Evaluation of the doctoral studies of Ma. Nadia Matioli Yazbek Bitar

More Than Just Electricity: The History of The First Hydropower Plants in Brazilian Amazonia (1961-
1989) , submitted in 2025 at the Institute of World History, Faculty of Arts, Charles University

My evaluation of the defended dissertation is certainly influenced by the circumstances of its creation.
| consider the resulting text to be, above all, proof of exemplary dedication to research and the ability
to overcome obstacles. The thesis meets all academic standards and represents a unique attempt at
"global" public history, a topic generally marginalized in Czech academic production.

| first met Nadia in December 2020, when she approached me with an idea to develop a doctoral thesis
at our department. At the time, she was studying a postgraduate program at the Czech Technical
University in Prague in the field of the history of technology. She felt that a broader perspective would
better suit her ambitions. After all, she had earned a bachelor's degree in geography and a master's
degree in the multidisciplinary program “Techniques, Heritage, Territories,” which focused on the study
of industrial heritage. During our meeting, she presented a project developed at CTU that compared
international influences on the construction of Brazilian and Czechoslovak dams during the Cold War.
However, she found the topic formulated in this way to be distant and purely academic.

Instead, she proposed to focus on specific dam constructions in Brazil and examine the complexity of
discourses and forces behind their construction and the long shadows that its implementation casts to
the present day. Basically, (if tacitly) choosing to build on the hypothesis that the entire concept of
hydro-power dam and surrounding debates serves as a carrier colonial mindset, Nadia showed me right
away how deeply engaged she is in thinking about the topic.

From the outset, the development of work and research was marked by a complicated configuration—
transdisciplinary research, transnational practice, and the transitional nature of the project, essentially
based on a gradual abandonment of the tools and approaches of the history of technology. Nadia
preferred to use for her more familiar methodological tools of anthropology and human geography but
wanted to tell a narrative (his)story about the conflicting discourses behind the damming of the
Amazonian rivers. During the preparation of the project, but also in the following years, until the
manuscript was submitted, we engaged in complex debates regarding focus, resources, and results of
the dissertation project

After initial discussions, Nadia enrolled in our doctoral program with a project entitled "The
permanence of foreign influence in Brazilian hydropower planning, from Northeast to the Amazon,"
whose main objective was to examine how the different perspectives of two key actors—international
experts and the indigenous population—clashed in discussions about the planning, construction, and
operation of selected dams in the region in the second half of the 20th century. However, Nadia was
not accepted into an internal study program and was therefore not eligible for a scholarship. She
therefore had to work at least part-time throughout her studies. And all this happened for Nadia in a
new environment and at a time when social contacts were significantly affected by COVID-19.

During the first years of her studies, she spent most of her time in Prague preparing the methodological
and theoretical frameworks for her research. After moving to Brazil for the field study, our
communication and her integration into the broader scientific work of the institute continued. She
managed to obtain significant scholarship support for a study stay (The European Liberal Arts Network
- ELAN), which, however, did not take place due to COVID, published (Prague Papers on History; Anais
dos Seminario Brasileiro sobre Areas Protegidas e Inclusdo Social & Encontro Latinoamericano sobre
Areas Protegidas e Inclusdo Social; Conservation), and participated in teaching (she prepared her own
virtual course “Modernization and exploitation of the Amazon”).



Unfortunately, in Brazil, she again had to combine research and employment—she managed to find an
internship at (Postgraduate Department of the Museum of Archaeology and Ethnology of the
University of Sdo Paulo) and thus did not lose contact with the academic environment. On the other
hand, during the internship new inspirations and her otherwise commendable critical and synthetic
thinking led her to question her research methodology and expanding the topic instead of narrowing
it. In effect, she revised and largely readjusted her project to correspond to the availability of primarily
digital sources.

Indeed, throughout her working on her thesis, Nadia demonstrated not only unwavering enthusiasm
for the research topic, but also the ability to adapt to changing conditions and independently solve
complex problems associated with conducting research. | am referring to changes in both the source
base and study conditions. Her dedication was evident in her never-ending reading of a considerable
amount of literature from various relevant fields and her efforts to reflect this reading in the project—
and thus, if possible, to compile the most comprehensive picture of the discussion about dams and
their "benefits."

Lacking proper training in historical methods, she developed her own synthetic and rather
anthropological approach to sources and the construction of data and "facts," resembling the
anthropological "thick description" rather than historical analysis. While traditional historical research
would require a clear definition of (collective) actors and the juxtaposition or harmonization of their
positions, Nadia tended to capture the picture of the discussion and its impacts with the aim of
capturing the cultural-historical situation of selected dam structures and their consideration and
understanding on site in a less structured but more holistic way. Although | always considered this
holistic approach to be a weakness, after reading the final dissertation several times, | believe that it
works (although the text would profit from further refinement in particular, greater focus on central
question).

Finally, | should evaluate the dissertation itself. However, | find it rather difficult to do so from the
position of supervisor. | feel that many of the decisions the author made were directly influenced by
me - and in retrospect it is certainly possible to say that not all such decisions were correct or the best
possible. The transformation of the project from a primarily technopolitical analysis based on archival
sources from energy companies to a study informed by a decolonial perspective based on a collection
of materials gathered by a memory NGO may not have been entirely successful. But this bold and
ambitious step, only partially forced by circumstances, allowed Nadia to enter the field of engaged
public history. This is an area in which she clearly feels much more comfortable and where she finds
meaning in her work. At the same time, | must mention that during the writing of her dissertation, she
made significant progress in her stylistic and written expression—especially in terms of a certain
independence, where she previously relied too heavily on citations from authorities and now lets
herself speak in the text. | believe that the ability and ambition to enter into public debate and to
formulate one's own ideas based on scholarly collection and critique of the sources are among the
main attributes of a successful dissertation in history. In this sense, | feel that Nadia has fully met the
requirements.

With this, | recommend the thesis for defense.
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