
Introduction
The Brazilian Truth Commission in Local, 

National and Global Perspective

Nina Schneider

å
After Brazilian President Dilma Rousseff was ousted from office in 
2016, human rights violations in Brazil increased substantially.1 On 16 
February 2018, her successor, the unelected President Michel Temer 
(2016–18), issued a decree that legitimized the intervention of the armed 
forces in the state of Rio de Janeiro, targeting especially the slums 
(favelas) of the city of Rio de Janeiro. The decree was not intended 
as a short-term measure: it allowed military intervention until the 
end of 2018, with the next Brazilian presidential election scheduled 
for October of that year. While the decree in itself worried legal, secu-
rity and human rights activists because it blurred the  military-civilian 
divide and increased military interference in politics, the situation 
worsened when General Eduardo Villas Bôas of the Brazilian army 
made a stunning demand.

On 19 February 2018, following Temer’s military decree, Villas 
Bôas asked President Temer to provide his assurance that there would 
be no ‘new truth commission’.2 In effect, this was a request for a 
‘licence to kill’ that was sanctioned by the president with subsequent 
impunity guaranteed. Human rights critics reacted promptly. The 
Special Commission of the Political Dead and Disappeared (CEMDP), 
established in 2005 and currently presided over by the state attorney, 
Eugenia Augusta Gonzaga, declared that truth commissions were 
necessary precisely in those moments when state agents who violated 
the law were granted impunity.3 (In the second chapter of this book, 
Eugenia Gonzaga provides details of the CEMDP’s work, which has in a 
sense both preceded and succeeded the Brazilian Truth Commission.)

One of the fiercest public critics of military and police violence in 
the favelas in Rio was Marielle Franco, a young and popular Rio city 
councillor who was also a resident of the Maré slum, a lesbian feminist 
and an activist against racism. In the 2016 Rio city council election, 
she received the second most votes of any female candidate. On 14 
March 2018, she was assassinated at the age of thirty-eight.4 While 
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being driven home from a public event devoted to black women’s 
political action, a car pulled alongside hers and Franco was shot four 
times in the head. Her driver was also killed.5 The intended message of 
the crime was clear: human rights activists were in danger in Brazil, 
perhaps increasingly so. Marielle’s death caused widespread shock, 
grief, anger and despair, both nationally and internationally.

There was one person, however, who kept conspicuously silent 
and did not publicly mourn Marielle: the former army captain, 
Roman Catholic with close ties to the evangelical Protestant church 
and member of parliament Jair Messias Bolsonaro, one of the can-
didates preparing for the 2018 presidential election. Meanwhile 
Bolsonaro has won the election and been vowed in as Brazil’s next 
President. Jair Bolsonaro has publicly justified rape and repeatedly 
praised human rights violators.6 On 9 December 2014, he attacked 
the former human rights minister and legislator Maria do Rosário of 
the Workers’ Party (PT), saying that he would not rape her because 
‘she was not worth raping’ and ‘very ugly’.7 On 17 April 2016, when 
the members of the Brazilian lower house (Câmara) cast their votes 
on whether to proceed with the ‘impeachment’ process and remove 
President Dilma Rousseff from office, Bolsonaro dedicated his vote 
in favour to Colonel Carlos A. Brilhante Ustra, who had been a noto-
rious and unrepentant mass torturer under the military regime.8 As 
a nineteen-year-old guerrilla fighter opposing the regime, President 
Rousseff had been imprisoned and tortured with electrical shocks on 
various parts of her body.9

Bolsonaro’s dedication to Ustra was brought before the so-called 
Ethics Council of the Brazilian lower house in June 2016, on the 
charge of endorsing the crime of torture. The formal procedure did 
not go very far. On 9 November 2016, the Ethics Council cleared him 
of charges by a vote of eleven to one and closed the case. They argued 
that the member of parliament ‘only expressed his free opinion’ and 
invoked the immunity granted to members of parliament.10 (As we will 
learn in the first chapter of this volume, Bolsonaro also humiliated 
victims’ families, including that of parliamentarian Rubens Paiva, who 
had been disappeared under the military dictatorship.) In April 2018, 
President Luiz Inácio Lula da Silva, while still leading presidential 
polls at 37 per cent (nearly twenty points ahead of Bolsonaro), was 
sentenced to twelve years in jail for corruption in a much-criticized 
legal trial, clearing one of the main obstacles to electoral victory for 
Bolsonaro.11 Recent evidence suggests that Bolsonaro’s son Flávio, 
recently  elected senator, employed family members of the retired mili-
tary police officer suspected of having masterminded the assassination 
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of Marielle Franco – showing a direct link between Bolsonaro’s family 
and the assassination of Marielle.

To understand the current attacks on the Brazilian Truth 
Commission, the assassination of Marielle and the ongoing aggression 
and militarization in Brazilian public life, we need to study the legacy 
of past violence. This collection of chapters provides the world’s first 
systematic analysis of the Brazilian Truth Commission from a local, 
national and global perspective. The historically unique structure of 
the Brazilian National Truth Commission makes it an ideal case for 
closer examination: besides establishing a conventional official inquiry 
commission operating on a nation-state level, the Comissão Nacional 
da Verdade or National Truth Commission of Brazil (2012–14; hereaf-
ter NTC), the Brazilian model pioneered a network of approximately 
one hundred local truth and justice committees (hereafter local truth 
commissions).12 These local truth commissions emerged all over the 
country and were often run or supported by civilians.

This volume approaches the Brazilian Truth Commission from 
three analytical angles: a local, national and global perspective. The 
local perspective refers to the work carried out by these local truth 
commissions, and the meaning and impact that they had. It transcends 
both an exclusively national and an exclusively state-focused reading. 
This is a new perspective, because most commonly truth commissions 
are understood as national institutions instated by the government for 
a limited period of time in post-conflict scenarios. Some authors in 
this volume adopt a primarily national point of view, which privileges 
the emergence, functioning, meaning and value of the NTC rather than 
local commissions, and analyses and interprets truth commissions as 
an instrument of nation-building. Lastly, the global view refers to the 
meaning that the Brazilian Truth Commission has beyond its own 
domestic framework. It analyses the similarities and differences with 
other Latin American commissions and the role and merits of truth 
commissions more generally. From a global perspective, the volume 
asks the question: what can an analysis specifically of the Brazilian 
Truth Commission model add to broader discussions of the role of 
truth commissions and the ways we produce knowledge about them 
in post-violence settings? While most authors privilege one of these 
perspectives, the key task is to explore how truth commissions (and 
other human rights institutions) can be studied as a complex negotia-
tion process that may involve local, national and global protagonists.13

This introductory chapter aims to contextualize the themes and 
debates addressed in this volume. It serves four functions. It offers a 
short overview of the Brazilian truth commissions for those readers less 
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familiar with the Brazilian case. It also provides a brief introduction to 
the development of truth commissions worldwide, identifies relevant 
ongoing research debates about truth commissions, and explains how 
the book implicitly and explicitly seeks to advance these discussions. 
Individual chapters in the first two parts provide a thick description 
of a specific aspect of the Brazilian National Truth Commission or 
the local commissions, respectively, while the chapters in the last part 
adopt a comparative or entangled perspective on truth commissions 
more generally. When read as a whole, however, they yield important 
insights into the way we conceptualize, assess and produce knowledge 
about truth commissions in general. Thus, this study seeks to contrib-
ute to current debates on truth commissions in two main ways. First, 
it aims to problematize and expand our methodological and theoret-
ical horizons, by systematically testing and evaluating local, national 
and global perspectives. This methodological reflection addresses the 
very production of knowledge about truth commissions, including 
the silencing of specific kinds of knowledge. It also deals with the 
relative absence of some disciplines from discussions about the truth 
commission (historians, for example, have written comparatively little 
about truth commissions), and the way they may expand and deepen 
scholarship on the topic. Second, it aims to advance our empirical 
knowledge of truth commissions by providing an in-depth analysis 
of one of the most recent examples, the National Truth Commission 
of Brazil (2012–14), along with its accompanying local commissions.

Least Studied: The Brazilian National Truth 
Commission and Local Commissions

Between 1964 and 1985, Brazil was ruled by a military regime that sys-
tematically tortured several thousand citizens, while hundreds were 
killed or disappeared.14 For decades Brazil was the only post-military 
country in South America that had neither instated a truth commis-
sion nor tried state criminals for their actions during the authoritarian 
period (1964–85). Rebecca Atencio has described this lack of official 
reckoning with the dictatorship as ‘institutionalized forgetting’.15 Only 
in May 2012 did Brazil finally inaugurate the Comissão Nacional 
da Verdade (National Truth Commission, NTC; Law Decree no. 
12.528/11). The commission was instated by the Brazilian president, 
Dilma Rousseff (2011–16), who had herself opposed the regime and 
suffered torture. The seven commissioners (two women and five men, 
most of them lawyers) were tasked with investigating gross violations 
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of human rights committed between 1946 and 1988. This longer time 
frame, ranging from the start of the Second Brazilian Republic (1946) 
to the establishment of the Constitution in 1988, was a concession to 
revisionists who were keen to downplay the brutality of the dictator-
ship. The commission officially presented its 3,383-page final report on 
10 December 2014 and was dissolved soon afterwards.

From its inception, the Brazilian Truth Commission was attacked 
by families of victims, survivors, lawyers and human rights activists 
who – twenty-seven years after the formal return to democracy – 
regarded it as ‘too little too late’.16 Yet the commission also raised high 
hopes among survivors and families of victims, as some of this book’s 
chapters will show. At the same time, it faced massive criticism from 
conservatives and the military.17 Large sectors of the Brazilian public 
have remained indifferent to it or shown outright refusal to accept a 
reworking of the military regime.18 The commission’s work was fur-
ther hampered by serious conflicts between the commissioners. They 
disagreed, for example, about which would be the most appropriate 
public relations strategy to pursue: while some commissioners advo-
cated publicly discussing their work as it proceeded, others preferred 
to work behind closed doors and only present the findings after the 
investigations had been completed.19

As this volume seeks to show, a truth commission and its final report 
is the outcome of a process involving many actors with different kinds 
of manoeuvring spaces (as occurs in every major hierarchized institu-
tion). In the Brazilian case, internal conflicts between individual com-
missioners often made the daily work of subordinate staff difficult, and 
it was not by chance that many of the early personnel were exchanged 
over the course of the commission’s two-year mandate (2012–14). 
Little research has been done into these dynamics. Three chapters in 
this volume offer exclusive insights into the daily work and constraints 
of truth commission personnel. Former key executives of the National 
Truth Commission, André Saboia Martins (Executive Secretary) and 
Carolina de Campos Melo (Final Report Executive Team), debate the 
challenges and limitations faced by the NTC, but also the commission’s 
achievements (establishing the chain of command; drafting final rec-
ommendations), which were steps intended to consolidate democracy 
in Brazil. They provide first-time insights into how they developed the 
report, including the final recommendations, and elucidate the resis-
tance faced in that process, especially  concerning the armed forces.

The chapter by San Romanelli Assumpção likewise offers an 
insider’s perspective by illuminating the modus operandi of one of 
the Brazilian Truth Commission’s subgroups, which was charged 
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with the delicate task of recording the testimonies of victims of gross 
human rights violations. It analyses the working group’s ethical code, 
methodology and achievements, but perhaps most importantly sheds 
light on the psychological strain placed on the often unpaid volun-
teers and researchers who conducted the interviews with victims of 
brutal sexual violence. One chapter reveals the workings of a local 
truth commission, the Anísio Teixeira Commission, instated by the 
National University of Brasília (UNB). Cristiano Paixão and José 
Otávio Guimarães, two of its former commissioners, show how the 
University of Brasília, a vanguard educational project, became a prime 
target of repression after the 1964 coup. They argue that only an 
intergenerational perspective can enable us to understand the specific 
kind of oppression experienced at universities. While criticizing the 
lack of truth commissions from an outside perspective is always easy, 
these chapters illuminate how the manoeuvring power of those actors 
working for the truth commissions was limited, and, importantly, help 
explain why certain policies may have failed to advance. Three chap-
ters furthermore offer first assessments of the NTC. One chapter, for 
example, is authored by Federal Prosecutor Marlon Alberto Weichert, 
who pioneered many legal actions relating to human rights crimes 
committed under the post-1964 dictatorship. Weichert analyses the 
National Truth Commission’s final report, key findings and recom-
mendations, and also elucidates the challenges that the commission 
faced, if from an outsider perspective.

Ultimately, the Brazilian National Truth Commission is histori-
cally unique for two reasons. First, the time lapse between the formal 
transition to democracy (1985) and the inauguration of the truth 
commission (2012) is unprecedented. Second, and most importantly 
for this volume, it pioneered a new model comprised of a National 
Truth Commission and a nationwide network of approximately eighty 
local commissions (see a preliminary list of sixty-seven local truth 
commissions in Appendix 1). The dynamics between the local and 
the national commission changed over time and were case-specific. 
Many local commissions supported the NTC by providing informa-
tion and exchanging evidence, while others questioned or rejected its 
findings. Local commissions were organized by numerous institutions 
including universities, municipal and regional government bodies, and 
trade unions. They all tried to investigate the role that their institu-
tions played in human rights crimes committed during the military 
dictatorship. It is important to acknowledge that the work of the 
NTC – most importantly the final report – was shaped at various times 
by both friendly and hostile dialogue with local truth commissions, 
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most of which were run by civilians. The National Truth Commission 
was thus complemented, and to a certain extent challenged, by local 
commissions.20

The Brazilian National Truth Commission did not emerge from 
nowhere. It has to be understood in both national and international 
contexts, and with reference to previous human rights initiatives, as 
described in the chapters by Eugenia Gonzaga and Janaína de Almeida 
Teles. Gonzaga offers a brief report on the work of state attorneys 
from São Paulo and the CEMDP. Janaína de Almeida Teles, survivor, 
activist and historian, revisits the democratic transition and traces 
the struggles waged by the families of the dead and disappeared from 
the 1970s until the end of the transition process. Their quest for truth 
and justice arguably led to the Brazilian truth commissions in the 
first place. Teles also shows how those who sympathized with the 
 dictatorship systematically tried to block the families’ demands.

While the NTC resulted in part from national struggles, it also devel-
oped in response to rising pressure from the international human 
rights community. In December 2011, the Inter-American Court of 
Human Rights of the Organization of American States (OAS) con-
demned the Brazilian state for not systematically examining the cir-
cumstances surrounding the murder and disappearance of guerrilla 
fighters in the Araguaia region and for granting amnesty to the human 
rights transgressors who had been involved (by refusing to revoke 
the 1979 Amnesty Law), charges that Brazil has yet to respond to.21 
Lastly, there is another international link: the Brazilian National Truth 
Commission was but the latest in a line of truth commissions in Latin 
America and elsewhere.

Latin American Truth Commissions in 
Global Perspective

The development of modern truth commissions is closely linked to 
the history of political repression in Cold War Latin America. During 
the 1960s and 1970s, authoritarian regimes seized power throughout 
most of Latin America, leading to hundreds of thousands of citizens 
being tortured, killed or disappeared.22 While these regimes differed 
according to the nature of the conflict, the actors involved and the 
level of brutality, they shared a new form of state violence justified 
under the umbrella term ‘national security’, directed against the idea 
of a constant threat from so-called internal enemies. Political oppo-
nents were systematically supressed by domestic organs of repression, 
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and even transregionally through the secret programme known as 
Operation Condor.23

Most Latin American countries continue to struggle with their 
authoritarian legacy today. A pressing unresolved problem is that the 
whereabouts of hundreds of thousands of disappeared persons remains 
unknown, denying family members the basic right to bury their loved 
ones. Victims’ families and human rights activists have fought a long 
and ongoing campaign for the clarification of these crimes, as states 
have tended to obstruct rather than support effective clarification and 
accountability mechanisms. Complete or partial impunity for the per-
petrators continues to fuel mass protests among survivors and victims’ 
families, human rights activists and artists all over the continent.

In post-authoritarian and post-war scenarios, one of the oldest and 
most significant policy instruments that are used to investigate and 
publicly acknowledge systematic human rights crimes committed in 
the past are truth commissions.24 Different definitions abound, yet 
one of the earliest and most frequently cited was coined by Priscilla 
Hayner: truth commissions are ‘temporary’ institutions ‘officially sanc-
tioned’ through legislation, with a legal mandate to clarify the repres-
sive systems (rather than single acts of violence), tasked with producing 
an official report including recommendations.25 In the case of the 
Brazilian Truth Commission, which comprised an officially sanctioned 
National Truth Commission as well as an unprecedented number of 
private, public and mixed local commissions, Hayner’s definition of a 
truth commission may need to be broadened. Local commissions were 
neither necessarily official nor based on official law.

A key difference between Hayner’s definition and the many alter-
natives revolves around the issue of whether truth commissions must 
be officially established or whether privately initiated short-term 
investigative commissions also qualify as truth commissions. In the 
Brazilian case, for example, the Brasil Nunca Mais Report (BNM; 
Brazil Never Again), instituted by the Catholic Church, is sometimes 
regarded as the first Brazilian truth commission.26 Although not offi-
cially instated, it nonetheless produced a privately organized report 
on the basis of documents relating to military trials that were secretly 
copied during the regime.27 Most definitions concur, however, that 
truth commissions are tasked with: collecting testimonies from vic-
tims, witnesses and occasionally even perpetrators, with the goal of 
illuminating the structures of systematic state violence (sometimes 
also non-state violence); requesting and analysing archival documents 
(classified material is often unavailable to ordinary citizens or histo-
rians); and producing a final report. The final report includes a set of 

"The Brazilian Truth Commission: Local, National and Global Perspectives" Edited by Nina Schneider. http://berghahnbooks.com/title/SchneiderBrazilian 



 Introduction  9

non-binding recommendations, which, therefore, cannot be enforced. 
In the Brazilian case, many local commissions produced a final report, 
yet some lacked the financial and staff resources to do so.

Although truth commissions have spread all over the world, their 
origins lie in Latin America and most chapters in this volume refer 
to this region. In quantitative terms, 38 per cent of the world’s truth 
commissions were set up in Latin America, while Africa was not far 
behind, accounting for 36 per cent.28 While Bolivia was the first coun-
try to instate a national commission to investigate state-sponsored 
murders (1982–84), Argentina hosted the first truth commission to 
produce a final report – the Comisión Nacional sobre la Desaparición 
de Personas, CONADEP (1983–84). Therefore, the Argentinean com-
mission qualifies as the world’s first truth commission according to 
Hayner’s definition. Many scholars argue that the CONADEP had an 
influence on most of the other commissions that followed it through-
out the world, as it set a model for its institutional design and reporting 
structure.29

Over time, truth commissions have adopted different names and 
approaches, investigated different kinds of violence and pursued 
various goals. The first Chilean truth commission, for example, the 
Rettig Commission (1990–91), was the world’s first to include the 
term ‘reconciliation’ in its title. Reconciliation was made a priority 
as opposed to other goals like ‘justice’. Many subsequent commis-
sions have followed suit, most famously the South African Truth and 
Reconciliation Commission, but also those in other countries such as 
Sierra Leone (2002–04), East Timor (2002–05), Peru (2001–03) and 
Honduras (2010–11).30 The truth commissions in Guatemala (1997–99) 
and Peru (2001–03) were the first to pay specific attention to indige-
nous populations and to pioneer gender-specific investigations.31 In 
Guatemala, the Comisión para el Esclarecimiento Histórico (CEH; 
Commission for Historical Clarification) uncovered the fact that 83 per 
cent of the citizens who had been killed were Mayan, and that the state 
had committed genocide.32 The Peruvian commission set up a special 
unit to investigate gender-related violence – most importantly sexual 
violence – and two chapters of its final report focus specifically on the 
gender aspect. In sum, truth commissions have varied significantly in 
scope and quality.33

Importantly, the spread of truth commissions was not accidental or 
unplanned, unlike some rather triumphalist and depoliticized accounts 
may suggest. From the 1990s onwards, truth commissions have been 
actively promoted by former commissioners, non-governmental orga-
nizations (NGOs) like the International Center for Transitional Justice 
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(ICTJ), and the United Nations.34 A succession of official truth com-
missions have been founded all over Latin America: in Chile (Rettig 
Commission, 1990–91; Valech Commission, 2003–05), El Salvador 
(1992–93), Haiti (Comisión Nationale de Vérité et de Justice, 1995–96), 
Ecuador (Comisión de Verdad y Justicia, 1996–97; Comisión de la 
Verdad para impedir la impunidad, 2007–09), Guatemala (Comisión 
para el Esclarecimiento Histórico, 1997–99), Uruguay (Comisión Para 
la Paz, 2000–02), Peru (Comisión de la Verdad y Reconciliación, 2001–
03), Panama (Comisión de la Verdad, 2001–04), Paraguay (Comisión 
Verdad y Justicia, 2004–08) and Honduras (Comisión de la Verdad y 
la Reconciliación, 2010–11).35 One of the most recent Latin American 
truth commissions was the Brazilian Comissão Nacional da Verdade 
(2012–14), the Brazilian National Truth Commission, which presented 
its final report on 10 December 2014.36

The mandate and function of truth commissions has evolved over 
time, as has the scholarship. The first generation of commissions 
tended to focus exclusively on disappeared persons and the search 
for truth rather than punishment of the perpetrators.37 In these cases, 
‘truth’ meant two things: first, families of the disappeared wanted 
to know the circumstances of their family members’ death and the 
locations of their remains, and the state was often the only resource 
available to them through which they could trace the victims and 
obtain access to relevant archives; second, the right to truth was 
increasingly invoked to pressure states into accepting accountability 
for their citizens, and truth was linked to an official acknowledgement 
of state violence that had long been withheld. It is vital to remem-
ber that authoritarian regimes in Cold War Latin America operated 
secretly, and organized systems of repression designed to spread fear 
and terror. Often the new formal democracies failed to shed light on 
these crimes. Early scholarly discussions on truth commissions mir-
rored the balancing act performed by the politicians to secure peace 
(peace versus justice debate), and tended to discuss truth commis-
sions and prosecutions as though they were alternatives rather than 
complementary initiatives (truth versus justice debate).38 Later, truth 
commissions expanded their mandates to investigate larger victim 
groups and broadened their goals. They increasingly claimed to 
pursue reconciliation and public education, and sometimes collected 
evidence for criminal trials. Again, this evolution was reflected in the 
accompanying scholarly debates; instead of a political compromise, 
truth commissions were now seen as independent bodies with various 
functions and as constituting one means of transitional justice among 
several others.39
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Meanwhile, studies on truth commissions have become associated 
with the field of so-called transitional justice. Since the term was first 
coined in the 1990s, transitional justice has evolved into a world-
wide, institutionalized, heterogeneous field involving both human 
rights practitioners and scholars with a focus on transition processes 
and the instruments that were used to facilitate countries’ transitions 
from periods of violence to peaceful democracies.40 Truth commis-
sions constitute one among a number of other transitional justice 
mechanisms, including trials, amnesties, reparations and memory 
initiatives. Both broad and narrow definitions of transitional jus-
tice coexist. For instance, the non-governmental organization ICTJ, 
which is based in New York, defines ‘transitional justice’ as ‘the set 
of judicial and non-judicial measures that have been implemented … 
to redress the legacies of massive human rights abuses’.41 Despite the 
rise of transitional justice, the concept itself, along with its uncritical 
promotion, has become increasingly problematic.42 Various empiri-
cal, conceptual and increasingly political-epistemological points of 
criticism that have been levelled against transitional justice are paral-
leled in the critical scholarship on truth commissions. An important 
point of critique involves the opaque and scientifically questionable 
way in which the role and impact of truth commissions has been 
assessed.

Sketching the State of Art: 
Irreconcilable Analytical Approaches

Scholars have applied a panoply of analytical approaches to exam-
ine, explain and assess truth commissions. Many studies on Latin 
American truth commissions examine individual cases with a focus 
on the context in which they were created, their outcomes and their 
medium- and long-term socio-political legacies.43 These studies have 
analysed truth commissions from a predominantly national per-
spective. Increasingly, scholars have also tried to draw comparisons 
between cases. A recent international cooperative project, for exam-
ple, compares the recommendations made by various Latin American 
truth commissions.44 Scholars disagree about the scale of analysis to 
be applied and the goals that truth commissions have tried to achieve. 
For the purpose of this volume, the truth commission literature may be 
heuristically divided into two broad groups: scholars who regard truth 
commissions predominantly as an instrument for nation-building and 
national democratization (national approach); and those who frame 
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their analysis around a global trend towards human rights standards 
and democratization (global approach).45

Scholars have found diverse ways of adopting a national approach 
towards truth commissions. The Argentinean sociologist Elizabeth 
Jelin emphasized the commissions’ role in the process of redefining 
a national identity.46 Jelin traces back the process – albeit a slow and 
non-linear one – of how the Argentinean government became increas-
ingly involved in human rights concerns. Human rights, she argues, 
became the ethical foundation of the new democracy (and, I add, in 
marked contrast to post-authoritarian Brazil).47

The historian Greg Grandin has called truth commissions 
‘ modern-day instruments’ that are used to build and rebuild a nation.48 
Grandin invokes Benedict Anderson’s paradigm of the nation as being 
founded on a paradox: ‘[they] need to forget acts of violence central 
to state formation that can never be forgotten’.49 Yet Grandin also 
situates the upsurge in truth commissions in the wider international 
context, which is also associated with the abandonment of social dem-
ocratic principles, the rise of neoliberalism, and a specific moment in 
history when the concept of democracy became pared down to mean 
just political and legal rights.50 Grandin and Klubock both regard truth 
commissions as a form of ‘national catharsis’, yet one that harmonizes 
with neoliberalism’s free-market economics.51 Overall, Grandin and 
Klubock seem to find the exclusively national approach to truth com-
missions too limited and therefore espouse complementing it with 
international contextualization.

Studies that adopt a global approach share the view that a national 
framework is inadequate. However, most global studies prefer to focus 
on truth commissions’ role in diffusing (Western) international human 
rights norms. Importantly, and similarly to the polarization of views 
that has occurred regarding the globalization process, many authors 
welcome this diffusion of global norms, while a sizeable minority of 
others regard it with suspicion or even connect it to a new form of 
Western dominance, and complicity with a number of drawbacks to 
globalization (like Grandin’s intervention against neoliberalism).52

The sociologist Fatima Kastner, for example, adopts Luhmann’s 
system-theoretical approach and regards truth commissions primarily 
as a tool for initiating and framing a new field of communication that 
transcends national boundaries.53 Her chapter in this volume identifies 
international and translocal agents who contribute to the global dif-
fusion of post-conflict norms, standards and institutions, drawing on 
North Africa and the Middle East. By contrast, the German sociologist 
Anne Krüger analyses how truth commissions have become ‘globally 
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diffused’ by drawing on a neo-institutional approach.54 She compares 
the mandates of different truth commissions in search of similar pro-
claimed goals and underlying norms. The German sociologist Anika 
Oettler, on the other hand, has rightly cautioned that despite this global 
proliferation of truth commissions (involving professionalization and 
standardization), each one can only be understood within its specific 
power constellation.55 Oettler highlights the tension that exists between 
what she calls the ‘transnationalization’ of truth commissions, on the 
one hand, and the local experience and shaping of truth commissions, 
on the other hand. This conflict between a context-sensitive in-depth 
analysis of a historically and locally specific truth commission, and 
broader conclusions that integrate individual commissions into a 
larger explanatory framework without overdetermining the research 
results, remains to be resolved. Furthermore, both the national and the 
global approach fail to account for the type of local truth commissions 
that existed in the Brazilian case. It seems that Brazil requires yet 
another analytical perspective – a local reading of truth commissions. 
In what way these different perspectives may be fruitfully combined 
remains unresolved.

Most of the scholarship on truth commissions has been written by 
non-historians. This might seem surprising given the notable expansion 
of historical writing on human rights in general since the late 1990s. 
Historical accounts of truth commissions and similar truth-seeking 
initiatives may profit from that work. In contrast to traditional histo-
ries and conceptualizations of human rights as transhistorical, univer-
sal, decontextualized, and following a linear evolution (and ultimately 
constituting a success story), a more sophisticated historical account 
treats human rights as the outcome of particular contexts and specific 
struggles, not an a priori moral certainty destined to triumph.56

Some historians have investigated particular commissions in a 
national rather than a global context.57 A few have tried to connect the 
rise of truth commissions (and similar responses to past atrocities) 
to a larger historical framework. One example is Elazar Barkan, who 
both described and sought to explain the new global trend to redress 
the past – a practice that he terms ‘restitution’.58 Barkan stresses two 
developments: first, the increasing human rights mobilization that 
began with a first wave of minority rights movements between the 
1950s and 1970s in the United States, along with subsequent efforts 
by indigenous groups; and second, a changed view of history and 
historical identity as ‘constructed’ or ‘negotiated’.59 In Barkan’s view, 
both of these tendencies contributed to a new, more central role for 
history to play, because it now was both ‘a formative political force’ 
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and ‘malleable’. Initiatives to redress the violent past demonstrated 
that the process of renegotiating history was underway.60 According to 
Barkan, a new kind of moral order has emerged that increasingly has 
shaped foreign policies as well as national state–citizen relations.

As mentioned previously, the historian Greg Grandin has also 
related the rise of truth commissions to the wider international his-
torical context, especially with reference to social democracy and 
neoliberalism. Truth commissions, he remarks, appeared at a specific 
moment in history, when socialist movements in Latin America were 
defeated, and when the meaning of democracy was narrowing. Truth 
commissions, in his reading, thus relate to a larger history of neoliberal 
free-market economics.61 Currently, historians are working to connect 
specific truth commissions to the larger history of colonialism, as in 
the case of Canada.62 Overall, this kind of historical research seems to 
be in its early stages.

Diverse Assessments

Global and national approaches also diverge in their assessment of 
truth commissions’ achievements. The contributions to this volume 
show how scholars, who each privilege a particular local, national 
or global perspective, attribute diverse meanings to truth commis-
sions. Although most authors do not explicitly address the debates 
surrounding truth commissions, they provide the empirical substance 
with which to advance such discussions. Currently, the impact of truth 
commissions – broadly understood as how commissions transform the 
field of policy-making and moral values – remains contested.63

It is useful to first briefly sketch the main benefits and shortcom-
ings identified in the vast literature on truth commissions.64 Some 
key positive traits mentioned include: the capacity to ‘give victims a 
voice’ (a term that requires definition) and a platform for their sto-
ries; to help clarify cases of human rights crimes, most pertinently 
those relating to disappeared persons; to underline the importance 
of human rights and prevent future violence; to build archives for 
future generations; to facilitate peace and reconciliation; to officially 
acknowledge state violence; and to issue recommendations designed 
to enhance social cohesion and the government’s commitment to 
human rights and democracy.65 The main points of criticism of truth 
commissions include: the neglect of victims’ and their families’ needs 
at the expense of those of wider society; the use of truth commissions 
as alternatives to prosecutions, which leads them to support impunity; 
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and their failure to enforce recommendations (which has resulted in 
them gaining a reputation as toothless instruments).66 Lastly and very 
importantly, the name ‘truth commission’ in itself is unavoidably mis-
leading. Whether or not they are state-sanctioned, truth commissions 
are ultimately political organizations, and they face specific political 
and financial constraints. Historical accounts produced by truth com-
missions should not be mistaken for those written by trained histo-
rians, although there are certainly similarities, as will be discussed 
further in the afterword. Historically, few professional historians have 
been appointed to truth commissions. In the case of the Brazilian 
National Truth Commission, for instance, most of the commissioners 
were legal experts, but historians were noticeably absent.67 Truth com-
missions involve a complex interplay between opposing agents who 
each favour a different kind of truth. In addition, the declared goal of 
reconciliation may actually obstruct the process of gaining historical 
knowledge about a violent past.68 However, despite these numerous 
points of criticism, most scholars and practitioners seem to regard 
truth commissions in a generally positive light.

Another important key question asked of both truth commissions 
and transitional justice initiatives revolves around their legitimacy 
and impact.69 Although addressed implicitly rather than explicitly in 
this volume, it is a vital concern and thus merits a brief discussion. 
As Hirsch, MacKenzie, Sesay and others have pointed out, much of 
the truth commission (and transitional justice) literature is based 
upon unproven assumptions, while the proclaimed positive effects of 
truth commissions are often grounded on methodologically dubious 
measurements.70 The authors identify three methodological biases: 
sociological, methodological and epistemological.71 The first relates 
to the fact that scholarly standards are often sacrificed in favour of 
human rights advocacy goals. Due to pressure from donors, the same 
protagonists that promote and operationalize truth commissions also 
tend to evaluate them. This blurring of professional roles can lead to 
dependent and interest-driven assessments.72 Additionally, the main 
methods used rarely account for local specificities or for marginal 
views (methodological bias), and third, surveys use vague key terms 
like justice and reconciliation that are defined in very different ways 
(epistemological bias). The authors conclude that these methodolog-
ical biases ‘reinforce and deepen the gap between how TRCs [truth 
and reconciliation committees] are evaluated internationally and how 
local communities perceive them’.73

Two leading truth commission researchers, Eric Wiebelhaus-
Brahm and Onur Bakiner, likewise acknowledge that the precise 
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effects of truth commissions remain unknown, that antagonistic con-
sequences persist, and that the method used to measure the impact 
of truth commissions is complex and allows for variation, leading 
to results that are not comparable.74 While some scholars argue that 
the success of a truth commission must be judged according to its 
specific mandate, others highlight that even a respectable report may 
fail to generate public repercussions. Hence, privileging specific eval-
uation criteria leads to very different results. Wiebelhaus-Brahm also 
highlights what may be called a bibliographical bias: most studies 
relate to only three truth commissions (Argentina, Chile and South 
Africa), resulting in a misrepresentation of what is regarded as the 
standard model of a truth commission.75 Examining the timely and 
understudied Brazilian case may help to rectify this bias. In addition, 
more recent quantitative attempts to measure the effects of truth 
commissions have used criteria and sources that are not comparable, 
and have often only been able to draw on databases with a high level 
of aggregate information that have themselves been accused of con-
taining statistical biases.76

It is also conceivable that something is lost in translation. Several 
truth commissions have been praised by international scholars, while 
domestically they have provoked controversy or even outright rejec-
tion, one of the most prominent examples being the South African 
Truth and Reconciliation Commission (SA TRC).77 Likewise, the 
Peruvian truth commission was viewed as an international success, 
while nationally it remains fiercely contested.78 Similar points of 
critique have been raised by numerous ‘transitional justice’ sceptics. 
Drawing on the case of East Timor, Lia Kent, for instance, has called 
for more scholarly attention to be paid to a possible mismatch between 
international assumptions and local meanings.79 Focusing on the 
‘experiences, priorities and perceptions’ of local victim groups, her 
work offers a ‘corrective’ to assumptions that are widely promoted 
nationally and internationally (e.g. by the United Nations).80 A similar 
claim has been made by Marcia Esparza and by me: we have argued 
that transitional justice is a Janus-faced paradigm that in contrast to 
much of its rhetoric may not always be experienced as supporting 
human rights at the local level.81 These insights into how local actors’ 
pursuit of justice disrupts international transitional justice discourses 
may be of particular relevance here. This study interrogates to what 
extent a global (and often hypothetical rather than empirical) view of 
the Brazilian Truth Commission may diverge from local experiences 
and empirical evidence. Critical interrogation of human rights rhetoric 
is key here.
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This volume, similarly, aims to test ‘facts’ that are assumed to be 
true and critically revisit methods and forms of knowledge production 
about truth commissions: it asks which analytical approach or per-
spective is most suited to studying, analysing and judging the role of 
truth commissions – a local, national or global perspective, or all three? 
If the latter, how are these three perspectives interrelated (entangled 
histories of truth commissions)? How does the choice of a particular 
method or perspective influence (or manipulate) the findings? While 
the chapters in this volume may only succeed in providing partial or 
incomplete answers to some of these pending questions, they may at 
least highlight the urgency with which they require addressing.

The Brazilian Truth Commission seems to provide an ideal case 
study with which to investigate local, national and global approaches 
to truth commissions, and thus advance the scholarly literature both 
empirically and methodologically. A comprehensive analysis of the 
Brazilian National Truth Commission and local truth commissions 
involves reading it not as exclusively local, national or global, but as 
the product of local, national and global interest groups engaged in a 
complex process of political negotiation.82 Disentangling the various 
actors, each chapter in this volume offers an in-depth understanding 
of one specific aspect of the Brazilian Truth Commission.

Scope and Structure of the Book

The book is divided into three parts, ranging from the local and histor-
ically specific perspective (Brazil) to a broader global and general view 
(truth commissions in the twenty-first century).

The chapters that comprise the most extensive part (Part I: The 
Brazilian National Truth Commission) thoroughly contextualize 
the Brazilian commission in its local and national historical setting. 
Section 1 (Emergence and Context) offers a thick description of the 
context in which truth commissions emerged. It starts with a special 
contribution by Vera Paiva, Professor of Social Psychology and human 
rights activist, and daughter of the disappeared Brazilian deputy, 
Rubens Paiva (1929–71), whose disappearance represents one of the 
dictatorship’s most emblematic cases. It is a translated version of what 
she calls a ‘non-speech’ that was prepared for the inauguration cere-
mony of the Brazilian Truth Commission in May 2012, but was never 
actually delivered, as she was barred from speaking at the eleventh 
hour due to protests from military generals. It is the first time her sup-
pressed historical speech has been published in the English language 
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(except for an online blog, see the chapter of Vera Paiva). Vera Paiva, 
who saw the recent political and human rights backlashes coming, 
reminds us: ‘democracy is built and rebuilt day by day, every day’; 
human rights can never be taken for granted. As mentioned previously, 
the chapters by Eugenia Gonzaga and Janaína de Almeida Teles elu-
cidate memory and justice initiatives that both preceded and survived 
the Brazilian Truth Commission, though from different angles. While 
Gonzaga privileges state-led actions including the crucial role of state 
attorneys, Teles focuses on the vital role of the families of the dead 
and disappeared and their opponents. The section is complemented 
by a piece that maps the manifold attempts to silence information on 
human rights violations – precisely the opposite of what truth com-
missions ought to do. Antoon De Baets, expert in history, ethics and 
human rights, traces the history of censorship in military Brazil and 
outlines how the work of truth commissions in other Latin American 
countries has been impeded in this way. His contribution thus helps to 
elucidate both the history of censorship related to human rights crimes 
prior to the Brazilian Truth Commission and to set the Brazilian case 
in a broader Latin American context.

Section 2 (Novelties of the Brazilian Model) is divided into two parts. 
The first part provides insights into the work of national and local 
commissions and their staff, as mentioned previously, and includes 
an innovative chapter on the relation between truth commissions 
and social media. The chapter by communication scholar Ana Lúcia 
Migowski analyses social networking sites as new arenas for public 
debate about both the military regime and the Truth Commission, 
in particular. Taking the Brazilian National Truth Commission’s 
Facebook page as a case study, she reveals that social media reflect 
a highly polarized view of the past. While it has offered a public 
platform to human rights defenders, it has also been used by those 
who celebrate past crimes (similar to the case of Bolsonaro’s online 
supporters). This double-edged impact merits reflection for all public 
discussion platforms beyond social media. The next two chapters 
focus on Corporate Complicity. A chapter by Oxford professor Leigh A. 
Payne shows that Brazil is a particularly interesting case for corporate 
complicity research for two reasons. First, there were civilian groups 
that mobilized specifically to draw attention to corporate complicity. 
Second, the business community remains deeply fragmented over 
its relationship to the dictatorship. Christopher Kopper, Professor of 
Economic and Social History at Bielefeld, addresses corporate com-
plicity in Brazil from a transnational rather than domestic perspective. 
Kopper elucidates the challenges and findings of a special report he 
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was commissioned to produce on Volkswagen do Brasil’s support for 
the military dictatorship. In response to his report, the Volkswagen 
Company offered reparation payments to former staff who were tor-
tured during the military regime. Kopper’s chapter thus gives further 
substance to a key claim of this volume: that it takes an entangled 
and holistic perspective to fully unravel the local, national and global 
actors involved in human rights crimes. Corporate complicity research 
remains an understudied and promising research field.

Meanwhile, Section 3 (First Assessments of Brazil’s National 
Truth Commission) includes contributions from Federal Prosecutor 
Marlon Alberto Weichert and San Romanelli Assumpção mentioned 
previously, and is complemented by a chapter by Gisele Iecker de 
Almeida, who combines a philosophical approach to history with 
empirical evidence from Brazil.83 She focuses in particular on the 
slogan ‘Never Again’, frequently invoked by the Brazilian National 
Truth Commission, and asks what kind of reading of the past can help 
to prevent the  reoccurrence of violence.

While the first part of the volume is dedicated to the Brazilian case, the 
second part (Truth Commissions in Context: Comparing Latin America) 
compares the Brazilian model with other Latin American truth com-
missions. This comparative approach serves as an antidote to an over-
emphasis on national particularities and reveals that truth commissions 
share difficulties, advantages and even scandals. Ann Schneider’s  chapter, 
for example, compares the truth commissions of Brazil, El Salvador 
and Peru. Focusing on archival evidence collected by commissions in 
contexts where offenders have been granted immunity, her contribution 
analyses the plans that truth commissions have had for their archives, 
and the importance of these archives for possible future prosecutions of 
egregious human rights violations. Jobst Welge’s chapter also adopts a 
comparative perspective, by examining recent Latin American fiction. 
Welge analyses how literary narratives address the problem of historical 
truth and justice, and the tendency among recent works of fiction to be 
transgenerational or marked by generational discontinuity.

The goal of identifying similarities and differences among truth 
commissions across the world is also addressed by the third and final 
part of this volume (Truth Commissions between the Global and the 
Local). This part explores the dispersal of truth commissions world-
wide, their general function and meaning, and the tension between 
global and locally specific interpretations of these commissions’ work. 
In addition to the already mentioned chapter by Fatima Kastner, the 
chapter by Anja Mihr analyses the role played by truth commissions 
in the creation of democratic institutions. Public and democratic 

"The Brazilian Truth Commission: Local, National and Global Perspectives" Edited by Nina Schneider. http://berghahnbooks.com/title/SchneiderBrazilian 



20 Nina Schneider

institutions, she argues, cannot exist or function effectively without 
the support and trust of citizens. The third part, in sum, explores truth 
commissions from a global perspective.

Altogether, this interdisciplinary collection of essays seeks to offer a 
unique blend of contrasting and thought-provoking views that provide 
the necessary ingredients for a truly critical and controversial debate. 
Presenting a range of opinions, it aims to contribute to ongoing 
debates, ‘give voice’ to silenced perspectives (with Vera Paiva’s cen-
sored speech as a central example) and allow readers to form their own 
opinions on the basis of clear evidence. Many of the contributors to 
this volume have directly participated in truth commissions in Brazil, 
and their texts are rarely available to an English-speaking audience. 
They include some of the world’s leading scholars, key practitioners, 
human rights activists and survivors of the Brazilian military dictator-
ship. Overall, this volume seeks to advance critical research on truth 
commissions, as a means of strengthening – not just rhetorically but 
substantially – a local, national and global human rights culture.
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