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ABSTRACT 

 

This paper discusses the nature of international interest in the development of the Brazilian 

Northeast, in the midst of a Cold War scenario and shortly after the Cuban Revolution. It indicates that 

Sudene’s creation in 1959 was possible mainly due to the national context of anti-communist panic, a 

kind of Brazilian Red Scare, established nationally because the rural working class in the Brazilian 

Northeast began to organize themselves in the Peasant Leagues movement. Thus, it analyzes the impact 

of the American Cold War propaganda and explains how Celso Furtado used anti-communist discourse 

to project Sudene as the salvation of the Northeast. 

 

Keywords: Sudene; Brazilian Northeast; Celso Furtado; anti-communism.. 

 

JEL Classification: B31; N46; N96. 

 

 

RESUMO 

 

Este artigo discute a natureza do interesse internacional pelo desenvolvimento do Nordeste 

brasileiro, em meio a um cenário de Guerra Fria e logo após a Revolução Cubana. Indica que a criação 

da Sudene em 1959 foi possível principalmente devido ao contexto nacional de pânico anticomunista, 

estabelecido nacionalmente porque a classe trabalhadora rural do Nordeste brasileiro começou a se 

organizar no movimento das Ligas Camponesas sob a liderança de Francisco Julião. Assim, analisa o 

impacto da propaganda norte-americana na Guerra Fria e explica como Celso Furtado utilizou o discurso 

anticomunista para projetar a Sudene como a salvação do Nordeste. 

 

Palavras-chave: Sudene; Nordeste; Celso Furtado; anticomunismo 

 

Classificação JEL: B31; N46; N96. 
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1. INTRODUÇÃO 

 

 

In 1961, filmmaker Helen Jean Rogers went to the Brazilian Northeast, in the Zona da Mata of 

Pernambuco, to produce a documentary about the danger of communist spread in Brazil through 

Francisco Julião’s Peasant Leagues, an organization of peasants who fought for land reform and the 

improvement of living conditions in rural areas of Brazil. The protagonist of the documentary was a 

peasant named Severino, who lived in extreme poverty while working cutting sugar cane on the farm of 

landowner Constâncio Maranhão. Severino’s children also worked for the landowner – all of them 

earning a few cents per day’s work. The filmmaker’s lens shows Constâncio Maranhão in impactful 

scenes, demonstrating his power by shooting into the air and saying that his gun was the law in his lands. 

The documentary shows Severino walking through the city center of Recife, amazed by the 

duality between the countryside poverty and the city wealth, while heading to the headquarters of the 

Brazilian Socialist Party (Partido Socialista Brasileiro, PSB) – called by the narrator the “communist 

front headquarters” (Rogers, 1964, 00:02:18) – to take his demands to Francisco Julião, a lawyer who 

worked defending the peasants’ interests and who later became known as the Peasant Leagues leader. 

The documentary describes Julião as “a follower of Fidel Castro and Mao Tsé-Tung, an enemy of the 

United States” (Rogers, 1964, 00:00:24). Showing considerable concern about the possibility of Brazil 

following Cuba’s example – after all, at the time, the Cuban Revolution of 1959 was casting its shadow 

over the terrified imagination of the post-McCarthyist United States –, the documentary states that Julião 

“tells the peasants of Brazil that they are exploited” and that “he talks to the peasants of Brazil, but his 

words find an echo all over Latin America” (Rogers, 1964, 00:00:30). 

Rogers’ lens frames the Superintendence for the Development of the Northeast 

(Superintendência do Desenvolvimento do Nordeste, Sudene), building, in Recife, while the narrator 

describes that the Brazilian government’s response to the situation portrayed is the planning of several 

measures to help peasants, such as industrialization and land reform, “but slow and developing” (Rogers, 

1964, 00:12:45). In a short interview with Celso Furtado, Superintendent of Sudene, he explains that the 

peasants do not know what communism is and that Francisco Julião, despite being known as a movement 

symbol, is just a politician who seeks to raise political capital with the Peasant Leagues. Although the 

majority of the peasants could not vote because they were illiterate, the narrator speculates on the 

possibility of Julião organizing the peasants so that they can obtain the right to vote to elect him in the 

future. Thus, the documentary suggests that the Brazilian government did not have the competence to 

deal with its internal problems by arguing that Fracisco Julião “offers no specific plans, but his calls to 

arms echo louder to the peasants than all the government’s constructive but unseen plans” (Rogers, 1964, 

00:15:27). 

In a rare moment when we hear her voice, Rogers asks Furtado what the United States can do 

to help. Furtado is assertive in saying that “that is a problem of ours”. He explains that if the Brazilian 

government does not become aware of the problem and fight for a solution, “any help would not change 

the situation”. However, “if we open the new way and if we start this process of changing, the help of 

the United States or the help of any country would be fundamental” (Rogers, 1964, 00:20:05). This 
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episode illustrates very well Celso Furtado’s role at Sudene, and the way he dealt with United States 

foreign aid policy. 

The documentary was released and broadcasted on the American television channel ABC in 

1964, under the name Brazil: The troubled land. However, it was censored in Brazil by the National 

Security Council because they probably considered it “subversive”. The documentary received logistical 

support from Furtado and Sudene for its production, including intermediation between the North 

American team and Severino (Furtado, 2014, p. 303-304).  

This entire episode was triggered by the Peasant Leagues’ international repercussion in 1960, 

when, during Kennedy’s campaign for the presidential elections, journalist Tad Szulc published two 

articles in The New York Times about the situation in the Brazilian Northeast. 

The first article is entitled Northeast Brazil Poverty Breeds Threat of a Revolt and portrays 

Francisco Julião as a leftist agitator and indoctrinator who exploited the degrading living conditions of 

peasants to radicalize them and make them part of a communist revolution “ten times worse than in 

Cuba” (Szulc, 1960a, p. 4, c. 2). Szulc states that there was a great danger that the Peasant Leagues 

movement would spread to the Brazilian south and take over the entire country. The journalist suggests 

that the consequence of this would be the spread of communism as well, since, through Julião’s 

propaganda, “Cuba’s Premier, Fidel Castro, and Mao Tse-tung, Communist China’s party chairman, are 

being presented as heroes to be imitated by the Northeast’s peasants, workers and students” (Szulc, 

1960a, p. 1, c. 4). 

Szulc (1960a, p. 4, c. 2) describes the city of Recife as “the stronghold of communism in Brazil” 

because, despite the party being illegal on paper, it exerted great influence over left-wing groups, with 

its members reaching prominent positions in Recife city hall – at the time, the mayor was Miguel Arraes, 

identified as a communist by the journalist. The fear that communism would take over Recife comes, in 

a way, from the fact that Recife was the support base for the United States military tracking stations of 

Fernando de Noronha and Ascension Island during the Cold War1. 

The second article, published two days after the first one, has a stronger title: Marxists Are 

Organizing Peasants in Brazil. In it, Szulc (1960b, p. 3, c. 2) suggests that Francisco Julião and the 

Peasant Leagues were inciting an armed revolution in Brazil. In his words, “the league is led by officials 

of the Brazilian Socialist Party, who acknowledge their Marxist leanings, and by members of the 

Communist Party” and that it “appears to be the closest thing to an organized ‘Fidelista’ movement in 

Latin America outside Cuba”.  

To support his argument, the journalist cites a manifesto written by Julião and published in a 

communist newspaper, in which he states that in Cuba and China peasants have better living conditions 

 
1 From 1942 until 1988, Fernando de Noronha, which was previously under the jurisdiction of 

Pernambuco, became a Federal Territory occupied by the Brazilian army. In November 1956, a technical team 

from the United States arrived in the archipelago to evaluate the construction of a North American military base 

there. The Guided Missiles Observation Post – a structure that monitored missile experiments launched from 

Florida – was installed in 1957, after intense North American pressure on the Brazilian government to obtain 

authorization, amid strong opposition with popular appeal led by left-wing nationalist groups, especially the 

Brazilian Communist Party (Raymont, 1956, p. 1; Debate..., 1956, p. 1; Concluído…, 1957, p. 1; Alienação..., 

1957, p. 3). 
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because communist governments ended latifundium (large estates) by carrying out land reform. At a 

certain point, Julião (1960, p. 4, c. 1) states that “the great Fidel Castro handed a rifle to each peasant 

and said: ‘Democracy is the government that arms the people’”. 

Despite mentioning China, Cuba and Fidel Castro, the manifesto – entitled Peasant Booklet 

(Cartilha do Camponês) – was less a call for an armed revolution than a request for votes for candidates 

Marshal Henrique Teixeira Lott and João Goulart who ran in the 1960 elections for president and vice-

president of the country. In the booklet, Julião spoke about the importance of political organization of 

peasants to fight for universal suffrage and land reform. The manifesto’s tone is marked by the proposal 

to resolve things through the institutional framework in force at the time, using legal instruments such 

as strikes: “learn to use this powerful weapon called a strike. The blue-collar worker already uses it. The 

student too. And our Constitution, which is the Greater Law, guarantees this right” (Julião, 1960, p. 5, 

c. 1). 

In reality, the Peasant Leagues were not a creation of Julião. It began with an association created 

in 1955 by peasants who leased the land of Engenho2 da Galiléia, a latifundium in the city of Vitória de 

Santo Antão in the countryside of Pernambuco. Called the Agricultural and Cattle Society of the Farmers 

of Pernambuco (Sociedade Agrícola e Pecuária dos Plantadores de Pernambuco), it had humble goals 

such as building a school, accumulating a fund for funeral expenses, purchasing agricultural inputs and 

claiming government assistance (Julião leva…, 1960, p. 3, c. 1; Roett, 1972, p. 87).  

Initially, the labor organization was repressed by the landowner of Engenho da Galiléia, who 

filed legal actions against the organization. However, the workers sought help from lawyer Francisco 

Julião3, who joined the movement in the peasants’ defense. With his help, the leagues won the court case 

for the engenho’s lands expropriation after four years of legal proceedings (Callado, 1960, p. 35-36; 

Julião leva…, 1960, p. 3, c. 1). After that, other leagues were created in other large estates in Pernambuco 

and the movement spread throughout Paraíba. 

These episodes show the nature of the United States’ interest in the Brazilian Northeast. In the 

Cold War context, the specter of communism – personified by Fidel Castro – was haunting Latin 

America. It was necessary to exorcise it. The main mechanism for this exorcism was the Alliance for 

Progress, a United States foreign aid cooperation agreement to foster the development of Latin American 

countries. 

To provide ideological justification for the United States actions in Brazil, the North American 

media carried out this massive dissemination of impactful content describing in detail the miserable 

 
2 Engenho is a colonial-era Portuguese term for the agro-industrial establishment of sugar cane – its 

plantation and mill – and associated facilities, such as subsistence agricultural production for workers. The entire 

complex operated in a latifundium (large estate), within the lands of a single landowner and his family. 
3 Antônio Callado (1960, p. 36), a journalist who closely followed the Peasant Leagues movement, stated 

sarcastically that “Francisco Julião saw, one day, his political struggle knocking on his front door” when the 

peasant Zezé da Galiléia reached him with the purpose of legalizing the first Peasant League. According to the 

journalist, “the PSB (Brazilian Socialist Party) is a party desperately without a subject”, that is, without a political 

agenda or a major goal. However, with the incorporation of the peasants’ struggle, Julião was able to extend “the 

flag they came to bring him to the entire Socialist Party. He calls this flag Land Reform, but it is much more than 

that” because it encompasses the entire struggle for unionization and the establishment of wage labor relations in 

the countryside. 
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situation to which the peasant population was being subjected and highlighting the demagoguery of 

Brazilian communists who exploited the peasants’ struggle to obtain political capital. The problem was 

presented almost as if the communists were to blame for the situation of Brazilian peasants. Thus, the 

Alliance for Progress presented itself as the United States’ altruism result, whose sole objective was to 

save the peasants from the communists’ clutches and bring development to backward regions. 

 

 

2. AN ECONOMIC DEVELOPMENT POLICY FOR THE NORTHEAST 

 

The construction of Brasília, the current Brazilian capital, was a pharaonic doing. The move of 

the capital from Rio de Janeiro to the Brazilian Highlands was foreseen in the 1946 Constitution; 

however, the planning and construction of the city were put into practice only in 1956, after several 

procedures to choose the exact location. It was one of the first measures taken by President Juscelino 

Kubitschek’s government. The government headquarters are located in monumental buildings, including 

the Palácio do Planalto – where the Office of the President of the Republic is located –, the Palácio do 

Supremo Tribunal Federal – where the Federal Supreme Court operates – and the Palácio do Congresso 

Nacional – where the legislative houses are located. Together with other buildings, such as the Palácio 

do Alvorada, official residence of the president of Brazil, and the Metropolitan Cathedral of Brasília, 

they are the crystallization of Brazilian modernist architecture. 

With architectural design by Oscar Niemeyer and the structural design by engineer Joaquim 

Cardozo, they form an architectural ensemble strongly influenced by the European modern movement, 

especially by Le Corbusier’s modernist aesthetics. They are imposing buildings, full of abstract shapes 

and curved lines, which represent the Brazilian developmental impulse of the late 1950s and early 1960s, 

portraying an aesthetic that represents the embrace of the sense of progress and the ideals of modernity 

and, at the same time, the search for its national identity, trying to deviate from the modern European 

norm (Wright; Turkienicz, 1988, p. 349-351; Hernández, 2015, p. 388). 

The costs for its execution were exorbitant, thousands of kilometers of highways were built to 

allow the arrival of construction materials and a huge contingent of workers was mobilized to complete 

the works before the end of Kubitschek’s mandate. This achievement of building a capital in the center 

of the country illustrates the concern with distributing resources and enabling the development of the 

country’s most neglected areas. A major symbolic milestone in the concern to resolve the problem of 

Brazilian regional inequality was the construction of the Belém-Brasília highway, which crosses the 

country vertically. It was an undertaking under the justification of national integration, intending to 

enable the increase in commercial flow and the development of several cities in the Amazon region 

(Andrade, 2018). 

In one of his autobiographical works, Kubitschek (2000 [1975], p. 160-164) narrates the success 

of the construction of Brasília, boasting about the dizzying growth of the city, which already had bank 

branches, a fully functioning hospital, the construction of Belém-Brasília on the way and an agreement 

for the construction of a power transmission line for the city. He then interrupts his line of reasoning to 

talk about the arrival of the 1968 drought in the Northeast, which had catastrophic outcomings. 
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Kubitschek (2000 [1975], p. 170-171) writes about this from a very personal point of view when he says 

he even spoke from a truck bed to a crowd of refugees (retirantes) who had nothing to eat or anywhere 

to go.  

It is interesting to note, in the former president’s book, the narrative choice of reporting, in the 

same chapter and consecutively, the success of a regional development experiment and the consequences 

of the neglect of a region right next door. This contrast was not just the president’s perception, but it 

also began to be pointed out internally and internationally4. 

Kubitschek (2000 [1975], p. 173) tells that, moved by the situation, upon returning to Rio de 

Janeiro he asked his deputy chief of staff, José Sette Câmara, to gather a technical team to resolve the 

problem urgently. Performative, he said that it was “a matter of honor” and that he would not accept “a 

palliative measure, but rather a definitive solution, supported on a technical basis”. 

Naturally, the president’s attitude was not due to a deep personal commotion or a moral 

consideration: it was an event permeated by political confrontation and permanent fear of the threat to 

national unity. Besides the growth of peasant associations such as the previously mentioned Peasant 

League, the 1958 elections for state governors and Congress raised political opposition with a 

developmentalist discourse that was paradoxically similar – not to say inspired – to the president’s own 

speeches. The new governors of Bahia – Juracy Magalhães – and Pernambuco – Cid Sampaio –, for 

instance, were from the opposition party, the National Democratic Union (União Democrática Nacional, 

UDN), and denounced the diversion of public resources, the anachronistic social structures and also the 

Northeast subjugation to the Center-South economic interests, that is, the persistence and deepening of 

regional inequalities (Furtado, 2014, p. 263). 

Later, Kubitschek was informed that a working group was already in place at the National Bank 

for Economic Development (Banco Nacional de Desenvolvimento Econômico, BNDE) with a technical 

team studying the problem, including economist Celso Furtado (Kubitschek, 2000 [1975], p. 174). 

Furtado had recently returned from a period of work as a visiting researcher at Cambridge University, 

where he spent the 1957-1958 academic year, and assumed command of the BNDE’s Northeast Board. 

The Working Group for the Development of the Northeast (Grupo de Trabalho para o Desenvolvimento 

do Nordeste, GTDN) operated there, and some sectoral studies on the region had already begun, but 

without substantial results due to the small size of the team and the shortage of personnel with specialized 

qualifications. 

Until then, the Federal Government’s efforts had been invested in the National Department 

Against Water Drought (Departamento Nacional de Obras Contra as Secas, DNOCS).  DNOCS was 

an institution linked to the Federal Government whose activities were limited to combating the climate 

phenomenon of drought, regardless of where it occurred in Brazil. It did not have, within its scope, a 

guideline to promote regional development; therefore, insisted on the hydraulic solution to the problem 

of droughts, that is, on the construction of dams. Despite having the competence to operate throughout 

the entire national territory, DNOCS only carried out works in the Northeast, since it was captured by 

 
4 In his book, after narrating his efforts to execute the creation of Sudene, Kubitschek (2000 [1975], p. 

264) exclaims: “as you can see, I was not concerned only with building Brasília”, in response to these criticisms. 
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the regional oligarchy and served, fundamentally, the interests of large rural landowners (Oliveira, 1977, 

p. 51; Callado, 1960, p. 13).  

Dam reserves were used inefficiently: generally, small extensions of land were irrigated, so that 

much of the accumulated water was lost through evaporation (Callado, 1960, p.12; Furtado, 2014, p. 

266). Furthermore, the land was normally used for extensive livestock farming or extensive sugar cane 

planting. Later, journalist Antônio Callado created the term “drought industry” (indústria da seca)5 to 

denounce this situation of institutionalized poverty and inequality. 

Furtado was able to see this situation up close while traveling through the Northeast during the 

1958 drought. At BNDE, the economist focused his efforts on preparing a diagnosis explaining the 

situation in the region, within the conceptual framework of underdevelopment. Furtado (2014, p. 269) 

conceived the Northeast as an underdeveloped region – economically subordinate to the Brazilian 

Center-South – within an underdeveloped country, that is, “underdevelopment in the second degree”. 

Based on this diagnosis, it would then be possible to work on developing practical strategies. 

In January 1959, Kubitschek called a small group of people to a meeting on regional issues at 

Palácio Rio Negro, in Petrópolis. In his autobiography, Furtado (2014, p. 274) reports that he gave a 

thirty-minute presentation in which he provided the president with a complete diagnosis of the situation 

in the region. In the presentation, he emphasized the political problems of building dams with funding 

from the Federal Government, explaining that, without an irrigation law, the construction of dams served 

the interests of local elites and that was necessary to ensure that lands benefiting from irrigation grow 

food. According to Furtado, Kubitschek was outraged that he had not yet been informed of the real 

situation in the region and placed Furtado in command of Operation Northeast, requesting as his first 

task the preparation of a document with the program outline for the region’s development. 

On the occasion of the installation of Operation Northeast, on February 17, 1959, at Palácio do 

Catete, Furtado (2009b [1959], p. 73-81) gave a speech in which he placed himself as a technical leader, 

since his intention was to inform about the dimension of the problem and convince leaders linked to the 

Kubitschek Government of the necessity of a regional development policy. Thus, he argues that his duty 

is to “convey to those present a technical opinion on the nature and dimensions of the economic problem 

that represents Northeast’s relative backwardness”, having the responsibility of “indicating the practical 

feasibility of modifying current trends, incorporating the Northeast into the current of national economic 

development”. 

 
5 Callado (1960, p. 5-6) describes the drought industry as “the web of created interests that involve a 

traditional Brazilian calamity”, a “disguised industry” that not only allows but also institutionalizes the “most 

fantastic and unfair lottery in the world”: “anyone whose lands are in the floodable area of the dams loses 

everything. Those whose lands are in the irrigable area of the dams become rich overnight”. According to the 

journalist, “the dam lottery […] created a class of absentee landowners throughout the Northeast”, because those 

‘lucky enough’ to have irrigated land “find someone to work for them on the suddenly fertile and overvalued land 

and move to the city” (Callado, 1960, p. 7), i.e., to the urban centers of Recife or even Rio de Janeiro. According 

to Callado (1960, p. 12), these are the drought industrialists. This is allowed by the inefficiency in connecting 

irrigation canals to dams, which have wasted capacity. The numbers are outrageous: “with 7 billion cubic meters 

of water stored, these dams should, theoretically, irrigate 100 thousand hectares of land”; however, “only 5,000 

hectares are irrigated”. 
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The document An economic development policy for the Northeast (Uma política de 

desenvolvimento econômico para o Nordeste) was published in 1959 with the authorship of GTDN, but 

was prepared by Furtado. In Furtado’s (2014, 288) own words, “the text was designed and written by 

me. There was not even time to subject it to critical reading by other people”. The author explains that 

his colleagues in the department were busy preparing sectoral studies that “deviated from the 

macroeconomic perspective” adopted in the document. 

The act of dissociating a government document from the author’s name was a deliberate choice, 

since the document would serve to guide a regional development plan. This apparent separation between 

author and work contributed to the document acquiring a more technical character, that is, it appears to 

be devoid of political and ideological motivations – and, mainly, to the document being considered 

independent of Furtado’s own political orientation. The author himself highlights that the survival of the 

document during the military dictatorship, in subsequent years, depended on this separation, since his 

rights were revoked and all his works published under his own name were considered suspect. In 

Furtado’s words: authored by the GTDN, “a colorless group that practically ceased to exist upon 

receiving the mission to prepare the aforementioned document” (Furtado, 2014, 288), it could continue 

to be used and disseminated, both in the government and in Brazilian academia. 

Furtado introduces the document with a categorical statement, declaring that the disparity in 

income levels between the Northeast and Center-South of Brazil is “the most serious problem to be faced 

in the current stage of national economic development” (GTDN, 1959, p. 7). This is because, when 

collecting data from the period between 1948/9 and 1956 regarding the income of the main regions of 

the country, the real production indices and the agricultural and industrial production indices, it was 

found that the growth rate of the northeastern economy was lower than that of the Central-South 

economy, meaning that the problem is expected to persist and deepen, with an increase in the disparity 

between the two regions. 

It is interesting to note, firstly, the scale on which the document operates. The Center-South, 

according to the document, “comprises the coastal states, from Espírito Santo to Rio Grande do Sul, and 

the Mediterranean states (Minas Gerais, Mato Grosso and Goiás)” (GTDN, 1959, p. 13). The Northeast 

comprises the states of Alagoas, Bahia, Ceará, Maranhão, Paraíba, Pernambuco, Piauí, Rio Grande do 

Norte and Sergipe. The plan’s area of operation included all the aforementioned states and also the north 

of Minas Gerais, which was not part of the Northeast but was part of the Drought Polygon, an arid 

geographic region repeatedly subjected to the effects of drought6. 

From the perspective of Furtado (GTDN, 1959, p. 8), the main objective of the document was 

to offer an adequate understanding of regional disparities, since the lack of this understanding 

contributes to national development policy aggravating the problem. In fact, the document points out 

flaws in this policy which, during the 1950s, focused on protecting infant industry through subsidies and 

import controls7. The document points out that, despite being important for strengthening the industry, 

 
6 Maranhão is the only northeastern state that did not belong to the Drought Polygon. 
7 Instructions No. 70 and No. 113 of the Currency and Credit Superintendence (Superintendência da 

Moeda e do Crédito, SUMOC) were legal normative acts that enabled the acceleration of the import substitution 

process in Brazil. The first, on October 9, 1953, provided for the creation of multiple exchange rates to boost 

exports and limit imports through exchange purchase and sale auctions. Imports were divided into five categories 
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it favored the Center-South to the detriment of the Brazilian Northeast, allowing a transfer of resources 

from the latter to the former. 

The argument was that the Northeast was doubly harmed, as it was forced to be a consumer 

market for industrial products from the Center-South, which were often more expensive than similar 

imported products. On the one hand, there was a transfer of income through trade between the two 

regions, which produced goods of different complexities and added values. On the other hand, there was 

also a transfer of import capacity, since the Northeastern primary-export sector showed exceptional 

dynamism and the amount of foreign currency generated by it was almost entirely used by the Center-

South, which imported capital and intermediary goods permitted by national restrictions. Adequate 

taxation could balance such resource transfers; however, the tax system practiced was regressive, 

making the tax burden in the Northeast relatively heavier than in the Center-South (GTDN, 1959, p. 22-

31). 

Although the federal government spent more resources than it collected in the Northeast, these 

were directed towards assistance policies and did not contribute to the creation of jobs and investment 

opportunities. These assistance measures were short-term in nature to alleviate the suffering of the 

population during periods of drought, with consumption subsidies and the provision of temporary 

employment on government projects, such as the construction of dams. The document highlights that 

this is a counterproductive measure, as it retains the region’s population, discouraging the migratory 

flow, at the same time that it encourages rural landowners “to dismiss a larger portion of their residents 

during the drought than would happen if they feared the permanent immigration of the population”, as 

the government guarantees the existence of a structural labor surplus (GTDN, 1959, p. 70). 

The negligence of the national development policy when considering the regional issue 

intensified what Furtado called “the root causes that explain the secular trend towards backwardness of 

the Northeastern economy” (GTDN, 1959, p. 8), which include structural issues specific to the region. 

We can list: the climatic/geographical conditions, with a scarcity of arable land and inadequate rainfall; 

the political culture, with a strong traditional oligarchy concentrating large amounts of income; and the 

economy, influenced by this dominant class that profits from extensive livestock farming and pre-

capitalist labor relations, promoting the predominance of the subsistence sector in the semi-arid zone. 

Furtado was quite emphatic in favor of protecting the infant industry and on the importance of 

industrialization for Brazilian development8, therefore, the criticisms directed at national development 

policies were always toned down, privileging the need to prioritize industrialization as a national 

objective. One example is that, when talking about the import control policy, he emphasizes that such a 

 
according to the essential nature of the goods for the Brazilian industrialization project; therefore, any product that 

had a similar national counterpart would have high import restrictions, while the intermediate goods necessary for 

national production would be less expensive. On January 17, 1955, in a context of scarcity of foreign currency to 

continue Brazilian industrialization, SUMOC promulgates Instruction No. 113 that authorizes the import of 

equipment without exchange rate coverage, that is, as if it were a direct foreign investment operation. This 

regulation was the starting point for the internationalization of capital in Brazil, as, in addition to having a series 

of tax exemptions and long-term subsidies, foreign companies also started to have full freedom of entry and exit 

of capital due to subsidized exchange rates (Instrução nº70; Instrução nº113; Caputo and Melo, 2009). 
8 See Furtado (1956) and Furtado (1964). 
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“protectionist policy, whose laudable objective is to protect national industries, has caused important 

internal transfers of resources to the detriment of the potentially poorest region” (GTDN, 1959, p. 27).  

Naturally, Furtado’s cautious stance is also due to the fact that it is an official document that 

would be assessed by government authorities and publicized in the media across the country. However, 

the main point that Furtado sought to demonstrate was that an industrializing policy for the country’s 

development was fundamental, but this policy needs to consider the regional issue, that is, it was 

necessary to create equal conditions for industrialization in less developed regions. 

The central aspect of the document’s diagnosis is to consider the drought as a production crisis. 

Although extensive livestock farming was the main priority of rural landowners in the semi-arid zone, 

the main economic activity was subsistence agriculture, which ensured the reproduction of rural 

workers. The labor relations established there were not based on wage: the landowner rented the land to 

workers in exchange for labor (cambão). Workers grew their own food in their spare time, while laboring 

2 to 4 days a week planting xerophilic crops – such as mocó cotton – and tending the owner’s cattle, 

without ever managing to acquire a small piece of land of their own.  In this sense, there was no market 

for essential goods. The drought causes a productive crisis in this subsistence agriculture and, as it affects 

a more vulnerable population, it becomes a “great social calamity” (GTDN, 1959, p. 65). 

From then on, instead of seeking to mitigate a climate problem, the solution is to act in a situation 

of productive crisis. Thus, the action plan outlined focused on the objective of establishing capitalist 

(wage) labor relations in the countryside. The action plan outlined included intensifying industrial 

investments in the Northeast, mainly in the semi-arid zone, increasing its productivity. To support the 

industrialization of the region, it was necessary to transform the agricultural economy of the coastal 

zones from sugar cane exports to essential commodity crops. Another alternative action focused on 

moving the agricultural frontier from the Northeast, promoting the “colonization” of Maranhão in 

conjunction with northeast states authorities, through the provision of basic infrastructure such as 

electricity supply and transport network (GTDN, 1959, p. 78-80). 

The proposal for the “colonization” of Maranhão is very useful for understanding the plan’s 

scale of action. In other words, this scale not only has a natural base, which is the Drought Polygon, but 

also an operational base. Including Maranhão would be important not only so that the state could serve 

as an instrument to solve the problem of destination of the population suffering the effects of the drought, 

but also so that the state itself could be the object of a development plan, since it was a region very 

remote and neglected in terms of infrastructure investment. 

Although the most urgent objective is to make the Northeast more drought resistant, it was a 

comprehensive development plan, because it planned to act in the physical-territorial, economic-social 

and administrative-institutional dimensions. This would be done by attacking the problem of scarcity of 

food supply by bringing the logic of the market to semi-arid food agriculture, which operated under a 

subsistence logic. Thus, it would be possible to organize economic activities territorially in a rational 

manner using the competent institutions to act at each stage of the plan. A comprehensive plan makes it 

possible to identify problems in a more general way, enabling a broad diagnosis, while also allowing a 

list of priorities for public policy action. 
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The plan specified the stages of its operationalization and included the participation of several 

institutions that would act under the coordination of the GTDN. To strengthen political ties and ensure 

the cooperation of state governments, the governors of member states would also participate in decision-

making bodies. The GTDN’s main function would be to integrate the plans and projects developed in 

each committee, to standardize development policy in the region. The headquarters would be in Recife 

with a branch in Rio de Janeiro, to work more closely with the President of the Republic and carry out 

administrative tasks with the National Development Council. 

The team would be divided to act in different instances: the hydraulic exploitation planning 

committee would be composed of agents from DNOCS, BNDE, São Francisco Valley Commission 

(Comissão do Vale do São Francisco, CVSF) and Bank of Northeast (Banco do Nordeste S.A., BNB); 

the colonization of Maranhão planning committee would be composed of technicians from DNOCS, 

BNB, the National Institute of Immigration and Colonization (Instituto Nacional de Imigração e 

Colonização, INIC), the Ministry of Agriculture and the Agricultural Credit Portfolio of Banco do 

Brasil; the energy supply planning committee would be composed of agents from BNB, together with 

the states government and the São Francisco Electric Company (Companhia Elétrica do São Francisco); 

the industrial investment planning committee would be composed of technicians from BNDE and BNB; 

the food supply for the industrial zone of Recife planning committee would be composed of agents from 

BNB, CVSF and Planning Commission of the State of Pernambuco; and, finally, the technological 

exploration commission would be composed of the National Research Council (Conselho Nacional de 

Pesquisas, CNPq) and local universities (GTDN, 1959, p. 81-94). 

The number of institutions involved naturally indicates the purpose of involving in the 

development effort institutions whose skills and technical staff could contribute to the project, to take 

advantage of the resources that each one is able to offer. The concern with establishing political links 

also denotes the intention to work with a greater degree of rationality, creating an integrated policy, that 

is, with federal and governmental agencies acting together. On the other hand, it is also possible to infer 

that there was a concern to prevent political hostilities from hindering the general progress of the plan. 

Therefore, considering not only the institutional nature of the document, but also its intended 

wide circulation, it is worth noting that the document was prepared with a more technical language, with 

measured criticism of political issues and of regional elites’ modus operandi. A serious social problem 

of the private use of public property highlighted by contemporary authors, politicians and journalists 

was the fact that the dams were used for livestock to drink water during periods of drought and not to 

irrigate land that produced subsistence agricultural goods. It is interesting to note the subtle way in which 

Furtado draws attention to the fact, without translating it into a direct accusation and without invoking 

the term, popularized by Callado at the time, “drought industry”: 

The livestock mortality rate during drought is nowadays much lower than at 

other times. Although the herd is currently larger, the drought no longer results 

in the large animal deaths that were common a few decades ago. However, the 

weight loss of cattle remains large, as the problem of scarcity of cattle fodder 

has not been solved by dams. (GTDN, 1959, p. 71). 
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Although he maintained the same perspective, it is interesting to compare the language chosen 

and the open criticism that Furtado makes towards the landowners in the paper The fight for the 

Northeast and the Sudene’s strategy (A luta pelo Nordeste e a estratégia da Sudene), published under 

his own name in 1962 in the journal A Defesa Nacional (Furtado, 1962a), and after, published in a more 

complete version in his book The Brazilian Pre-Revolution (A Pré-Revolução Brasileira), in the chapter 

called The Problem of the Northeast: 

The lands of the dam basins are in the hands of large landowners integrated 

into a system of life based mainly on pastoralism, opposed to any fundamental 

change in the forms of labor organization that have projections at a social 

level. It is no wonder, therefore, that irrigation projects with water from large 

dams were nothing more than timid attempts, whose practical results, in fact, 

were limited to allowing the greater enrichment of a few large landowners. 

(Furtado, 1962b, p. 58). 

The book The Brazilian Pre-Revolution, aimed “at university youth” (Furtado, 1962b, p. 10), is 

a collection of conferences that Furtado gave across the country with the aim of defending basic 

structural reforms. Throughout the book, Furtado condemns the backward philosophy of rural oligarchic 

elites; classifies as mechanistic “the point of view of the liberal philosophy of laissez-faire” (Furtado, 

1962b, p. 33); and criticizes the capture of popular agendas such as the peasant movements of the 

Northeast by Marxist-Leninist ideology. We will soon examine some of the texts in this book in detail. 

For now, it is enough to illustrate that, although holding a public position required him to use a slightly 

more institutional language, he did not hesitate to make himself heard through other means. 

Another interesting feature of GTDN’s plan to highlight are the theories that lead the action 

guidelines. At first, we can, naturally, identify Cepal’s structuralism, from the moment that Furtado 

identifies the Northeast as an underdeveloped region within an underdeveloped country, arguing that, 

since the condition of underdevelopment tends to persist and deepen, the only way to overcome it would 

be active initiatives through government promotion of a development policy. 

It is also possible to identify the influence of François Perroux’s Growth Poles Theory when 

Furtado establishes Recife as the main recipient of industrial investments. In this sense, it was considered 

that Recife already had an industrial park and a large contingent of workers, so that, in Perrouxian terms, 

it made the Pernambuco state capital a pole of industrial growth due to the driving force for the 

propagation of growth and its potential for articulation with other economic sets of the northeastern 

regional space (Perroux, 1955). 

It is interesting to highlight that Furtado already had close contact with the work of François 

Perroux. In his autobiography, Furtado (2014, p. 42) states that, during his Ph.D. at the Sorbonne, he 

“followed with interest the industrial economics classes of François Perroux, certainly one of the most 

original minds of his generation”. Furtado remembers that during that period, the research carried out 

by Perroux “led to the idea of ‘growth poles’”. He also narrates that his professor “sought to introduce 

economic content into physical space”, in order to “move from the idea of ‘external economy’ to that of 

‘structured space’”, at the same time that “he hierarchized economic decisions, distinguishing those that 
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expressed the will to power”. In fact, in Furtado’s archival fonds on Instituto de Estudos Brasileiros we 

can find, in one of his study notebooks – among notes whose handwriting indicates a date from the mid-

1950s to the mid-1960s with summaries of classic texts on economic development published from 1940 

to 1958 –, a brief summary in French of Perroux’s concept of growth poles9. 

In addition to Perroux, we can also identify some similarity with Hirschman’s analysis. When 

Furtado analyzes the underdevelopment of the Northeast in relation to the Center-South, he highlights 

the possibility of the Center-South absorbing part of the Northeast’s labor force – although this was not 

happening due to the inefficient government assistance policy. Hirschman (1958, p. 187-190) 

conceptualized these favorable effects of the growth of a region in relation to a less developed one as 

trickling down effects. Furthermore, when Furtado highlights the industry protection policy as an 

aggravating factor in the northeastern situation, he makes the same description as Hirschman of the 

polarization effect. 

Furtado was a reader of Hirschman’s works and, in fact, we can find some of the author’s books 

in Furtado’s personal library, available for consultation at the Institute of Brazilian Studies. The 

collection includes Development projects observed, Latin American issues: essays and comments, The 

passions and the interests, a version in French of The Rhetoric of Reaction and two editions, both with 

marginalia and with the title page signed by Furtado of The Strategy of Economic Development. 

Moreover, he published a critical review in his journal, Econômica Brasileira, about this book. We 

cannot say exactly when Furtado read this book, but the signature date is December 1959, which means 

we can infer that it was purchased on that date. But, in any case, it is interesting to note how similar the 

analyzes are. 

Given the positive repercussion of the GTDN document, President Kubitschek installs the 

Northeast Development Council (Conselho de Desenvolvimento do Nordeste, Codeno). The ceremony 

takes place at Teatro Santa Isabel, in Recife, in April 1959. Codeno has its first meeting the following 

day, to discuss the formulation of the First Master Plan that would be sent for consideration in the 

National Congress. In the meeting, were present representatives of the Northeast states’ governments, 

with emphasis on Cid Sampaio, governor of Pernambuco, and Rômulo de Almeida, vice-governor of 

Bahia10. In addition to the state representations, representatives from some Federal Government 

Ministries (Finance, Health, Education, Transport and Public Works and Agriculture), the Brazilian 

Armed Forces, banks (BNDE, BNB and Banco do Brasil), and regional institutions (CVSF and DNOCS) 

were also present. The meetings were attended by the press from all over the country (Furtado, 2014, p. 

282). 

While the technical team organized itself into working groups to collect information and data 

regarding the specific problems of each state, the deliberative council understood that it was necessary, 

first of all, to formulate a law that would regulate the use of water and land in areas of dams built with 

 
9 “Pôle de croissance – Perroux: La croissance m'apparaît pas partout à la fois; elle se manifeste en des 

points ou pôles de croissance, avec des intensités variables; elle se répand par divers canaux et avec des effets 

variables pour l'ensemble de l'économie.” (CF-CAD004-05). 
10 In addition to them, the following governors were present: Chagas Rodrigues (Piauí); José de Mattos 

Carvalho (Maranhão); José Parsifal Barroso (Ceará); Dinarte Mariz (Rio Grande do Norte); Pedro Moreno Gondim 

(Paraíba); Luís Garcia (Sergipe); and a representative of the governor of Alagoas. 
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public investment. This meant facing the drought industry. From then on, a political conflict began that 

lasted years. 

When it comes to planning development, especially on a regional scale, it is clear that politics 

is one of the key elements. Yet, Sudene’s experience allowed a closer look at a specific political aspect: 

the power struggles that are generally triggered by the introduction of regional development plans, 

whether in underdeveloped countries or not. Sudene demonstrated that it was necessary to consider not 

only the operationalization of the development plan, but also the political articulation necessary for the 

plan to work. Therefore, it was an experience that allowed international researchers in the areas of 

Development Economics and Regional Economic Development to begin considering this modality of 

political articulation as a possible component of the development plan to be studied by theory. 

The first authors of the Industry Location Theory laid the foundations of Regional Development 

Economics from the moment they introduced space into economic language. Thus, they sought to 

understand the forces that determine the location of industries and market areas and their distribution 

logic in space. Johann Heinrich von Thünen focused on the spatial distribution of agricultural activities 

around urban space. Alfred Weber researched the influence of input transportation costs and distance 

from the consumer market on the location of industries, considering the effects of agglomeration. Walter 

Christaller examined the dynamics of cities to understand the influence of centrality and spatial hierarchy 

criteria. August Lösch analyzed the location distribution to achieve spatial economic balance. And 

finally, Walter Isard advanced in the formalization of previous spatial themes (Meardon, 2000, p. 327-

331; 337-340; Lemos, 1988, p. 88-100). These approaches, although useful in guiding regional planning 

policies, were not sufficient to consider the political and social aspects underlying the promotion of 

development in the broadest sense. 

Furthermore, other researchers in Development Economics, especially those in modernization 

theory, who worked under the traditional versus modern dichotomy, highlighted the political actions of 

traditional groups in underdeveloped countries who actively worked against development initiatives led 

by progressive groups (Rostow, 1960; Gilman, 2018). However, these authors did not propose solutions 

to deal with this traditional power, limiting themselves to proposing development through coordinated 

government action. The problem is that if these traditional structures are embedded into the government 

itself, which is generally common in the power structure of underdeveloped countries dominated by 

traditional elites, a government effort requires political bargains that have not been discussed in depth. 

On the other hand, authors who developed approaches to address the issue of space in the 

economy in order to overcome regional inequalities, as is the case of Perroux and Hirschman, have made 

progress in understanding economic development as an unbalanced process and in incorporating the 

discussion about the location of economic activities in space to guide regional development policies. 

Nonetheless, although Hirschman (1958, p. 190-195) highlighted that investment distribution decisions 

can be influenced by the interests of political groups, in the sense of managing resources inefficiently, 

the author did not, until that point, delve into these characteristics of economic policy to understand how 

political decisions are made and how they impact the development process. Later, in Journeys Toward 

Progress, Hirschman performs case studies from the Brazilian Northeast, as well as Colombia and Chile, 

to delve deeper into the political conflicts that interfere in the decisions of policymakers. 
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Sudene, as an experience in regional development, contributed to the theoretical development 

of the field of Regional Economic Development, bringing a new perspective to politics. That is, Sudene’s 

contribution was fundamental in observing struggles for power – especially in underdeveloped countries 

– as elements to be considered in the formulation of a development policy, in its operationalization and 

in its strategies. 

Researcher Stefan Robock (1963) briefly discusses this influence of Sudene on the way of 

thinking about regional development. In the early 1960s, he was in Recife producing his research on the 

economic development of the Northeast with support from the Ford Foundation and Indiana 

University11. His research gave rise to the book Brazil’s Developing Northeast, published in 1963.  At a 

certain point, the author highlights that there are political aspects of Sudene’s experience that are of 

particular interest to students of economic development, and mainly highlights Furtado’s negotiating 

role that, although technical, managed to work the political forces of five main sources: the state 

governors of the Northeast; the legislative powers of the Center-South; popular groups of students and 

workers; Brazilian nationalists; and the US foreign aid program. 

 

3. CLASS STRUGGLE? BUILDING POLITICAL ALLIANCES TO SUPPORT SUDENE 

 

 

Bill nº 882/1959, known as the Irrigation Law, presents a proposal that “regulates the use of land 

and water in irrigation areas in the Northeast and provides other measures” (PL 882, 1959, p. 1). 

According to Furtado, the project was prepared by researchers at the Federal University of Ceará – José 

Guimarães Duque, Estevam Strauss e Vinícius Berredo – and followed the model of “irrigation laws 

that had long been applied in other countries, including the United States”. The argument is that the 

project aimed to ensure “rational use of land and water” from dams, using land expropriation as a 

mechanism for better distribution of polyculture agricultural production, as well as to increase 

productivity. 

Initially, the only explicit reaction against the project came from the government of Ceará. A 

representative of Governor Parsival Barroso spoke out arguing that the bill was unconstitutional. At the 

time, Callado (1960, p. 5-6) observed: “we were all surprised to see Ceará”, the “driest state in the 

Federation”, “raising a whole series of objections to the plan”. With the support of the press, Cid 

Sampaio and Colonel Afonso Augusto de Albuquerque Lima, from the Brazilian Armed Forces, the 

matter went to Congress. According to Furtado (2014, p. 314), leadership positions in Congress were 

generally occupied by northeastern deputies linked to the oligarchic elites of the latifundium. The bill 

was hampered by several bureaucratic intricacies and was never carried forward12. 

 
11 In the acknowledgments, the author thanks Bank of Northeast, Furtado, Francisco de Oliveira and other 

names from the Sudene team for their support during the field research, as well as authors such as Hirschman, 

Rômulo de Almeida and Paul Fisher, who “critically reviewed the draft manuscript” (Robock, 1963, p. xi-xii). 
12 Furtado (2014, p. 312) narrates that the landowners’ bench in the National Congress purposely 

unarchived an old irrigation bill linked to the interests of traditional elites that reinforced the dam policy already 

practiced. Because it was older, the bill received preference in the vote, which had the effect of confusing some 
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In any case, the experience served to project Furtado’s image among national political circles, 

consequently causing discomfort to right-wing northeastern landowners. Unfounded accusations of 

communist infiltration in Codeno soon began to emerge. In fact, an “ideological record” – i.e., a police 

record of Furtado’s political activities – was distributed to parliamentarians in which Furtado was 

presented as an agent of the Communist International (Congresso Nacional, 1959b, p. 360; Furtado, 

2014, p. 301). 

In his personal memoirs, Furtado (2019, p. 182-186) writes that he saw this file, “consisting of 

a series of disconnected information”, but that nothing concrete had been discovered: “the whole intrigue 

was forged based on ‘denunciations’ made to the Niterói Police in 1948” – period in which Furtado 

worked at the Public Service Secretariat (Departamento do Serviço Público, DSP) of Rio de Janeiro 

state –, “the result of petty fights that occurred […] between administration technicians and 

administrative employees”. Subsequently, General Nelson de Mello, head of the National Security 

Council, told Furtado (2014, p. 304) not to worry, as “the amount of ‘raw information’ arriving is far 

above the system’s digestion capacity”. Thus, “if a person is in particular evidence”, as was the case 

with Furtado, “the system’s indigestion is greater”. 

This ideological record was circulated, albeit limitedly, in the press, so that Furtado granted 

interviews to the newspapers O Globo and Jornal do Brasil to explain himself. Referring to “those who 

manufacture ‘ideological records’ to sell to the unwary”, he clarified: “I do not know what the police 

think of my ideas; communists, however, criticize them” (Jamais..., 1959, p. 5). 

In fact, to survive public opinion, Furtado sought to garner support from the press. The 

newspaper Correio da Manhã, of which Antônio Callado was editor-in-chief until 1960, took an explicit 

stance in defense of Codeno, the creation of Sudene and the Irrigation Law bill. Northeast Operation 

occupied greater prominence in the pages of the newspaper, which adopted an editorial line that was 

very favorable to Furtado’s project. The newspaper covered political meetings, lectures, events and the 

progress of bills in the National Congress. Furtado, in turn, always contributed suggesting content, 

providing ideas for editorials and giving interviews (Jurgenfeld, 2021). 

Besides the press, Furtado (2014, p. 299) also began to garner support from Central-South 

politicians, who began to vote in favor of Codeno’s bills in Congress and to contain parliamentary 

opposition. He also sought the support of northeastern political figures disconnected from the interests 

of the landowners so that they could provide media support. Furthermore, he describes that “there was 

also the interested support from many people who harbored a series of prejudices against the Northeast 

and saw migration as a permanent threat of slumming their cities”. Although he was “ashamed of 

exploiting such negative feeling to obtain support”, he argued that it was better than the other alternative, 

which would be “to mobilize the peasants, as Julião did” – the result would only be “to place the most 

powerful forces in the Center-South at the service of the region’s social immobility”. 

Another channel of support were Brazilian nationalists, mainly institutionalized at the Higher 

Institute of Brazilian Studies (Instituto Superior de Estudos Brasileiros, Iseb). In 1959, Furtado gave a 

lecture on the Northeast Operation for Iseb in the Introduction to the Problems of Brazil course, aimed 

 
parliamentarians. With the help of President Kubitschek, the fake irrigation law was vetoed, but the problems 

continued. 
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at Brazilian Armed Forces officers (Furtado, 2009a). The institution’s influence on the Military was 

considerable, mainly due to the prestige of Roland Corbisier, founder and director of Iseb, who “brought 

together a large part of what he called the nationalist forces, whose vanguard is constituted of a large 

group of young officers and students” (Furtado, 2019, p. 168). 

In his diaries, Furtado (2019, p. 180) express his concerns with the fact that Northeast Operation 

was increasingly linked to his name; while, on the other hand, he had achieved “three collateral 

victories”, namely: the “support of the Rio press”; the “support of the military”, especially “Lott and the 

Army General Staff”; and the “neutrality of the clergy”, with silent acquiescence from Dom Hélder 

Câmara, bishop of Olinda and Recife and one of the leaders of the Catholic Church in the region13. 

Actually, the interests of the Catholic Church of the Northeast were aligned with those of 

Sudene. The institution undertook initiatives to promote basic education in the region from a progressive 

pedagogical perspective in relation to what was considered traditional education at the time, and also 

openly supported land reform. In Oliveira’s14 (1977, p. 112) words: “the successive meetings of the 

Bishops in the Northeast, the first in Campina Grande in 1956 and the second in Natal in 1959, in the 

early days of Sudene, question the right to a socially useless property”. 

At the end of 1959, concerns increased among Codeno members regarding the approval of the 

bill that provided for the creation of Sudene, considering that, until then, the agency depended on BNDE 

resources to continue undertaking research and diagnosis efforts. If Sudene was not institutionalized by 

the end of the year, there would not be time to include it within the Union budget for next year. However, 

conflicts in Congress were delaying the process (Pereira, 1998, p. 67). 

In particular, Senator Argemiro de Figueiredo, heir to the Paraíba cotton elite, proposed voting 

on a parliamentary bill to give DNOCS autonomy in relation to Sudene (Congresso Nacional, 1959a, p. 

474-476), seeking to reduce the institution’s authority. Furtado (2014, p. 314) describes in his 

autobiography that this motivated him to appear on a Recife television show to declare that Figueiredo 

intended to mischaracterize the Sudene project and that “if the law that created Sudene was mutilated in 

its spirit”, he would end his “mission in the Northeast”. 

This declaration caused popular commotion, with public demonstrations by workers and 

students in northeastern capitals, a manifesto signed by union leaders15 and the closure of commerce in 

Recife with a state governor’s rally in the city center (Kugelmas, 2011, p. 408). Subsequently, the 

President of the Republic himself took the lead in negotiations to unblock the vote in Congress. In an 

interview, Furtado (Pereira, 1998, p. 67) reveals that Kubitschek even promised some northeastern 

legislators that Furtado would not be appointed superintendent. Law 3692 establishing the 

 
13 In fact, according to Roett (1973, p. 35) “Church collaboration in Operation Northeast was important 

enough for a representative of the National Conference of the Bishops of Brazil (CNBB) to be stipulated as a 

member of CODENO”; however, “CNBB never designated a representative, and the position was not included in 

the bylaws of the SUDENE”. 
14 Francisco de Oliveira participated, alongside Furtado, in the Sudene experience from its inception until 

the civil-military coup of 1964. 
15 In Celso Furtado archival fonds of the Instituto de Estudos Brasileiros (IEB) archive, we can find this 

manifesto: a leaflet containing a petition, entitled “For the Irrigation Law! For the inclusion of DNOCS in Sudene!” 

and signed by some union leaders from Ceará, urban and rural workers, teachers and students (CF-SUDENE-05). 
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Superintendence for the Development of the Northeast was approved on December 15, 1959 and 

Kubitschek appointed him superintendent regardless. 

In the Sudene Inauguration Speech, on January 8, 1960, when Furtado takes office as 

superintendent, he already uses a different type of language from the first speech, that is, more political 

and without the concern of exalting his technical characteristics. The ceremony takes place in the office 

of the Minister of Justice, Armando Falcão, in Rio de Janeiro, in the presence of Minister Sette Câmara, 

head of the Civil House. Furtado spoke motivational words, saying that there would be difficulties in 

the course of this regional development experience and clarifying that there were already political 

spheres trying to sabotage the project: “we all know that the freedom of action of the federal government 

in a poor region like the Northeast is deeply compromised by the pressure from local groups, whose 

perspective is projected at the level of state politics” (Furtado, 2009c [1960], p. 165-169). 

At the beginning of the year, the Sudene Deliberative Council, formed by the same group as the 

former Codeno, began preparing the I Master Plan for Development of the Northeast. The plan was 

prepared within the guidelines proposed by the GTDN document and makes an initial survey of the 

general situation of the region, researched to date, proposing the objects of study for the next data 

collections, the financing situation and action guidelines. Initially, there were already guidelines for 

action on the road network to tackle the problem of inefficiency in transport networks, and the 

construction of the Paulo Afonso power plant was expected to be completed to electrify some capital 

cities. It also proposed the expansion of equipment that would enable a better understanding of the 

drought problem, with the installation of new rain gauge stations and mapping of groundwater (Sudene, 

1966 [1961]). 

Regarding the problem of food scarcity, it still proposed partial conversion of sugarcane fields 

into areas of food-producing crops. To solve the distribution problem, it was planned to build regional 

warehouses for stocks in times of crisis, as well as the operation of shopping centers and fairs in urban 

and rural areas. To organize viable investments, the plan first surveyed regional xerophilic cultures and 

provided guidelines for the implementation of the steel industry and the expansion of investments in 

existing textile industries (Sudene, 1966 [1961]). 

The plan also raises health issues, that is, it surveys the supply of hospitals, the number of doctors 

and the basic sanitation situation in the region. Finally, it proposes the development of a pilot education 

plan, focused mainly on adult literacy and teaching health, agricultural and financial concepts to the 

peasant population (Sudene, 1966 [1961]). The I Master Plan was sent to the legislative houses for 

consideration in May; however, it would encounter strong obstructions and would only be approved at 

the end of 1961 (Lei 3995, 1961). Nevertheless, in June 1960, Kubitschek had already sanctioned twelve 

Sudene industrial projects (Kubitschek, 2000 [1975], p. 450). 

In 1960, the presidential election dispute took place. Later, in an interview, Furtado states that 

Sudene “was left out of the party dispute. There was a consensus. Sudene was preserved” (Pereira, 1998, 

p. 65). However, this consensus had to be established somehow. The invitation of the governors – who 

were from the most diverse spectrums of Brazilian politics – to participate in Sudene’s policy decision-

making group also aimed “to place the region’s development policy above partisan confrontation” 

(Furtado, 2014, p. 323). 
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Thus, following Furtado’s suggestion, Juracy Magalhães and Cid Sampaio, from UDN, and 

Parsival Barroso, from PTB, “took the initiative […] to talk to future candidates from their respective 

parties”. Furtado (2014, p. 323) states that, “to facilitate the deed”, he prepared “a synthetic text 

translating the essentials of the regional development policy being implemented”. This political 

articulation resulted in an invitation, “from both sides, to be vice-president”, which Furtado promptly 

refused, claiming to be committed to his technical role at Sudene (Theodoro, 2009, p. 14). 

Despite not having seen the Master Plan approved during his government, Kubitschek ended his 

presidential term by inaugurating Orós, the largest dam in the Northeast at the time16. Jânio Quadros was 

elected while Furtado was at an international congress in India, with no prospect of continuing as 

superintendent. However, when he returned to Brazil, he was called to Quadros’ office, who not only 

guaranteed him to keep his position but also told him that in his government he would have complete 

autonomy to decide everything in the Northeast (Pereira, 1998, p. 65-66; Furtado, 2014, p. 340-341; 

Theodoro, 2009, p. 14). 

 

4. THE COMMUNIST INFILTRATION HOAX: THE INTERNATIONAL REPERCUSSION 

OF THE BRAZILIAN NORTHEAST 

 

In July 1961, Furtado received an invitation to visit Washington to debate the problem of the 

Northeast with President John F. Kennedy, who would offer technical and financial assistance under the 

regime of the Alliance for Progress. The Alliance was an international cooperation program launched in 

March 1961, using the Good Neighbor policy as a model, to foster the development “of free 

governments” (Kennedy, 1961, 00:17:05) in Latin America, i.e., it was one of the US attempts to impose 

the American model of democracy on underdeveloped countries. 

In the Program’s launch speech, on March 13, 1961, Kennedy (1961, 00:06:30) states that the 

Alliance would be a cooperative effort “to satisfy the basic needs of the American people for homes, 

work and land, health and schools” – and, in an attempt to get closer to his Latin American interlocutors, 

Kennedy (1961, 00:06:40) even repeats, in Spanish, those last words “techo, trabajo y tierra, salud y 

escuela”. 

The United States’ main concern during the period was the proliferation of the ideals of the 

Cuban revolution in Latin America. This can be noticed by Kennedy’s (1961, 00:17:10) own speech, 

which states that he intends to “work to eliminate tyranny from a hemisphere in which it has no rightful 

 
16 Previously, during his government, the dam was the protagonist of a major disaster. On March 26, 1960, 

the Orós dam, which would be the largest in the Northeast, broke, flooding the Jaguaribe Valley (Águas..., 1960, 

p. 1). The project, led by DNOCS, was executed hastily due to Kubitschek’s desire to inaugurate it during his 

government. The safety risks of dam construction during the Waters of March were poorly considered, and after 

the dam collapsed, thousands of people were left stranded and property was damaged (Orós..., 1960, p. 1). Furtado 

followed the entire unfolding of the tragedy on site and offered the assistance of Sudene’s technical team to work 

on mitigating the catastrophe (Presidente..., 1960, p. 1). The newspaper Correio da Manhã suggested that there 

had been a diversion of resources, since DNOCS received large amounts of resources and, even so, was unable to 

deliver the work before the start of the rains (Tragédia..., 1960, p. 1). 
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place” and that he would like to express his “special friendship to the people of Cuba and the Dominican 

Republic – and the hope they will soon rejoin the society of free men”. 

American historian Arthur M. Schlesinger Jr. worked as a special assistant to President John F. 

Kennedy and later recounted his experience in the book A Thousand Days: John F. Kennedy in the White 

House. In the chapter that narrated the Alliance for Progress program, he makes clear the uneasiness that 

existed in the White House regarding the spread of communism in Latin America. According to him, 

“here was Fidel Castro, the passionate leader of the Cuban Revolution, behind him the inarticulate woes 

of generations, and behind him too the thrust of communism from beyond the hemisphere”. The historian 

also states that “if the United States were not ready to offer an affirmative program for democratic 

modernization, new Castros would undoubtedly rise across the continent” (Schlesinger, 1965, p. 186-

188). 

Francisco de Oliveira (1977, p. 120) – who worked together with Furtado in the creation and 

operationalization of Sudene – reports that, as soon as the Kennedy government began, “a legion of 

‘scouts’, which included the then obscure Mr. Henry Kissinger, was in the Northeast observing its 

conditions. Afterwards, in June, a United States Operations Mission (USOM) delegation and 

representatives from the United States consulate met with Furtado and other Sudene technicians to 

discuss the terms of Sudene’s participation in the Alliance for Progress. Furtado described the main 

investment fronts for which he would need financing: electricity, road networks and the Maranhão 

colonization project (Roett, 1972, p. 67). 

USOM technicians inquired about the U.S. government’s participation in policymaking 

decisions for the Northeast, implying that Kennedy’s technical assistance team was not interested in just 

advising. Hence, it would be difficult to provide any financing outside of these terms. Furtado was very 

categorical in stating that Sudene should have maximum flexibility to decide the allocation of resources 

and that he did not believe that foreign technical assistance should interfere in the formulation and 

application of regional policies (Roett, 1972, p. 70). This first meeting exemplifies very well the relations 

between Sudene and the United States government. 

Thus, on July 14, 1961, Kennedy received Furtado (2014, p. 353) at the White House, “in the 

presence of several American authorities”17. The meeting was friendly, with Kennedy showing great 

interest in Furtado’s presentation on the situation in the Northeast and the government policy that was 

already being implemented. Kennedy wanted to know more about the financial situation and whether 

the Brazilian Congress would approve the resources. The American State Department insisted on the 

American government’s participation in the project from the technical assistance phase to the final 

decision phase; to which Furtado replied that the diagnosis was already ready and the decisions had been 

made: they just needed the funds (Furtado, 2014; Roett, 1972; United States Department of State, 1996, 

p. 439-441). 

At one point, Kennedy asks “whether the peasant leagues gave land to the people”. Furtado 

responds that the Leagues promise land and this is very effective, but that the government, through 

 
17 The following were present at the meeting: Carlos Bernardes, Counselor from the Brazilian Embassy; 

Chester Bowles, Under Secretary; Robert F. Woodward., from Department of State; Leonard J. Saccio, Director 

USOM Brazil; and Milton Barall, from Department of State (United States Department of State, 1996, p. 439). 
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Sudene, intends to conduct an agrarian reform to reduce the concentration of land and wealth in the 

region (United States Department of State, 1996, p. 440). 

Subsequently, Szulc (1961, p. 10) reported to The New York Times that Kennedy had announced 

“the outlines of a major aid program for the poverty-stricken area in Brazil”, in the amount of 

“274,000,000 in the next five years”. The article, illustrated with a photo of Furtado and Kennedy talking 

side by side, also informs that “the President said that a group of United States economists and 

technicians would be sent to Brazil to cooperate with the northeast agency in working out the detailed 

aid program”. 

In the meantime, Quadros resigned as President and was replaced by João Goulart, a left-wing 

politician affiliated with the PTB. It was then that tensions regarding communist infiltration in Brazil 

began to boil. Jânio Quadros was a curious personality in Brazilian politics. He was exhibitionist, a 

media personality and maintained an eccentric public stance. Quadros promoted an independent foreign 

policy, to say the least: he decorated Che Guevara18 while writing a letter to Kennedy praising America 

for the “ever creative tradition of government” (Furtado, 2014, p. 354). 

The White House was permissive regarding Quadros’ neutralist foreign policy, due to the fact 

that, internally, his government adopted a strong anti-communist line. Renegotiations and new loans to 

Brazil totaled US$1.64 billion, with credit from the Export-Import Bank (Eximbank) and the United 

States Agency for International Development (USAID) with excellent long-term conditions – however, 

Quadros resigned before the release of resources (Loureiro, 2014, p. 329). 

When Goulart replaced Quadros, Washington adopted a hostile stance. Kennedy even 

committed to the anti-Goulart group in the Military that “the United States might even help the Brazilian 

military with food and arms, if the situation became serious, that is, on the verge of a coup. After Goulart 

assumed office, Washington “froze all authorized loans to Brazil” and began to be stricter with credit-

taking conditions (Loureiro, 2014, p. 333). The Goulart government continued trying to negotiate new 

financing conditions, while maintaining, like Quadros, an independent foreign policy. 

In late 1961, an Alliance for Progress Mission arrived in the Northeast under the leadership of 

Ambassador Merwin Bohan. The team’s work resulted in the report entitled Northeast Team Survey 

Report – which became known as Merwin Bohan report – that was circulated in early 1962. The first 

version in circulation, according to Oliveira (1977, p. 121), “made such clear recommendations to 

contain the movement of the Peasant Leagues, in such a blatant way, that the Brazilian Government was 

unable to accept it”.  

The first version of the report was not officially circulated, but we can find it in Furtado’s file at 

the IEB archive. In it we can confirm Oliveira’s narrative, verifying several mentions of the Peasant 

Leagues, with an exaggerated ideological content. When raising the subject of legal advice provided to 

rural workers, the report proceeds: “the Ligas” – as in Ligas Camponesas, Portuguese for Peasant 

Leagues, “accomplish little for the peasant in the courts […], but the worker – like an abused puppy – 

 
18 At the end of August 1961, after Punta del Este Conference, Che Guevara paid a visit to Brazil to thank 

the country for its support at the Conference. On that occasion, Jânio Quadros decorated Guevara with the Grã 

Cruz medal of the Ordem Nacional do Cruzeiro do Sul, a commendation granted by the President of Brazil to 

foreign heads of State and other distinguished personalities (Janio..., 1961). 
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is so impressed by the kindnesses shown that he becomes a loyal and unquestioning follower of the 

Ligas”. Bearing this in mind, the report offers a solution to this influence on workers: the 

institutionalization of “assistant labor delegates”, installed in 26 cities; therefore “well-trained and able 

labor delegates with offices accessible to the rural workers could do much to counteract the influence of 

the Ligas Camponesas” (CF-SUDENE-04, p. 27-28). 

The last pages of the report are even more explicit in proposing joint action between the Catholic 

Church and the government to “assist the anti-communist elements among the agricultural and industrial 

workers to form more lasting labor organizations”, in order to achieve the ultimate goal of “combating 

Castro and other communistic influences in this most volatile segment of society” (CF-SUDENE-04, p. 

76). In his autobiography, Furtado (2014, p. 372) states that it was a clear “attempt to empty the Peasant 

Leagues”, in which he and the Sudene team “saw an effort to organize workers, therefore something 

positive”. And concludes: “the Cuba syndrome prevented them from seeing reality”. 

Furtado had a very clear vision of the project he was building for the Northeast. The first essay 

of The Brazilian Pre-Revolution, “Reflections on the Brazilian Pre-Revolution”, was first published in 

1960. Although it was written as “an attempt to put an end once and for all to rumors that he belonged 

to the Communist Party” (Mallorquin, 2005, p. 182)  – or, as later justified by Furtado himself, seeking 

to “demystify what the Right called ‘Marxism’ and show the Left that there was a contradiction between 

the ends it collimated and the means it tended to defend to achieve them (Furtado, 2014, p. 379) –, it 

managed, instead, to displease broad sectors of Brazilian politics, triggering more criticism from both 

the “left” and the “right” (Mallorquin, 2005). 

In this essay, Furtado begins by discussing the importance of freedom in guiding national 

development, but clarifies that the meaning of the freedom he speaks of is not the same as that defended 

by philosophers of unrestricted individualism. In fact, he speaks of freedom in the collective sense, of 

people’s self-determination, insofar as he recognizes the need for a nation to determine its own 

objectives, according to its own culture. 

Based on this concept of freedom, Furtado criticizes the idea that there is a dichotomy between 

freedom and rapid development, saying that, even if it were true, it would not appeal to underdeveloped 

countries, because there is neither freedom for all nor development. Freedom, in fact, is restricted only 

to the wealthiest elites. According to Furtado (1962b, p. 23-24), “if the price of the freedom of some had 

to be the misery of many, let us be sure that there would be little chance of remaining free”. Thus, the 

author criticizes both “those who call themselves defenders of freedom”, that is, the thinkers of liberal 

individualism, and “those who argue on the opposite side”, that is, those who believe that social changes 

would only come with the Marxist-Leninist revolution. 

Positioning himself against what he saw as two extremes (freedom without development versus 

development without freedom), Furtado (1962b, p. 25) makes a division between open and democratic 

societies and societies that, according to him, have a “totally rigid political-social structure”, that is, 

communist societies, such as Cuba, China and the Soviet Union. Nonetheless, at the same time that he 

classifies communist societies as dictatorial, he recognizes that the Marxist-Leninist revolution thrived 

in these rigid social formations, since they are configured simply as the replacement of one dictatorial 
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class by another. Otherwise, in the case of open societies, Furtado considers that a Marxist-Leninist 

revolution would be a setback and would be doomed to failure. 

Speaking specifically about the case of the Northeast, Furtado (1962, p. 28) argues that, although 

a totally rigid political-social structure prevails there, the Center-South region manifests democratic 

characteristics, especially with regard to the rights achieved by the working class in urban areas. Within 

this interpretation, Furtado identifies a duality in the Brazilian political-social structure, which would be 

“open to the working class, but not to the peasant class”. In this framework, Furtado goes so far as to 

state that the peasant class had a Marxist-Leninist “vocation”, because, due to its degrading conditions, 

it became “more susceptible to being worked on by revolutionary techniques of a Marxist-Leninist type”. 

Within this framework, Furtado (1962) lists two possibilities through which it would be possible 

to enable a Brazilian revolution with a Marxist-Leninist content: the first would be through the 

intensification of the problem of the agrarian structure in the countryside, with an increase in the 

degradation of the living conditions of the peasant population; the second, as a reaction to a setback in 

the political structure caused by a hypothetical coup d’état and the emergence of a right-wing 

dictatorship, which would extinguish the democratic character of the country’s urban areas. 

To avoid this scenario, Furtado (1962, p. 31) proposes two main guidelines for action. The first 

would consist of “preventing any form of regression in our social system”, that is, ensuring the 

democratic character of national politics. The second would require “creating conditions for a rapid and 

effective change in the country’s anachronistic agrarian structure”, extending labor legislation to the 

countryside, carrying out land reform and fundamentally modifying the State’s administrative 

machinery, the tax system and the banking structure. 

Furtado, on several occasions, inflamed a widespread discourse at the time that the Peasant 

Leagues were a communist infiltration in Brazil. At the beginning of the chapter, we saw that he 

insinuates, in Rogers’ documentary, that the Northeast was at great risk of triggering a communist 

revolution due to the actions of the Peasant Leagues. Furtado continued to propagate this idea, mainly 

among those who most feared the communist threat, aiming to obtain some bargaining power and 

attention for the problem in the Northeast. However, we have reason to think that he personally did not 

truly believe in this idea. 

In his autobiography, Furtado (2014, p. 357-360) narrates a meeting he had with Che Guevara, 

on the occasion of the Punta del Este Conference19 in August 1961. According to Furtado, in a friendly 

conversation with Guevara, they came to the subject of the Northeast and the latter seemed excited about 

the achievements of the Peasant Leagues under the Leadership of Julião. Furtado narrates that he realized 

that Guevara “had absorbed the mythical vision that Francisco Julião transmitted to interlocutors who 

knew nothing about the region” and “imagined the Peasant Leagues as vigorous mass organizations, 

capable of putting into question any right-wing initiative”. In Furtado’s opinion, Guevara “overestimated 

Julião as a leader and organizer and underestimated the centuries-old power structures in the Northeast”. 

 
19 The Eighth Meeting of Consultation of Ministers of Foreign Affairs, which culminated in the expulsion 

of Cuba from the Organization of American States. 
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He ends the anecdote by saying: “the idea I had of Julião was very different: a sensitive man, a poet”, 

“more of an astute and brilliant lawyer than a leader capable of leading the masses into violent actions”. 

However, Furtado continued to spread this interpretation even after becoming, in September 

1962, Minister of Planning. Such a Ministry did not previously exist: President João Goulart himself 

created this position especially for Furtado, so that he could plan the stabilization and development of 

the Brazilian economy, since, for reasons of political concession, his Minister of Finance had to be more 

conservative. During his tenure as Minister, Furtado wrote the Three-Year Plan for Economic and Social 

Development (Plano Trienal de Desenvolvimento Econômico e Social), which was released to the public 

in December 1962 and was extremely poorly received because it proposed, in a timid 7 of the 195 pages 

of the document, basic reforms (administrative, banking, fiscal and agrarian) (Brasil, 1962). 

In 1963, that same article Reflections on the Brazilian Pre-Revolution was translated into 

English and published in Foreign Affairs journal under the catchy name Brazil: what kind of revolution? 

(Furtado, 1963), which generated repercussions around the world and, consequently, national 

commotion, with articles and opinion pieces published in several Brazilian newspapers. The headlines 

ranged from “Celso Furtado admits the penetration of Marxism in Brazilian youth” (Celso Furtado 

admite…, 1963, p. 12) to “Furtado tells a magazine that our youth are Marxists” (Furtado diz…, 1963, 

p. 12). 

Most national newspapers published news reports summarizing Furtado’s text and quoting 

verbatim the excerpts that explain the two scenarios through which a communist revolution in Brazil 

could occur (Celso Furtado admite..., 1963, p. 12; Furtado diz..., 1963, p. 12; Marxismo..., 1963, p. 4; 

Furtado..., 1963, p. 1-2). In a column for O Jornal, journalist Brandão (1963, p. 5) clarifies that the text 

is a translation of an older work initially published in the book The Brazilian Pre-Revolution, which 

caused Furtado to be “harshly criticized by left-wing intellectuals, who consider the Minister of Planning 

a ‘primary student of Marxism’”, also stating that Furtado “has almost no presence in leftist circles and 

is accepted by them only to form the left-wing united front to combat latifundium”. 

Furtado’s paper subsequently provoked opinion articles with more serious criticism, published 

mainly by the newspaper O Globo. In its editorial on March 20, one day after the national repercussion 

of Brazil: what kind of revolution?, O Globo presents an unusual governmental bias and defends 

President Goulart against rumors of an alleged communist association with Furtado. In the editorial, the 

newspaper interprets Furtado as irresponsible for inferring to the international public that Brazil is under 

a communist threat, considering that, coming from a Minister, such statements “must have caused a 

terrible impression in countries concerned with safeguarding democratic life” (Os Amigos..., 1963, p. 

1). 

According to the editorial, “the timing of the publication could not be more unfortunate”, as it 

was a “moment when we sought to reestablish a climate of trust in our relations with the United States” 

(Os Amigos..., 1963, p. 1). At the time, the Minister of Finance, San Tiago Dantas, was on a mission in 

Washington aiming to negotiate a financing package for the operationalization of the Three-Year Plan, 

while Ambassador Lincoln Gordon tried to undermine the mission by telling the American Congress 

that there was a communist infiltration in Brazil coordinated by the president (Loureiro, 2014, p. 343-

347). 
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The editorial also criticizes the content of the article, saying that Furtado had no theoretical basis 

to assert that communism had taken over young Brazilians and disapproves of the magazine for having 

published “a hasty work without characteristics of scientific rigor”. Finally, it accuses Furtado of being 

a Marxist, arguing that he and “his hand-picked advisors” use Marxism as a guide for action in their 

development policy planning. Its last lines are dedicated to criticizing the Three-Year Plan: “everyone 

knows that only a suicidal Congress would vote on the measures recommended by Mr. Furtado” (Os 

Amigos..., 1963, p. 1). 

 The economist Eugenio Gudin also responds to this paper by Furtado with two articles published 

in the newspaper O Globo – and later also replicated in the Diário de São Paulo – on April 19, 1963 and 

April 22, 1963, called The Philosophy of Celso Furtado (A Filosofia de Celso Furtado) and The 

Philosophy of Celso Furtado II. At first, Gudin acknowledges that it is a text taken from a book that he 

had already commented on on other occasions. Thus, he begins by saying that the fact that Furtado states 

that Leninist techniques are inefficient in open societies “is already an appreciable concession, given the 

author’s ideological preferences”, implying that Furtado is a communist (Gudin, 1963a, p. 2).  

 Despite praising Furtado’s moderate stance, Gudin criticizes the lack of data presented 

throughout the paper, although he recognizes that there was, in fact, a lack of data in the country that 

addressed the issue of poverty and income distribution. Gudin also disapproved Furtado’s regional 

perspective which, according to him, would be causing the author to generalize the problems of the 

Northeast – both in terms of income concentration and the spread of Marxism – to the rest of the country. 

The disapproval of such a regional perspective also extends to the criticism he makes of the Ministry of 

Planning team that, according to Gudin in a slightly xenophobic comment, there would not be “a single 

leftist there who was not from the Northeast or the North, that is, from Bahia upwards” (Gudin, 1963a, 

p. 2). 

In the second article, Gudin again insinuates that Furtado is a communist when criticizing his 

stance in relation to the Cold War, that is, that Brazil does not have the military conditions to take sides 

and must, therefore, look after its own interests. According to Gudin: “Furtado does not tell us, however, 

whether it is Russia or the United States that he counts for our development”. He even overstates by 

comparing Furtado with Mussolini, who did not want to take sides in relation to Nazism in France in 

June 1940. Regarding the problem of income inequality in the countryside, Gudin argues that Furtado 

fails to consider low agricultural and livestock productivity as the main cause of poverty in rural areas 

and that “only exalted minds like Celso Furtado’s propose to fix with revolution what can only be 

achieved with experimental fields, rural assistance, etc.” (Gudin, 1963b, p. 8). 

It should be noted here that Furtado ideologically expresses, even in his most technical 

documents, a confidence in the reform of capitalism to solve the population’s problems. We can perceive 

this through Sudene’s own diagnosis, which attributes the underdevelopment of the Northeast to the 

scarcity of capitalist elements, namely, capitalist labor relations and a developed market. Furthermore, 

in the GTDN document itself, Furtado demonstrates confidence in the developmentalist elite and in the 

ideology of development when stating that it was necessary to “create a new ruling class, imbued with 

the spirit of development” (GTDN, 1959, p. 11), to maintain in the region the capital formed in other 

economic activities that tended to emigrate to the Center-South. 
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In conclusion, to summarize the situation, at the same time that Furtado was being attacked for 

allegedly harming the Goulart Government, which was trying to get rid of the reputation of being 

communist, he himself was gaining a reputation as a communist within the country. Brazil, on the other 

hand, was an international topic in the news because it was under suspicion of communist danger due to 

Francisco Julião and the Leagues – topic that Furtado, in turn, was helping to inflame. 

 

5. FINAL REMARKS: THE TRAGEDY OF FOREIGN AID 

 

After many setbacks involving disagreements between Sudene – which already had a diagnosis 

and an action plan ready and approved by the National Congress – and USAID – which sent technicians 

to execute the research work that had already been done and to prepare reports proposing other lines of 

action –, the latter decides to bypass Sudene and negotiate directly with the governors of the northeastern 

states (Roett, 1972). 

The resources of the Alliance for Progress began to be used to destabilize the Goulart 

government, directed to the so-called “islands of administrative sanity”, that is, state governments with 

an anti-Goulart political stance. The $86 million USAID sanctioned for Brazil in 1963 was directed to 

them (Loureiro, 2014, p. 346). After a strong destabilization campaign, heavily financed with resources 

from the United States government, the Civil-Military Coup of 1964 removed Goulart from the 

Presidency and Furtado from the command of Sudene20. 

In the article The political origin of Sudene (A origem política da Sudene), sociologist Octavio 

Ianni lists some reasons that explain the emergence of the Superintendency. In them, the author includes 

the need to apply government investments in the region more effectively, and also the need to solve the 

most serious social problems, such as unemployment, income concentration and infant mortality. For 

Ianni (1971, p. 650), however, none of these reasons are “sufficient to explain the creation of Sudene”. 

According to the author, Sudene was created in a context in which inequalities and the living situation 

of the region’s population “acquired political connotations of a pre-revolutionary nature”. 

This means that rural workers “stopped accommodating themselves to oligarchic-style 

solutions” (Ianni, 1971, p. 650) and decided to organize themselves politically, mainly with the support 

of the Peasant Leagues. In this context, the dominant groups in the Northeast and the Federal 

Government accepted the creation of Sudene, owing to the fact that it would function as a mechanism 

to control the escalation of these political tensions. Sudene, which became a new power structure in the 

region, was “the provisional political price that those groups had to pay to prevent the wage-earning 

masses of the city and countryside from taking power; or threaten the political balance in the region” 

(Ianni, 1971, p. 652). 

We highlight the word “provisional” here, because later, with the beginning of the military 

government, Sudene became an institution that promoted the integration of the region into national 

 
20 Furtado was exiled. After, he worked briefly as visiting professor at ILPES (Latin American and 

Caribbean Institute for Economic and Social Planning), in Chile, and at Yale at the Economic Growth Center. 

Later, he moved to France, where he taught for twenty years, at Sorbonne. 
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capitalism without challenging the northeastern rural oligarchy. Through the tax credit mechanism of 

article 34/1821, the acclimatization of foreign multinationals happened before solving the regional 

problem of the agrarian structure. Modernization came without development. 

It is also interesting to perceive the creation of Sudene from this perspective to understand the 

role that Furtado played as a prominent figure in the institution. Oliveira (1977, p. 120), focusing on the 

documents produced by Sudene that reaffirm that the Peasant Leagues were a “threat to national unity”, 

makes very clear his perspective that “Sudene took its own ideology and ideological arguments – 

disguised in ‘neutral’ and apolitical technical language – too far, exacerbating the specter of a 

‘problematic region’”, where “conflicts would arise that could put at risk” what he calls “the unity of 

the bourgeois nation”22. 

Anthropologist Anthony Leeds, in his article Brazil and the Myth of Francisco Julião, published 

a few months before the Civil-Military Coup of 1964, demystifies this image portrayed in the media of 

Francisco Julião as a great Fidelista revolutionary leader. According to the author, his political influence 

was restricted to a region that comprised part of Pernambuco and Paraíba, where he would be “one of 

several paternalistic representatives [...] of popular and semipopular social movements” (Leeds, 1964, 

p. 194). 

His main argument is that Julião would only be instrumentalizing the peasants’ struggle to 

project himself politically and to fight against the interests of the big colonels of sugarcane agriculture. 

He also states that it is not only Julião who instrumentalizes the potential power of the working class: 

“if this is a revolution at all, it is one pertaining to a newly rising segment of the controlling classes and 

it is firmly in the control of the Julião’s, the Brizolas, the Goularts, the Furtados”, and argues that “they 

are all ranged against the older entrenched interests. At the same time, they are all of them also firmly 

conservative, consciously or unconsciously acting to preserve the basic aspects of the system” (Leeds, 

1964, p. 199). 

Although Leeds is making a rather lucid analysis and, indeed, these figures were not seeking to 

overthrow the capitalist regime, they would hardly be “firmly conservatives”. There was a genuine belief 

in the possibility of reforming the capitalist system, in order to dignify the lives of the most vulnerable 

population – although this was, in fact, being used as a political trump card to play on the fear of the 

communist revolution, contributing to the Red Scare. It was something along the following lines: if you 

do not let us work to improve people’s lives, they will do it themselves by taking power. 

We seek to highlight that, although Furtado’s actions at the moment seem a little diffuse, with 

signs in favor of the left – with his ministry and his Sudene technical team full of Marxists, like Francisco 

de Oliveira himself – and also signs for the right – with speeches extolling the dangers of worker 

organization for national unity –, this was part of the political game to garner the necessary support from 

 
21 The 34/18 mechanism allowed legal entities registered in the country to deduct 50% of Income Tax 

when investing in projects approved by Sudene. 
22 Oliveira’s (1977, p. 122) analysis goes further, as the author understands that the United States 

government was, in fact, seeking to “deliberately boycott Sudene’s efforts”, since “it was not in the interest of the 

Americans to antagonize the northeastern industrial bourgeoisie, nor was it interesting strengthen a state-owned 

company, whose political control was now in the hands of a nationwide coalition of forces that they considered 

adverse”. 
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the most diverse groups possible, to execute the Northeast development project. By positioning himself 

as a technocrat and Sudene as an institution with only technical purposes, both devoid of political 

ideology, he managed to dialogue with all groups and garner support for his project. It is a shame it 

backfired. 
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