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Bl ABSTRACT

Objective: to investigate what the practices of normalizing political
violence perpetrated by Volkswagen do Brasil against its workers during
the Brazilian military dictatorship were, how they were configured, and
how they were operationalized. Theoretical framework: the historical
context of corporate collaboration with dictatorial governments allows us
to identify the invisible face of organizational violence that results from
routine practices that normalize political violence. Methods: historical
research with documental sources from the National Archives, the APESP,
the Public Representation opened against the company by MPESP, the
newspaper Iribuna Metalirgica, the magazine Familia VW, and the press.
The documents were analyzed in dialogue with the historiography and
with analytical categories from the field. Results: the research identified
five practices of normalizing political violence: formalization, division
of labor, routinization, authority and obedience, and identity and non-
identity politics. Conclusions: tunderstanding political violence as actions
to dismantle workers’ protest movements for better working conditions
and the organization of workers around issues of national politics, the
results suggest that the company, in collaboration with repressive forces,
carried out practices to normalize political violence.

Keywords: organizational violence; political violence; normalization of
violence; Brazilian dictatorship; Volkswagen do Brasil.
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Bl RESUMO

Objetivo: investigar quais eram, como se conﬁguravam € como eram
operacionalizadas préticas de normalizacao da violéncia politica cometida
pela Volkswagen do Brasil contra seus trabalhadores durante a ditadura
militar brasileira. Marco teérico: o contexto histérico da colaboragio
de empresas com governos ditatoriais permite identificar a face de
invisibilidade da violéncia organizacional decorrente de préticas rotineiras
de gestio que normalizam a violéncia politica. Método: pesquisa historica
com fontes documentais dos acervos: Arquivo Nacional, Arquivo Publico
do estado de Sio Paulo, Ministério Piblico do estado de Sio Paulo,
Tribuna Metaltrgica, Revista Familia VW e imprensa. Os documentos
foram analisados em didlogo com a historiografia e com categorias
analiticas provenientes do campo. Resultados: a pesquisa identificou
cinco préticas de normalizagio da violéncia politica: formalizagio, divisdo
do trabalho, rotinizacdo, autoridade e obediéncia, politica de identidade
¢ nio identidade. Conclusées: assumindo como violéncia politica agoes
para desarticular movimentos reivindicatérios dos operérios por melhores
condi¢des de trabalho e a organizagio dos operdrios em torno de questoes
de politica nacional, os resultados sugerem que a empresa — em colaboragio
com drgaos de repressio — realizou praticas de normalizacio da violéncia
politica.

Palavras-chave: violéncia organizacional; violéncia politica; normalizagio
da violéncia; ditadura brasileira; Volkswagen do Brasil.
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INTRODUCTION

“On September 23, 2020, Volkswagen do Brasil
announced an agreement with the Federal
Prosecutor’s Office (MPF), in which the automaker
admitted that it collaborated with the repressive
apparatus in the repression of its workers during the
Brazilian dictatorship. The company undertook to
spend R$36 million through a behavioral adjustment
agreement to compensate former employees who
suffered human rights violations during the regime
and to finance projects of remembrance, research
and funds dedicated to issues related to the violence
committed during the dictatorship... This is the first
case in which a company has been taken to court
in Brazil for crimes related to repression during the
civil-military regime. Although there is evidence that
Volkswagen was not alone and that other economic
groups collaborated with the repression, the case
gained prominence and made progress because it was
supported by the testimonies of former workers who
suffered violence and, above all, because it was duly
supported by extensive documentation confirming
the company’s collusion with the repressive forces”
(own translation).

The aim of this article is to investigate what the
practices of normalizing political violence perpetrated by
Volkswagen do Brasil (VWB) against its workers during
the Brazilian military dictatorship (1964-1988) were, how
they were configured, and how they were operationalized.
According to Oliveira and Nunes (2008, p. 30), violence
in work relations can be characterized as "physical or
psychological harm inflicted by an individual or group
against an individual or group in which work relations
are established". In addition, the authors explain that any
negligence, deprivation, or violation of the fundamental
principles of work, as well as the omission or naturalization
of death and illness as a result of work, can also be
considered violence in work relations (Oliveira & Nunes,
2008). In a recent article, Costas and Gray (2019) state that
organizational violence can be visible and invisible, absent
and present, omnipresent and rare. This paper argues that
this interpretation — which identifies invisibility, absence,
and rarity — only makes sense as a result of practices that
normalize violence within organizations, allowing it to be
committed without due criticism or even understood as
an acceptable activity. In other words, although it is often
omitted, denied, or hidden, it can be said that violence is
present in organizations and in their everyday bureaucratic
practices and processes (Bishop et al., 2005; Clegg et al.
2006; Clegg, 2009; Kenny, 2016).

Although violence isalmostinherentin organizations,
it is only since the beginning of the 21Ist century that
there has been a growing interest in understanding this
phenomenon analytically in organizational studies (Bishop
etal., 2005). Since then, there has been not only an increase
in publications on the subject, but also a more general
definition of what is meant by violence. Thus, it is possible
to find articles in which organizational violence is present
in various forms, such as acting in genocides (Stokes &
Gabriel, 2010), in the practices of total organizations and
in oppressive contexts (Clegg et al. 2006; Clegg et al.,
2012), the promotion of symbolic violence (Harrington et
al., 2015), the perpetuation of torture practices (Chwastiak,
2015), the search for legitimacy and the maintenance of
violence (Kenny, 2016), suicides (Chan, 2013), harassment
(Harris et al., 2019), or corporate crimes (Alcadipani &
Medeiros, 20205 Oliveira & Silveira, 2021). The study of
violence in a broader sense was also addressed in a special
issue of the journal Organization, entitled Licence to kill?
On the organization of destruction in the 21st century, which
dealt with the organizational forms of wars and destruction
(Bloomfield et al., 2017).

Thus, even if it appears under other names, it is
undeniable that organizational research on violence has
advanced in recent years since Stewart Clegg claimed
in 2006 that there were few studies on the subject. It is
safe to say, then, that violence — a reality in everyday
organizational life — has been studied by researchers in the
field in its most diverse manifestations.

On the other hand, given that the Holocaust and
other genocides require organization and management
(Bauman, 2002; Clegg, 2009; Stokes & Gabriel, 2010), it is
possible to notice an absence of research that emphasizes the
production of violence using organizational management
theories and practices as a lens (Clegg, 2009). Despite some
previous studies (Bishop et al., 2005; Clegg et al., 20006),
it is only in recent years that it has been possible to notice
a greater interest in organizational literature in this area
(Chwastiak, 2015; Kenny, 2016; Varman & Al-Amoudi,
2016; Costas & Grey, 2019).

While Costas and Gray (2019) understand that
violence is both visible and invisible, absent and present,
omnipresent and rare, Bishop et al. (2005) examined
how violence was normalized by management’s failure to
recognize it. Chwastiak (2015), for his part, shows us how
certain procedures can normalize violence and thus be
perceived as a routine operational act, and Varman and Al-
Amoudi (2016) explain how the derealization of people has
been able to create conditions for the practice of violence
even in regulated environments. Similarly, violence against
schoolchildren in Ireland was normalized because they were
constituted as ‘abject beings’ that did not need rights or
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protection (Kenny, 2016). These contemporary discussions
are in some ways in dialogue with other texts that seek
to explain how different acts related to violence can be
normalized depending on the organization or the process
adopted in its management (Ashforth & Anand, 2003;
Ashforth et al, 2007; Martf & Ferndandez, 2013).

From our perspective, these studies converge on three
fundamental points. First, they highlight the relevance and
timeliness of research aimed at understanding the practice
of violence in organizations. Second, the articles argue that
in some cases, organizational violence can be practiced in
an invisible or normalized way, and thus can be carried out
without being perceived as an unwanted, vile, or abject act.
This can mean that the practice of violence is sometimes even
accepted as an everyday activity in organizations (Chwastiak,
2015; Costas & Grey, 2019). The third point that this
research suggests is the possible existence of organizational
mechanisms that, intentionally or not, make the practice of
violence permissible. The use of these techniques suggests
that organizations can adopt ways of managing violence so
that it is perceived as just another organizational process and
is internalized as routine, thus facilitating its acceptance and
recurrence (Ashforth & Anand, 2003; Bishop et al., 2005;
Clegg et al. 2006; Costas & Grey, 2019; Marti & Ferndndez,
2013; Chwastiak, 2015; Varman & Al-Amoudi, 2016).
Although these works discuss different phenomena, they are
united in suggesting that violence, when managed, can take
on ordinary contours and be seen as a practice embedded in
organizational procedures and, for this reason, invisible to
a less critical eye that is unable to distinguish violence from
everyday practice.

The normalization of violence cannot be considered a
novelty, as it has stimulated research for decades, especially
after the Second World War and the discovery of the violence
practiced in the concentration camps, such as “the technical
support provided by IBM to the Third Reich to organize,
account for and manage the deportation, forced labor and
extermination of millions of victims of Nazism ... [and] the
supply of the insecticide Zyklon B, used in the gas chambers
of Auschwitz in Nazi Germany, by the company IG Farben
(which was later closed down and reopened under the name
Bayer by the same founder, Friedrich Bayer)...” (Costa &
Silva, 2018, p. 16).

Various authors (Arendt, 2014; Bauman, 2002;
Kelman, 1973) have tried to understand how the atrocities
committed by Nazism were possible and have pointed in
the direction of processes that make violence permissible.
In a complementary way, the historical context of Latin
American governments of exception and the active
collaboration between dictatorship and business also created
fertile ground for the promotion of recurrent violence and
violations of workers’ human rights, as shown, for example,

in the collection of research by Victoria Basualdo, Hartmut
Berghoff, and Marcelo Bucheli entitled Big Business and
Dictatorship in Latin America: A Transnational History of
Profits and Repression, published in 2021 (Basualdo et al.,
2021a).

Thus, drawing not only on this seminal literature, but
also on the aforementioned works that seek to discuss forms
of normalization of violence, this article aims to investigate
what they were, how they were configured, and how the
practices of normalization of political violence perpetrated
by Volkswagen do Brasil (VWB) against its workers during
the Brazilian military dictatorship (1964-1988) were
operationalized. To do this, we looked at documents from
the period that allowed us to understand the company’s
practices of violence against its workers.

This article contributes to the advancement of
knowledge by responding to both Clegg’s (2009) call for
expanding research in organizational studies on cases of
violence, and to the debate proposed by Costas and Gray
(2019) on the invisibility of violence, by analyzing practices
that were able to normalize political violence against VWB
workers during the Brazilian civil-military regime and the
process of normalizing unwanted activities. As we will discuss
here, we believe that violence becomes invisible (to use the
authors’ term) precisely as a result of the normalization
process.

In this sense, after this introduction, we present the
literature on the practices of normalizing violence. After
briefly explaining the nature of the research data, we analyze
the documents in order to reveal how these procedures
were able to normalize the violence practiced by VWB, not
without first contextualizing the socio-historical moment in
which these events unfolded.

NORMALIZATION OF VIOLENCE IN
ORGANIZATIONS

Violence is a diffuse phenomenon with many different
meanings that can vary in terms of legitimacy, nature,
authorship, and intentionality (Domenach, 1981; Galtung,
1969; Kilby, 2013; Michaud, 2006). In this research, we
understand violence from a sociological perspective that
emerges from social relations whose understanding is based
on the specific socio-economic, political, cultural, and
historical dimensions of each era and context (Chesnais,
1981; Domenach, 1981; Kilby, 2013). Thus, for the purposes
of this research, we reject theoretical lines that perceive
violence as something natural, biological, and instinctive
in human beings (Ozcelik, 2017), as we agree that violence
should be studied according to the society that produced it
(Burke, 1995). In this sense, violence can be practiced by

agdio Contemporénea, v. 28, n. 2, €230162, 2024 | doi.org/10.1590/1982-7849rac2024230162.por | e-ISSN 1982-7849 | rac.anpad.org.br




different agents (self-inflicted, interpersonal, or collective),
of different natures (physical, psychological, sexual, or due
to negligence), or of different types (structural, political,
symbolic, or economic), but always constituted through
social relations.

From this perspective, some authors (Arendt,
2014; Bauman, 2002; Kelman, 1973), in an attempt
to understand the conditions that made the Holocaust
possible, have examined the practices of the German
army and its efficiency in exterminating prisoners.
The instrumentalization of social relations based on
rationality provides the technique for these criminal acts
to be committed. Bauman (2002) attributes the Nazis’
ability to kill on a large scale to this rationally managed
technique. According to the author, anger and rage alone
were not sufficient as instruments of mass extermination.
Rationalization could also be seen in the hierarchical and
functional division of the Nazi army, which was able to
distance the executor from the victim. The separation
between the two was useful for the army because it made
it impossible for the former to realize the consequences of
their actions. In this way, their actions were not identified
with the deaths. Eichman, the Nazi officer whose trial
was followed by Arendt (2014), claimed that he never
kill any Jews because his responsibility lay in the logistics
of transporting them to the concentration camps, just
as a supplier of steel to a bomb factory may not feel
responsible for the deaths caused by the product of their
work (Bauman, 2002). In other words, dividing the work
reduces the need for the executor to think and make
decisions, and makes it more difficult for the executor
to be involved in the ultimate meaning of their activity.
The logic of rationality, as Stokes and Gabriel (2010)
teach us, separates the ends from the means, making the
murderous act more distant and therefore possible, since
the perpetrator is unable to perceive the effects of their
actions in due time.

The hierarchical structure, as well as the division
of activities, plays a fundamental role in the practice
of violence. The insertion of individuals into the
organizational layers succeeds in turning them into mere
cogs in the machine, depriving them of their humanity
through the limits of autonomy imposed on them.
The subordination of individuals to the organizational
structure eliminates their freedom of action and causes
their responsibility to be transferred to the structure
(Arendt, 2014). The diffusion of responsibility is
common in any bureaucratic system and occurs due to
the division of labor, where each person is responsible
only for their own task, making it difficult to identify
who is responsible for all the activities performed (May,
1997). In this case, responsibility is not perceived in
someone else, but is transferred to the bureaucratic

system and thus removed from the human domain.
The impersonality required in the rationally established
structures of organizations contributes to the anonymity
of the person who performs the activity, because without
political ideals, they protect themselves, because “in
order to carry out their work, the bureaucrat must feel
safe from controls — both praise and disapproval...”
(Arendt, 2015, p. 305). By being perceived as a position,
a function, anonymous within the organization, the
subject can lose the personal dimension and escape
personal contact, that is, confrontation with the other
and, above all, with the consequences of their actions.
In this way, rationality contributed to the trivialization
of the Nazi initiative by giving it an entire management
technique based on instrumental and rational criteria,
which, except for the final objective, differed in no way
from other organized activities, outlined, monitored, and
supervised by ordinary departments (Bauman, 2002).

Rationality is also responsible for the routinization
of activities as a practice of normalizing violence (Clegg
et al. 2006; Chwastiak, 2015; Kelman, 1973). When
analyzing total institutions, Clegg, Courpasson and
Phillips (2006, p. 176) denounce techniques capable
of “making the everyday acts of extreme power easier
to think about and do,” indicating that for these
institutions to be successful, there needs to be a greater
interest and concern for the means rather than the
outcome, which must be passively accepted. Thus, in
addition to the distance between the executor and the
victim, the hyper-division of labor requires the execution
of activities through continuous and automatic action,
limiting the space for thought, reflection, and criticism,
since the transformation of activities into routine,
mechanical, and highly programmed operations reduces
the time and psychological conditions for elucidating the
morality of that task (Clegg et al., 2006; Kelman, 1973).
Routinization can operate both at the individual level
through requiring reports, hiring staff, and accounting,
and at the organizational level by distributing activities
among different sectors and departments, each responsible
for a part of the activity (Kelman, 1973).

Routinization is effective in normalizing violence
to the extent that it keeps members of the organization
physically and mentally distant from the results of their
work. In his study of the adoption of techniques to
normalize torture during the “War on Terror’ promoted
by the Bush administration, Chwastiak (2015) points
to the detailed description of the procedures to be
adopted, which described all the necessary steps in the
treatment of prisoners. This, according to the author,
creates a process of routinization of torture, capable of
normalizing it. The sequence of logically thought out
and described steps would allow anyone who followed
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them to carry them out, as well as formalizing the
procedures for treating prisoners. In order to carry out
torture, known as ‘advanced interrogation techniques,
documents had to be created and circulated, duly
approved by higher authorities according to their validity
(Chwastiak, 2015). This documentation, combined with
routinization, instrumentalized the process to the point
where the procedures could be reproduced in a uniform
manner, believing that it was only necessary to follow
instructions and apply the predetermined methods. This
allows for the replication of violence in different settings
and by different people, constituting a factory process of
violence and, if necessary, employing rules and indicators
to measure performance (Clegg et al. 2006; Chwastiak,
2015). This factory process of violence may also require
the transformation of people into impersonal forms such
as codes, numbers, or tokens.

This practice contributes to the dehumanization
to which victims are subjected and that facilitates the
practice of violence against them. Although there are
works that point to the limitations of dehumanization
as a producer of violence (Lang, 2020), the literature,
especially in psychology, is consistent in pointing to the
removal of human characteristics as a catalyst for violence
(Clegg et al., 2006; Haslam, 2019; Kelman, 1973;
Methot-Jones et al., 2019; Rai et al., 2017; Steizinger,
2018). In this sense, Kelman (1973) states that in order
to produce mass murder, it is necessary to attribute a
non-human aspect to the victim. By stripping the victims
of any trace capable of identifying them with the human
race, the moral constraints for committing violent acts
against them are easily overcome. By not identifying
them as individuals, capable of having their own lives,
goals, and choices, consensual murders become easier to
carry out. Thus, Clegg, Courpasson and Phillips (2006)
explain that the promotion of a politics of ‘identity’
and ‘non-identity’ facilitates the imposition of violence
against those marked as ‘without identity.’

Haslam and Loughnan (2016), in the same vein,
teach us that dehumanization is not limited to a particular
group and can extend to people of different ethnicities,
genders, social behaviors, and compliance with the law.
In Germany under the Nazi regime, ethnic groups were
divided into an Aryan identity and a Jewish ‘non-identity.’
In this way, violence against those with a ‘non-identity’
is more easily accepted, and thus the construction
of this policy functions as a practice that normalizes
violence. This practice can become more manifest when
the individuals subjected to it are stripped of their
individuality through the use of uniforms, marking,
derogatory terms, and physical separations that help
stigmatize ‘non-identities.” Marti and Fernandez (2013,
p. 1202) explain that during the Second World War,

part of the process that made it possible to kill countless
people who had previously had a name and a history
was to turn them into “transparent and ‘material’ figures
within a fairly normal, albeit abhorrent, administrative
and productive process (of death). The extraordinary
and unacceptable became normal and routine.” It should
be noted that the practice of normalizing violence does
not lie in dehumanization, but in the construction of an
organizational policy that is capable of segregating and
marking those subjected to violence. In this way, Clegg,
Courpasson and Phillips (2006) remind us that the stigma
imposed on a particular group is nothing natural, but is
constructed by an organizational apparatus in order to
appear naturalized.

The authors also explain that power in total
organizations is more easily used when the obedience
of the members is fully obtained. In this sense, Kelman
(1973) explains that mass killings depend on authority
and obedience, since when violent acts are ordered,
encouraged, approved — even tacitly — or at least
permitted by legitimately constituted authorities, people’s
willingness to engage in or tolerate them increases. The
influence of obedience on the process of violence cannot
be considered new, as this relationship has been studied
for decades (Burger, 2009; Cunha et al., 2010; Milgram,
1963; 1965; 1974). To understand obedience, Milgram’s'
studies have proven to be a reference to this day (Burger,
2009; Cunha et al., 2010). Milgram (1963; 1965; 1974)
showed how people can be obedient in an unthinking
way, without asking any questions, when they receive
an order from an authority. As a result of his findings,
several subsequent studies have attributed obedience to
the performance of actions even when they may cause
harm and suffering to someone. This is largely because
people are socialized throughout their lives to take orders
from various authorities, such as parents, teachers, police
officers, and bosses (Burger, 2009). Milgram’s study
(1963; 1965; 1974) is consistent with Arendt’s (2014)
questioning of the trial of Eichman, who claimed in his
defense that he was only following orders and therefore had
no responsibility for the deaths. Throughout Milgram’s
experiment, participants asked about responsibility for
the trainee’s suffering, but the researcher, representing the
authority figure, responded by claiming to be responsible
for any harm to the trainee (Burger, 2009). We can see
how the relationship between authority and obedience
can also be related to the diffusion of responsibility by
the organization, thus protecting the individual who
commits the act. In this sense, Kelman (1973, p. 39)
explains that in the face of authority, “the individual
does not see himself as personally responsible for the
consequences of his action. ... he does not feel personally
responsible for it. He was not a personal agent, but an
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extension of authority.” In this way, authorization from
authority eliminates the need to make judgments and
choices, because in contexts where authority is strict,
moral principles can be submitted to authority, even if
this goes against the values of the person doing the action.

Political Violence

Reflections on the concept of political violence (and its
various configurations) are not new, and various researchers
have highlighted its complexity and interconnections with
other forms of violence (Crettiez, 2011; Della Porta, 20006;
Michaud, 2006; Miguel, 2014).

For Oddlia (1991, p. 48), for example, political
violence can take the form of “a political assassination, the
invasion of one country by another, the disappearance of
dissidents, electoral laws that falsify public opinion, laws
that do not allow social classes, especially the working
class, to organize their unions.” Dumouchel (2012),
for his part, suggests using legitimacy as a criterion for
distinguishing between political violence and criminality.
According to this criterion, an act of violence can only be
considered political violence if it is legitimized by a certain
community. This criterion creates a separation between
the political nature of acts of violence and the beliefs,
intentions, or motivations of the perpetrators. Thus,
political violence does not depend on the intentions of the
perpetrators of violence, but rather on the identification
that observers have with the act. If these observers somehow
understand or identify with the violent act and accept it
as a justification for some position or claim, they give it
legitimacy (Dumouchel, 2012).

But how can we say that an act of violence has or has
not been legitimized, even partially, by the community?
How do we proceed when an act is legitimized by some
social groups but not others, when legitimacy can be
guided precisely by political positioning? Della Porta
(2006) argues that the assumption of legitimacy as a
way of operationalizing the concept of political violence
poses the challenge of measuring or determining the
degree of legitimacy. For this reason, the author reflects
on this form of violence based on the use of a repertoire
of actions, usually collective, against an adversary in
order to impose or assert political objectives. In this
way, political violence can be understood as a means of
responding to domination. Violence emerges as a means
of achieving political decisions, access to which is blocked
by strategies ranging from financial resources to the use
of force, including regulated forms of demonstration and
demand, of which trade unions are a model example. In
a complementary way, Crettiez (2011) explains that one
of the mechanisms of adherence to violence is political
marginalization, i.e., those who are excluded from political

Note. Prepared by the authors.

arrangements use this resource as a way to reach political
decisions. Therefore, he believes that this violence is
produced by three social actors: social movements and
trade unions, armed struggle organizations, and urban
rebellions. According to the author, this view of political
violence shifts the understanding of violence as a marginal
and degenerate attitude that causes social destabilization to
highlight the “imperfections of the system [that] no longer
induce a reflection on the abuses of the contestants, but on
the abuses of the regime, which is not contested in itself”
(Crettiez, 2011, p. 32).

In this way, political violence in this research is
considered to be both the action of seeking to promote a
change in social structures and the repression and/or terror
suffered as a result of this action. In line with this argument,
the research seeks to investigate more specifically the
normalization of political violence, taking as the definition
of political violence “... any action intended to promote
changes in the social structure and also any repression or
terror suffered as a result of this attempt” (Silva, 2022, p.
193). In other words, it is all violence practiced for political
purposes.

RESEARCH METHOD

In order to carry out this research, we undertook
a historically oriented study in a way that was integrated
with organizational studies (Decker et al., 2021; Maclean
et al., 2016), where we assume that the past cannot be
fully recovered, but only partially through traces and
delimited by the researchers” inquiries (Prost, 2019). Thus,
the researcher assumes a fundamental role in offering their
interpretations of the historical sources studied. In other
words, historical facts come from the perspective of those
who expose them (Munslow, 2006), and historical sources
are the main way of accessing the past and validating
historical interpretations. It should also be noted that
historical research prioritizes documentary sources (written
or oral) produced in the actual historical context of the
event being researched (Costa & Silva, 2019; Yates, 2014).

Thus, the corpus of the research — Table 1 —
consisted of a set of documents analyzed in an articulated
manner and coming from: (1) the collections of the
National Archives (AN) and the Public Archives of the
state of Sao Paulo (APESP); (2) the public representation
opened against Volkswagen do Brasil by the Public
Prosecutor’s Office of the state of Sdo Paulo and attached
to the lawsuit; (3) the ABC union newspaper — 7Tribuna
Metalirgica®; (4) the magazine Familia VW 3, published
by the company in the 1950s, 1960s, and 1970s; and (5)
sources in the mainstream newspapers of the time.
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Table 1. Sources and number of documents reviewed.

Documents Quantity
Tribuna Metaliirgica (1978; 1979) ABC Metalworkers’ Union 639 editions
fll't g ée{;l iy Mgz & Bilieyn Mgl ABC Metalworkers’ Union 678 editions
Documents found in the union archives ABC Metalworkers’ Union 95 pages

Familia Volkswagen magazine

Documents from Volkswagen and other organiza- Public Archives of the state of Sao Paulo DEOPS
fund (in-person search)

tions sent to the DEOPS

Documents from Volkswagen and other organiza- Public Archive of the state of Sao Paulo DEOPS
fund (virtual search)

tions sent to the DEOPS

Documents from the security and intelligence
agencies and personal documents of former pres-
idents

Personal files of former employees

National Archives (virtual search)

116 editions

499 pages

49 archives

61 archives

Newspaper and Periodicals Collection of the Na-

Old issues of the mainstream press

tional Library (virtual search) (Biblioteca Nacio-

nal, 1979a; 1979b)

Documents from the Federal Prosecutor’s Office

Federal Prosecutor’s Office of Sio Paulo

1 document (346 pages) sent by Volkswagen do
Brasil;

1 statement by Adhemar Rudge to the MPF;

1 statement by Lucio Antonio Bellentani

The intention was to collect as much evidence as
possible from different sources so that, when analyzed
and compared together, they could contribute to the
objective of the article. Since traces of the past only
become historical sources through the eyes of the
researcher (Pinsky & Luca, 2013), the documents
collected here were subjected to a historical operation
(Costa & Silva, 2019), aimed at interpreting the source
according to its historical context and the research
objective. In this sense, it was necessary to carry out an
internal and external critique of the sources: to verify the
authenticity of the documents, their respective content,
the reliability of their content, and their context of
production and consumption (Aréstegui, 2006; Tosh,
2011). Thus, the documents were read and interpreted
under the guidance of the research topic, with the aim
of analyzing and promoting an articulation to build an
argumentative chain around the research problem (Costa
& Silva, 2019).

The documents collected were analyzed in
light of an analytical conceptual framework that was
first developed from the literature. Subsequently, the
framework was supplemented with analytical categories
from the field. The analysis was carried out in two stages.
The coding and categorization procedures took place
in two steps. First, the violence practiced by VW was
identified and analyzed. Then the forms of normalization
of the violence practiced by the company were identified
and analyzed.

ANALYSIS: THE NORMALIZATION OF
POLITICAL VIOLENCE AT VW DO BRASIL

As a brief historical context for the period, three
important points should be highlighted. First, the civil-
military dictatorship installed in Brazil with the 1964 coup

*état had as one of its driving forces the implementation
of a conservative modernization project that offered new
bases for capital accumulation. In other words, it aimed to
“preserve the internal capitalist order in the face of supposed
communist threats and adapt the state system to the
dynamics of world capitalism” (Lemos, 2020, p. 3). In order
to achieve this, it was necessary to establish a new form of
relationship with the working class, which had been asserting
its rights through demonstrations and strikes for more than
a decade. In the more specific case of VW do Brasil — the
first automobile manufacturer outside of Germany, which
began operations on March 23, 1953, with significant
financial support from the Brazilian government —, the
company, for example, was already “showing concern” about
the decline in Brazilian economic growth in 1963, which it
attributed to the “climate of unease and political and social
instability that translated into an endless series of strikes and
other protest movements” (Silva, 2020, p. 470).

A second point is that the link between the military
government and the business community became significant
in this context. On the one hand, the military could
provide the essential repressive forces, and on the other, the
business community had the capital to make the structures
and maintenance of the regime financially viable (Costa
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& Silva, 2018). In addition to material and ideological
support, companies also supplied cars, food and, above
all, information to the political police, represented at the
time by the State Department of Political and Social Order
(DEOPS) and Operation Bandeirantes (OBAN), which
later became the Information Operations Detachment —
Internal Defense Operations Center (DOI-CODI). Also
in the specific case of VWB, according to Silva (2022) and
Silva, Campos, and Costa (2022), the company provided
the political police with various documents containing
personal information on workers considered to be subversive
and reports on their actions in strikes and union meetings.
The company also collaborated with the political police in
the dismantling of a PCB cell that was forming inside the
factory, which culminated in the arrest of six factory workers.
One of them, arrested by the police inside the factory, began
to be tortured while still at his workplace, while another
was arrested without a warrant, apparently also inside the
factory. As a result of these cases, a public complaint was filed
against VWB in 2015. As a result of this process, three civil
investigations, and the subsequent signing of a behavioral
adjustment agreement, VWB became legally committed to
a series of restitution procedures (Silva, Costa, et al., 2022).

Finally, as a third point, tranquility and stability
could be achieved and were “obtained during the Brazilian
military regime through specific legislation that harmed
workers, intervention in trade unions and repression
against claim movements...” (Silva, 2020, p. 470). Thus, in
addition to economic measures to squeeze the working class,
the state turned against workers, intervening in unions and

repressing demonstrations and strikes (Comissio Nacional
da Verdade, 2014).

In this sense, in the research we considered as political
violence the actions that aimed to dismantle (a) the workers’
protest movements for better working conditions and (b)
the workers’ organization around national political issues.
Through the analysis of the documents, we identified five
practices of normalizing political violence adopted by VWB
during the Brazilian civil-military dictatorship, categorized
as follows: formalization, division of labor, routinization,
authority and obedience, and identity and non-identity
politics. Each of these practices will be treated separately,
with reference to the documents analyzed.

Formalization

In the case of VWB, the Department of Industrial
Security (DSI) was primarily responsible for the exercise
of political violence against workers. This department’s
official function was to provide security for employees and
company assets (Volkswagen do Brasil, 2015), but during
the dictatorship its activities included surveillance, coercion,
control, and repression of workers, often in conjunction with

the political police. However, the DSI was not a clandestine
department within the company, but one that was formally
established through the company’s organizational chart
(Volkswagen, 1964, Aug.; Volkswagen do Brasil, 2015).
Beginning in 1970, the functions of the DSI were changed
to emphasize safety-related issues, leaving only the areas of
safety techniques and industrial safety (Volkswagen do Brasil,
2015). This change was reflected in the organizational chart
of the corporation, with the aim of making the department
more specialized. The members of the DSI — mostly
military and ex-military — were selected through formal
hiring processes, according to the specifications required for
the position. It should be remembered that in the late 1960s
and early 1970s VWB was involved in its plan to increase
production, which would require a larger workforce.

In this way, the DSI enjoyed the appearance of
normality, since it coexisted with other departments of the
company that did not practice violence. Moreover, in order
to create the organizational chart, it was necessary to give
specific attributions to each function, far removed from
the practice of violence. In this sense, the formal existence
of the department made it difficult for workers who were
not victims of its actions to perceive it, as well as the rest
of the population, as an agent of violent or illegal actions.
In addition, this department used formal and official
VWB documents in its joint surveillance, monitoring, and
collaboration with the political police (APESP, 1969; APESP,
1976; APESE, 1980). The entire process was regularly
recorded in documents, some of which bore the symbol of
the VWB logo (APESD, 1969; APESP, 1980).

Division of Labor

The division of labor analyzed here is not about the
division of activities in the vehicle manufacturing process,
butin the production of violence. The production of violence
was compartmentalized in such a way that the perpetrators
were shielded from the possible consequences of their
actions. One of the main documents used as an instrument of
political violence was called the ‘occurrence report,” in which
the DSI recorded actions and complaints against unionized
workers or those considered to be subversive (APESP, 1980).
At the bottom of the document, it was possible to identify
at least five different bodies responsible for filling out and
approving the report. The document was completed by the
issuer, who was responsible for describing the events that
occurred, usually through a witness account. The report
would then be signed by the guard foreman, then passed to
the supervisor, the section chief, and then to the manager
(APESP, 1980). After completing the form and collecting
the signatures, the DSI would forward the document to the
Labor Relations Division, the department responsible for
the decision to be made in each case (Volkswagen do Brasil,
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2015; APESP, 1976). In this way, it is possible to see how
the work of producing violence — represented here by the
preparation of the reports — was divided to the point of
distancing those who prepared them from the results of their
actions. The issuer, responsible for collecting and writing up
the events, had no connection to those who would decide
what would happen to the worker reported. Those who
drafted the documents were only involved in the drafting,
as the documents followed a chain of approvals within the
company’s bureaucratic process.

As mentioned earlier, this helped the executor avoid
blame for the violence that occurred as a result of their
actions. This exemption from responsibility can be seen in
the words of the head of the industrial safety department
when he says that “it wasn’t safety that judged this whole
group, it was labor relations” (APESP, 1976). By attributing
the judgment to the labor relations division, this manager
is trying to absolve the industrial safety department of
responsibility for the consequences of the actions. Moreover,
not only the reports, but also other documents issued by
VWB attesting to the surveillance and control of the
workers were distributed with copies to various levels of the
company such as the director of industrial relations, the legal
director, the personnel administration manager, the general
service manager, and even the president (APESP, 1974;
APESP, 1979). Responsibility for the political violence
perpetrated through these documents was shared not only
with the members of the industrial safety department, but
also with various managers at different hierarchical levels

within VWB.

As mentioned above, the organizational structure
associated with the division of labor allowed the executors
to dissipate responsibility for their actions through
bureaucracy. The ofhcial ‘occurrence report’ document
passed not only through different workers, but also through
different hierarchical levels, and was able to guarantee a
certain degree of protection for the decision-makers. Even
if there was some degree of autonomy, decisions about the
fate of the reported worker were not up to the issuer of the
report, nor to the manager, nor even to the industrial safety
department, as evidenced by its manager’s statement above.
Therefore, it is reasonable to assume that the organizational
bureaucracy ended up being a protection mechanism, since
despite collecting the testimony, writing and signing the
report, which could lead to the dismissal, imprisonment,
torture, and even death of the worker, the issuer shared
responsibility with the entire procedural chain.

Routinization

The routinization identified in the VWB documents
refers to the creation and standardization of documents and
procedures related to the practice of violence. As mentioned

in our discussion of the division of labor, once the
information was collected, there were meticulously described
procedures for how the documents were to be processed and
how the worker was to be treated. These predeterminations
routinized the violence practiced by VWB. This can also be
seen in the standardization of the documents used. Once
again, the occurrence reports produced by the company
shed light on this. The documents produced during the
1980 strikes are standardized and pre-completed (APESE,
1980). At the top of the document, there are spaces to fill
in the report number, date, department, factory, and time
of the event, as well as the time of the statement. Then the
bulk of the document is used to describe the facts in the
‘breakdown’ field, and at the bottom, there is a form to
list the witnesses, distributor, issuer, foreman, supervisor,
section chief, and manager. This standardization served to
routinize the filling out of the report, thereby speeding up
the process of producing violence. This can be seen in the
analysis of the reports, because despite the change in the
people who produced the documents, they had the same
standard, i.e., their predefined form helped in the routine
surveillance and monitoring of the workers.

This standardization allowed VWB to instrumentalize
the process of creating documents, guaranteeing their
reproduction in a continuous and uniform manner,
regardless of who was carrying out the activity. In this way,
violence was normalized because all that was necessary to
carry it out was to follow a set of common, predetermined
procedures (Chwastiak, 2015). Combined with the division
of labor, routinization also allowed VWB to create a
factory process that produced violence against workers. By
assuming compartmentalized work with clear instructions
and predetermined documents, VWB was able to produce
many documents that monitored workers and were shared
with the political police. In relation to the 1980 strikes,
more than 177 reports were produced in just 11 days,
with a large concentration in the period from May 5 to
8 of that year, when 135 reports were produced in four
days, an average of 34 per day (APESP, 1980). May 6, for
example, was the busiest day with 71 incidents and up to 23
reports in one hour. These figures allow us to affirm that the
assembly line for the production of vehicles was extended to
the production of police reports and, consequently, to the
production of political violence.

Authority and Obedience

The issue of authority and obedience, in our
analysis, occurred in two ways. The first is the authority
within the DSI for the production of violence by this
department, and the second is the authority that this
department had over the rest of the company. With
regard to the first point, several companies at the time had
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military personnel at the head of their respective security
departments (Arquivo Nacional, 1980). In addition,
VWB’s DSI was founded in 1959 by a military ofhicer, who
was not only the head of the department, but also had a
large number of military personnel not only in command
positions, but also in various functions (Volkswagen,
July 1963; Volkswagen, August 1964; Volkswagen, July
1975; Volkswagen do Brasil, 2015). Social relations in
the Brazilian military context are guided by the rules of
hierarchy and discipline, with the aim of obtaining total
obedience (Rosa & Brito, 2010), and so it is not difficult
to assume that a department full of military personnel
was governed by these values. Similarly, the orders
received by members of the DSI were followed without
question or criticism. This normalized the department’s
production of violence. In an environment of rigid
authority, acts of violence are more easily carried out
because they are approved by an authority and eliminate
the need for reflection and decision. As explained when
we talked about obedience as a producer of violence, the
responsibility for an act of violence can be attributed to
authority, and in this way, its execution becomes easier.

Similarly, the DSI represented authority in
relation to the rest of the company. This authority was
legitimized by the formality with which the department
was established and recognized by the other workers.
Discipline was a value strongly cultivated at VWB
since its inception (Salles, 2002) and, in the view of
the director of Industrial Relations, the lack of it was
responsible for the clashes between workers and the DSI
(Biblioteca Nacional, 1979a). According to VWB, “giving
and receiving an order should not be an imposition of
will [but] as a service necessity for everyone to fulfill
their obligations” (Volkswagen, February 1963). Not
by chance, one of the DSI’s functions was to maintain
order and discipline (Volkswagen, November 1963). The
DSI thus represented authority over the workers, and its
orders had to be obeyed without question. These orders
included the detention of workers for questioning and
investigation, the removal of union material from inside
the factories, the surveillance of workers, and the sharing
of information with the political police (APESP, 1969;
Biblioteca Nacional, 1979b; Sindicato dos Metaltirgicos
do ABC, 1978; Sindicato dos Metalargicos do ABC,
1979; Sindicato dos Metaldrgicos do ABC, 1981). In
this way, the violence practiced by the DSI could be
normalized, since it was perpetrated by an authority
formally established and legitimized to “enforce
internal regulations” (Volkswagen, August 1964), in
an environment where discipline and obedience were
recognized as virtues.

Creation of Identity and Non-ldentity
Politics

This practice of normalizing violence requires the
creation of an identity politics aimed at separating subjects
into two distinct groups: desired and undesired. At VWB,
this was done by separating workers who were union
members or considered subversive from other workers,
identifying them as a non-identity. Initially, all treatment
of strikers and trade unionists was carried out by the DSI,
which was also responsible for dealing with thefts and other
illegal activities. In this way, it can already be seen that
unionized workers and strikers were stigmatized by being
equated with other workers accused of illegal activities.
In other words, VWB treated those involved in union
activities the same as those who committed crimes in the
factory. Obviously, this tainted the unionized workers.

For their part, occurrence reports were used to keep
track of strikers, but they were initially designed to record
“employees involved in disciplinary transgressions and
acts against company property” (Volkswagen do Brasil,
2015). In other words, according to VWB, strikes could
be considered disciplinary transgressions or acts against
company property. In fact, the text of the reports refers to
the damage and tries to portray the striker as the author
and responsible for the damage (APESP, 1980). In a curious
example, the issuer of the report states that the work permit
of the testifying worker was in the hands of the strikers,
even though there was no mention of the strikers on the
part of the deponent (APESP, 1980). The authorship of the
robbery and assault was attributed to the strikers without
this being explicitly stated and supported by the facts
narrated by the deponent. At a meeting of the Community
Security Center (CECOSE), where the security chiefs of
various companies met to exchange information, a series
of thefts and the actions of PCdoB and PT militants were
reported (Arquivo Nacional, 1984). At another meeting,
the VWB representative reported the sale of PCdoB
books and newsletters, while the representative of another
company explained that a former worker had been arrested
during a robbery.

In this way, the striking worker, union member, or
left-wing party activist was characterized as an ‘internal
enemy of VWB, of its objectives, to be fought. This
contrasted with the image of workers constructed by VWB.
They were always portrayed as responsible, committed to
their work, to the company, and thus able to enjoy the
benefits that the work and the company could offer. The
company’s in-house magazine tried to tell bucolic stories of
workers who, with determination, managed to write their
own history along with the company’s growth (Volkswagen,
March 1963). The profile praised by the company extolled
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the commitment to work, discipline, and obedience of
the ‘good worker’ and highlighted the benefits provided
by the company, such as medical and dental care, a leisure
club, among others, which could be shared with the family
(Volkswagen, March 1963; Volkswagen, Januaryl976).
This division became more explicit during the 1978 strikes,
when VWB’s director of industrial relations, Admon
Ganem, sent a telegram to the chief of police requesting
that “the necessary measures” be taken to contain the
strikes, claiming the protection of “employees who wish to
continue their work” (APESP, 1978). Thus, even though
they were not explicitly marked to identify them, it was
possible to identify two types of workers within VWB:
those who were undesirable and did not identify with the
company, represented by union members, strikers, or left-
wing party activists; and those who were wanted, who had
an organizational identity built around what the company
considered to be a good worker. This practice facilitated the
violence practiced against workers without identification,
because once they were equated with criminals, punitive
actions against them were more accepted or tolerated.

CONCLUDING REMARKS

According to what was discussed in the previous
section, we have tried to argue that five practices adopted
by VW do Brasil were able to normalize political violence
against workers during the Brazilian civil-military regime:
formalization, division of labor, routinization, authority
and obedience, and identity and non-identity politics. In
other words, they normalized political violence within the
company, making its execution more acceptable, or at least
tolerable.

The manifestation of political violence was the
blocking of workers’ political actions. In this way, the
company prevented unionized workers from organizing,
removing posters, collecting newspapers, monitoring union
meetings, and reporting to the political police. All these
actions were carried out by a department that was formally
set up in the company. This formality lends legitimacy to the
acts committed. Thus, as a formally established department,
the DSI produced political violence at an industrial pace,
using managerial procedures such as division of labor and
routinization. Just as the Holocaust would not have been
possible without the necessary management (Bauman, 2002;
Stokes & Gabriel, 2010), the violence produced by VWB
through the recording and sharing of workers™ actions was
only possible, given its volume, because of the organizational
procedures that VWB adopted in the production of reports
that could lead to punishments such as surveillance,
dismissal, imprisonment, torture, and death. This was
possible thanks to the rigid authoritarian environment in
the DSI. Obedience to this authority legitimized the actions

of subordinates whose reflection, criticism, and thought
were not required when carrying out activities that could
harm other workers. This practice was facilitated by the
policy of non-identity attributed to unionized, striking or
militant workers.

This analysis allows us to draw several conclusions.
The first is that VWB carried out acts of political violence
against its workers, limiting and preventing them from
taking political action to demand rights and better working
conditions. In light of the above, it is plausible to suggest
that the violence conducted was normalized to some extent
so that it could be carried out in a more acceptable and
tolerated manner. This normalization occurred through the
adoption of the five practices discussed above: formalization,
division of labor, routinization, an environment of authority
and obedience, and the creation of a politics of identity
construction. It can also be concluded that the combination
of these practices allowed VWB’s political violence to be
normalized as an ordinary company procedure. Workers
could more easily accept the actions of a formally established
department and find it harder to imagine that these actions
violated workers’ rights. Similarly, the guards involved in
the preparation of the documents used to commit these
violations may not have seen themselves as perpetrators
of violence, since they were merely filling out or signing
everyday forms that were signed and known to various
levels of the hierarchy, including the president. It takes a
great deal of criticism or reflection to challenge the orders
of legitimately established authorities, including the top
manager of the company, especially when this violence is
directed against groups that are considered undesirable
and that do not contribute to the company’s growth and
development.

Therefore, we believe that there are practices of
normalizing violence that are used to make violence tolerable
and thus recurrent in companies.

Finally, we understand that the practices of
normalizing violence can be thought of as voluntary
activities that can, intentionally or not, normalize the
violence practiced by an organization. However, there are
still significant gaps to be filled, for example with regard to
the economic and political collaboration of companies with
authoritarian and/or dictatorial governments, especially
in countries where lawsuits are brought against economic
groups that collaborated with repressive apparatuses in
governments of exception, as is the case in Latin America
(Basualdo et al., 2021b). Reflecting in an articulated (and/
or networked) way on cases situated in similar contexts —
as in the case of Brazil and Chile (Simon, 2021), Argentina,
Colombia, Uruguay, Peru, and Central America — can
contribute to thinking about violence as a structuring
dimension of labor relations in capitalism. In this sense, we
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see possibilities for future research to explore the practices
of normalizing violence, thinking not only about political
violence, but also about how companies act to normalize
the physical, psychological, or economic violence they
practice. In short, thinking about these practices together
and along a common path leads to a more structuring way
of understanding the practice of violence by organizations.

NOTES

1. The experiment conducted by Stanley Milgram consisted
of summoning a participant who was instructed to ask
a trainee questions. The researcher (an authority figure)
ordered the participant to apply an electric shock for
every wrong answer. With each wrong answer, the voltage
of the shock increased by 15 volts, reaching a maximum
of 450 volts. In reality, the shocks were not applied, but
only the researcher and the trainee knew this. The trainee
behaved as if they were receiving the shocks, which did
not stop the participants from continuing to apply the
shocks. The experiment was stopped if the participant
refused to apply the shocks or when the maximum
voltage level was reached. The result of the study was
that 65% of the participants administered shocks at the
maximum level because they were instructed to do so
(Milgram, 1963).

2. Tribuna Metalirgica was the official publication of the
Metalworkers' Union of Sio Bernardo do Campo and
Diadema. It was founded in July 1971 with the aim of
being the voice of the workers. To this end, the newspaper
focused on reporting on issues such as wage shortfalls,
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