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1. Introduction: Dams in an Economic Frontier of the Brazilian State: Amazonia 

This thesis critically engages with the notion that “bringing electricity to the people” sufficiently 

explains the construction of dams in Brazilian Amazonia. It seeks to uncover the deeper cultural, 

political, economic, and territorial drivers - both explicit in official justifications and implicit in 

underlying rationales - that shaped the implementation of the first five Hydroelectric Power 

Plants (HPPs) in the region between 1961 and 1989. 

The selected case studies include the following HPPs: Coaracy Nunes (formerly known as 

Paredão HPP), with site works initiated in 1961 and inaugurated in 1975, located in the state of 

Amapá, which at the time was still a Federal Territory; Curuá-Una HPP near Santarém in Pará 

state, with construction starting in 1968 and operations beginning in 1977; Tucuruí HPP, also in 

Pará, with construction launched in 1974 and inaugurated in 1984; Balbina HPP near Manaus in 

Amazonas state, built between 1981 and 1989; and the Samuel HPP in Rondônia with 

construction starting in 1982 and operations commencing in 1989. Although some of these 

projects were initially conceived before the 1964 military coup, it was the military regime that 

decisively shaped and accelerated the first wave of hydropower development in the Brazilian 

Amazonia. 

During the military dictatorship (1964-1985), narratives of national security, territorial 

occupation, and economic growth dominated official discourse. Large dams were portrayed as 

essential tools for promoting progress, national integration, and economic development1. 

Traditional historiography on electricity often celebrates these projects, emphasizing the role of 

prominent public figures credited with bringing energy to underserved populations. In contrast, 

environmental studies focused on the region frequently overlook the historical background that 

shapes the outcomes of the region’s development processes. In this sense, this study addresses 

the convergence of multiple business interests, parallel infrastructure projects, and private 

agendas - elements that later became explicit components of development plans for the region - 

to support a deeper understanding of the forces at play when new projects and development 

models are proposed. Dams in Amazonia are built within an economic frontier - not just a space 

of territorial expansion, but also a social frontier where new forms of sociability, shaped by 

 
1 Moran, 2117, p.208.   
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market relations and social contracts, emerge. This frontier embodies both spatial and social 

conditions that drive modernization and reshape ways of life2. 

Historically, the Brazilian state invested heavily in building an interconnected national electricity 

grid to meet the country's existing and anticipated energy demands, which span continental scale 

dimensions. Over time, however, the federal government gradually lost control over this system 

amid processes of energy market liberalization and the growing commodification3 of electricity. 

Hydroelectric plants, once built at enormous social, environmental, and financial costs, affecting 

local populations, ecosystems, and landscapes, were eventually transformed into privatized assets 

traded on the open market.  

Despite several contradictions and the now well-documented negative impacts and contested 

benefits, large-scale hydropower projects continue to be proposed and reimagined, projects 

conceived in an authoritarian context are still proposed in democratic times. By 1987, 

ELETROBRAS (Brazilian Electric Power Company) had identified 78 potential sites for dam 

development in the region, and by 2013, 13 of these had been built4. In 2015, 32 hydroelectric 

plants were in operation in the region, and 31 plants were in various stages of planning5. 

Following the completion of the five Amazonian dams analyzed in this thesis, no new large-scale 

hydropower projects were built in the region until the 2000s. This roughly decade-long gap 

suggests a distinct periodization, framing the subsequent projects within the context of Brazil’s 

re-democratization and the rising prominence of environmental and social concerns. Moreover, 

the expansion of hydroelectric systems in Amazonia since the early 2000s has been primarily 

driven by the goal of exporting energy to Brazil’s Northeast and Center-South regions6.  

The motivations analyzed in the research often translated in negligence and a disregard for both 

environmental and social consequences. The resulting social conflicts have exposed not only 

 
2 Martins, 2009, as cites in Borges, 2012, p.26; 61. 

3 David Harvey (2002) describes the "commodification of culture" as the process by which cultural traditions, 

histories, and creative works are transformed into market commodities alongside natural resources and public 

infrastructure, such as water or energy utilities. This pervasive shift toward privatization and market control is further 

analyzed through a Marxist lens in The New Imperialism (Harvey, 2003, p.148) 
4 Fearnside, 2015, pp.13-15. 
5 Eixos, 2022. 
6 Siva Junior, 2018, p.24. 
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disputes over resource control but also deeper clashes of worldviews, particularly regarding the 

relationship between society, nature, and development. 

With the military coup that established a 21-year dictatorship in Brazil (1964–1985), the 

Brazilian government, from 1966 onwards, established a clear strategy for integrating Amazonia 

into a broader national development project. By the early 1960s, the industrialization model, 

centered on mass consumer goods production primarily by small and medium-sized enterprises, 

was showing signs of exhaustion and generating economic instability. In response, the military 

government shifted toward a new accumulation pattern based on large corporations, particularly 

multinational companies. In Amazonia, peasant and extractivist traditional communities 

(characterized by a traditional mode of production in which resources are obtained directly from 

their natural environment) were viewed as limiting agribusiness growth, failing to generate 

demand for industrial goods, and not supplying the urban centers. This paved the way for a rapid 

influx of large-scale capital into the region7.  

The model also carried a geopolitical dimension rooted in military thinking, which long viewed 

Amazonia as an unoccupied region, thereby making it vulnerable to external threats. To prevent 

international greed and the potential disintegration of the territory, an effective plan should 

integrate the region into the national market and strengthen its ties to the nation8 symbolically as 

well, that is, culturally. However, the military addressed, as exposed in this work, an internal 

enemy rather than the external one, in a setting of fundamental human rights suspension9.  

Operation Amazonia aimed to attract investors to the region by offering substantial tax breaks 

and credit incentives, as well as providing institutional guarantees to encourage occupation and 

economic activity10. This shift encompassed the exploitation of forest resources through large-

scale projects that combined logging, mineral exploitation (both artisanal and industrialized), 

urbanization and industrialization, and the liberalization of land for livestock or land speculation. 

In this process dam building effectively takes shape in the region. In many ways, this framework 

set long-lasting guidelines that now serve as paradigms for development in the region. The 

authoritarian logic of policymaking was justified by the notion of national security (embodied in 

the discursive construction of Amazonia as both a threat and a void space).  

 
7 Costa, 2012, pp.52-53. 
8 Alegretti, 2008, p.44. 
9 Rivera, 2017 as cited in Azevedo, 2024 p.66. 
10 Penido et al., p. 114, 2022. 
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The research framework is organized chronologically, according to the development of dams, 

with particular attention to the understood political rupture: Operation Amazonia in 1966. 

Table of Case Studies: First Dams in Brazilian Amazonia 

 Name of 

the HPP 

River Power 

MW 

(megawatt) 

Reservoir 

(Area in 

Km2) 

Start of 

constructions 

Start of 

Operation 

Before 

Operation 

Amazonia 

Coaracy  

Nunes 
Araguari 78 23 1961 1976 

After 

Operation 

Amazonia 

Curuá-

Una 
Curuá-Una 72 30 1968 1977 

Tucuruí Tocantins 8370 2850 1974 1984 

Balbina Uatumã 250 2360 1981 1989 

Samuel Jamari 216 634 1982 1989 

Source: Nacional Agency of Energy – ANEEL, 2017; as cited in Silva Junior, O. M. 2018. 

 

The figure below illustrates the location of each case study and relates to the POLOAMAZONIA 

Agricultural and Agromineral 15 Poles established by the military regime in 1974. A well 

highlights the status of the highways at that time. It illustrates that the five hydroelectric dams 

analyzed in this research are strategically located either at the intersection of roads under 

construction or planned (by the year 1974) or within areas designated as development hubs 

(POLAMAZONIA)11. 

 

 

 

 

 

 
11 The background, the satellite image (Google Earth), is recent, from 2024. 
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POLOAMAZONIA, Highways and the Cases Studies 

 

Location of the case studies and the intersection with POLAMAMAZONIA from 1974 onwards. Source: 

Adapted by the author from (Memórias Reveladas\DSI-MRE). 

 

2. Theoretical and Methodological Framework  

This research draws primarily on digital archival materials, with a critical focus on the nature, 

origins, and selection of these sources. The study’s main data set comes from the Armazém 

Memória (Memory Warehouse), a digital repository created in 2001 by researcher Marcelo Zelic. 

This online platform was established to preserve the historical memory of social, political, and 

popular struggles in Brazil, with a particular emphasis on documenting human rights violations 

and Indigenous issues. This particular fund brings together collections from key institutions 

associated with the state’s repressive apparatus, including thematic archives related to the 

military dictatorship. 

Adopting a critical historical approach, this research does not treat documents as repositories of 

objective truth but as discursive constructions shaped by their production contexts. Analyzing 
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them required the consideration of three interrelated dimensions: the intertextual, which 

examines the internal meaning and underlying assumptions of the text; the intertext, which 

situates the text in relation to other documents to assess its coherence and credibility; and the 

context, which connects the text to its social, historical, and cultural circumstances12. This 

framework was essential to critically interpret the sources used in the case studies. In recent years, 

Brazilian state institutions have increasingly acknowledged the need to incorporate the voices 

and experiences of historically marginalized groups, such as Indigenous peoples and social 

movements, into the country's official historical record. This shift has been reflected in the 

progressive opening of public archives the publication of government reports, decrees, books, 

and institutional documents. This initiative aligns with broader movements advocating for the 

"right to memory" within transitional justices' motives, calling for the democratization of access 

to public information, including previously classified materials from Brazil's military 

dictatorship period.  

The research used various sources of information and different perspectives: i) Government and 

National Security Archives, ii) Indigenous and Social Movements Archives, iii) Workers' and 

Social Movements Archives, iv) International Archives - Russell Tribunal II, and v) Legislative 

Archives - Parliamentary Inquiry Commissions. Which, although not interconnected through a 

cohesive and comprehensive validation process regarding each institution, nevertheless enable 

the identification of the prevailing discursive trends. The methodology consisted precisely of 

searching for the names of the dams in this portal. As the largest repository focused on this type 

of documentation, it offers a representative portrait from this perspective. 

The analysis integrates (secondary sources) academic studies, books, and insights with 

perspectives from those involved in the construction processes, like engineers and geologists, as 

to politicians, policymakers as typically published either in the media or in their class associations 

reports. Moreover, the findings draw on various disciplines within the human sciences, including 

history, geography, anthropology, law, economics, and journalism, as well as studies on 

environmental sciences, public policies, and governance. 

This study builds on two central theoretical inspirations and strands of literature in an analytical 

approach to dam constructions in Amazonia. First, it engages with decolonial thinking, and 

second, it employs a critical approach to dominant modernist developmental narratives. Studies 

 
12 Barros, 2002, as cited in Rodrigues, 2013, p.248. 
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in political geography, political ecology, and science and technology studies (STS) have 

demonstrated that controversies surrounding dams extend beyond the infrastructure itself, 

encompassing broader struggles over the knowledge systems that shape their planning and 

governance13. This research draws on these fields to inform its analysis, with a particular 

emphasis on uncovering the struggles embedded in the dam-building process from a decolonial 

perspective.  

The modernist agenda associated with dam building operates within the realm of collective 

imaginaries and must be critically assessed. This includes examining how the normalization or 

naturalization of power and wealth concentration, environmental degradation, and inequitable 

social relations, as well as the displacement of populations, is justified through technical, 

scientific, and political-ideological frameworks14. The path of decolonial thinking aims to 

recognize and interact with colonialism's lasting effects upon contemporary culture, as proposed 

by the modernity/coloniality/decoloniality perspective in Walter Mignolo and Arturo Escobar, 

among others. 

Despite the growing awareness of the adverse environmental consequences of dams in 

Amazonia, this knowledge had limited influence on state decision-making or the planning and 

construction practices of hydropower developers. Dam-building actors have increasingly relied 

on engineering expertise and technological assessments further to justify the construction of 

dams15. A deeper reflection on the backdrop of these structural changes in the political sphere 

brings more audacious analyses that employ the concept of “neoliberal water culture”. By 

contrast, water users (activists, policymakers, and scientists) not only challenge prevailing water 

paradigms and the influence of neoliberal water culture but also foster the development of 

alternative hydro-political frameworks and fairer hydro-territorial arrangements16.  

3. Literature Review: The History of Dam Building in Amazonia 

This Literature Review begins by examining how Brazil’s ruling elites influenced ideas for 

development in Amazonia, emphasizing the interplay between science and state action and 

highlighting the military’s involvement in territorial surveys. It discusses how political dynamics 

were shaped by an imagined vision of Amazonia, where framing traditional communities became 

 
13 Fox & Sneddon, 2019. 
14 Candiotto, 2021, p.394. 
15 Boelens et al., 2019, p.2. 
16 Boelens et al., 2019, p.21. 
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central to justifying state interventions. Within this context, national integration discourses, 

aligned with Cold War politics, promoted agricultural expansion and natural resource 

exploitation as the dominant priorities for the region. Building on this, the review critically 

examines the historical trajectory of state-led development projects, focusing on how early 

initiatives, such as SPVEA, sought to tailor regional planning to perceived local potentials. 

However, this initial phase soon gave way to an authoritarian occupation strategy, with dams 

becoming a key element within a broader development agenda. 

Further analysis explores how Operation Amazonia, launched in 1966, represented both a 

geopolitical strategy and an ideological project. This period saw a growing involvement of state 

and military institutions in planning and executing Amazonian policies, particularly in 

coordinating hydropower developments as part of a federally driven agenda. The review turns to 

the underlying logic guiding hydropower development strategies, discussing a process that often 

sidelined the demands of regional elites and the realities of traditional communities. At the same 

time, advancements in dam-building technologies reflected the strong influence of foreign 

expertise, shaping both the technical approaches in Brazil and the institutional frameworks 

adopted. 

This review examines the global mega-hydraulics culture that emerged during this period, 

characterized by a strong emphasis on technical and economic objectives while largely 

downplaying social and environmental harms. Even with the introduction of legal requirements 

for effect assessments, technical discourses frequently mask policies that commodify water and 

prioritize private sector interests and guidelines.  

This research recovers key early events related to dam building in Brazil and Amazonia while 

also revisiting important aspects of Brazilian history through the lenses of political, economic, 

social, cultural, scientific, and technological developments. These dimensions are deeply 

embedded in the actions of public and private institutions in the energy sector and are closely 

intertwined with broader cultural features. The review is summarized as follows: i) Emergence 

of Dam Building: Interplay Between Science and Institutions, ii) Imagination, Ideas and 

Narratives in a Historical Review, iii) Laying the Groundwork for Military-led Projects, iv) 

Geopolitical Influences or an Ideological Alignment, v) The Policy of Development vi) Can the 

Early Stages be Synthesized? and vii) Water as Product vs. Environmental Risk Rising 

Awareness. This trajectory was revisited through critical perspectives aimed at illuminating the 



10 
 

social and environmental issues underlying what may be regarded as a ‘History of Dam Building 

in Amazonia.’ 

4. Case Studies  

The case studies, while distinct, confirm the structural interconnections discussed in the 

Literature Review of this thesis. Each highlight how planning and business strategies leveraged 

dam construction to consolidate and expand activities that persist in the region. A possible 

synthesis, presented in the conclusion of the thesis, is reported below, corresponding to the 

chapters on case studies. 

4.1 The First Cases: Coaracy Nunes HPP and Curuá Una HPP  

The Coaracy Nunes Hydroelectric Power Plant emerged within a context of highly centralized 

military rule. At the time, local populations lacked political representation, with governance 

controlled by a governor directly appointed by the president. This first case exemplifies a 

recurring logic that would later permeate dam-building practices across Amazonia: the strategic 

link between energy infrastructure and mining operations. The project's primary justification was 

its association with manganese exploitation at Serra do Navio. This promising venture sustained 

industrial mining in the Brazilian Amazonia for nearly five decades, marking the region's first 

large-scale mining initiative. The dam's construction triggered significant socio-territorial and 

cultural transformations, with enduring consequences that predominantly undermined the 

traditional ways of life of local populations, for instance, in terms of river navigation. It was 

precisely the traditional way of life that became the explicit target of profound changes under 

development and modernist initiatives. Ultimately, the authoritarian and centralizing approach 

of the post-1964 military government came to oversee the project through ELETRONORTE. 

Nevertheless, the possibility of securing political bargains and benefits by the ruling elite 

(primarily the military) aligned the project in the context of the transition from federal territory 

to full statehood. This process indeed materialized following Brazil's re-democratization and the 

promulgation of the 1988 Federal Constitution. 

The Curuá-Una Hydroelectric Power Plant is a case further suggesting that traditional extractivist 

economies provided the social and economic conditions that enabled the infrastructure 

installation. The project was driven by local entrepreneurial and industrial demands than by state 

planning. Its infrastructure, particularly the access road to the Palhão Falls, was critical for project 

execution. That is, perhaps, the viability of the Curuá-Una project was made possible by pre-
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existing social and economic structures based on traditional extractive practices. This observation 

highlights a contradiction within the broader process of integrating Amazonia into the global 

capitalist economy - that is way here referred to as a 'singular case' to the extent that it could be 

argued that it was pre-capitalist structures that enabled the establishment of the project so closely 

aligned with this particular social and political model of economic relations. 

4.2 Background on the Tucuruí Project: Notes on Military Interlocutors 

The Tucuruí Hydroelectric Plant stands out as a central case revealing the military regime’s 

imposition of a development vision and business interests in Amazonia, as a flawed and 

inconsistent process. The project was primarily designed to serve external markets, supporting 

Brazil’s import substitution policy by transforming the country into an exporter of aluminum and 

utilizing the vast iron ore reserves in the Carajás mines. Despite the evidence from research, this 

case exemplifies planning that was mainly fragmented, casuistic, and hierarchical. Critical 

technical studies, such as RADAMBRASIL, arrived too late to influence decisions. Moreover, 

the use of unregulated chemical substances (or unverified experiments), together with corruption 

cases related to logging, reveals the political expression of an authoritarian agenda driving 

decision-making. 

By contrast, some elements point to a more deliberate planning logic. The construction of dams, 

roads, and other infrastructure projects was designed to serve external markets and integrate the 

region into national development networks, accompanied by efforts to manage and control 

stigmatized populations, at the same time, attending to geographical patterns of occupation in 

Amazonia. This dynamic is exemplified by the Transamazônica Highway, whose route 

prioritized sections near major rivers and future dam sites, particularly along the Tocantins, 

Xingu, and Tapajós Rivers. The later construction of Belo Monte Dam in the second decade of 

the 21st century reinforces this interpretation, illustrating the close integration of road planning 

with hydroelectric projects and mining areas. This study case pointed to a broader plan in which 

highways and dams were deliberately interlinked along a shared route. However, in the case of 

Tucuruí HPP, an apparent lack of proper assessment of the flooded area was observed, with the 

reservoir eventually submerging parts of the recently constructed road. Further studies are needed 

to investigate this overlap between transportation infrastructure and hydroelectric development. 

4.3 Balbina HPP: Mining and roads to the Oblivion of the Waimiri Atroari  

The Balbina Hydroelectric Plant highlights not only the infrastructure and economic rationales 

but also the authoritarian even genocidal, and colonial practices underlying development 
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projects. The ambition to illegally redistribute vast Waimiri Atroari Indigenous lands - an area 

comparable to Belgium - was a key motivation, particularly due to the compensation landowners 

expected from reservoir formation. FUNAI, under dictatorship, implemented Indigenous policies 

explicitly aligned with resource appropriation, further deepening Indigenous People's harm. The 

frequent overlap between mining sites, dam reservoirs, and Indigenous lands was rarely 

coincidental. In many cases, territorial boundaries were drawn to facilitate future mining access, 

especially for gold mining. Paramilitary operations to clear Indigenous areas for infrastructure 

projects - evident in Balbina (as well as with GETAT's actions around Tucuruí) reveal the 

authoritarian and violent nature of the regime. An ideological drive "to integrate Amazonia into 

a national framework" by undermining indigenous and extractivist ways of life relates to 

Infrastructure projects like dams and roads, such as the one linking Manaus to Roraima (where 

Balbina is located). This logic remains and continues to justify such interventions, as seen in the 

current call for repaving the BR 319 (Manus - Porto Velho Highway).  

4.4 Samuel HPP and Rondônia Regional Dynamics  

Samuel Hydroelectric Plant illustrates the political and personalist nature of development 

initiatives under military rule. Notably, two of the five dams analyzed (Coaracy Nunes and 

Samuel HPPs) were located in federal territories that were transforming into states, reflecting the 

regime's strategy of channeling public investments to secure political and economic advantages 

ahead of statehood. In the case of Samuel, the project ultimately served the interests of military 

elites seeking to retain power during Brazil's democratic transition, consolidating local political 

control as Rondônia shifted from a federal territory to statehood in 1981. It reinforces the views 

of state colonization (POLONORESTE as a political feature) and persistent coloniality (as a 

cultural feature) as cultural patterns shaping Amazonian development at the cost of traditional 

populations' histories and rights. Both Samuel and Balbina HPPs highlight the fragility of 

justifications for project choices, as alternative sites and energy sources were considered but 

overlooked as construction proceeded, reflecting how technical reasoning was subordinated to 

political and economic priorities.  

For future research directions, across all cases, dam construction in Amazonia is intertwined with 

the erosion of traditional ways of life of Indigenous peoples, extractivist communities or 

traditional communities. Additionally, the appropriation of their land and the accompanying 

appropriation of public lands by private interests and individual actors warrant further 

investigation - the pursuit of external market integration and support for the exploitation of 
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natural resources driving business. Personalist and discretionary decision-making are centralized 

under military regimes, persisting in democratic contexts. The strategic transformation of 

territorial governance structures (federal territories to states) to consolidate political power and 

channel investments. The influence of foreign financing and global economic interests reflects 

enduring patterns of coloniality. Overlapping infrastructure planning, such as highways, dams, 

and waterways, often lacking coordination, resulting in inefficient or contradictory outcomes. 

Further investigation into the overlap of transportation routes and dam reservoirs (the 

construction of Belo Monte in the 2010s serves to reinforce this perspective), especially where 

planning deficiencies have led to conflicts (such as the flooding of roads by the Tucuruí 

reservoir). In all, this work calls for continued analysis of the socio-political mechanisms 

enabling the continuity of military-era projects under democratic governments. The 

stigmatizations of broader societal needs, including environmental justice and accountability for 

social and ecological harms. The critical role of social movements and the Church in resisting 

and exposing the negative impacts of these projects. 

Moreover, there are suggested avenues for future research, the systematic cross-referencing of 

project timelines with Indigenous territorial demarcations and mining concessions to better 

understand the links between mineral resources, territorial dispossession, and infrastructure 

development. In-depth case studies of Indigenous territories, such as Yanomami and Javari 

Valley, may reveal similar dynamics to those observed with the Waimiri Atroari Indigenous 

territory that was created to be later extinguished (then created finally in 1989). More in-depth 

critical analysis is needed on the evolving role of environmental agencies, such as the transition 

from IBDF to IBAMA, in managing natural resources and mitigating environmental impacts 

amid ongoing development pressures. Equally important is examining the role of FUNAI, which, 

in the time frame studied, prioritized military interests over the rights and needs of Indigenous 

peoples.  

This study also examines the history of Amazonian occupation, during which the construction of 

these initial hydroelectric plants played a key role. By reclaiming different narratives, such as 

original place names, communities reassert their epistemic authority, reframing the history of 

land occupation through a non-hegemonic lens. This act of resistance disrupts dominant 

historiographies, recentering the narrative on the lived experiences and sovereignty of Indigenous 

peoples. Further inquiry into landscape heritage, particularly concerning the waterfalls present at 

construction sites prior to dam developments, is an approach that triggers the reconstruction of 
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historical memory associated with these sites, providing another foundation for future research 

outcomes.  

5. Conclusions and Final Remarks 

A systematic interpretation of the forces at play suggests that dam construction in the Brazilian 

Amazonia emerges as a business-driven endeavor first and foremost. Often neglected by 

historiography and environmental and socioeconomic evaluations, this research brings forward 

historical data on dam building in Brazilian Amazonia to support a broader interpretation of these 

projects. Different narratives, points of view, and interests were examined from a critical 

perspective that challenges the conventional development narrative, revealing antagonistic, 

complex, and even contradictory positions. 'More than just electricity' proposes an analytical 

framework that brings into focus other projects implemented in association with dam 

construction, whether in material or symbolic terms. 

The diversity of motivations identified for the same project (government entities, the media, or 

academics), alongside the varying competing interpretations and narratives surrounding these 

initiatives, demonstrates the inherent difficulty in establishing a single, singular, or definitive 

explanation for the constructions of the first five hydropower plans assembled in Brazilian 

Amazonia. This ambiguity or inconsistency, which casts doubt on the proper drivers of decision-

making itself, constitutes a key finding of this research: the underlying rationales are diffuse, 

responding to more than one agenda, and, to date, still demand greater in-depth research to be 

conclusively clarified. In this light, the research presents a diverse set of findings. Hydropower 

development in Amazonia emerged from public policies and ideologies aligned with foreign 

institutions, the dispossession of Indigenous lands, and preferential deals benefiting state-linked 

and private corporations in sectors such as mining, real estate, logging, and forestry. Personal 

and political gains further shaped these developments during the transition from military-

administered federal territories to civilian-led states. Energy security concerns, cost-benefit 

arguments for energy production, and strategic economic deals with state and private enterprises 

(including timber sales, mineral extraction, and land speculation) all contributed to the political 

justification of these projects. As a result, social conflicts intensified, revealing not just disputes 

over natural resources but also profound incompatibilities between divergent worldviews. 

Several company names identified in dam-building ventures suggest tracing a corporate history, 

which could also help verify events from the perspective of the companies involved. The same 
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applies to the important contributions that will likely emerge when reviewing the trajectory of 

each social movement or NGO identified in this work. 

Research on dam building and its association with other assemblages have pointed out a rooted 

prejudice against traditional and extractivist ways of life and with Indigenous communities. The 

military regime explicitly targeted traditional Amazonian populations because they were 

perceived as obstacles to agribusiness expansion or entrepreneurial capability. The justifications 

centered on the fact that these populations neither participated significantly in industrial goods 

markets nor produced food at the scale demanded by the rapidly growing urban centers. They 

were experiencing demographic decline and stagnation, so the adopted policy was to "embrace 

the principles of modernity." The hydropower projects capitalized on this discourse, posing the 

need to critically reexamine dominant perspectives on development paradigms in water resources 

and energy infrastructure. 

The research put forward essential points for rethinking regional development, perhaps, as 

suggested, centering the analysis on a perspective of the traditional populations in Amazonia and 

the idea of abundance (rather than the often-cited narrative of soil poverty and scarcity) and 

recognizing the ancestral knowledge embedded in the landscape, as evidenced, for instance, by 

the patterns of Brazil nut trees distribution within the forest. This perspective, however, contrasts 

sharply with development models focused on resource withdrawal and use - such as logging, 

large-scale monoculture (water), and cattle ranching (deforestation/soil) - activities closely linked 

to expansive landholdings and mechanized agriculture imposed upon the forest, which today 

largely shape the region's economic profile. Moreover, this dynamic reflects a broader pattern in 

global development strategies, wherein environmental concerns in developed countries are 

addressed indirectly by relocating resource-intensive industries to peripheral regions, as 

evidenced by Japan and the Brazilian Amazonia with the construction of Tucuruí Hydropower 

Plant. This process exemplifies a persistent feature of coloniality within the global economic 

order - a continuum of intensifying industrial and mining patterns that remains in force to the 

present day.  

The work exposed the role and rise of social movements as closely tied to dam building, as well 

as environmental advocacy, law, and regulations. Throughout the 1980s, the issue of 

deforestation and hydroelectric projects gained prominence in the press and scholarly reports, 

reflecting the growing influence of minority-organized movements that extended far beyond 

Amazonia. These movements internationalized struggles and put pressure on the government. 
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Considering the agrarian context of Tucuruí dam conflicts, the Church served as a refuge against 

landowner violence during the dictatorship, with Catholic organizations actively supporting rural 

peasant and Indigenous communities. 

Ultimately, this research encourages critical reflection, scrutiny, and resistance to ongoing dam 

project proposals, which are widely acknowledged for causing irreversible and profound harm to 

the region’s peoples and ecosystems and, by extension, to global environmental and social well-

being. 
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