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FROM PUBLIC SILENCE TO PUBLIC PROTEST:
FOUCAULT AT THE UNIVERSITY OF SÃO
PAULO IN 1975

Michel Foucault visited Brazil five times between 1965
and 1976.1 His journeys there took him to the major metropolitan centers of São Paulo, Campinas, Rio de Janeiro, Belo
Horizonte, Salvador, Belém, and Recife. In these cities,
Foucault delivered important talks and lectures on a variety of
topics related to his ongoing research, from juridical practices
to sexuality. Foucault’s experiences in Brazil have recently elicited the attention of Brazilian interpreters of his thought.
Heliana de Barros Conde Rodrigues recounts these experiences
in great depth in her new book.2 Roberto Machado, who
attended Foucault’s Collège de France courses and seminars
and accompanied him on all of his visits to Brazil in the 1970s,
recalls them in intricate detail in his new book.3 Yet the topic
of Foucault’s presence in Brazil remains overwhelmingly unexplored in the English-speaking world. Moreover, even within
the rich confines of the Brazilian literature on this topic, there
are many facets of Foucault’s visits to Brazil that remain open
to further exploration. His political involvement stands out as
one such facet. It is especially worthy of greater consideration
because it raises some questions that have not been formulated,
much less answered.
One of these questions concerns the timing of Foucault’s
public opposition to the military dictatorship in Brazil. Foucault
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is widely (and correctly) regarded as a militant intellectual who
spoke out against injustices and participated in various struggles for social transformation, often by facilitating the voices of
those whose voices were suppressed. Such views of his militancy
inform and stimulate the Brazilian reception of his thought and
practice.4 A Brazilian interlocutor no less important than
Machado offers the following deeply eloquent words about
Foucault’s militancy:
Foucault’s connection to politics led him to participate in concrete struggles that went beyond the walls
of the university, not only in thinking about society
but also in taking part in movements that sought to
transform it. He was capable of going to the
Bibliothèque Nationale during the day and participating in a demonstration at night. He, already known as
a warrior, as a samurai, was a militant intellectual who
sought through his example to take philosophy out of
the ghetto of specialists. And, among his qualities –
generosity, intelligence, lucidity – the one that I perhaps admire the most is fearlessness, courage. He who
said that all courage is physical was capable of using
the body and fame, notoriety, to denounce established
powers, their injustices and violence, in struggles
against racism, the death penalty, in favor of immigrants, prisoners, the mad, striking workers etc.5
Yet the story of Foucault’s five visits to Brazil in particular complicates this otherwise apt impression of his political militancy.
All of Foucault’s visits to Brazil took place in the context of a
military dictatorship that had been in place since March 1964
yet it was not until October 1975, well into the occasion of his
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fourth visit to Brazil, that he adopted a public stance against the
dictatorship there. If Foucault was the kind of outspoken warrior depicted above in the admiring words of Machado, what
happened to him in Brazil under the dictatorship? To be more
precise, given his history of political militancy with all of its
very public battles, why did Foucault remain publicly silent
about the dictatorship for such a long period of time, and why
did he finally break his silence? In the following pages, I
develop answers to these potentially uncomfortable questions
(for interpreters inclined to see Foucault as an unambiguously
outspoken militant) through a detailed consideration of the
larger historical and political context that framed his transition
from a position of public silence to a position of public protest
in Brazil. I suggest that Foucault remained publicly silent about
the dictatorship there out of a prudence vis-à-vis his interlocutors. He did not want to recklessly endanger their lives by
speaking out. Foucault nonetheless broke his public silence
about the dictatorship owing to two interrelated developments:
a more intensive and selective political repression under
President Ernesto Geisel from 1974 and 1976 and the slow
reawakening of the student movement in Brazil during the
same period. These answers to the question of the timing of
Foucault’s involvement in protests against the dictatorship suggest that he did not abandon his militancy so much as carry it
with him in subtle and prudent ways attentive to the importance of articulating an oppositional stance through the collective resistance of others. This understanding of the rationale
behind Foucault’s political actions has, in its turn, implications
that extend well beyond the peculiarities of his manifold experiences in Brazil. Silence is all too often depicted as a form of
complicity with intolerable acts.6 The story of Foucault in
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Brazil suggests that silence may also serve as the constitutive
backdrop to a kind of militancy against these acts.
“ YOUR LIVES ARE THREATENED”
On October 6, 1975, Foucault arrived at Viracopos airport
in Campinas for his fourth visit to Brazil.7 The Department of
Philosophy of the School of Philosophy, Literature, and
Human Sciences (FFLCH) at the University of São Paulo
(USP) had selected him, along with Alain Grosrichard, to serve
as a visiting professor during the second semester of 1975.8
Foucault’s visit, as explained in a March 24 letter to him from
the USP Philosophy Chair Maria Sylvia de Carvalho Franco
Moreira, would involve lecturing on a theme of his choosing.9
In his response letter from April 13, Foucault enthusiastically
accepted the invitation to serve as a visiting professor and proposed the theme of “knowledge of human sexuality since the
17th century” for his lectures.10 In accordance with this proposal, he began teaching a (still unpublished) course on the
history of sexuality at FFLCH-USP,11 where he had lectured a
decade earlier on what would become The Order of Things.12
Yet, after only a handful of classes, political events caught
up with him and disrupted his teaching agenda. On October
17 approximately one thousand USP students prepared a protest in anticipation of a visit by the Minister of Industry and
Commerce to the School of Architecture and Urban Studies
(FAU).13 The protest was to be directed “against governmental
measures and imprisonments.”14 When the visit of the Minister
never materialized, students proceeded to hold an assembly,
stage their protest anyway, and plan more assemblies.15 After
these events, agents of the Second Army’s Detachment of
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Information Operations and Internal Defense Operations
Center (DOI-CODI) in São Paulo initiated a wave of arrests
that swept up forty-eight USP professors and alumni, according to student estimates.16 Students nevertheless remained
undeterred in their determination to protest the arrests of their
peers and professors. On the morning of October 23, another
assembly took place on the grounds of FAU-USP.17 It served
as the occasion for yet another protest against the recent
imprisonment of “‘students, professors and journalists.’”18
It was in the context of this protest that Foucault adopted
a posture of public opposition to the dictatorship in Brazil. On
October 22 the FFLCH-USP philosophy professor Marilena
Chauí contacted José Castilho Marques Neto and other militants in the student movement to inform them that Foucault
wanted to protest against the unfolding political repression and
solicit their suggestions about what to do. Castilho recounts
that the students immediately recommended that Foucault
renounce his course, denounce the dictatorship when abroad,
and demonstrate his solidarity with the imprisoned. The students also invited Foucault to participate in a student assembly
the next day. Foucault accepted their invitation but he wanted
to have a conversation beforehand to prepare for the event.19
Castilho met with Foucault the next morning to discuss the
student movement and its struggles against the dictatorship.20
The content of their conversation revolved around the forms of
organization and core problems in the student movement as
well as the fear between students from the infiltration of informants into their everyday lives.21 After the conversation,
Castilho accompanied Foucault and Gérard Lebrun in a taxi to
the student assembly at the massive open space of the Caramelo
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room at FAU-USP. Upon arriving there, Foucault asked for
paper, sat down on a bench, and penned his declaration.
Glauco Arbix translated the declaration, and Lebrun and others
revised it.22 Before an audience of roughly six hundred
students,23 Foucault then delivered his declaration in French as
Castilho read it alongside him in Portuguese.24 In his powerful
words:
Many dozens of USP students and professors were
recently imprisoned. Maybe they’ll be tortured, if they
are not already being tortured at this moment. Your
lives are threatened. A university that is not fully free
is nothing more than a business of servility. You can’t
teach under boot heels; you can’t speak in the face of
the walls of prisons; you can’t study when arms
threaten. The freedom of expression and research are
the signs of the liberty of peoples. In the defense of
rights, in the struggle against torture and the infamy
of the police, the struggles of intellectual workers
unite with those of manual workers.
The University of São Paulo knows that your struggle
today is connected to the struggle for freedom in all
of the countries of the world. I pay tribute to your
courage and I willingly associate myself with the decisions that you make to ensure that justice here is not
an outrageous word.25
These hastily written words packed a political punch. Foucault
here succinctly, forcefully, and lucidly asserted the impossibility
of engaging in ordinary academic pursuits in the context of a
pervasive and severe political repression. If his point was fairly
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uncontroversial, Foucault took it in new directions by layering
it within larger contexts of struggles for freedom nationally and
globally. He suggested that political repression assaults the freedom of whole “peoples,” not just particular institutions or
individuals inside academe. Foucault acknowledged the still
incipient solidarity between (otherwise separated) intellectual
and manual workers in their struggles against political repression in Brazil. He also situated the struggles at USP within a
larger context of struggles for freedom elsewhere in the world.
His overall message was clear: USP students and professors
were in danger but they were not alone. Other segments of
Brazilian society joined them and other groups in other countries struggled for the same principle. Finally, Foucault himself
explicitly joined USP students and professors in their struggles
but he did not play the role of the omniscient intellectual telling others what to do. He deferred to the decisions of a collective body assembled right before him rather than offer his own
political prescriptions to it.
His declaration had an immediate resonance. Castilho
reports that students greeted it with an “emotional applause.”26
The assembly also passed a motion that reflected the original
demands of students prior to the meeting of Castilho with
Foucault. It approved Foucault’s suspension of “his work in the
country” pending the release of “imprisoned colleagues.”27
The motion also set out to have Foucault “produce articles
offering his perspective on the imprisonments and denouncing
them widely in the international press, especially in France.”28
The same student assembly as well as another one on the evening of October 23 decided to write two letters: an open letter
to the public denouncing “imprisonments and tortures” and a
7
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letter to the President of Brazil demanding the release of prisoners or threatening a general strike by October 28.29
FOUCAULT UNDER SURVEILLANCE
The history of the production and circulation of Foucault’s
little-known declaration (at least outside Brazil) is fascinating
enough to warrant consideration before proceeding further in
the elaboration of the historical and political context in which
it was delivered. Students reproduced Foucault’s declaration on
a typewritten page with handwritten corrections. The bottom
of the page contained a brief summary of the motions adopted
by the student assembly for Foucault. This page circulated as a
pamphlet among students.30 It also ended up in the hands of
the security services. We know from Daniel Defert that
Foucault had his own suspicions about being under surveillance in Brazil and that the French diplomatic services had
informed him that they were protecting him.31 Owing to the
groundbreaking research of Conde and Maria Izabel Pitanga,
we now know that Foucault was not misguided in his suspicions. Through a request for documents about Foucault from
the National Archive at the Ministry of Justice in Brasília,
Conde and Pitanga discovered that the national intelligence
service created under the dictatorship, the National Information
Service (SNI), had Foucault under surveillance.32 The SNI
obtained a barely legible and heavily underlined copy of the
pamphlet containing his declaration.33 The SNI also produced
its own legible version of Foucault’s declaration in the presentation of his file.34 Conde does a great service to researchers of
Foucault and the Brazilian dictatorship by reproducing whole
portions of this file in her recently published book.35 Foucault’s
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declaration eventually circulated publicly through the letters to
the editor column in the November 1975 issue of the alternative press monthly Ex.36 There are mild and largely inconsequential discrepancies in the wording of Foucault’s declaration
in his SNI file and Ex. One major difference between them
concerns authorship. Ex straightforwardly and correctly presented Foucault as the author of the statement whereas the SNI
had a more complicated (and erroneous) view of the matter. It
maintained that the FFLCH-USP philosophy professors Franco
and Chauí had “‘maneuvered’” Foucault into taking “a position against the government” at the student assembly.37
Accordingly, the SNI attributed the drafting of Foucault’s declaration to these leftist philosophers rather than to Foucault
himself. It based this attribution on the content of the statement as well as Foucault’s inability to “write correctly in the
Portuguese language.”38 The SNI even speculated that the
point of getting Foucault to deliver the speech was to provoke
security agencies into detaining him, thereby casting the
Brazilian government in a negative light internationally.39 In
her probing commentary on Foucault’s intelligence file, Conde
writes, “the security agencies seem strangely committed to
‘exonerating’ Foucault of his own speech,” as if blame for it
resided exclusively in the machinations of an internal enemy.40
Yet the SNI version of what transpired at FAU-USP on
October 23 is fanciful to say the least.41 Castilho acknowledges
that Chauí may well have informed Foucault about the intensification of political repression in private conversations but he
insists that her involvement would not have gone any further
owing to her highly vulnerable position (as a known leftist professor) under the dictatorship. Castilho’s account clarifies that
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Foucault accepted the invitation from students to attend the
assembly on his own and authored the declaration from scratch
at the assembly. Chauí had simply served in a capacity as an
intermediary between student militants and Foucault prior to
the assembly. Indeed, Castilho stresses that Chauí did not even
attend the student assembly at FAU-USP.42
Foucault’s declaration at this assembly also elicited the
attention of other state agencies. A document from the
Ministry of Aeronautics dated for November 24, 1975 mentions his declaration in the context of a larger criticism of
Foucault and other researchers for receiving funds from the São
Paulo Research Foundation (FAPESP) in spite of challenging
the policies of the dictatorship and even attempting to establish
communism in Brazil.43 Like Foucault’s SNI file, this document also reflected a basic confusion about the precise impetus
behind the student assembly and his participation in it. It suggested that Foucault had delivered his declaration at the assembly in reaction to the assassination of the journalist Vladimir
Herzog but that assassination took place two days after the
assembly.44 The document from the Ministry of Aeronautics
thus projected Foucault’s response to Herzog’s assassination
back into his initial involvement in public opposition to the
dictatorship, as if the assassination served as the catalyst for the
entire sequence of his political activities in Brazil.
FOUCAULT’S DECLARATION AT FAU-USP IN
CONTEXT
Universities throughout Brazil had a long history of political repression under the dictatorship because security forces
viewed them as spaces of recruitment for the armed left and,
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more generally, as hotbeds of “subversion.”45 Apart from
arrest, imprisonment, torture, death, and disappearance, this
repression took a variety of subtle and overt forms with their
own ebb and flow throughout the life of the dictatorship: successive legal prohibitions on student organizing,46 military
invasions and occupations of campuses,47 purges of professors
based on military-led investigations,48 the blacklisting of
students,49 the use of rectors to gather and transmit information about students to security forces,50 and the surveillance of
students through undercover security agents in the classroom.51 USP had a long history of experiences with these and
other forms of political repression going all the way back to the
beginning of the dictatorship. Shortly after the coup d’état in
1964, security forces invaded and pillaged the grounds of the
FFLCH, where Foucault would lecture in 1965 and 1975. At
the time, the Rector of USP, Luís Antônio da Gama e Silva,
even created a secret commission to investigate the allegedly
subversive activities of USP professors for security forces.52 The
commission produced a report accusing fifty-two USP professors, students, and administrators of subversion.53 The report
resulted in military police inquiries for many of the professors.54 The ensuing trials cleared the professors of the charges
of subversion but not before they had already been dismissed
or forcibly retired,55 and not before some of them had been
arrested and imprisoned.56 Less than a week after the dictatorship drastically increased its powers at the end of 1968, the
military engaged in a brazen attack on USP dormitories that
resulted in the arrest of hundreds of students.57 The dictatorship also used its heightened powers to engage in another
round of purges, forcibly retiring forty-two federal employees,
including three USP professors, in April 1969. When the USP
11

From Public Silence to Public Protest

Vice-Rector, Hélio Lourenço da Oliveira, protested the compulsory retirements on grounds that USP professors are state
rather than federal employees, the dictatorship responded in a
vindictive manner by forcibly retiring him and over a dozen
additional USP professors, including the future President of
Brazil Fernando Henrique Cardoso.58 After these purges, security forces intervened to block the release of approved and
budgeted contracts for the appointment of individuals deemed
subversive, once these contracts reached the office of the
Rector.59 By the time Foucault returned to USP in 1975, an
atmosphere of fear, if not terror, pervaded the campus. As indicated by the mere existence of his intelligence file, informants
circulated on campus to monitor the activities of students and
professors. Security forces also arrested students and professors,
sometimes even by pulling them out of the classroom.60 Arrests
in turn led to more extreme measures, such as imprisonment,
torture, death, and disappearance. Security forces assassinated
or disappeared forty-seven USP students, professors, and
alumni between 1968 and 1976.61
In this larger history of political repression, the case of the
torture and assassination of USP geology student Alexandre
Vannucchi Leme merits special consideration because the reaction to it would anticipate the forms of collective mobilization
that Foucault would witness and experience in São Paulo in
October 1975. The date of this case is also noteworthy, as it
occurred roughly two months before Foucault’s first return to
Brazil in the 1970s. Security forces picked up Leme on suspicions of his involvement in the armed wing of the guerrilla
organization National Liberating Action.62 They then tortured
him to death at DOI-CODI in São Paulo on March 17, 1973
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and attempted to cover up his death through two incompatible
versions of the event: one that claimed Leme was killed in a
truck accident while fleeing arrest and another based on the
claim of his suicide at DOI-CODI.63 The reliance of security
agents on both versions of Leme’s death provoked disbelief and
outrage among his family members, Catholic clergymen, and
USP students. The students channeled their disbelief and outrage into protests over the course of the following two
months.64 Serbin provides a vivid account of the protests. In his
words:
USP buzzed with activity – with meetings, pamphleteering, discussion at information tables, and class
stoppages. Students wore black arm bands and draped
black banners around the campus. Leme’s geology
colleagues organized a joint student-faculty committee to investigate the circumstances of his death and to
establish proof of his innocence. Students from USP
and other schools then issued a statement citing
Leme’s ‘excellent reputation among students and professors’ and his qualities as a leader. The geology students declared a state of mourning and proposed a
memorial mass for Leme.65
Cardinal Dom Paulo Evaristo Arns eventually presided over the
proposed mass for Leme at the Sé cathedral in São Paulo on
March 30. The service attracted three thousand persons in spite
of the strong presence of security forces.66 Castilho attended
the mass. He describes the experience of passing the military
police to enter the Sé cathedral as one of the most frightening
in his life.67 Foucault arrived in Brazil shortly after this event.
It is unclear whether he ever learned about the assassination of
13
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Leme but the reaction to it created the first stirrings of the
kinds of protests that he would encounter upon his return to
São Paulo in October 1975.
As we can see from above, USP students did not need
Foucault to go tell them that their lives were imperiled. These
students and their professors lived under the constant threat of
arrest, imprisonment, torture, death, and disappearance. They
had the courage to mobilize against it on their own long before
Foucault showed up on their campus in 1975. His words nevertheless turned out to have been sadly prescient. Only two
days after Foucault delivered his political declaration at USP on
October 23, security forces tortured and assassinated the
Jewish journalist and USP professor Herzog at DOI-CODI in
São Paulo. A rank and file Brazilian Communist Party (PCB)
militant,68 Herzog had voluntarily reported to DOI-CODI
after being summoned there to clarify his ties to the PCB.69 In
a manner partially reminiscent of the case of Leme, security
forces tried to cover up Herzog’s assassination via torture by
claiming that he committed suicide.70 Yet the official version of
Herzog’s death was met with widespread disbelief in part
because it simply did not sit easily with his voluntary appearance at DOI-CODI.71
After learning about Herzog’s death, USP students reacted
swiftly. Rather than wait until October 28, they started their
strike on October 27.72 Serbin captures the immense scale of
the strike. “Thirty thousand students,” he notes, “went on
strike at USP.”73 Outraged by the assassination of Herzog,
Foucault proceeded to cancel his course at USP. This action
may have already been inferred from his strong words at the
student assembly on October 23. The editors of the alternative
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press monthly, Ex, even reported that Foucault outright suspended his course at this assembly.74 However, this reporting
seems to have projected into the past an action that was anticipated but not yet undertaken. Folha de S. Paulo had a different
take on the matter. The newspaper reported that Foucault had
more carefully announced his intention to suspend his course.75
Whatever the case, the subsequent sequence of events pushed
Foucault into a more forthrightly unequivocal position. Conde
suggests that if Foucault had any reservations about going
through with the course suspension he swiftly dispensed with
them upon learning about the assassination of Herzog.76
Foucault announced the outright cancellation of his course at
USP on October 27, the same day as the Jewish funeral for
Herzog.77 The magnitude of this gesture (in terms of Foucault’s
personal history as an educator with a rich history of political
militancy) should not be missed. As far as I can surmise, it was
the first and only time that Foucault cancelled a course for
explicitly stated political reasons. He also read a statement
about the assassination of Herzog that was immediately reproduced as a pamphlet for students. Unfortunately, the pamphlet
has eluded the grasp of researchers on Foucault in Brazil.78
Machado, however, recalls the public statement that Foucault
delivered. According to his recollection, Foucault proclaimed
that he “would not teach in countries where journalists were
tortured and killed in prison.”79 Moreover, there is a now discontinued online record of a subsequent declaration that
Foucault made right before his participation in an ecumenical
memorial service for Herzog on October 31. In that declaration, Foucault straightforwardly explained his motives for cancelling his course at USP. “‘I won’t,’” he said before an
audience in an auditorium, “‘give a course here because they’re
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killing the thinkers of this institution.’”80 After uttering these
words, Foucault withdrew from the auditorium to participate
in a march culminating in an ecumenical memorial service for
Herzog led by Dom Paulo.81 The service attracted eight thousand persons to the Praça da Sé in São Paulo in spite of the
efforts of the security forces to diminish attendance through
the use of well over three hundred roadblocks.82 Foucault was
deeply moved by the whole experience. In an interview with
Thierry Voeltzel from 1978, he marveled at the spectacle of a
Catholic leader adopting a Jewish salutation to channel resistance to the dictatorship:
It drew thousands and thousands of people into the
church, on to the square and so on, and the cardinal
in red robes presided over the ceremony, and he came
forward at the end of the ceremony, in front of the
faithful, and he greeted them shouting: ‘Shalom, shalom.’ And there was all around the square armed
police and there were plain clothes policemen in the
church. The police pulled back; there was nothing the
police could do against that. I have to say, that had a
grandeur of strength, there was a gigantic historical
weight there.83
Foucault had good reasons to marvel at this event and to speak
of its tremendous historical significance. Herzog’s ecumenical
memorial service would turn out to be a major catalyst for the
reemergence of the opposition to the dictatorship and the very
slow transition back to democracy.84
Foucault also stuck to his words about not teaching in
Brazil, at least for the remainder of his stay there in 1975.
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However, after the assassination of Herzog, he did receive a
speaking invitation from Mariza Corrêa and other students at
the State University of Campinas (UNICAMP).85 Foucault
accepted the invitation but only on condition that his talk take
place off the main UNICAMP campus, no doubt in an effort
to prevent even the semblance of suddenly betraying his own
words about no longer teaching in Brazil.86 His talk took place
at the headquarters of an Academic Center (CA) in downtown
Campinas, either on or right around October 27.87 The choice
of this location is telling in itself. Victoria Langland describes
CAs as “centers that served as platforms for students’ participation in national political debates, as well as for organizing social
activities, producing student newspapers, and generally representing student demands to university authorities.”88 The CA
is not, in other words, the more conventional pedagogical
space of the classroom or lecture hall. It is emphatically not
distinguished by the presence of professors, much less administrators. The CA is a space that nurtures the politicization of
students by students. As Margareth Rago remarks, “The
Academic Center is a space of students for students, a space of
resistance, of their struggles.”89 For this very reason, security
forces arrested many CA directors.90 They also invaded, occupied, and pillaged the grounds of some CAs.91 Langland suggests that CAs served to reawaken the student movement
beginning in 1974, after a period of severe political repression.92 Foucault knew about the significance of CAs. He had
asked Castilho about one at USP during their meeting.93 The
CA in Campinas provided Foucault with a seemingly ideal
space from which to elaborate his newly publicized solidarity
with the opponents and victims of the dictatorship. Still, it is
not clear that he took advantage of the opportunity. Foucault’s
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talk does not appear to have been recorded or transcribed but
the political scientist Armando Boito Júnior and the philosopher Luiz B.L. Orlandi were present for it. Their informal
recollections of the event with Rago do not indicate that
Foucault made any explicitly political declarations about the
recent assassination of Herzog or political repression.94 Boito
recalls that Foucault affirmed the origins of sexual repression in
the bourgeoisie rather than in the working class.95 Orlandi,
who translated the bulk of Foucault’s talk, recalls that Foucault
formulated a critique of totalizing syntheses.96 It seems that
Foucault may have restricted himself to the themes related to
his bourgeoning research on the occasion of his visit to
Campinas. Then again, explicit political declarations of the sort
he delivered at USP were not exactly urgent because Foucault
had already made his political stance perfectly clear.
Through his declarations at USP and his participation in
the ecumenical memorial service for Herzog, Foucault sought
to be expelled from Brazil in order to draw international attention to the political situation there.97 His strategy almost succeeded. Foucault was never kicked out of Brazil but there was
an order for his expulsion that was, as he later explained, withdrawn in the final minute because of the potential reaction it
could generate among students in Brazil and public opinion in
France.98 Immediately after his departure from Brazil on
November 18, Foucault visited New York City.99 There, he
gave a talk at Columbia University in which he discussed recent
events in Brazil.100 In his words:
A few days ago I was in Latin America, in Brazil,
where, as you know, there are a large number of political prisoners. Several hundred journalists, students,
18
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professors, intellectuals and lawyers have been arrested
there during these last few weeks. And in Brazil, of
course, arrested also mean[s] tortured.101
In this context, Foucault touched on a number of points
related to torture in Brazil, namely, the assistance of American
advisors in the development of techniques of torture, the spatial separation of the torturers from those formulating the
questions for the tortured (via the use of computers) as well as
the involvement of doctors, psychiatrists, and (highly sophisticated) psychoanalysts in torture sessions.102 He mentioned
Herzog in his remarks on the role of doctors in torture.
Foucault suggested that Herzog had died because he had not
been given a proper medical exam to assess the risk of death
during his torture sessions.103 In Foucault’s words, “Herzog,
who died in prison ten days ago, had not been adequately
examined.”104 These words would not be Foucault’s final
words on torture in Brazil. In an interview published in 1977,
he once again dwelled on the role of doctors, psychiatrists, and
psychoanalysts in torture in the country. However, in a subtler
twist, Foucault went on to acknowledge the prominent role of
psychiatrists and psychoanalysts in the opposition to the
dictatorship.105
After his visit to Brazil in 1975, Foucault received and
accepted an invitation from Alliance Française to deliver lectures in the north and northeast of the country. He had hoped
that the Brazilian government would block his entry into the
country yet it did not pursue this course of action, no doubt in
order to avoid the negative publicity that would have ensued.106
At this juncture, Foucault could have refused to go back to
Brazil in order to remain consistent with his own adamant
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statements about refusing to teach in a country where professors, students, and journalists are killed but he went back for
what would be the last time. Why? The diminution of political
repression does not seem to be a compelling enough answer.
The intensity of that repression had only begun to relent
through highly controlled processes of political liberalization
under Geisel. These changes would have hardly appeared stark
or definitive when Foucault returned to Brazil only a year later.
Are we to then conclude that he violated his own stated commitments? That conclusion would seem to be a bit too hasty
because Foucault had articulated his commitments in anticipation of an expulsion from Brazil. When no expulsion transpired, he had to adapt to the judicious strategy of the Brazilian
government in coping with him. He had, in short, to find
another way to upend this strategy. Foucault reasoned that
since he had been not expelled from the country after his protests he would force the government to put up with him one
more time. In his words:
I came more as a kind of challenge, after what happened in São Paulo, where an expulsion order was
revoked at the last minute. When they asked me to
come here to lecture at Alliance Française, I normally
would have refused but I accepted it as a challenge to
see what would happen. Because at that time, one year
before, a relation of forces established itself: on one
side, the Brazilian government wanted me to leave,
then it considered that there would be many problems
with USP (the University of São Paulo), with students, with French public opinion, etc. I exploited this
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correlation of forces to say: not only did you not expel
me, you were obliged to accept me one more time.107
The Brazilian government did put up with Foucault again but
not without resuscitating his own suspicions about being under
surveillance.108
GOING PUBLIC WITH RESISTANCE
The significance of Foucault’s declaration at FAU-USP on
October 23, 1975 resides less in its powerful content than in
the dynamic relationship between this content and the larger
context of his visits to Brazil as well as the still unfolding political events in the country, above all the torture and assassination
of Herzog. To fully gauge the significance of the declaration, it
helps to recall that Foucault had been to Brazil on three previous occasions during the dictatorship. His preceding two visits
in 1973 and 1974 even took place at the height of political
repression under the dictatorship, in a period known as “the
years of lead” (os anos de chumbo) from 1969 to 1974.109 Chauí
repeatedly insists that Foucault visited Brazil in these years to
support the resistance to the dictatorship.110 She also claims
that he made a point of publicizing his support for this resistance within the Brazilian press.111 Yet the latter claim in particular effaces an altogether crucial difference between
Foucault’s three visits to Brazil prior to 1975 and his visit there
in 1975. Foucault adopted a posture of public silence about the
dictatorship on his previous journeys to Brazil. Contra Chauí,
there is simply no evidence to support the claim that he publicized his solidarity with the resistance to the dictatorship as
early as 1973. In fact, “there are,” as the journalist Rafael
Cariello correctly cautions, “few records of public criticism by
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the author of Discipline and Punish of the Brazilian military
dictatorship, which was in force during the entire period in
which Foucault visited Brazil.”112 For her part, Conde nicely
captures a striking instance of Foucault’s public silence about
the dictatorship without exploring it any further. She observes
that Foucault offered no political commentary during a question and answer session in Belo Horizonte in May 1973 even
though he had just concluded a tumultuous period of “battles
with the French police.”113 Perhaps just as mysteriously,
Foucault’s distance from Brazil did not afford a more publicly
critical posture. He maintained his silence about the Brazilian
dictatorship outside Brazil prior to November 1975.
As we have already seen, Foucault’s public silence did not
signal his indifference toward the dictatorship or, worse yet, his
acceptance of it. Foucault’s silence also did not preclude his
Brazilian audiences from construing the content of his lectures
as implicitly critical of the dictatorship.114 But his silence mattered because it left his position unclear to those who were not
proximate to him or knowledgeable about his broader political
orientation. It thus constrained the scale of possible forms of
solidarity he apparently sought to nurture in Brazil. Herein lies
a major part of the historical significance of Foucault’s political
declaration at FAU-USP. It publicly announced his solidarity
with the victims and opponents of the dictatorship for the very
first time. The timing of this announcement raises, in its turn,
two interrelated questions. First, why did Foucault remain publicly silent about the dictatorship prior to October 1975?
Second, why did he suddenly break his silence?
To understand the impetus behind the first question, it
helps to bring a few more basic details into sharper focus. One
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is that Foucault had already transformed into a political militant
by the time of his visits to Brazil in the early 1970s. As late as
December 1972, Foucault had been extremely active in the
Prisons Information Group (GIP), which he co-founded with
Defert and others in February 1971. The GIP set out to
heighten public intolerance of the prison system through the
voices of prisoners themselves. If Foucault had been a politically inactive intellectual then his public silence about the dictatorship in Brazil would come as little surprise and raise few, if
any, questions. Indeed, given his history of militancy in France,
it would seem that Foucault would have easily gravitated
toward a more forthrightly public posture about political
repression in Brazil. The other pertinent detail is that his visits
to the country recommenced (after his initial visit in October
1965) at the height of the dictatorship, as stressed above. The
passage of Institutional Act No. 5 (AI-5) in December 1968
signaled the beginning of this period. AI-5 drastically amplified
the powers of the president, eliminated civil liberties, and further empowered the military. After AI-5, torture “became,” in
the words of Langland, “the central weapon in the regime’s
assault on its opponents, real and perceived.”115 Serbin summarizes the gruesome iterations of torture deployed to instill
fear in the population:
Torturers used a horrifying array of techniques on
prisoners: beatings, starvation, suffocation, near
drowning, electric shocks to the genitals, rape, exposure to snakes and cockroaches, psychological abuse,
and the infamous ‘parrot’s perch,’ a metal bar from
which a bound individual was hung, then shocked and
beaten.116
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Foucault returned to Brazil in the context of an intensification
of these practices.117 The overall violence of the dictatorship
thus provided him with what Conde aptly describes as “many
reasons and occasions to protest.”118 The final detail worthy of
retention is that Foucault’s interlocutors leave his staunch
opposition to the dictatorship during this period entirely
unambiguous.
Why, then, did Foucault remain publicly silent? Machado
offers what might be construed as a partial answer to this question. “In all of my time with him during his visits to Brazil in
the period of repression,” Machado writes of Foucault, “I
never heard him, no matter how much he was asked, use his
theoretical analyses to say how one should struggle against the
dictatorship, even though he was viscerally against it.”119 The
unstated flipside of Foucault’s aversion to prescribing political
actions for Brazilians on the basis of his analyses was letting
them figure out these actions for themselves and therefore
enabling them to take responsibility for their own decisions.
Indeed, we can go a step further: Foucault apparently exuded
the conviction that the Brazilian people would be capable of
dismantling the dictatorship once they committed themselves
to a collective refusal of the kind he later witnessed in Iran.
Foucault once told Machado, “‘If Brazilians really wanted to
they would take down the military regime! If they all said no,
state power would not function.’”120
What Machado recalls is undoubtedly illuminating. Yet
Foucault clearly found ways of being vocal in public without
telling others what to do. We are therefore still left with the
question of why he chose to be publicly vocal at one moment
rather than another. Castilho stresses that Foucault simply
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lacked the context within which to become publicly vocal
about the dictatorship, surrounded as he was by prominent
leftist intellectuals who were too vulnerable to openly challenge
the dictatorship.121 It could also be that Foucault simply did
not know enough about the details of the situation in Brazil to
feel comfortable taking a public stance against the dictatorship.
Arbix opens up this interpretive possibility. He detected an
inspiring “sign of rigor” in the fact that Foucault only composed his declaration from FAU-USP “after conversing with
Castilho and becoming aware of the situation in detail.”122 The
psychoanalyst Jurandir Freire Costa, who accompanied Foucault
in Rio de Janeiro, offers another interpretive possibility. He
picks up on something far more intentional in Foucault’s
silence. “‘He,’” Costa says of Foucault, “‘was never an irresponsible provocateur. He knew that he was under dictatorship, surrounded by persons who were vulnerable. There was a
tacit agreement that we would only speak of what was
possible.’”123 In other words, Foucault sought to protect his
Brazilian interlocutors through silence. Just as importantly, the
“we” in Costa’s observation suggests that others participated in
this silence. Silence thus amounted to a collectively practiced
experience.
The explanations above are not mutually incompatible. It
could be that Foucault lacked the context for a political
engagement in Brazil as well as a deep knowledge of the situation there but knew enough about the broad contours of this
situation to want to protect his interlocutors by remaining
silent. We know from above that Foucault had learned about
the violence of the dictatorship in private conversations with
these interlocutors. He also could have easily learned about
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torture in Brazil while still in France. Reports of torture in
Brazil began to appear in the French press as early as December
1969.124 Perhaps the best indication that Foucault adopted a
posture of public silence to protect his interlocutors from the
violence of the dictatorship derived from the stated reasons for
his affirmations of a related and continuing silence. He refused
to openly criticize Brazilian Marxists over his own implicit differences with them on grounds that they could not defend
themselves in a climate of anti-Marxist political repression. “‘I
do not,’” Foucault declared with reference to Brazilian
Marxists, “‘criticize those who do not have a right to a
defense.’”125 He adopted this stance in the face of efforts by
the Brazilian press to exploit his own underlying differences
with these Marxists during his visit to Brazil in 1975.126
Foucault also retained his aversion to criticizing Brazilian
Marxists as he prepared to visit the more intellectually Marxist
northeast of Brazil in 1976. He even told Machado something
altogether astounding for a fierce and longtime critic of the
French Communist Party (PCF).127 “‘I,’” Foucault confided to
Machado, “‘would never speak against the Communist Party
when it is outlawed and its members are in prison.’”128 If
Foucault felt such a strong need to adopt a posture of public
silence toward Brazilian Marxists in order to avoid exacerbating
their highly vulnerable positions under the dictatorship, it
seems entirely plausible and highly probable that he would have
struck a similar posture to avoid imperiling the totality of his
Brazilian interlocutors with arrest, imprisonment, torture,
death, and disappearance prior to his declaration at FAU-USP
on October 23, 1975.129
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He nevertheless found an occasion to break his silence on
that day. What, then, changed? Two interrelated developments
appear to have modified Foucault’s approach. One was a more
selective and intensive political repression under President
Geisel. Though Geisel introduced policies of political liberalization that paved the way for a slow return to democracy, such
as a reduction in censorship, this process was highly uneven in
its application.130 As Paulo Markun explains, “The project of
political opening imagined by Geisel and [the architect of the
SNI] Golbery [do Couto e Silva] never allowed for any tolerance toward what was regarded as subversive opposition.”131
Indeed, the dictatorship under Geisel unleashed waves of
repression against the PCB in particular in an effort to fully and
definitively remove the threat of communism in the midst of
the slow beginnings of the transition back to democracy. As the
Brazil: Never Again project recalls, “Between 1974 and 1976,
the PCB was subjected to successive waves of detentions in
which hundreds of members and important party leaders were
imprisoned, tortured, and killed throughout the country.”132
This political repression intensified in the city of São Paulo in
particular at the very moment that Foucault returned there in
early October 1975,133 to the point of ultimately compelling
him to attend the student assembly at FAU-USP.134 It also
resulted directly in the assassination of a rank and file PCB
member, Herzog,135 which obviously drew Foucault even further into public protests against the dictatorship. The repression of the PCB thus acted as the stimulus to Foucault’s sudden
public involvement in protests against the dictatorship in
Brazil. The irony of this situation was not lost on Arbix. He
recalls that even though students affiliated with the PCB
wrongly dismissed Foucault as “a liberal and critic of the left”
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Foucault’s protest was fundamentally directed against waves of
repression that targeted PCB militants.136
The other development that precipitated his involvement
was the reemergence of the student movement during the same
period. As we have seen, it was the student movement that
drew Foucault into open political struggle in Brazil. This
movement created a literal space in which he could speak publicly without recklessly endangering others or superimposing
his voice on their enforced silence. Right before his eyes, hundreds of USP students took a public stand against the imprisonment of their peers and professors. In this context, it
suddenly made much more sense to publicly criticize the dictatorship. After all, Foucault would not have been acting alone.
He would have been, rather, acting with others who had
already assumed the risk of exposing themselves to political
repression through their participation in a collective act of protest. This act was, in other words, initiated and opened up by
the courage of the opponents and victims of the dictatorship.
It thus made sense to enter into solidarity with them and to
follow their lead by deferring to their collective decisions. From
this perspective, the story of Foucault in Brazil in October
1975 matters because it belongs to the much larger story of a
reemerging opposition to the dictatorship in Brazil and the
slow transition back to democracy. Indeed, as Castilho points
out, Foucault’s reference to the unity of “intellectual workers”
and “manual workers” in his initial declaration at USP even
anticipated the increasingly important forms of solidarity in the
reemerging opposition.137
The story of Foucault in Brazil before this declaration also
matters because it complicates an image and understanding of
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his militancy as well as his own inchoate analysis of militancy.
Foucault tended to practice a very vocal and public militancy,
as perhaps best illustrated in a widely circulated image of him
speaking into a bullhorn next to Jean-Paul Sartre before a
dense crowd of journalists at a protest.138 His analysis of militancy from his larger exploration of courageous truth telling
(parrhesia) in antiquity also focused overwhelmingly on public
acts, if not of speech then of manifestations of forms of life.
Indeed, Foucault anachronistically cast Cynics in particular as
militants precisely because they sought to challenge society
(and thus transform the world) through combative and scandalous acts in public spaces.139 Yet, as we have seen in some
detail, Foucault hardly conformed to this kind of militancy
throughout the bulk of his time in Brazil. Quite the contrary,
he exhibited a conspicuous silence about the dictatorship and
its bloody repression. However, his silence did not signal his
abandonment of militancy. Foucault carried his militancy with
him to Brazil, as indicated by his eventual involvement in protests against political repression. Indeed, through his actions
and inactions in Brazil, Foucault disclosed another figure of the
militant: not only the outspoken combatant in the streets but
also the quiet opponent who breaks his or her silence only at a
well-calculated and propitious moment in a public space. In
this regard as well, Foucault shared a collective experience with
many Brazilians. They had no choice but to be publicly silent
in their militancy. Silence in public (and sometimes even in
private) was a manner of protecting oneself and others in the
context of a dictatorship bent on detecting, monitoring, and
punishing the slightest signs of subversion. In the case of
Foucault, public silence was a manner of engaging in solidarity
with silenced others, including those who had divergent politi29
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cal and theoretical orientations. The progressive Archbishop of
Recife and Olinda, Dom Hélder Pessoa Câmara, captured
something of this kind of silence when pressed about not
speaking during the ecumenical memorial service for Herzog.
“‘Why speak in a high voice,’” he asked, “‘when all of us are
conversing in silence?’”140 An appreciation of the political
potentialities of this experience of silence enables us to obtain
a more robust understanding of the breadth and complexity
Foucault’s political commitments and engagements. It also
reminds us that silence in public need not be confused with
complicity.
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