucional 5”, p. 202.
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authoritarian tradition4, a political project in which ghosts of the past, both relatively recent and more 
distant, mingled with the insecurities of the present: the still-enduring consequences of slavery, racism, 
socio-economic inequalities, the underdevelopment of the country in general and the development gaps 
between its different regions (a more prosperous and industrialised southeastern region compared with 
the underdeveloped north, center and northeastern regions), the lack of economic diversification, various 
social crises, the fragility of the country’s democratic tradition, the populist legacy of Getúlio Vargas’ 
authoritarian project, and the surge of the radical left, to name just some of the most important aspects 
that made up the complicated and contradictory Brazilian environment of the time.

In 1964, the military’s original allies did not suspect that the new regime would be anything other 
than transitory5, a short, but necessary step to prevent the country from sliding towards a radical left 
orientation and to lead it towards a new and genuine era of democracy. To substantiate its legitimacy, 
the military regime built its own legislative system, which maintained in an altered form the institutions 
of democratic life6. The professed objectives of the coup d'état (or “victorious revolution”7, as it was 
referred to by the authoritarian power that resulted from it) were to start “the economic, financial, polit-
ical and moral reconstruction of Brazil”8, to cleanse society of corruption and undermining communist 
influences, to restore order and build up a democratic system on sound foundations9 in accordance with 
genuine Brazilian tradition10. The return to full democracy was insisted on11 both in the first stage of the 
civil-military regime and in its final, liberalising period, the regime is sometimes characterised by its 
leadership as a “restricted democracy” (“democracia restringida”)12 or even a “strong democracy”, and 
by public opinion as a “democracy without people”13. 

Institutional Act Number 5
Against a backdrop of protest movements, the loss of a significant proportion of their allies, the 

launch of the first armed insurgencies14, and a defeat suffered by the regime authorities in Congress15, 
which benefited from the support of many of the congressmen of the pro-establishment ARENA party, 
Institutional Act Number 5 (Ato Institucional N°5, AI-5) was issued on 13 December 1968. AI-5 proved 
to be the most restrictive of all the 17 so-called Institutional Acts issued by the regime and was to defini-
tively alter the political climate for the next ten years. AI-5 is therefore regarded as the most consequen-
tial act enforced during the authoritarian regime.

4 A synthetic analysis of this topic was made by Lilia Moritz Schwarcz in her 2019 book Sobre o autoritarismo 
brasileiro.

5 Leslie Bethel, op. cit., p. 170.
6 Leslie Bethel, op. cit., p. 165; see also p. 166: “And elections were not free: the old party system was 

completely restructured in 1966, leaving (until the return to a multiparty system in 1979) only two parties, a 
pro-government Aliança Renovadora Nacional (ARENA) and an opposition Movimento Democrático Brasileiro 
(MDB) […].”  

7 See the preamble (“A Nação”) of Institutional Act Number 1 (AI-1)
8 Ibid.
9 “The movement of 31 March 1964 was ostensibly initiated to rid the country of corruption and communism 

and to restore democracy, but the new regime began to bring about changes in the country’s institutions through 
decrees, called Institutional Acts (AI). They were justified as the consequence of ‘the exercise of Constituent 
Power, inherent in all revolutions’,” in Boris Fausto, História do Brasil, p. 397. See also the preamble (“A Nação”) 
of the AI-1.

10 As seen in the preamble of the later promulgated Institutional Act Number 5 (AI-5)
11 Leslie Bethel, op. cit., p. 165.
12 Boris, Fausto, op. cit., p. 401, and also p. 437: “In the midst of exceptional and discretionary measures, 

the rulers did not assume the principle that the authoritarian regime was desirable for the country and therefore 
superior to democracy.” See also: “In the context of the Cold War, the military always regarded Brazil as part of 
the liberal capitalist-democratic world,” in Leslie Bethel, op. cit., p. 173.

13 Marcos Napolitano, O regime militar brasileiro, 1964–1985, p. 54
14 Leslie Bethel, op. cit., p. 184.
15 Lilia, M. Schwarcz and Heloisa M. Starling, Brasil. Uma biografia, p. 455.
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In 1964, the coup, which had been orchestrated by the military and supported not only by the con-
servative forces but also by moderates, by a broad spectrum of social categories (especially the upper 
and middle classes), big business, the Church, the mass media and the United States of America, had 
been accomplished with the support of the Congress, a key institution in a democracy. Now, the AI-5 
was directed not only against the traditional enemies of the conservative right but also (some say mainly) 
against former allies, now estranged (“the press, the Judiciary, the Church, the middle classes and the 
parliamentary elite”)16. As a result, the AI-5 was defined as “a coup within the coup” (“golpe dentro do 
golpe”), marking a new, more radical turn within the civil-military regime. The AI-5 represented a brutal 
revision of the course of the “revolution”, opening up the possibility that individuals and groups with 
various social and professional backgrounds could be targeted according to criteria that the authorities 
could apply at will. It became clear that anyone could now more easily fall victim to a wide range of 
abuses.

The AI-5 preamble claims that the decree was issued to defend “the authentic democratic order, 
based on freedom and respect for the dignity of the human being”, which was supposedly the purpose 
of “the Brazilian Revolution of 31 March 1964”, and also “the order, the security, the peace, the eco-
nomic and cultural development and the political and social harmony of the Country”, thus constituting 
a necessary instrument for fighting corruption, anti-revolutionary groups, subversive actions and any 
ideology opposed to the country’s tradition17. The provisions of the AI-5 focus on increasing presidential 
powers via various methods: through intervention “in the national interest” in the affairs of states and 
municipalities “without the limits provided for in the Constitution”18; through the authority to suspend 
the political rights of any citizen for a period of ten years and to cancel the mandates of federal, state 
and municipal elected officials “in the interest of preserving the Revolution”19; via the declaration and 
extension of a state of siege20 which allowed, among other measures, the censorship of correspondence, 
mass media, telecommunications and public entertainment21. AI-5 instituted a set of severe measures 
that could be applied to all critics and opponents of the regime – from searches and seizures of property 
and dissidents’ removal from office to the suspension of habeas corpus22 and the enabling of the abusive 
detention, torture and even killing of political opponents, for which AI-5 provided a legal basis, guaran-
teeing the perpetrator’s impunity23. 

It should also be noted that AI-5 was far from being the first official act to support censorship in 
Brazil. Exerted over time in all its forms24, censorship had a long tradition in Brazil25 and an institutional 
apparatus that was already firmly consolidated. Still, even if AI-5 represented a radical alteration of the 
Brazilian socio-political environment, censorship was unevenly applied during the period the act was 
in force, and it especially targeted the mass media, the book industry, and the performing arts: theatre, 
cinema, and music.

16 Rodrigo Patto Sá Motta, op. cit., p. 209 and p. 212.
17 See the preamble the AI-5.
18 AI-5, art. 3.
19 AI-5, art. 4.
20 AI-5, art. 7.
21AI-5, art. 9, with reference to the 1967 Constitution, art. 152, § 2º, f. Some of the AI-5 provisions, such 

as articles 3, 4, 5, 6, 7, 9, were found in similar versions in previous institutional acts (mainly in AI-1, but also in 
AI-2 and AI-4).

22 AI-5, art. 10.
23 AI-5, art. 11.
24 Religious, moral, political and economic censorship.
25 “Censorship was a constant in Brazilian life due to the colonial condition that marked four centuries of our 

history. The counter-reformist principles of the Catholic Church, together with the absolute monarchy as a form 
of government – in Portugal and then in Brazil – and the civilising purposes of European expansion were always 
aimed at controlling, acculturising and repressing all that was unusual, inappropriate, anarchic or undesirable to 
the vision and the interests of the colonisers”, in Cristina Costa, Censura em cena, p. 27.
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Censorship and repression as catalysts for change and experimentation in the visual arts
In her book Art Systems: Brazil & the 1970s, Elena Shtromberg explores visual arts’ relationship, 

during the civil-military dictatorship, with various economic and cultural mechanisms and circuits that 
structured some of the most important aspects of social life (money, television, print media, and maps). 
She notes that during this time the visual arts were “relatively protected from the kind of repressive 
government censorship sanctions directed at newspapers, television, and other arts such as music and 
cinema”, adding that there were, however, some radical interventions by the authorities targeting left-
wing visual artists and art historians, some of the latter being forced to leave their teaching positions26. 
Caroline Saut Schroeder considers that the authoritarian regime was not particularly concerned with 
critiques in the visual arts discourse, in this case, censorship and repression “following the same author-
itarian logic that affected other cultural manifestations”27. 

The form of censorship that was commonest, yet selectively or maybe just carelessly applied, was 
that of canceling exhibitions or withdrawing artworks from them28 even when the artworks had been 
previously selected by an official jury and were going to represent Brazil at international events29. On 
the other hand, artists such as Antonio Manuel, Cildo Meireles, Artur Barrio, Claudio Tozzi, and many 
others joined a kind of “artistic guerilla” campaign30, which could not, strictly speaking, be described as 
a movement, but rather as an outburst of artistic projects and testimonies in response to repression, often 
employing “more indirect modes of expression to circumvent censorship”31. 

Perhaps the most resounding success of an artistic collective action to draw attention to censorship 
was the 1969 boycott “Non a la Biennale de São Paulo”, a campaign launched in Paris and supported by 
Brazilian exiles in the wake of the promulgation of AI-5. “The many cases of art censorship have pro-
voked public reaction from artists and art critics. The Brazilian Association of Art Critics (ABCA), then 
headed by Mário Pedrosa, immediately reacted by sending a note of repudiation of the government’s 
act, stating that it was an attack on ‘artistic creation and the free exercise of art criticism’. On the same 
occasion, Mário Pedrosa advised his associates (ABCA is a branch of AICA)32 to refuse to take part in 
the judging of contests promoted by the government, given the coercive attitude shown by the latter. 
This recommendation was decisive in setting up an international protest against the 10th iteration of the 
São Paulo Biennale.”33 Many of the artists initially invited to exhibit their works at the Biennale that 
year canceled their participation. In the end, more than 50 countries and approximately 510 artists par-
ticipated in the show34, but the protest against the persecutions exacted on the Brazilian social, political, 
cultural, and artistic environment had reached the international media by then.

The fact that visual arts are sometimes left out of the more general debates on censorship in Brazil 
or given less attention in this respect is not exactly accidental, although, on the other hand, not entirely 
justified. There are multiple explanations in this regard, some of them deriving from the status of the 

26 Elena Shtromberg, op. cit., p. 62.
27 Caroline Saut Schroeder, “As artes visuais sob vigilância: censura e repressão nos anos de ditadura”, p. 48.
28 Lilia, M. Schwarcz and Heloisa M. Starling, op. cit., p. 464.
29 Caroline Saut Schroeder, “A censura política às artes plásticas em 1960”, pp. 118–121.
30 Lilia, M. Schwarcz and Heloisa M. Starling, op. cit., p. 465; the phrase is used by the two authors to 

indicate the anonymous and subversive artistic projects of Cildo Meireles, known as Insertions in the ideological 
circuits, which aimed to reach the general public, not only the traditional art audience, criticising the American 
support given to the Brazilian authoritarian regime and accusing the Destacamento de Operações de Informações – 
Centro de Operações de Defesa Interna (DOI-CODI) of the assassination of journalist Vladimir Herzog. Claudia 
Calirman employs the concept to describe Artur Barrio’s radical project Situação T/T1 of spreading bloody 
bundles in Belo Horizonte, as part of the Do corpo à terra exhibition. The project referred directly to the gruesome 
practices of forced disappearances, torture, assassination and body disposal applied to the regime’s opponents. 
(Brazilian Art Under Dictatorship. Antonio Manuel, Artur Barrio, and Cildo Meireles, p. 8).

31 Claudia Calirman, op. cit., p. 2.
32 Association Internationale des Critiques d’Art (International Association of Art Critics).
33 Caroline Saut Schroeder, “A censura política...”, p. 122.
34 Claudia Calirman, op. cit., p. 32.
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visual arts themselves and especially from the specifics of the Brazilian new avant-garde. Among them is 
that, during the dictatorship, visual arts had a smaller audience compared to the cinema or Brazilian pop-
ular music (MPB), for instance. At that time, visual arts were going through a radical phase (in Brazil, in 
Latin America – in fact in much of the Western world) marked by the questioning of their own founda-
tions. Many artists of the 1960s and 1970s wanted their art to evade museums and invade public spaces, 
challenging the traditional public and looking to reach out to new audiences. They took to testing hybrid 
media and new genres and forms of expression, sometimes only to abandon them straight away, flirting 
with the evanescent, the random, the banal, the scandalous, experimenting with excessive naturalism, 
and above all taking a stand against authoritarianism and political repression. There was an immense 
interest in questioning the purpose of visual arts – their practices, system, and relevance – in a quest for 
new, plural artistic paradigms. In Brazil, this process took place concurrently with the artists’ rejection 
of the official propaganda35 and the denouncement of oppression up to the point where they became, if 
not inseparable, then very closely correlated: artists contested both the art system/establishment and the 
political one, for they saw in the former the reflection of the latter.

When artists felt the need to express a straightforward political protest through their projects, 
they resorted to language, relying on the increased efficiency of the association between powerful ideas/
slogans and images such as student marches and depictions of police violence – hence the popularity 
of politically radicalised Pop Art and certain influences that came from conceptual art, as in the case of 
Antonio Manuel, Claudio Tozzi, Hélio Oiticica, Rubens Gerchman, and others36. Cildo Meireles slipped 
subversive messages into what he called “ideological circuits” (on banknotes and Coca-Cola bottles) 
through which they could navigate through society and reach anonymously a random, but wider public. 
Artur Barrio resorted to shocking and degradable materials like toilet paper, waste, meat, bones, etc. 
in his projects, challenging good morals and aiming at arousing violent and disturbing reactions in the 
viewers, affirming a radical perspective on art as a creative practice adapted to the realities of a Third 
World country and as a convenient means of expression for everyone. Anna Maria Maiolino set up a 
monument to hunger, an installation resembling a domestic and rudimentary altar with a sack of rice 
and another of black beans as offerings, conveying a strong funerary impression. Paulo Bruscky re-
duced artistic expression to simple, but powerful words that highlighted the economic precariousness of 
large chunks of Brazilian society at that time (“hunger”, “food”, “land”, “death” etc.). Letícia Parente, 
Antonio Manuel, and others focused, through performance and video art, on the relationship between 
body, identity, vulnerability, political repression, and art. To the names already mentioned, we must add 
other artists who participated in the renewal of artistic language through the critical, social, and political 
instrumentalisation of their practices during the Brazilian military dictatorship: Anna Bella Geiger, Car-
los Zilio, Maurício Nogueira Lima, Marcello Nitsche, Antonio Henrique Amaral, Gabriel Borba Filho, 
Sonia Andrade, Leonhard Frank Duch, and many others. Through its innovative, peculiar, deceptive 
works, the 1960s and 1970s Brazilian avant-garde set out both to challenge the audience’s notion of 
art and its purpose and to evade censorship. The diverse range of artistic manifestations whose authors 
sometimes remained anonymous, or whose works no longer fitted into what art was supposed to be, must 

35 This is how Caroline Saut Schroeder summarises one of the intellectuals’ and artists’ polemics with 
the authoritarian regime’s propaganda: “It is noticeable that the national question was discussed by the State 
and by the new avant-garde in a different manner. While the State promoted a nationalism that ‘beautified’ [the 
reality], a nationalism manifested by a mixed and peaceful race, a symbol of a genuine democracy, the artists and 
intellectuals associated with the new Brazilian avant-garde disseminated a critical nationalism, which denounced 
the authoritarianism of the State’s official institutions, and exposed the condition of Brazil as a Third World 
country.” (“A censura política... ”, p. 115).

36 Elena Shtromberg credits the appropriation of the word by the 1960s and 1970s Brazilian visual arts 
avant-garde to conceptualism and to the reaction to censorship restrictions in official media circuits: “The shift to 
graphic works and in particular towards text as artistic practice, or the textual turn […], a hallmark of international 
manifestations of conceptual art, overlapped in Brazil with the tightening of censorship restrictions imposed on 
text in official media circuits. It is as if by suppressing text in official circuits, censorship inadvertently diverted it 
into unlikely spaces where it sought the freedom to exist”, in op. cit., p. 46.
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have proved disconcerting not only in the eyes of the public but also of the censors, even when political 
criticism was clearly expressed.

AI-5 restricted civil rights and liberties and legitimised the harshest forms of repression. In terms 
of artistic production, even though repression and censorship were exerted inconsistently, they still heav-
ily affected careers, shut down projects, shows, and exhibitions, and attempted to isolate the Brazilian 
arts environment from undesirable foreign influences. The intention was to divert artists’ work from a 
critical, politicised, and civically involved path, and to fuel self-censorship. 

In the 1960s, “leftist political contestation was gaining ground in universities, music festivals, 
theatre and cinema. This politicised cultural exuberance was stifled by the promulgation of AI-5, the 
well-known ‘coup within the coup’”, argues Caroline Saut Schroeder37 – and she is not the only voice 
to support the cultural void theory during the period that AI-5 was in force. However, the AI-5 did not 
create a cultural vacuum38 either in visual arts or in other creative and cultural areas. AI-5 was rather an 
unexpected catalyst for experimentation, forcing artists to innovate and discover new forms of expres-
sion39 in a society where many things were forbidden, but not all of them. The imperatives of the present 
became even more pressing, and thus so did the need for artists to find a personal, convincing, effective 
response to them, a response capable of circumventing censorship and overcoming interdictions, dan-
gers, fears, traditions, prejudices, and institutional inertia.
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