
Resumo
o artigo tem como objetivo analisar o pa-
pel do Sindicato dos Químicos de São 
Paulo e sua relação com a categoria du-
rante o regime civil-militar. Dessa forma, 
procura-se compreender o impacto do 
golpe e as mudanças provocadas no mo-
vimento sindical após o processo de in-
tervenção estatal. Por meio da análise da 
trajetória do Químicos, considerado 
atualmente uma das entidades trabalhis-
tas mais importantes do país, observam-
-se os mecanismos utilizados pelos gover-
nos autoritários para controlar a entidade 
sindical, bem como a atuação das direto-
rias conhecidas como “pelegas” e o movi-
mento de luta e de resistência dos traba-
lhadores para reocupar a entidade.
Palavras-chave: movimento sindical; 
trabalhadores químicos; Ditadura civil-
-militar.

Abstract
The article aims to analyze the role of 
the Chemical Workers Trade Union of 
São Paulo and its relations with the 
rank-and-file during the Civil-Military 
Dictatorship. It seeks to understand the 
impact of the coup d’état in 1964 as well 
as the changes in the labour movement. 
The trajectory of the Chemical Workers 
Trade Union, which is considered one 
of the most important in the country, 
enables an investigation of the strategies 
used by the authoritarian regime to 
control labour organizations. It also al-
lows an examination of the role of trade 
unionists called “pelegos”, as well as the 
workers’ struggle to resist and to re-
claim the trade union again.
Keywords: labour movement; chemical 
workers; Civil-Military dictatorship.

Founded in 1933, in the course of the 1950s and early 1960s the Chemical 
Workers Union of São Paulo became one of the principal labor organizations 
in the city. During this period that was characterized by the powerful rise of 
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the trade union movement in Brazilian national politics, this Union came un-
der the leadership of communist and nationalist militants. Under the slogan 
“the snake will smoke” (“a cobra vai fumar”) used by the pracinhas – soldiers 
in the Brazilian expeditionary Force that fought in World War II – the Union 
won important victories. Their main achievements included a considerable 
increase in the number of unionized workers and the implementation of hun-
dreds of recreational and educational activities, as well as the organization of 
campaigns to increase salaries, strikes, and protests. Many of these actions took 
place under the command of Adelço de Almeida, at that time one of the first 
black men elected president of a union in the city of São Paulo.1

At the height of the intense and growing mobilization of the trade union 
movement during the presidential administration of João Goulart (1961-1964), 
the Chemical Workers’ Union was constantly monitored by the São Paulo 
political police (Deops), which considered the union a “center of communist 
activities.” The demobilization of this trade, however, came soon after the ci-
vilian-military coup of 1964.2 With Marshall Castello Branco as President of 
the Republic (1964-1967) and the rise to power of conservative civilians, a 
veritable hunt began to root out Goulart’s supporters. Many labor organizers, 
attorneys for the movement, and workers linked to left-leaning organizations 
were arrested, others fled to wait for better days. This set in motion a long 
period, which extended over the next two decades, marked by police repression 
and exploitation of the working classes.

Despite the fact that the labor movement was the target of public policy 
characterized by the repression and systematic control throughout the entire 
period of the dictatorship, we know little about the interventions carried out 
in the main trade unions throughout Brazil, a process that began immediately 
after the fall of João Goulart. In retracing the trajectory of the Chemical 
Workers’ Union of São Paulo as a case study, this article seeks to contribute to 
our broader understanding of the relationship between the workers’ movement 
and the civilian-military dictatorship. Among other questions, this article will 
analyze both the reaction of union leaders to the coup in 1964 and the repres-
sive mechanisms that the state used to control the chemical workers’ organiza-
tion and demobilize workers in the trade, while emphasizing the role of 
workers involved in the armed struggle, as was the case for the chemical worker 
Virgílio Gomes da Silva. Furthermore, this article observes the role of unions’ 
pro-government boards of directors known as “pelegas,” as well as the struggle 
and resistance movement to recover the leadership of the labor organization 
by forming the Chemical Workers’ Union opposition.
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The questions that this article addresses are based in the analytical reper-
toire of the “Dictatorship and Repression of Workers and the labor 
Movement” Working Group of the National Truth Commission (CNV). This 
group, established in April of 2013 and not coincidentally the last one to be 
constituted by the CNV, has the support of all of the major trade union orga-
nizations in Brazil, as well as the São Paulo State Truth Commission—Rubens 
Paiva. This article thus not only draws on questions raised by the Working 
Group but also aims to contribute some answers to these questions.3

The fact that the “Dictatorship and Repression of Workers and the labor 
Movement” was the last Working Group to be organized and was approved 
only after the main unions applied strong pressure shows how little attention 
recent studies of the civilian-military dictatorship have paid to the workers’ 
movement. even today, the scholarship on this period is dominated by studies 
of memory and the history of the student movement, the actions of the armed 
struggle, the economic changes and in social and military policy, or commu-
nism, among other themes.4 likewise, there is a conspicuous absence of pub-
lished works on the activities of the trade union movement after the coup, 
above all related to the events of 1964 and 1977.5 Such a statement can be ex-
plained, in part, by the fact that in the early 1980s many researchers were at-
tracted by the great working-class mobilizations emerging in the waning years 
of the military-civilian regime.6 Furthermore, most studies carried out in the 
late 1970s and 1980s dedicated to analyzing the trade union movement during 
the dictatorship emphasized state control and manipulation/ cooptation of 
workers (Troyano, 1978; Costa, 1986). once can thus observe the dearth of 
studies dedicated to understanding the role of union leaders, including the 
so-called pelegos, by way of their relationships with workers. 

The Impact of the Coup on the Trade Union Movement

After the outbreak of the coup, the entire leadership of the Chemical 
Workers’ Union was forced out of their positions, as were the leaders of the 
Chemical Workers’ Federation of São Paulo (Federação dos Trabalhadores 
Químicos de São Paulo). Floriano Dezem and Adelço de Almeida, both mili-
tants of the Brazilian Communist Party (PCB), like their colleagues in the 
leadership of the Union, were sought out by the police.7 Just days after the 
coup, a police investigation was set up by the Military Tribunal to investigate 
the supposedly “subversive acts” committed by the unionists in the chemical 
trade. Among those being charged were: Fidelcino Queiróz dos Santos, Gabriel 
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Alves Viana, José Ferreira da Silva, Virgílio Gomes da Silva, Floriano Dezem, 
Adelço de Almeida, and Manoel Mantonhani. Most of these defendants where 
just past forty years of age, and Virgílio, at 32 years old, was the youngest.8

In the police investigation, the Chemical Workers’ Union was described 
as a “real communist cell acting by all possible means and at full force for to 
disseminate its idea to the São Paulo working class, in a conspiracy against the 
Constitution, for the overthrow of the government and for its takeover by the 
supporters of Moscow and Peking.” Chemical worker militants were accused 
of involvement in the project aimed at implanting a so-called “Unionist 
Republic” in Brazil. The leadership, considered “enemies of the nation,” were 
accused of having opened the doors of the union to “persons who were good 
friends in whom they absolutely trusted” whom the workers themselves would 
not have known, but who were linked with the Brazilian Communist Party. 
The objective, the political police alleged, was to make the workers’ organiza-
tion into an instrument of the Communist Party to exercise an “inglorious 
conspiratorial task, with the aim of handing the country over to the dominion 
of a foreign power, whose politics are an attack against individual liberties and 
exploit and enslaves people.”

The investigation carried out in the headquarters of the Union would have 
uncovered an “abundance of proof” that the leadership, classified as “highly 
dangerous elements to the social order,” would have acted in the service of 
communist interests. In a highly dramatic tone, the police inquest accused the 
union leadership of embezzling workers’ contributions and applying these 
funds to “subversive acts.” According to the investigators who made this re-
port, the union leaders, in acting as if they were veritable “owners” of the 
union, manipulated “workers’ money, which they had earned through their 
sweat, blood, sacrifice and tears, although in an honest and decent way.” For 
the political police, the material apprehended in the organization’s headquar-
ters and the oversight carried out by the Regional Police Precinct for Workers 
of São Paulo (Delegacia Regional do Trabalho de São Paulo, DRT) proved 
these accusations. All of the union leaders accused in the investigation were 
placed under preventative detention.

With the union leadership forced out of their positions, the old, known 
“pelegos” of the chemical workers returned. Reynaldo dos Santos and luiz 
Gonzaga Braga, interventores – employees designated by the federal govern-
ment to intervene in the union – in 1947, assumed control of the Chemical 
Workers’ Union. They accused the deposed leadership of having committed 
the crimes of bad administration, corruption, and negligence that caused the 
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physical infrastructure of the union property to become dilapidated. They al-
leged, more specifically, that the leadership had stolen approximately nine 
million cruzeiros. A part of this amount, they complained, had been spent on 
activities judged “foreign to union activities,” such as payments for trips abroad 
taken by union leaders, particularly to Moscow, and the printing of pamphlets 
and flyers. According to the interventores, the flight of members of the deposed 
leadership and of other important groups of chemical workers’ leaders was the 
strongest proof that these people had been involved in illicit acts.9 The inter-
ventores also sought to convince the few members present in an assembly that 
took place in october of 1964 of the supposed gravity of the union’s financial 
situation. on that occasion, the interventor luiz Gonzaga Braga asked workers 
for a 5% increase in their contributions to the union, which would be received 
in the first month of a collective agreement in order to help create equilibrium 
the organizations accounts. According to the records from this meeting, the 
workers who were present “came out plainly in favor of the proposal that was 
presented.”10

The leadership of the Plastic Workers Union, an organization that had 
separated from the Chemical Workers’ Union in the 1950s, also suffered from 
repression.11 The union’s president, Miguel Pereira lima, had to leave the 
country in 194, having been arrested five years later.12 The interventor of the 
Ministry of labor, José Augusto Júnior, entered in his place. The new president 
had already been a member of the union leadership as secretary in the 1950s. 
In the first gathering of the plastic workers after the coup on November 8, 
1964, the interventor warned the 117 members that were present that he would 
not tolerate any subject other than the order of the day. From that moment on, 
it was prohibited to speak of religion, political ideology, and, above all, workers 
were not allowed to “attack the constituted powers.”13

likewise, the collective agreements debated in the Chemical Workers’ 
Union after the intervention came to be carried out with the bosses behind 
closed doors. The assemblies emptied out, and members sought the union only 
to request specific assistance. Yet the interventores’ tenure was not without 
resistance from the trade, and they encountered difficulties in their endeavors 
to gain workers’ trust. Workers pressured the new board to negotiate with 
management. Two months after the coup, the Brazilian Communist Party at-
tempted to reorganize themselves and to understand the “error” that their own 
leadership had supposedly committed. In a document apprehended by the 
political police (Deops), the Party registered that that the working classes had 
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repudiated the coup and that the May Day celebrations had been a “true failure 
and an evident manifestation of the rejection of the current government.”14

A little while later, in September 1964, it was suspected that Manoel 
Mantonhani, the former director of the Chemical Workers’ Union who had 
been identified as a “a fully active communist,” would be putting together a 
slate to run in the elections in the Union. For the political police, the commu-
nists were exercising their activities in a subterranean form. Mantonhani, like 
other militants in the Party, would have been observed distributing manifestos 
that were clandestinely passed from one person’s hands to the next. The pam-
phlets would have been in circulation in the bathrooms and entryways of fac-
tories and on the sidewalks in front of union headquarters. There were 
complaints that he also had been mounting a campaign against the Castello 
Branco government.15 These small yet courageous actions, such as the circula-
tion of pamphlets, clandestine meetings, participation in May Day demonstra-
tions, and attempts to reoccupy the unions indicate that many workers sought 
to understand the new historical conjuncture, to find the mean to reorganized, 
and to get around the repression installed soon after the coup.

The persecution of the leaders and militants of the trade union movement 
brought many to choose to flee. In March 1965, the assistant chief (delegado-
adjunto) of the political policing unit (Deops), Adipe Abmussi, requested the 
preventative detention of eight leaders of the Chemical Workers’ Unio: Adelço 
de Almeida, taken as a fugitive, Floriano Dezen, José Ferreira da Silva, Gabriel 
Alves Viana, Antônio Pereira da Mata, Júlio Ávila, Fidelcino Queiróz dos 
Santos e Manoel Mantonhani.16

The president forced out of the Union, Adelço de Almeida, remained 
underground between 1964-1967. During this period, he later described how 
he participated in the PCB dissidence under the leadership of Carlos 
Marighella. Yet he stated that he did not participate in the armed struggle, al-
leging that at that time he was rather well known, both within the movement 
and outside it, in addition to disagreeing with the various “fissures” occurring 
in left organizations. For Almeida, his entrance in the armed struggle would 
have exposed the group, since, if “he were to fall,” he argued, “lot of other 
people would fall, too.” In addition, he had managed to go three years without 
having been arrested, he added. Having made this decision, Almeida began to 
seek work, but he was not able to find a job in a factory. He found other means 
of making a living, however, selling books, for example, with the publisher 
editora Brasiliense, which had been founded by Caio Prado Junior.17
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other trade unionists also went though enormous difficulty to find new 
work. When Antônio Pereira da Mata, leader of the Chemical Workers, tried 
get his old job back at the Nitro Química company, management rejected him. 
He did manage, however, to negotiate an indemnity for having been fired and 
received his benefits and even received a letter of recommendation. In his view, 
this outcome was only possible thanks to his trajectory as a laborer, and to his 
being known as a “good worker.”18 

The Return of Union elections 

like most labor organizations that went through a government interven-
tion, voting to chose a new board for the Chemical Workers’ Union, after the 
Castello Branco government permitted the return of union elections, but this 
did not happen without tensions and internal disputes. Scheduled to occur in 
September 1965, two electoral slates were made up. The blues late was headed 
by Antônio Cyprian da Silva and Reynaldo dos Santos (then the interventor). 
The green slate, by contrast, contained names that were then still unknown in 
the union movement. They had been recruited by members of the board who 
had been forced out of Power. The objective was to seek out names of people 
who were not registered by the police, thus composing an opposition slate to 
that of the interventors.

Waldomiro Macedo, a worker in the Nitro Química plant, was one of 
these yet-unknown names. According to his testimony, he was recruited by 
militants of the PCB in his place of work. The meetings, assisted by the Party, 
were carried out clandestinely and in different locations, in order to get around 
repression.19 To the distaste of the authorities at the Ministry of labor and 
those in favor of maintaining the state interventors in power, the green slate 
won the election. For Macedo, who assumed the position of treasurer of the 
organization, his slate’s electoral victory had been possible thanks to workers’ 
strong rejection of state intervention in the union.20

For instance, Macedo narrated what transpired in the legal Department 
of the Union during the administration of the state interventors. According to 
him, in that period when a worker approached the headquarters of the orga-
nization to initiate proceedings to redress a labor dispute, the lawyers posed 
numerous question – in such a way as to make it difficult for the complainant 
to carry the case forward – in stark contrast with the era in which the organiza-
tion was led by militants of the communist party. At the beginning of the 
1960s, Macedo explained, under the old leadership “the worker arrived and 
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proceedings were initiated right away. The company would fire someone, and 
they thought up a story right away and came out swinging.” But, from the 
workers’ perspective, the new leaders were far less willing to fight for workers’ 
rights. Macedo continues, “The interventores did a kind of triage. The workers 
said that [these new leaders] were on the other side.”

For the Deops investigators, the victorious electoral slate represented a 
threat to the “order” established by the military. It was not only Deops who 
feared that the communist and nationalist leaders would return to the unions. 
In the early years of the Castello Branco administration, observers and sup-
porters of the regime, including some labor attachés and labor organizations 
from the United States, in addition to the Ministry of labor, expressed concern 
about distancing themselves from these more radical labor leaders. Thus, such 
organizations as the American Institute for the Development of Free Unionism 
(Iadesil) and the Cultural labor Institute (ICT) invested heavily in the training 
of new leaders who would be committed to supporting the new government 
and who valued what they called “free unionism,” a model promoted by trade 
unionism in the US during the Cold War (Corrêa, 2013). Nonetheless, al-
though at that moment Waldomiro Macedo represented the danger that mili-
tant communists might return to the leadership of the union, he remained as 
the head of the organization for most of the period of the dictatorship, pacify-
ing management and the state and keeping chemical workers away from the 
organization.

In a Deops document dated from August 19, 1964 based on reports from 
unidentified “collaborators”, police registered the actions of “elements directly 
linked to the Communist Party” in the factories of the city of São Paulo and 
the surrounding, working-class suburban area known as the “ABC.” In the 
Trol S/S toy factory located in Vila Anchieta, communist militants were seen 
having conversations with workers. The objective, this document asserted, was 
“to determine who the innocent individuals were of whom they could take 
advantage.” In another factory, also in the plastics industry, located in the 
Santo Amaro neighborhood in the South Zone of the city of São Paulo, an 
informant denounced the actions of three militants. These three individuals, 
the source emphasized, “were so active that they were worth ten.” They were: 
Adão José da Silva, Benedito Apolônio Fonseca, and Anísio Volpe. The first of 
these was said to have attended secret meetings of the Party and to have been 
responsible for transmitting information to the other two. Proof of these sup-
posed “subversive acts,” the police reported, could be found in the hands of 
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the interventor of the Union, who had taken a photograph of the documents 
and provided the negatives to the informant.21

In the company Atma Paulista, located in the lapa neighborhood in the 
West Zone of São Paulo, Deops investigators were notified that the militants 
Raimundo Coelho dos Santos, João Ferreira das Neves, and osmar Miguel de 
Souza, promoted “communist agitation” in the factories of the chemical and 
plastics sector, under the command of the director of the deposed Plastics 
Union, Miguel Pereira lima. lima was accused of preaching at the union meet-
ings “whatever the Party ordered him to.” According to the accusations, the 
leader had been a fugitive since April 1, the last day of the coup. He had made 
contact with his family several times, according to what his accuser claimed to 
have overhead in a conversation between the accused and his wife. lima’s wife 
had been instructed to say that her husband had been arrested, to avoid having 
people trying to find him.

Deops also registered the accusation that the worker Paulo Benicio de 
oliveira was determined to “catechize” the employees of Indústrias Reunidas 
Balila, locted in the neighborhood called Brooklin in the south zone of São 
Paulo. According to this denunciation, which clearly appears to have been 
made by an employee of the union, an “agitator” needed to have a “lesson in 
morality,” as the “collaborator” explained to the police: 

[Paulo Benicio de oliveira] is from the extreme left, and when interrogated he 
tries to claim that he is from the right, but in reality he’s from the left. He wants to 
do away with the Union interventor and with me as well, and he’s taking action to 
remove us from here and in the next elections to enter into the union leadership 
himself. He intends, once his is here, to invite the reds here again for each of them 
to take back their positions.22

The collaboration between agents of Deops and interventors/employees 
of the unions appear to have been quite advantages for all parties. on the one 
hand, the investigators had access and control of the unionists’, militants’, and 
workers’ movements. on the other hand, interventors sought to preserve their 
recently achieved positions in the organizations, making use of such strategies 
as denunciations to prevent the return of the former leaders. This climate of 
denunciations powerfully contributed to the spread of unease and mutual dis-
trust between the workers and rank and file militants within the factories, who 
feared the political persecution and the loss of their jobs.
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The effects of labor Politics on the Chemical Sector

Although Castello Branco had given assurances that labor politics in his 
new government would be completely favorable to workers’ social rights, his 
actions quickly showed his stance to be prejudicial to the working classes. To 
carry forth is economic development plan called the Government economic 
Action Program (PAeG), three measures were adopted to halt inflation: wage 
decreases, intervention in the decisions made during collective negotiations in 
the labor courts (Justiça do Trabalho), and the repression of the trade union 
movement.

With respect to labor, the installation of the civilian-military government 
bore a direct impact on the way the Ministry of labor and the Social Security 
office (MTPS) functioned. Concerning collective bargaining for example, the 
new law regulating labor action, the Strike Act (lei da Greve), law number 
4330 passed on June 1, 1964, attempted to make it as difficult as possible to 
categorize work stoppages as legal. Strikes carried out to force the payment of 
unpaid wages and improvement of work conditions were permitted, but the 
burdensome bureaucratic channels that the unions had to navigate made it 
hard for them to achieve recognition in the labor courts of the legality of these 
actions (Costa 1997, p.136). Such measures drastically diminished the number 
of movements in which workers could claim their rights.

After the coup, however, it was common for workers in the chemical and 
plastics industries to vote in favor of strikes, even though they knew that these 
actions would not occur. It was with law number 4725, passed on July 13, 
1965, that new rules for legal proceedings against collective action (dissídios) 
and complicated calculations to determine salary readjustments, the threat of 
a work stoppage became a strategy broadly used by labor unions with the in-
tention of accelerating the judicial process.

To compensate for measures taken to keep salaries from rising, the 
Castello Branco government announced some initiatives that supposedly 
aimed to benefit workers, such as the construction of housing projects financed 
by the National Housing Bank (BNH) and the law that permitted the monetary 
correction of indemnification payments authorized by the labor courts. late 
in 1966, the government also announced as a benefit the implantation of a 
system based on the Guarantee Fund for Time of Service (FGTS), which it 
offered in exchange for the previous policy that ensured job stability that a 
worker could gain based on his or her time in service. The introduction of the 
FGTS and the loss of job stability, however, dealt a new blow to workers. 
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Something that workers interpreted as an important achievement, the right to 
job stability after 10 years of service in the same company, had allowed many 
employees to fight for their rights without the risk of being fired. Removing 
the obligation from management to maintain the contract of a worker who 
had gained stability after a certain number of years of service caused an in-
crease in worker turnover and limited labor militancy.

Chemical and plastic workers, like workers in other industries, reacted 
against the loss of stability. In the Chemical Workers’ Union assemblies, mem-
bers put pressure on the leadership and suggested that they organize a petition 
against the loss of this right.23 Years later, a study carried out by the Inter-
Union Department of Statistics and Socioeconomic Studies (Dieese), published 
in 1971, showed the impact of the FGST system on the firing of workers in the 
chemical industry. Based on the results of the collective action of the Union, 
the survey concluded that the FGTS, from 1967 on, brought about a significant 
increase in the dismissal of chemical, pharmaceutical, and plastics workers in 
the years that followed.

Between 1968 and 1970, the number of persons fired in the sector in-
creased by 75%. The study also observed that 87% of workers employed during 
1969 had fewer than 10 years of service, and 68% of the total had fewer than 3 
years of work in the same company. In the plastics sector, stable employees 
were practically inexistent, while the petroleum industry in São Paulo still held 
the highest number of stable workers, 41%.24 In this period, the supply of jobs 
in the chemical, plastic, and pharmaceutical sector also decreased. This was 
due to increased automation and also to the large number of extra hours dur-
ing which workers were obligated to work to make up for their low wages.25

Chemical workers also debated in their union assemblies the wage policies 
of the Castello Branco government. To gain the support of the membership, 
union leaders complained about the decrees and laws designed to present or-
ganized action on the part of laborers. They also criticized the wage policies 
and the ways in which these were being carried out by the government. In the 
assemblies, union leaders said that downward wage adjustments represented 
a “true deterioration of wages.”26 Nonetheless, in their campaigns to raise 
wages, leaders advised the workers in their sector to demand that any salary 
adjustments follow the indices indicated by the National Council of Wage 
Police, acting together with workers in accordance with collective bargaining 
agreements. Taking issue with the way the negotiations carried by the union 
leadership were going, chemical workers asserted that the data provided by 
state agencies did not correspond to economic reality. In fact, the minister of 
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the Treasury, Delfim Netto, later admitted that official inflation data had been 
manipulated in 1973 and 1974, indicating that this practice might have been 
utilized by the regime in the earlier periods, as well (Almeida, 2011, p.133).

In 1967, a period when the workers’ movement began to organize itself 
again, 1,365 members of the Chemical Workers’ Union went to the organiza-
tion to elect new leaders. The blue electoral slate, headed by Augusto lopes, 
had the support of the then president of the organization, Waldomiro Macedo, 
who also was a member of group, and won a major victory with more than 
90% of the votes. other leaders from the previous administration remained in 
their positions.27 Soon after that, some recently appointed trade unionists be-
came involved in a corruption scandal. Those involved were Augusto lopes 
from the Chemical Workers’ Union, and Alcir Nogueira, leader of the 
Chemical Workers’ Union of Santo André, in addition to other leaderships 
from different entities. They were accused of having received tips from the US 
labor organization Iadesil and the International Federation of Chemical and 
Petroleum Workers. The accusation was made by Trajano José das Neves, the 
president of the Federation of Chemical Workers, an old leader of the Union 
of Chemical Workers of Santo André, know for his “pelega” activities – in other 
words, his cooptation by the government.

Although the infraction was never proven, news of his corruption scandal 
spread through all major newspapers, the case having been followed directly 
the minister of labor, Jarbas Passarinho (1967-1969) (Corrêa, 2013, p.170). 
When Augusto lopes had to explain the situation to the union members, he 
alleged that he had been the victim of slander by his “enemies in the union.”28 
Apparently, this was actually an internal dispute between leaders of the chemi-
cal workers of the ABC region in the suburbs of São Paulo and those from the 
city of São Paulo, who battled over the highest positions in the union.

The investigation of the corruption case in the paulista unions took place 
during a period when a new phase in the history of the Brazilian civilian-
military regime was beginning. For workers, 1968 was marked not only by 
their organizing a series of events by which they resisted the authoritarian 
politics of the regime, but also by the intensification of repression by the pass-
ing of Institutional Act number 5 (AI-5) on December 13 of that year. even 
the union leaders known as “pelegos” and supporters of the regime came to 
criticize the labor politics of the Costa e Silva presidential administration, and 
they organized the Inter-Union Anti-Wage Adjustment Movement (MIA). 
This was an attempt to mobilize the unions and to put pressure on the govern-
ment to adopt a more flexible set of policies to contain salaries. In an assembly 
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carried out at the Chemical Workers’ Union on July 5, 1968, the president 
Augusto lopes spoke of the creation of the MIA to the workers that were pres-
ent. He explained that the Movement received a great deal of criticism by the 
federal government and that it had been organized to “show the government 
the problems with law number 4725, the so-called ‘wage adjustment law (lei 
do arrocho),’ and with the continuation of this law and without the right to 
strike, no worker will be able to survive.”29

According to Fernando Almeida, these conservative leaderships saw in 
the Movement a bargaining chip in negotiations with the authorities (Almeida, 
1982, p.22). The opposition electoral slates – formed by old leaders of the PCB 
and of the General Command of Workers (CGT), a union organization that 
was demobilized after the coup, and also by new militants who initiated the 
opposition within the unions – had participated in the MIA.30 It is likely that 
“pelego” union leaders, in seeking strategies to maintain their positions, saw 
movements like the MIA as an opportunity to move closer to the “base” and 
at the same time to forge relationships with the Ministry of labor and with 
employers. Thus, they attempted to play a “double” game, inciting workers to 
fight for their rights, and at the same time attending public assemblies and 
private meetings with representatives of management and members of the 
Ministry.

With the strict repression of the union movement undertaken by the gov-
ernments of Castello Branco and Costa e Silva, workers stopped attending 
union meetings. Periodic arrests, interrogations, and torture, later system-
atized by the agents of repression, intimidated workers. The first assembly of 
the Chemical Workers of São Paulo carried out before the passage of AI-5 was 
limited to the discussion of only of an increase in the monthly membership 
fee.31 In one assembly in 1969, the Chemical Workers’ Union had just 14 work-
ers. Still, that same year, the Chemical Workers’ Union was called to a meeting 
to deliberate the outbreak of a strike. Around 150 employees attended, a num-
ber that is especially expressive if one considers the climate of repression, but 
that is insufficient to make up the quorum defined by the Strike law number 
4330.32

Workers and the Armed Struggle: Virgílio Gomes da Silva

If the worlds of labor have been little explored by researchers interested 
in understanding the period of the Civilian-Military Dictatorship, one could 
say that even less attention has been paid the participation of workers in the 



larissa Rosa Corrêa

14 Revista Brasileira de História, vol. 34, no 67

armed struggle and its relationships with the militants coming from other 
social sectors.33 Similarly, these studies have assigned little importance to the 
specificities of union and worker militancy and its connections to other social 
movements. How many workers participated in direct actions against the mili-
tary regime without, however, having been identified as worker-militants in 
the collective memory of the regime? The trajectory of Virgílio Gomes da Silva, 
a militant worker associated with the Chemical Workers’ Union in the pre-
1964 era and persecuted by the Dictatorship in the years that followed, fur-
nishes useful evidence of the nature of these relationships.

While most leaders restricted their action to the unions and the working 
class sought means to survive the factory exploitation to which it was submit-
ted, other, some workers experienced more radical options for fighting the 
authoritarian regime. This was the case for Virgílio, who today stands as one 
of the most important symbols of the struggle and of resistance in the chemical 
sector. Born on August 15, 1933 in Rio Grande do Norte, Virgílio was another 
one of the thousands of northeastern migrants who chose the city of São Paulo 
as their destination. While still very young, Virgílio passed though numerous 
jobs until he arrived at the Chemical Workers’ Union, where he worked as an 
bookkeeper in the sub-headquarters in São Miguel (Pimenta; Teixeira, 2009).

In the organization, Virgílio became politicized, and he began to develop 
into a militant. He participated in the great strikes that took place in the 1950s 
and the beginning of the 1960s. With the outbreak of the coup, Virgílio had to 
flee but was arrested for his political and union activities. When he was freed 
in october 1964, he went into exile in Uruguay. He soon returned to Brazil, 
however, with the objective of taking up his political activities again. Among 
the unionists, he was known as a “great fighter” and was admired even by the 
“pelegos” who were then in control of the union leadership after the coup.34

A little while later, Virgílio joined the so-called Communist Group of São 
Paulo, created by Marighella, which generated the National liberating Action 
(AlN). In São Miguel, Virgílio lead a dissidence in the PCB. It was then that 
he came to use the alias “Jonas” and opted for armed action to combat the 
Dictatorship. His choice also implied the necessity to lead a clandestine life, 
far from his family, just like the many others who opted for this manner of 
fighting the military regime. Virgílio was one of the first militants of the AlN 
sent to Cuba for military training, and he remained there until 1968. Among 
the various “expropriations” in which he participated, Virgílio became best 
known for the largest and most controversial armed actions: the kidnapping 
of the US Ambassador, Charles Burke elbrick, in 1969.35
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In the film, O que é isso companheiro?, released in english as Four Days 
in September, directed by Bruno Barreto and based on the book written by 
Fernando Gabeira, the way in which Virgílio was portrayed angered his com-
rades and those who knew him well, as well as specialists on this topic.36 In the 
film, Virgílio appears as an ignorant man, authoritarian and truculent with his 
colleagues. As Marcelo Ridenti observed, in order to create a character that 
would contrast with the naïve militant, the revolutionary journalist inspired 
by Gabeira himself, the filmmakers created the role of the “supervillain based 
on the militant Jonas [Virgílio], who has all of the defects of the Russian ban-
dits in films of the Cold War: calculating, insensitive, treacherous, and resent-
ful of the youth…” (Reis Filho, 1997, p.28).

Virgílio was captured on September 29, 1969 by agents of operação 
Bandeirantes (oban), a paramilitary information and investigation center es-
tablished by the Brazilian Army. He was taken by the team of captain Benoni 
de Arruda Albernaz to the headquarters of the DoI Codi, another organ of 
repression. There, Virgílio was brutally tortured. His wife and his brother 
Francisco Gomes da Silva were forced to witness all of the barbarity that he 
suffered. The violence was so intense that he did not survive two uninterrupted 
hours of torture. According to a report sent to the bishops of Brazil in 1973, 
his blood was seen as the “glory of the torturers” and displayed for the other 
political prisoners as one of the greatest achievements of the military personnel 
from that unit. His body has still not been found today. It is possible that he 
was clandestinely buried in the Vila Formosa cemetery, in the west zone of the 
city of São Paulo (Sindicato… 29 set. 2009).

Yet, as we know, Virgílio was not the only worker tortured and killed by 
the organs of repression of the Dictatorship. Another example involves the 
case of olavo Hansen, a chemical worker in the ABC region of São Paulo and 
a member of the Trotskyist Revolutionary Workers’ Party (PoRT), who was 
arrested during the celebrations of May Day in 1970. He was accused of dis-
tributing flyers considered “subversive.” He died of renal failure caused by the 
ingestion of a highly toxic chemical product, after having been subjected to 
interminable torture sessions. (Pereira Neto, 2013). Aloísio Palhano, another 
example, was a bank clerk and union leader of his trade. He was removed from 
his position as soon as the military came to power and was eventually perse-
cuted by the organs of government repression. He went into exile in Cuba, but 
he returned to Brazil in 1970 clandestinely, joining the organization Popular 
Revolutionary Vanguard (VPR). There are reports that he was arrested in 1971, 
in São Paulo. His body, to this day, has not been found.37
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In addition to these cases, Joaquim Alencar de Seixas, who worked in the 
mechanical section of Varig airlines, was arrested with his son, Ivan Akselrud 
Seixas, who was 16 years of age at the time. Joaquim was assassinated in 1971 
within the DoI-Codi building. In many reports about deaths and disappear-
ances carried out by the military regime, the name Joaquim Seixas does not 
appear as identified as a worker, but only as a militant in the armed struggle. 
IN 1964, he was an employee of Petrobrás and was a militant in the union 
movement. Persecuted, Seixas had his house staked out several times, as also 
occurred with his comrades in the struggle. He was fired without receiving any 
indemnification and faced difficulties finding a new job, since he name was 
registered in the infamous “black lists” created and circulated among compa-
nies. Many other workers lived through the same situation. 

“Pelegos” and Workers’ Demands

like other workers’ organization in rural areas and in cities in the course 
of the 1970s, the leadership of the Chemical Workers’ Union sought to attract 
workers by offering them different types of assistance, like doctor’s and dental 
visits, summer camps, scholarships, and sewing courses. Another way of con-
vincing workers of the importance of the union was to attach the organization 
to the offering of public and bureaucratic services. The investment in offering 
assistance, however, was not sufficient to expand the number of union mem-
bers. In 1970s, a period of major expansion in the chemical and pharmaceutical 
industry in the São Paulo region, the president of the Chemical Workers’ 
Union, Waldomiro Macedo, called on the 40,000 workers in the sector to par-
ticipate in the union’s activities. only 7,000 were members.

With the installation of new factories, most of them multinational, the 
ranks of chemical and pharmaceutical workers grew considerably. even so, 
workers participated little in the political life of the union. Waldomiro Macedo, 
however, decided, with relative autonomy, on where the extra resources would 
be spent, and most of these resources were directed toward the expansion of 
social assistance activities of the organization. In addition, the high turnover 
in the chemical sector was a disincentive for workers to join the union.

Since the unions were prevented from claiming wage increases beyond the 
indexes imposed by the government, the complaints focused on work condi-
tions. In 1971, the union launched a campaign for hazard pay, considering that 
the largest problems in the chemical sector were caused by numerous substances 
that were dangerous for workers in contact with them. Hazard pay was assured 
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by the Consolidation of labor laws (ClT) and varied according the degree of 
danger involved in the tasks carried out by the worker. The union encouraged 
workers in the sector to seek out the union in order to denounce the terrible 
conditions in their workplaces. The claims for their right to hazard pay was a 
demand frequently directed from the Juridical Department of the Union to the 
Ministry of labor. The benefit would be delayed for years and even a decade, 
however, as occurred with the workers in United Industries Francisco Matarazzo, 
which waited for a decision from the labor court for 10 years.38

Another right that workers called for in the 1970s was job security for 
pregnant woman. Workers in the sector demanded that this benefit would be 
in effect from the moment she notified her employer of her pregnancy to 6 
months after the birth. In an assembly that met on September 13, 1974, the 
organization’s lawyer Almir Pazzianotto, later the minister of labor (1985-
1988) during the José Sarney presidential administration, spoke with his as-
sociates about the importance of women in the life of the union. According to 
him, this was evident in the number of women present at that very meeting. 
For the lawyer, female workers were not just “an element of adornment and 
beauty”; women should have an active role in the organizing workers in the 
sector.39 During that period, women represented more than half of the workers 
in the chemical industry. They confronted all sorts of problems, such as receiv-
ing lower wages than men who performed the same jobs as them, the dearth 
of daycare services for their children, and the lack of time to take care of do-
mestic tasks and work at the same time. For this reason, most women workers 
did not manage to participate in union activities.

Among the varied bureaucratic tasks and providing assistance to workers, 
the chemical workers’ organization also concerned itself with organizing work-
ers’ congresses, many of which took place on the beaches of the coast of the 
state of São Paulo. The events attracted a great deal of interest from the agents 
of Deops, who most often described what took place at these labor conferences 
with in a calm and unperturbed manner. Union leaders became involved in the 
construction of a new union headquarters, which was inaugurated in 1977. 
later, during the process of redemocratization in Brazil, the same location be-
came the stage for meetings and important gatherings for social movements.

The Formation of the Chemical Workers’ Union opposition

Repudiating the dictatorial regime and the exploitation of their bosses, 
some activists decided to participate in the life of the union to seek greater 
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representation in conflicts with their employers and to reoccupy the space that 
the organization had lost since 1964. Having forged ties with Catholic Base 
Communities (Comunidades eclesiais de Base da Igreja Católica) and the va-
riety of social movements that emerged in the periphery of the city of São Paulo 
in the second half of the 1970s, these militants had a critical vision of the trade 
union tradition from before 1964. Unionization, just like active participation 
in assemblies, were the forms that these workers found to show their disen-
chantment with the performance of the union’s board. Gradually, dissonant 
voices began to be heard in the assemblies. In the middle of 1978, one can 
observe certain changes in the relationship between the leadership and the 
membership. From this time forward, assemblies ceased to be mere bureau-
cratic rituals. For Aloizio Marcadante, 1978 can be understood as the moment 
when the union struggle “began its rebirth in the Chemical Workers’ Union, 
thanks to the growing participation of workers and the emergence of a group 
of new militants that would form the opposition” (Mercadante, 1985).

Curiously, despite ideological differences and the rejection of the union 
structure, this new militancy utilized a strategy similar to that of the pre-1964 
PCB, acting “from the inside” of the union to fight against the “pelega” board 
and making the very union structure into space of struggle. Inspired by the 
wave of strikes organized in the late 1970s by the Metalworkers’ Union of São 
Bernardo do Campo led by luiz Inácio lula da Silva, or simply lula, working 
men and women from the chemical and pharmaceutical sector came to orga-
nized themselves both in and outside the union. labor militancy was con-
structed and organized on the basis of the social relationships that grew in 
neighborhoods and in the course of daily life of workers outside their factories. 
Interfactory committees, organized in the south zone of São Paulo, are an 
example of this type of articulation, identifying combative workers from a 
variety of different trades. In this process, the opposition formed by the met-
alworkers’ union of São Paul played a decisive role because, among other rea-
sons, many metal factories were located near chemical factories. This 
geographical proximity made viable the intense exchange between workers in 
both of these sectors (Batistoni, 2010).

Waldomiro Macedo, feeling pressure from young militants who, little by 
little, had been gaining the support of workers in factories in different regions, 
sought to co-opt these new leaderships as a strategy to maintain their positions. 
The board thus felt an obligation to take more progressive positions and to 
allow space for the participation of these dissidents in the union. Under the 
impact of the great strike carried out by metalworkers in the ABC region and 
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in the capital city, the board of the Chemical Workers’ Union came to criticize 
the supposed apathy of workers in that industry. In an assembly carried out 
on october 24, 1978, August lopes declared that he was “surprised by the 
small number of members present at the meeting, at precisely this phase in 
which workers are more aware of their rights.” The leader demanded better 
salaries and cited as an example the struggle of workers in the ABC. He then 
criticized the lack of freedom to unionize, given that the legislation did not 
allow the board of the union to pass a proposal for a work stoppage alleging 
that their decision had to be called for by the membership.40

In 1978, the union’s leadership completely changed their position with 
respect to the National Confederation of Workers in Industry (CNTI), pre-
sided over by Ari Campista, one of the greatest “pelegos” in the history of the 
labor movement. After decades in an alliance with the largest and most power-
ful labor organization in the country, the union eventually denounced the 
organization for its collaboration with the dictatorial government.41 In incor-
porating certain rules created by the union opposition movements, the leader-
ship of the Chemical Workers’ Union sought to maintain control of the 
organization and to minimize the role of the young leaderships that had begun 
to gain importance. In repeatedly using the pronoun “we,” the union leader-
ship wanted to reinforce the sense of collectivity and unity in the organization, 
trying to avoid any kind of dissidence and to attract workers from the 
opposition. During this period, the newspaper of the organization came to 
publish more combative content vis-à-vis abusive bosses.

In April 1979, the newspaper The Chemical Worker could not ignore the 
strike movement lead by lula, which broke out in factories throughout the 
ABC region. In a story entitled, “The power is great with the machine stopped” 
accompanied by a photograph of lula delivering a speech to the workers, the 
union declared its support for the strike and participated in public acts of 
protest against the intervention of the organization of Metalworkers of São 
Bernardo do Campo.42 The assemblies took on a permanent character with the 
objective of debating questions related to workers in the industry and the labor 
movement, only failing to carry out only the bureaucratic procedures as they 
were formerly done.

During the process of the softening of the civilian-military regime, the 
leadership eventually adopted most of the campaigns of the workers’ struggle. 
These demands came connected to the movement for the redemocratization 
of the country. The union came to support, for example, the fight for amnesty 
for political prisoners. In the following years, the Chemical Workers’ 
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opposition continued to grow. each year, the group recruited a greater num-
ber of sympathizers and allies, timidly winning small internal disputes within 
the union and organizing in factories until, finally, managing to organize a 
slate and defeating Waldomiro Macedo in 1983.

Final Considerations

The analysis of the historical trajectory of the Chemical Workers’ Union 
has allowed us to observe the actions of trade unionists who were persecuted 
after the installation of the civilian-military government and the process of the 
return of union elections in 1965. In this period, the efforts to that workers and 
PCB militants undertook to reorganize themselves to reoccupy the trade union 
organizations at the beginning of the Casello Branco administration are par-
ticularly noteworthy. To understand this process, one can observe the impor-
tance of what were known as “small tasks,” such as sending around flyers or 
participation in clandestine meetings, for instance, considering the risks that 
these militants ran in their struggle against authoritarianism and police repres-
sion. When their names came to appear on the “black lists” they hardly were 
able to exercise their trades. Beyond the financial difficulties of being black 
listed, these workers had to confront the risks of torture and death, as occurred 
with Virgílio Gomes da Silva.

Nonetheless, we still need to know how many men and women workers 
suffered, either directly or indirectly, the abuses of the dictatorial regime, and 
what form these abuses took. A systematic accounting of the relationship be-
tween the economic policies of the Dictatorship and authoritarianism within 
private companies, as well as the exponential growth in the number of work-
place accidents and health problems, remains to be carried out. Recent publica-
tions, as well as the events organized to debate the 50 year anniversary of the 
coup, make clear the dearth of analyses that treat workers’ reactions to the 
dictatorial regime and that take into consideration the choices workers made 
based on the conditions to which they were subjected.

Based on the reports of the political police, interviews with labor leaders, 
and documentation from the union, one can also observe workers’ reactions 
to the economic and labor policies of the Castello Branco government and 
workers’ rejection of the government interventores within the union. These 
analyses can contribute to an effort to deconstruct the conventional idea, com-
monly shared among different political groups, that workers did not react to 
the civilian-military coup. In examining the principal aspects of the labor 
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policy initiated by the Castello Branco government, I sought to analyze the 
impact of these changes in the labor conditions in the chemical industry, show-
ing how the implantation of the FGTS led to the firing of thousands of workers 
in that sector, in addition to generating a high turnover rate and distancing 
workers from the trade union movement. This process was even more accentu-
ated with Brazil’s economic development measures that culminated with the 
“economic miracle,” known in workers’ bitter memory by the famous quota-
tion by Delfim Neto, the minister of the Treasury during the Medici adminis-
tration (1969-1973), “to make the cake bigger to be able then to share it.”

Finally, one can observe the actions of the union led by the “pelegos” after 
the coup and even until the end of the 1970s, demonstrating the how members’ 
relationship with the organization developed. This research thus seeks to add 
to the few works in the Brazilian historiography on the role of these leaders, 
showing how they were exposed to pressure from base movements and from 
workers who were dissatisfied with the direction that social and economic 
policy has taking. From the second half of the 1970s on, the calm and tightly 
controlled routine that characterized the union’s time under its president 
Waldomiro Macedo began to change because of the actions of young militants 
and workers who strategically decided to associate themselves with the union 
and occupy the bureaucratic apparatus to promote labor organizing within 
their sector. At this time of internal disputes within the union, which did not 
necessarily take the form of open conflict, one can recognize that the old lead-
ership tried to appropriate the movement as a way of guaranteeing that they 
would remain in their positions. Nonetheless, this strategy did not prevent the 
opposition from continuing to fight for the organization with their electoral 
slate with which they were able to compete with the old leadership. The victory 
of the opposition in 1983 marked a new phase in the history of the organiza-
tion of paulista chemical workers. 
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NoTeS

1 A preliminary version of this article can be found in the commemorative book, Químicos 
de São Paulo: 80 anos de lutas e conquistas (1933-2013), 2013.
2 I use the expressions “civilian-military coup” and “civlilian-military dictatorship” to em-
phasize the participation of civilian sectors in the process through which João Goulart’s 
government was destroyed, as well as the activities of groups within the ministries and ad-
ministrative organs of the regime. I am thus following the mode of thinking introduced by 
the classical study on this subject by DReIFUSS (1981), also considering the more recent 
historiographical debates provoked by the researchers Daniel Aarão Reis, Carlos Fico, Sa-
manta Quadrat and Denise Rolemberg, among others, although I believe that these con-
cepts still call for greater definition.
3 Among the points raised on the Working Group’s research agenda are: 1) an initial inquiry 
into which unions suffered invasions and government intervention during the coup and 
the period that followed; 2) an investigation into how many and which union leaders were 
removed from their jobs (cassados/as) by the dictatorship; 3) which and how many union 
leaders suffered immediate arrest immediately after the coup; 4) an inquiry into the de-
struction of the documentary record and the physical patrimony of union organizations; 5) 
an investigation of arrests, torture, and assassinations of union leaders and labor militants, 
both urban and rural; 6) the connections between companies and repression, among other 
things. See: http://trabalhadoresgtcnv.org.br/; Accessed on March 10, 2014.
4 A representative example of the dearth of analyses on the trade union movement and the 
role of workers in studies dedicated to the period of the Civilian-Military Dictatorship can 
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be observed in an edited volume recently organized ReIS, RIDeNTI and MoTTA (2014). 
The only article dedicated to the topic in this volume concerns the new unionism period.
5 The work of NeGRo (2004) is one of the few studies that analyze the actions of unions 
and workers beyond the strikes of 1968 and 1978. See also: RoDRIGUeS, 1998. 
6 There is an extensive bibliography on the period of new unionism. See: MARoNI, 1982; 
ABRAMo, 2000; RoDRIGUeS, 1999.
7 on the history of the Sindicato dos Químicos and of workers in that sector in São Paulo, 
see: TRoYANo, 1978; FoNTeS, 1997; 2008.
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