
Introduction
Neo-Authoritarian Masculinity in the New Millennium

Since early 2014, when I sat down to write a draft proposal for this book, 
much has changed in Brazil and Latin America. At that time, I held hope 
in the wave of female presidents coming to power in the Americas: Mi-
chelle Bachelet in Chile (2006–2010 and 2014–2017), Cristina Fernández 
de Kirchner in Argentina (2007–2015), and Dilma Rousseff in Brazil (2011–
2016).1 They were part of a surge of women assuming powerful positions in 
Latin America in the political, economic, and social spheres.
 Concurrently, the LGBTQIA+ movement was making significant social 
and legal advances in the Americas. In Brazil, São Paulo’s Gay Pride Parade 
had grown from 1997 to such a degree that since 2006 it has retained the 
title for the world’s largest gay pride parade.2 In 2011 the Supreme Court 
of Brazil recognized stable homoaffective unions as “family entities and 
decreed that they should enjoy the same rights as stable heteroaffective 
unions.” In 2013 Brazil’s National Council of Justice adopted resolution 175, 
which denies authorities the ability to “refuse a license, civil wedding cel-
ebrations, or conversion of a stable union into a marriage of the same sex.” 
These shifts were all part of what Larry Rohter termed the Latin American 
“pink tide,” a wave of social democracy and the resurgence of a new Left, 
all holding significant promise for a profound shift in gender and power 
relations across South America.3
 In Brazil the resurgence of the Left has its roots in the 1985 transition 
to democratic rule. The political regime change ushered in an expansion 
of citizen’s rights, initially with the passing of the 1988 Citizen Constitu-
tion and the subsequent consolidation of democratic rule in the country. 
Political scientists Peter Kingstone and Timothy Power, in the introduc-
tion to their edited volume of 2000, Democratic Brazil, hold that formal 
democracy had been cemented in Brazil by 2000 but had not advanced 
in a substantive manner. This disjuncture between formal and substantive 
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rights is important. Closer examination reveals that although the 1988 Con-
stitution succeeded in creating the legal framework for implementing a 
system of formal rights, Brazil has continued to operate according to an 
entrenched system of differentiated rights. Ideally, the constitutional rights 
promise individual liberty and project the possibility of a renewed public 
ambit (Dagnino 549–51). However, this expansion was premised on a free 
and open public arena.
 Following the transition, public space in Brazil increasingly became less 
secure and more lawless. As a result, there was an overall reduction in pub-
lic sociability, especially between individuals of different socioeconomic 
groups (Caldeira and Holston 695). This stalled progress affected the lived 
realities of Brazilians, particularly those from the lower classes who were 
exposed to a more violent public arena. Concomitantly, many individuals 
from the upper echelons of society abandoned the public domain in favor 
of private spaces such as guarded high-rise condominiums, gated commu-
nities, private transportation, and secured shopping malls. This segregation 
created a situation in which individuals of diverse socioeconomic strata 
were experiencing democracy differently, what Holston and Caldeira both 
have termed a “disjunctive democracy” (Caldeira 339; Holston Insurgent 
Citizenship, 309–14).
 Within democratic systems, there are three primary areas of rights: po-
litical, civil, and social (Marshall).4 Respectively, they are synonymous with 
membership in the polity, access to juridical procedures and process (claims 
to and protection of one’s rights), and the right to economic security and 
social welfare. Brazil is a political democracy that theoretically guarantees 
all citizens these rights. Social science literature generally agrees that politi-
cal rights were consolidated in Brazil by 2000. While social rights were le-
gitimated, they were not applied equally (Kingstone and Power Democratic 
Brazil). Regarding civil rights, the democratic transition did not usher in a 
period of profound respect for these entitlements or for the law (Caldeira 
339). Instead, violations of civil rights rose through both civilian and state 
violence.
 In 2008, Kingstone and Power’s follow-up tome Democratic Brazil Re-
visited was published. In contrast to their first edited volume on the state 
of democracy in Brazil, Revisited affirms that Brazil had shown a marked 
expansion of substantive democratic breadth and depth between 2000 and 
2008. The extension of democracy in Brazil had pulled new constituen-
cies—women, Afro-Brazilians, Indigenous groups, and peripheral com-
munities—into the struggle for recognition of formal and now substan-
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tive rights. The consolidation of political rights through formal democratic 
reforms permitted these groups to focus their efforts on the expansion of 
social and civil rights. Such efforts imply increased competition for the 
benefits that accompany the expansion of rights and the “democratization 
of expectations” (Buarque de Hollanda 179). Society’s elites saw the emer-
gence of these new constituencies and their claims to expanded rights and 
power as threatening the privileges they traditionally held almost exclu-
sively. Here I am not referring solely to access to material goods, notably 
since the distribution of wealth in Brazil remained unequal despite the 
progress made in these other formal arenas. Instead, new groups began to 
challenge society’s ideological structures. For example, concepts of rights, 
justice, equality, and even democracy itself became terrains of contesta-
tion and competition (Holston “Citizenship in Disjunctive Democracies,” 
82–83).
 The challenges that emerged at the turn of the century in Brazil are vis-
ible in the explosion of contestatory voices and spaces within Brazilian 
society, particularly in the areas of education and culture. The first quota 
system in university admissions guaranteeing racial and ethnic minorities 
positions within higher education started at the Universidade do Estado do 
Rio de Janeiro (State University of Rio de Janeiro) in 2001, the Universidade 
do Estado da Bahia (State University of Bahia) in 2002, the Universidade 
de Brasília (University of Brasília) in 2004, and nationally in 2012. In 2003, 
law 10.639 passed and then morphed in 2008 into law 11.645, guaranteeing 
Afro-Brazilians the right to recognition through self-identification as part 
of national culture. This legislation led to the inclusion of Afro-Brazilian 
culture as part of the mandatory national public-school curriculum. These 
measures reflect the ongoing struggles of minorities to be recognized as 
an integral part not only of Brazilian society but also of its culture. In the 
process, said minorities have challenged traditional assumptions of what 
constitutes national culture.
 Another example would be representatives of cultura marginal (mar-
ginal culture) who began expanding their claims to increased recognition 
and acceptance within the cultural realm at the turn of the century. In mu-
sic, in 1997, Racionais MC’s released their foundational album Sobrevivendo 
no inferno, which was ranked as the 14th best Brazilian album of all times 
by Rolling Stone magazine in November 2007 (Preto). Rapper and politi-
cal activist MV Bill released Traficando informação in 2000. The album 
included the infamous “Soldado do morro,” a music video that embroiled 
the rapper in a legal battle with the city because he refused to hand over to 
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police the names of the hooded, armed youth who appear in the video. In 
literature, Paulo Lins’s Cidade de Deus in 1997 and Reginaldo Ferreira da 
Silva Ferréz’s Capão pecado in 2000 were groundbreaking works that chal-
lenged literary standards of content and style.
 In three atos (acts) in special issues of the magazine Caros Amigos dedi-
cated to literatura marginal (2001, 2002, and 2004), Ferréz also reclaims the 
Portuguese term marginal from its pejorative status in Brazil’s dominant 
society. Marginal in Brazil is used colloquially as a pejorative reference im-
bued with socioeconomic and racial implications along the lines of “thug” 
or “hoodlum.”5 Saraus, local cultural events that incorporate poetry, music, 
literary readings, and performances, have grown to prominence as sites 
of peripheral culture and social exchange. Sérgio Vaz founded the sarau 
Cooperifa in the bar Zé Batidão in the peripheral neighborhood of Jardim 
Guarujá in São Paulo in 2001, and it has grown to be one of the largest and 
most renowned in the country. More recently, slam poetry has taken to 
Brazilian streets, from the informal gatherings of youth at the Praça Roo-
sevelt in São Paulo to the Slam das Minas in Ceilândia, Brasília, to literary 
festivals such as the Festa Literária das Periferias (FLUP) that Ecio Salles 
and Julio Ludemir idealized and began in Rio de Janeiro in 2012. The shift-
ing political landscape spawned all of these movements and held out the 
promise of a widespread democratic movement across Brazil.
 Returning to Kingstone and Power’s first two volumes, the consolidation 
of formal democracy in Brazil at the turn of the century in part explains the 
precipitous growth of peripheral voices in the twenty-first century. Only 
after formal democracy was firmly established did a space open that per-
mitted the expansion of rights and democratic ideals into fields beyond the 
strictly political realm. However, democracy is not unidimensional in the 
development of rights. The expansion of democratic rights has also occa-
sioned a backlash (Holston Insurgent Citizenship). In contemporary Brazil, 
as peripheral artists were pushing the boundaries of rights in and through 
their production, other forces were driving back, ideologically promoting 
a status quo agenda aimed at undermining the advances of the pink wave. 
These works reflect what many scholars (da Matta; Chauí; Machado da 
Silva; Moritz Schwarcz) have identified as an authoritarian strand in Brazil-
ian society, politics, and culture.
 The sociologist Roberto da Matta, especially in his 1979 book Carnavais, 
malandros e heróis, has exposed this authoritarian thread that undergirds 
the everyday practices of Brazilian life. Da Matta points to authoritarian 
structures that guide fundamental personal interactions. He finds that 
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common adages such as the question “Sabe com quem está falando?” (“Do 
you know who you are talking to?”) exemplify the hierarchical system so-
ciolinguistically at a micro level. Such sayings reify social relations that 
privilege an authoritarian position many times assumed by men and seen 
as foundational to their construction of masculinity and masculine rela-
tions. Da Matta also finds that at the macro level, national celebrations 
such as carnaval momentarily invert social hierarchies as temporary pres-
sure valves that ultimately also serve to reaffirm the status quo of the social 
power structure.6
 Marilena Chauí links these everyday practices to the country’s colonial 
history, arguing that authoritarianism is not a political system that afflicts 
Brazilian society through the periodic imposition of dictatorial regimes but 
rather a social system that sporadically reveals itself through more evident 
manifestations within the political realm. The most prominent upheaval 
would be the 1964–1985 dictatorship (Chauí 94). From this assertion, Chauí 
plots the multiple forms authoritarianism takes in contemporary demo-
cratic Brazil: unequal access to rights, naturalized inequalities, private rela-
tions based on obedience, public relations of patronage, police repression, 
consumerism as a mark of distinction (in the sense of Bourdieu), unequal 
pay, poverty, and socioeconomic exclusion (Chauí 94–98).7 Juremir Mach-
ado da Silva demonstrates how this authoritarian conjecture has histori-
cally relied on racialized discourses to propagate a conservative ideology 
to the white elites within the country. And Lilia Moritz Schwarcz unravels 
Brazil’s dominant narrative that projects a façade of tolerance but is un-
derscored by the country’s legacy of slavery and heritage of exclusion and 
control evident in Brazilian authoritarianism.
 Within the political realm, events of the second decade of the twenty-
first century have very clearly exposed the authoritarian vein that runs 
through the nation. During Dilma’s 2010 and 2014 election campaigns and 
the subsequent buildup to her impeachment proceedings, demonstrations 
by middle- and upper-class protesters called for the return of the military 
dictatorship. Their discourses nostalgically recalled an almost mythical 
time of peace and security. Preceding Michel Temer’s assumption of the 
presidency on August 31, 2016, the authoritarian vein in the country began 
to flow more openly. Various current and retired military officers openly 
called for military intervention within the political sphere of the country. 
General Luiz Eduardo Rocha Paiva wrote an opinion piece published in the 
Estadão/Estado de São Paulo on October 5, 2017, seeking to justify such an 
intervention. Weeks earlier, on September 15, General Antônio Hamilton 


