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Brazilian Universities under Attack
From the Biopolitical Pact to the Necropopulist Moment

P E D R O  F I O R I  A R A N T E S

abstract  Brazil  has  around  half  of  Latin  America’s  twenty-five  best-ranked  uni ver si ties,  and  all   of 
them are pub lic. Most Brazilian pub lic uni ver si ties are also socially embed ded, build ing knowl edge in 
dia logue with com mu ni ties, and are  involved  in defending human rights,  social  jus tice, and envi ron-
men tal sus tain abil ity. They are a fun da men tal part of the Brazilian biopolitical pact that has prevailed 
in recent decades. Brazil’s new, openly author i tar ian gov ern ment has cho sen this pub lic uni ver sity sys-
tem as a cen tral tar get, pur su ing two courses of action: one a rad i cal neo lib eral agenda and the other 
an ideo log i cal war on the pro duc tion of crit i cal, social, and sci en tific knowl edge. For this regime and its 
necropolitical bias, pub lic uni ver si ties are no lon ger nec es sary insti tu tions. Nevertheless, despite all  the 
attacks against  them, uni ver si ties have acted as  impor tant  insti tu tions  in Brazil dur ing the COVID-19 
pan demic, defending life and human rights.

keywords   Brazil, higher edu ca tion, Bolsonaro, necropolitics, dedemocratization

Over the last two decades, pub lic uni ver si ties in Brazil have pro vided spaces for the 
cul ti va tion of mul ti eth nic diver sity and a new rad i cal ism. Under the Partido dos 
Trabalhadores (PT, or Workers’ Party) gov ern ment (2003–16), pub lic uni ver si ties 
became spaces of social and cul tural inno va tion that chal lenged the dis crim i na
tion through which his tor i cal injus tice was ratio nal ized in Brazil. Strong efforts to 
democ ra tize access to uni ver si ties changed pre vi ously white, urban, and elit ist stu
dent bod ies and cur ric ula into more diverse and inclu sive envi ron ments for learn
ing and research. Such change and diver si fi ca tion could be observed in terms of 
class, income, gen der, race, and the sec ond ary edu ca tion of stu dents, thanks to an 
aggres sive quota pol icy, the intro duc tion of new learn ing and research top ics and 
meth od ol o gies, and, above all , the new loca tions and regional con nec tions of uni
ver sity campuses built in the hin ter lands, in the Amazon, and on the periph er ies 
of the met ro pol i tan areas.1 This con trib uted to a pro gres sive cul tural pol i tics that 
expanded the moral con tours of Brazilian soci ety.
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Broadly cel e brated by the PT—spe cifi  cally by the gov ern ments of Luiz Inácio 
Lula da Silva (2003–10) and Dilma Rousseff (2011–16)—this cul tural pol i tics was 
inte grated into a social pact that prom ised free dom to con sume for the poor and 
free dom to accu mu late for the rich. This was a biopolitical pact, “the tacit agree ment, 
fun da men tal to mod ern polit i cal soci e ties, whereby, in exchange for enhanc ing the 
eco nomic capac ity of the governed, gov ern ment offi cials assume respon si bil ity for 
keep ing them alive.”2 The pact sought to extend con sump tion, enabled by targeted 
state assis tance (i.e., with out fun da men tal chal lenges to neo lib eral hege mony), and 
it was imag ined as guaran tee ing a human i tar ian min i mum for sur vival. This led to 
Lula’s enor mous pop u lar ity, his rule as a pop u list leader iden ti fied with the right to 
life and to con sume basic goods, with the end of hun ger and abso lute pov erty, and 
with new oppor tu ni ties for the poor, includ ing access to higher edu ca tion.

However, behind this pic ture of class con cil i a tion presented by the PT gov ern
ment, old ten den cies toward eco nomic dis man tling and neo co lo nial rever sal per
sisted in Brazil. Initially, the accel er a tion of dein dus tri al iza tion began in the 1980s, 
when the PT operationalized a neoextractivist model of devel op ment. It expanded 
Brazil’s “agri cul tural fron tier,” offer ing lucra tive con tracts to pri vate energy and 
con struc tion firms and col lud ing in the vio lent dis place ment of vul ner a ble pop u
la tions in the Amazon and else where. Meanwhile, the long geno cide of poor Black 
Brazilians in met ro pol i tan periph er ies con tin ued unabated, with the mil i ta rized 
“pac i fi ca tion” of fave las caus ing thou sands of civil ian deaths.3 As Giorgio Agamben 
has argued, the biopolitical ratio nal ity that affirms a right to life can also make life 
more vul ner a ble;4 it can also give rise to a necropolitical regime, as described by 
Achille Mbembe.5

The biopolitical pact con sol i dated under PT rule reflected this ambi gu ity given 
the lim ited con di tions for the defense of life under a neo lib eral, pred a tory, and 
even neo co lo nial eco nomic model that con tin ued to act with out restraint (and in 
fact was fur ther entrenched). In the end, the pact proved to be more frag ile than 
was pre vi ously imag ined, and the muta tion men tioned by Agamben was swept 
away by a series of events that cul mi nated with the arrival of the COVID19 pan
demic and the sub se quent disas ter under Jair Bolsonaro’s rule.

In the face of the eco nomic cri sis that Dilma Rousseff was unable to reverse, 
local elites, police, and mil i tary forces (includ ing mili tias), and the more con ser
va tive fac tions of the mid dle and lowincome clas ses (Pen te cos tal Evangelicals, 
the mass of unem ployed peo ple, and small entre pre neurs) decided to break the 
pact. Rousseff was over thrown in 2016, and reforms that cut pub lic spend ing and 
imposed losses on work ers were approved then presented as a solu tion to the cri sis. 
The biopolitical pact has now been transformed under Bolsonaro into a new type 
of pol i tics: a necropolitical pop u lism that defi nes “hate as pol i tics”6 and exudes the 
“exter mi na tion of the enemy.”7 This pol i tics shares sim i lar i ties with fascism and 
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Nazism but is anchored in our colo nial his tory of geno cide and longlast ing slav ery, 
whose ten den cies toward selec tive exter mi na tion and struc tural rac ism per sist in 
post co lo nial Brazil today.8

Bolsonaro’s necropolitics has become increas ingly evi dent in his (de)admin
is tra tion in the face of the pan demic, his discrediting of social dis tanc ing, the use 
of masks, vac cines, and any sci en tific evi dence—and above all  in his utter lack of 
empa thy after hun dreds of thou sands of deaths. Bolsonaro is the incar na tion, as 
per haps Trump was in the United States, of the sui cidal and geno cidal drives of 
cap i tal ism left to itself, inflated by neo lib eral and neo con ser va tive fun da men tal
ism and para mil i tary mili tias.

Sustained by a par ox ys mal pol i tics of anni hi la tion, Bolsonaro has found in the 
COVID19 pan demic an oppor tu nity to has ten a final rup ture of Brazil’s pre vi ous, 
ambig u ous biopolitical pact. This rup ture implies an attempt to dis ap pear uni ver
si ties, to elim i nate them from the pub lic sphere; it implies the trans for ma tion of 
higher edu ca tion into a pri vate con sumer good and its dis con nec tion from social 
and civic goods that might pro tect the right to life.

In this short essay, I briefly dis cuss the dem o cratic advances represented by 
the mul ti eth nic and mul ti fac eted expan sion of Brazilian pub lic uni ver si ties. I show 
what the break with the PT’s nearly fift eenyear heg e monic rule implies for the 
expan sion of pub lic higher edu ca tion and the defunding of uni ver si ties and sci ence 
under Bolsonaro, whose rule has meant dev as ta tion of the pub lic uni ver sity and 
sci ence research sys tem. To con clude, I address how uni ver si ties have acted dur ing 
the pan demic, despite all  of the attacks against them, as some of the last struc tures 
in Brazil still defending life and human rights.

Changing Power and Knowledge through the Democratization of Public Universities
During the four teen years of the four suc ces sive PT admin is tra tions in the twenty
first cen tury, major new advances were envisioned and implemented in the pub
lic uni ver sity sys tem as a direct result of the pres sure of pro gres sive social move
ments. The num ber of enroll ments per year in pub lic uni ver si ties more than 
tri pled—from 109,000 to 393,000 new places per year—as a result of pro mo tion by 
the Reestruturação e Expansão das Universidades Federais (REUNI, or Federal Uni
versity Restructuring and Expansion Program), which expanded access like never 
before.9 Additionally, the num ber of fulltime, ten uretrack pro fes sors in pub lic 
uni ver si ties increased by 64 per cent.

As a REUNI Program direc tive, 17 new uni ver si ties and 126 new fed eral cam
puses were built in places that had no his tory of offi cial pub lic uni ver sity pres ence, 
includ ing the poor periph er ies of large cit ies, semi arid and Ama zo nian regions, 
and less pop u lated and less devel oped hin ter lands. From a cur ric u lar point of view 
and at the level of polit i cal and ped a gog i cal prac tices, uni ver si ties became even 
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more socially embed ded, build ing knowl edge in dia logue with com mu ni ties and 
defending human rights, social jus tice, and envi ron men tal sus tain abil ity. Impor
tant research has sought to map the impact of this expan sion and its pos i tive con se
quences for local devel op ment from eco nomic, social, and cul tural points of view.10 
The expan sion also led to increased num bers of qual i fi ca tions for pub lic ser vice, 
fos tered exten sion pro grams with vul ner a ble com mu ni ties, and devel oped new 
sci ence, tech nol ogy, and inno va tion courses inte grat ing national and global net
works with local impacts.

Although Lula’s gov ern ment was unable to obtain approval for its uni ver sity 
reform pro ject, impor tant insti tu tional advances did occur under PT admin is tra
tions. In 2004, the Sistema Nacional de Avaliação da Educação Superior (SINAES, 
or National Higher Education Evaluation System) used inno va tive met rics in three 
dimen sions (assessing insti tu tions, courses, and stu dent devel op ment) to intro duce 
new param e ters of qual ity con trol and com par i son among insti tu tions. A Sistema de 
Seleção Unificada (SISU, or Unified Selection Process) was cre ated in 2009, allowing 
for admis sion to any of the sixtyeight pub lic fed eral uni ver si ties using the Exame 
Nacional do Ensino Médio (ENEM, or High School Quality Assessment Test). This 
greatly expanded oppor tu ni ties for access and intranational stu dent mobil ity. How
ever, in cer tain regions, this new mobil ity ended up reduc ing local stu dents’ access 
to uni ver si ties in their own states, with neg a tive con se quences, espe cially for the 
poorest. A con sti tu tional amend ment was approved, giv ing new sta tus to the ten
year national edu ca tion plan, and the cre a tion of a national edu ca tion sys tem was 
approved in 2014. This antic i pated that the expan sion of pub lic uni ver si ties would 
con tinue, and an increase in pub lic invest ment in edu ca tion would increase from 5 
to 10 per cent of Brazil’s gross domes tic prod uct in ten years.

Finally, affir ma tive action pol i cies were cre ated, mark edly chang ing the under
grad u ate pro file of pub lic uni ver si ties, pre vi ously made up almost exclu sively of 
white stu dents from wealth ier clas ses.11 Several uni ver si ties ini ti ated quota pol i
cies before the inno va tive Quota Law of 2012, which established isonomic cri te ria 
for all  fed eral uni ver si ties around the coun try, guaran tee ing half of their enroll
ments would be of incom ing stu dents from pub lic high schools and includ ing eth
nic and incomebased subcriteria based on the pop u la tion pro files of each state. 
More recently, a com ple men tary law declared the inclu sion of peo ples liv ing with 
disabilities within the quota sys tem.

Today, the stu dent pop u la tion in Brazil’s pub lic uni ver si ties has come closer 
to reflecting Brazilian soci ety, in terms of income, class, gen der, and race. The 
data col lected by the Fórum Nacional de PróReitores de Assuntos Comunitários 
e Estudiantis (FONAPRACE, or National Forum of Deans of Community and Stu
dent Affairs) are impres sive.12 According to this data, within a fift eenyear period 
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(2003–18), the num ber of under grad u ate stu dents who came from lower or lower
mid dle income fam i lies (less than US$300 per cap ita per month) grew from 42 to 
70 per cent; the share of stu dents who came from pub lic high schools grew from 36 
to 60 per cent; and the num ber of stu dents of color (those who selfiden tify as of 
Afri can or Indigenous descent) increased from 36 to 53 per cent. The total num ber 
of Black stu dents grew by a fac tor of 5.3, while the num ber of pardo (mes tizo) stu
dents increased by 3.5 in the same period. In terms of gen der iden tity and sex ual 
ori en ta tion, in 2018, 48 per cent of stu dents iden ti fied as cis women, 40 per cent as 
cis men, and 16.4 per cent as LGBTQI+.

Today, Brazil has one of the larg est pub lic and com pletely tuitionfree (for 
res i dents and for eign ers) uni ver sity sys tems in the world; in 2018 there were 296 
pub lic higher edu ca tion insti tu tions (fed eral, state, and munic i pal) and 2.35 mil
lion stu dents. Brazil’s pub lic higher edu ca tion sys tem accounts for threefifths of 
post grad u ate courses and 95 per cent of the research done in the coun try. Brazil 
ranks elev enth in global aca demic research pro duc tion and, of the first fift een 
countries, had the fifthhighest aver age research growth rate between 2008 and 
2018.13 According to Times Higher Education Ranking for Latin America in 2019, of 
Latin America’s twentyfive best uni ver si ties, four teen were Brazilian, and almost 
all  were pub lic.14

In addi tion to rank ings—which dem on strate that Brazil is an impor tant player 
in higher edu ca tion and research, espe cially within the Global South in gen eral 
and Latin America spe cifi  cally—the most impor tant fact is that the qual i ta tive and 
dem o cratic turn around that occurred in the pub lic uni ver sity sys tem did not imply 
the loss of its stan dards of qual ity. This turn has made it pos si ble, for the first time 
in his tory, for uni ver si ties to train a gen er a tion of intel lec tual and sci en tific lead
ers, in diverse places and fields of knowl edge, who do not come strictly from the 
tra di tion ally dom i nant clas ses.

In an assess ment of the ben e fits of Brazil’s pub lic uni ver si ties and the mixing 
of pop u lar clas ses, Nilce Monfredini con cludes that, although uni ver si ties con tinue 
to con trib ute to the expanded repro duc tion of cap i tal, their democ ra ti za tion “now 
involves prob lems that arise in the effort to decol o nize and rethink the pro duc tion 
of knowl edge, incor po rat ing var i ous social actors, in diff er ent approaches, assum
ing the joint pro duc tion of knowl edge.”15 In her words, the deep con nec tion with 
work ingclass and mul ti eth nic groups is “induc ing the (re)cre a tion of the uni ver
sity itself.”16 The Brazilian uni ver sity sys tem (espe cially the pub lic uni ver sity sys
tem) has become one of the back bones of the Brazilian biopolitical pact, allowing 
for social mobil ity, more dem o cratic access to knowl edge, and the emer gence of 
new lead ers. As a direct result, Brazil’s cur rent farright gov ern ment has cho sen 
pub lic uni ver si ties as one of its main tar gets of attack.
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The Necropopulist Moment in Brazil: Universities under Attack
The unraveling of the PT gov ern ment, marked by Rousseff ’s impeach ment in 2016 
and Lula’s arrest in 2018,17 was due to sev eral fac tors—out side the scope of this 
paper but includ ing a loss of polit i cal sup port, cor rup tion, per se cu tion by the 
media, selec tive enforce ment by the jus tice sys tem, high unem ploy ment rates, 
and eco nomic reces sion. In 2016, shortly after Rousseff ’s impeach ment, a con sti tu
tional amend ment was approved, blocking the increase in pub lic spend ing in real 
terms for twenty years; this was sup pos edly done with the goal of adjusting pub
lic spend ing, but it resulted in greater impacts on pub lic pol i cies and allowed for 
the dis man tling of the Brazilian biopolitical pact. This dis man tling has resulted in 
an increase in pov erty and a lack of social assis tance, as well as the destruc tion of 
entire pub lic ser vice sys tems, includ ing higher edu ca tion.

In five years (2016–21), the pub lic bud get for funding the main te nance of 
sixtyeight fed eral uni ver si ties and fortyone fed eral tech no log i cal insti tutes (staff 
expen di ture excluded) has decreased by 32 per cent. In the same fiveyear period, 
there has been a 48 per cent decrease in the pro vi sion of fed eral resources for sci
ence, research, and post grad u ate stud ies.18 Cuts in the fed eral uni ver si ties’ bud
gets started dur ing Rousseff ’s sec ond term, and these were fur ther deep ened with 
Michel Temer’s thennew con sti tu tional ceil ing for pub lic expenses. The sit u a tion 
con tin ues to worsen with the new pres i dent, and the impact of these reduc tions 
has been destruc tive for the entire sys tem.

In 2018, Bolsonaro’s elec tion represented the con sol i da tion of a new power 
bloc with an explo sive com bi na tion of rad i cal neo lib er al ism (includ ing extrac tive 
pre da tion), rac ist and anti–human rights posi tions, weap onry and mil i ta rism (from 
the mil i tary and police to the crim i nal mili tias), and Pen te cos tal Evangelical fun
da men tal ism, all  coor di nated in a fron tal attack against dem o cratic guar an tees.19 
With the advance of the pan demic and hun dreds of thou sands of deaths in Brazil, 
Bolsonaro’s reac tion ary pop u lism became a necropopulism—the antith e sis of the 
biopolitical pact of the last decades in Brazil and of Lula’s sociallib eral pop u lism.

The Bolsonaro gov ern ment’s over all agenda, includ ing its rela tion to higher 
edu ca tion, exemplifies Wendy Brown’s argu ment in In the Ruins of Neoliberalism; 
that is, a con ver gence of neo lib er al ism and neo con ser va tism has resulted in an 
“anti dem o cratic cit i zenry” or “forces of dedemocratization.”20 Brown’s ref er ence, 
how ever, is mainly to the recent alli ance of Amer i can evan gel i cals with Donald 
Trump in reac tion to Barack Obama’s plu ral ist and glob al ist pro gres siv ism. Bolson
aro’s neo lib eral agenda—inspired by author i tar ian agen das includ ing Pinochet’s in 
Chile—implies a major reduc tion of the state’s bud get and per son nel cuts to pub lic 
uni ver si ties, inex o ra bly push ing for inter nal pri vat iza tion, intrasystem pre da tion, 
and even destruc tion, as was seen decades ago with the pub lic ele men tary edu ca tion 
sys tem. This was also the import of the 2017 report presented by the World Bank to 
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Brazil, ti tled A Fair Adjustment, which strongly recommended tuition fees for Bra
zilian pub lic uni ver si ties.21 In 2020, the edu ca tion min is ter, Abra ham Weintraub, 
presented to Congress a new bill for fed eral uni ver si ties (called Future-se), which 
attacked pub lic uni ver si ties’ auton omy and pro posed a pri vate, entre pre neur ial 
men tal ity: sell ing research and ser vices to the pri vate sec tor, cre at ing pub licpri vate 
funds for real estate and research, issu ing secu ri ties in the invest ment mar ket, end
ing the ten ure track, and allowing the hir ing of new pro fes sors by foun da tions and 
pri vate com pa nies through pre car i ous and tem po rary con tracts.22 All of these mea
sures recall the privatizing and com mod i fy ing turn in US pub lic uni ver si ties since 
the late 1970s, a turn whose disas trous con se quences are well known. They include 
what hap pened to its main fol lower in Latin America, Chile.23

The neo con ser va tive “ideo log i cal agenda,” which seems to be an irra tio nal
ist, fun da men tal ist, and antisci ence stance, is part of a much more com plex cul
tural and polit i cal turn. The Bolsonaro gov ern ment is also engaged in what James 
Hunter calls a “cul ture war” against the influ ence of pro gres sive, mul ti cul tural, 
and cos mo pol i tan think ing.24 In the past two decades, pub lic uni ver si ties—with 
the increas ingly pop u lar, plu ral, and mul ti eth nic char ac ter of their stu dent body—
have become one of the main sites of intel lec tual, cul tural, and polit i cal pro gres
siv ism.

For this rea son, they have also become one of the main tar gets of attack in 
the cul tural war fare waged by the neo con ser va tives, geared strongly toward the 
human i ties and the leg acy of edu ca tor, scholar, and intel lec tual, Paulo Freire, in 
addi tion to what they more gen er ally iden tify as “cul tural Marx ism.”25 Vulgar and 
obscure con spir acy the o ries from the past are revived to impli cate “cul tural Marx
ists” in the pro duc tion of threats that are sup pos edly ever more per va sive and 
immi nent.

For the neo con ser va tives, their oppo nents in the cul tural bat tle pose a threat 
to the white, Chris tian, and patri ar chal fam ily, and they imag ine that pub lic 
uni ver si ties are full of such ene mies. This is part of a broader attack on sci ence 
itself, espe cially on sci en tific evi dence that con tra dicts increas ingly envi ron men
tally pred a tory pol i cies and actions, and on the rights of Indigenous pop u la tions, 
minor i ties, and human rights, which the gov ern ment car ries out itself or per mits. 
More recently, the attacks on sci ence are asso ci ated with the gov ern ment’s crim i
nal stance in rela tion to the COVID19 pan demic.

Bolsonaro has, when ever pos si ble, appointed uni ver sity pres i dents (or rec tors) 
who are not elected by their respec tive uni ver sity coun cils (Brazil uses a tri ple list 
sys tem, allowing the pres i dent of the Republic to nom i nate one of the three names 
on the list) in favor of rightwing can di dates (who gen er ally place third on the lists), 
of whom twentyone have already been appointed. Recognizing this pres i dent’s 
harm ful actions against the con sti tu tional auton omy and dem o cratic gov er nance 
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of uni ver si ties, the Supreme Court tried to impose lim its and reg u la tions, in a case 
that is still pend ing. The fed eral gov ern ment has also sig nifi  cantly increased sur
veil lance of pub lic sec tor work ers, from pub lic offi cials to aca dem ics. There are 
already loop holes in Brazilian antiterror law that can be used to jus tify polit i cal 
repres sion as a pre ven tive mea sure. University teach ers (espe cially in the human
i ties) have become vic tims of polit i cal per se cu tion, outsourced to new rightwing 
activ ist groups, or dis guised as inves ti ga tions into crim i nal mis con duct.26

For both of these agen das, the neo lib eral and the neo con ser va tive, pub lic 
uni ver si ties no lon ger make sense as insti tu tions in an increas ingly inter na tion
ally sub or di nate coun try that is eco nom i cally depen dent, pro duc ing only com
mod i ties, vio lence, igno rance, fear, and social dis in te gra tion. Nowadays, Brazilian 
elites send their chil dren to study abroad, espe cially to the United States, Canada, 
Australia, and Europe, and they no lon ger need a highqual ity national pub lic uni
ver sity sys tem.27 In other words, the eco nomic elites will form a gen er a tion of their 
suc ces sors com pletely dis so ci ated from any fur ther com mit ment to Brazilian soci
ety, democ racy, and insti tu tions.

Responding to the Pandemic, Resisting Annihilation
While the pan demic has pro duced polit i cal chal lenges for his gov ern ment, Bolso
naro has also used it to inten sify the assault on pub lic uni ver si ties and deepen his 
necropopulism. In August 2020, as Brazil’s offi cial death toll surpassed one hun
dred thou sand, the gov ern ment informed the pres i dents of fed eral uni ver si ties 
that, in 2021, there would be a fur ther cut of 18.2 per cent in their unre stricted bud
gets, which are used to cover run ning costs.28 As the larg est yearonyear reduc tion 
in gov ern ment spend ing on fed eral uni ver si ties, this could force Brazil’s higher 
edu ca tion sys tem to col lapse.

That pub lic uni ver si ties have responded deci sively to the pan demic shows that 
they have none the less dem on strated a capac ity to resist. They have increased the 
pro vi sion of open and extra cur ric u lar courses, reaching online beyond the aca demic 
com mu nity, orga niz ing debates, and establishing sol i dar ity net works that pro vide 
health care, includ ing psy cho log i cal sup port. The con tin u a tion of many uni ver sity 
activ i ties has con trib uted to the devel op ment of an openuni ver sity model.

Additionally, pub lic uni ver si ties have played an impor tant role in dis sem i nat ing 
sci en tifi  cally grounded infor ma tion on the epi de mi  ol ogy of the coronavirus. Within 
three months of the virus reaching Brazil, fed eral uni ver si ties launched twelve hun
dred research pro jects related to COVID19, focused on pre ven tion, diag no sis, and 
treat ment, on hos pi tal man age ment, and on the pan demic’s impli ca tions for edu ca
tion, work, and income.29 Brazil’s pub lic uni ver si ties are also involved in the devel
op ment of poten tial vac cines, many in part ner ship with sci en tific com mu ni ties 
abroad. Public uni ver sity lab o ra to ries have been adapted to increase the pro duc tion 
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of ven ti la tors, per sonal pro tec tive equip ment, and basic med i ca tions. And, for the 
first time, all  of the coun try’s fiftyone pub lic uni ver sity hos pi tals (the back bone of 
the pub lic health sys tem) have come together to estab lish a col lec tive pro cure ment. 
Despite chronic under in vest ment, Brazil’s Sistema Único de Saúde (SUS, or Unified 
Health System), established after redemocratization in the 1980s, has held up rel a
tively well dur ing the pan demic. Mutual aid net works have emerged on the periph
er ies of cit ies, as com mu ni ties have mobi lized to pro tect the most vul ner a ble.

There is a gen eral per cep tion that the period of dis in for ma tion, manip u la tion, 
and geno cidal pol i tics needs to end and that soci ety depends on knowl edge and 
research—includ ing knowl edge and research used in defense of the right to life. 
The whole world is discussing what the postpandemic real ity will be. Universities 
will likely play an impor tant role in redefining prin ci ples and pol i cies in defense of 
every one’s “right to be alive.” In Brazil—as in other countries haunted by author
i tar ian pasts, entrenched in neo lib er al ism, and faced with fun da men tal ism—the 
chal lenges will be immense. Public uni ver si ties have dem on strated vital ity and 
insti tu tional capac ity at this moment of cri sis while maintaining the biopolitical 
capac ity to pre serve life. This should encour age us to con sider how uni ver si ties and 
the sci en tific com mu nity can act in favor of sci ence, diver sity, tol er ance, coop er a
tion, and social and envi ron men tal jus tice.

PEDRO FIORI ARANTES is asso ci ate pro fes sor at the Universidade Federal de São Paulo 
(UNIFESP) in the art his tory depart ment. He has authored numer ous arti cles and chap
ters on archi tec ture and cit ies as well as five books, the most recent of which is The Rent 
of Form: Architecture and Labor in the Digital Age (2019). Between 2013 and 2021, he was 
the uni ver sity plan ning vice pro vost at UNIFESP. Between 1999 and 2011, he worked at 
the NGO Usina as a tech ni cal adviser for the land less and home less move ments in self
man aged hous ing pro jects in Brazil.

Notes
1. For a broader assessment of the expansion and democratization of higher education 

in Brazil and the turnaround under Bolsonaro, see Arantes, “Higher Education in Dark 
Times.” The present article partially summarizes some of the arguments elaborated in the 
longer text mentioned above.

2. The expression is used by Rodrigo Nunes in “Necropolítica.”
3. The balance of the PT period is controversial. One of the most complete and uptodate is 

offered in the book edited by Santos, Perruso, and Oliveira, O Pânico como política.
4. Agamben, Homo Sacer, 71–72.
5. Mbembe, Necropolitics.
6. Critical literature on the Bolsonaro government is still largely in production, and events 

can bring about new configurations. I highlight the book edited by Esther Solano before 
Bolsonaro’s election, O ódio.
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7. The cultural war initiated by the new Brazilian right and by the Bolsonaro government 
presupposes not a political adversary but “an internal enemy to be harassed and, at the limit, 
eliminated.” Most often, this is an “invented enemy.” See Castro Rocha, Guerra cultural.

8. This is a central topic in studies of Brazil’s national formation and its contradictions—
Brazil’s place in the combined and uneven development of capitalism, in a subaltern and 
dependent position. Florestan Fernandes argues that class struggle in Brazil takes the form 
of “extermination,” which he compares to ethnic conflicts in other parts of the world. See 
Fernandes, Capitalismo dependente.

9. The data above and most of the data below were obtained from the annual Higher 
Education Census in Brazil by INEP, Censo da educação superior 2018. I adopted the 2018 
numbers as these came from the last available census—further censuses have been 
suspended by the Bolsonaro government.

10. Several sector and case studies of higher expansion in Brazil have been carried out, but 
unfortunately no more global critical assessment exists. Among the existing studies, I 
highlight two studies of the economic impacts on local and regional development following 
the implementation of new public campuses: Vinhais, “Estudo”; Niquito, Ribeiro, and 
Portugal, “Impacto.”

11. Joana Passos carried out an excellent study of the advances and challenges arising from 
affirmative action and the change in the racial profile of university students in Brazil. See 
Passos, “Relações raciais.”

12. The data presented in this paragraph are from FONAPRACE’s survey in 2019, “5ª pesquisa 
do perfil socioeconômico.”

13. This data was drawn from Clarivate Analytics, Research in Brazil.
14. THE World University Rankings, “Latin America University Rankings 2019.”
15. Monfredini, “A universidade,” 298.
16. Monfredini, “A universidade,” 299.
17. In March 2021, the Supreme Court ruled in favor of Lula’s appeal and overturned all 

previous convictions.
18. Data collected by the author from Brazilian National Treasury, “Tesouro Direto.” 
19. Marcos Nobre argues in his 2020 book Ponto-final that the decisive feature of the Bolsonaro 

government is the policy of war (or politics as war), in which a political opponent becomes 
an enemy to be exterminated. This authoritarian crusade aims at nothing less than the 
destruction of democracy—which is even more evident in the genocide conducted by 
Bolsonaro during the COVID19 pandemic.

20. This double front in the new right is addressed by Brown in In the Ruins, esp. chap. 3.
21. World Bank, A Fair Adjustment, 15.
22. Roberto Leher was rector (president) of the largest and most important Brazilian federal 

public university (Universidade Federal de Rio de Janeiro) and edited a book consolidating 
the main criticisms of the Future-se project. See Leher et al., Future-se.

23. Christopher Newfield takes an Xray of transformations in US public universities in his 
2016 book The Great Mistake, which considers changes ranging from the student debt crisis 
to the loss of universities’ public value. In Latin America, Chile vigorously followed this 
privatizing model. Since 2006, student movements have been protagonists in struggles 
against the rising cost of living and the neoliberal model, culminating in the famous 
demonstration of Chilean high school students that became known as the Revolt of the 
Penguins, due to the students’ blackandwhite uniforms. In 2011, university students led 
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protests with occupations of universities and street protests in defense of “tuitionfree 
education” ( gratuidad). In 2018, as a result of popular pressure, the Chilean government 
passed a law that fosters progressive tuitionfree education in public and even private 
universities, starting at a 60 percent subsidy for students with lower incomes.

24. Hunter, Culture Wars.
25. The new Brazilian right sees the gelatinous concept of cultural Marxism (which includes 

Antonio Gramsci, Herbert Marcuse and the Frankfurt School, and Paulo Freire and much of 
Brazilian cultural production, especially in music, theater, and cinema) as the “beast of left 
hegemony”  that must be fought. Castro Rocha reconstitutes the debate in Guerra cultural.

26. See Valente, “Ação sigilosa.”
27. In 2018 alone, 50,400 Brazilians undertook an undergraduate course abroad, an increase of 

almost 40 percent compared to 2017 (Martins and Correa, “O sonho dos brasileiros”).
28. Amaral, “MEC deve cortar.” The cut for 2021 is even greater than that, leading to a 21 

percent loss relative to the discretionary budget of 2020.
29. According to data released by the National Association of Federal Higher Education 

Institutions Leaders (ANDIFES). For a summary of the activities of Brazil’s federal 
universities in response to the COVID19 pandemic, see Canal Andifes, “I Congreso 
Andifes.”
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