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ABSTRACT

How do we dispute the given meanings of monuments, destabilize their foundations and 
create alternative grammars to restore meaning and agency to the collective memory? 
This essay presents reflections on the dispute over representations of power, especially 
in relation to the emancipation of politics, identities and struggles for human rights that 
have been dismantled and cynically shelved by the criminal governments on the rise in the 
Global South in the last decade.
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For the master’s tools will never dismantle the master’s house. 
They may allow us temporarily to beat him at his own game, 
but they will never enable us to bring about genuine change.1 

1 • Introduction 

“It is an attack on civilization,” exclaimed Victor Brecheret Filho on September 30, 
2016 in an interview2 about the intervention carried out the previous morning on the 
“Monumento às Bandeiras” (Monument to the Flags). This sculpture was designed by his 
father, Victor Brecheret, in 1920, and installed for the celebrations of the 400th Anniversary 
of the founding of the City of São Paulo in 1953. Of unknown authorship, the action 
consisted of covering the granite monument with pink, yellow and turquoise latex paint 
and was broadcast by the media during the televised debate between candidates for mayor 
of São Paulo the night before the municipal elections. On the occasion, actions targeting 
the “Borba Gato” statue, by Júlio Guerra, erected in 1963, and the building of the State 
Department of Education, inaugurated in 1894 as the headquarters of the Escola Normal 
Caetano de Campos, were also carried out.

Described as everything from a disgrace to barbarity, the intervention outraged the 
population and the officials responsible for the maintenance of public heritage. After the 
intervention that took place on the eve of the 2016 elections, it took about 10 days to clean 
the “Monumento às Bandeiras”. A specific chemical for granite had to be used, which was 
followed by the use of pressure washers.

In a statement to the press,3 the then director of the Office of Historical Heritage, an agency 
of the Municipal Department of Culture of São Paulo, highlighted the damage to the 
sculpture caused by such actions. He believes that the cleaning process poses a risk to the 
work, as its layers are damaged each time it is cleaned: “I’m outraged and upset. It’s sad to 
see our public heritage being damaged. We keep cleaning it and the monument gets more 
and more damaged. Soon, there won’t be any stone left.”

2 • Monuments, power and coloniality

Aníbal Quijano and Immanuel Wallerstein4 describe the world-system concept as the 
configuration of a historical pattern of power in which social and political relations are 
the result of the interrelation of fragmented and conflicting networks of dominance. 
This concept helps us understand the fundamental structuring of history in the Latin 
American context based on the dialectic complementarity of the dynamics between 
colonizers and the colonized.5 This modern/colonial notion gives rise to a series of 
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relationships and institutions of domination and exploitation that extend from the 
European Middle Ages to the present day.

Monuments, flags, the state and its insignia are all fundamental records of the ideas of the 
project for the future and the progress of the modern/colonial process. We can associate 
the consolidation of these images with the establishment of frameworks of subjectivity 
and collective memory aimed at perceiving a total, linear and hegemonic world. Here, it is 
important to emphasize that the coloniality of power, a term coined by Aníbal Quijano,6  
includes processes that reproduce the logic of oppression, domination and exploitation and 
that go beyond the sphere of political-economic power and lead to the colonization of the 
imaginary. Thus, memory and monuments, especially in the Latin American context, were 
constituted through processes of continuous and permanent epistemological violence.

3 • Documents-monuments 

To reflect on the dispute over the meaning of a monument, a brief digression is first needed 
to recognize, in the practice of building such works, how monuments are configured as 
devices of the coloniality of power in their territories of insertion. We should assimilate 
them as images that perform memorial and educational functions in cities. It is understood 
that every monument has intrinsic and mutual elements of civilization and barbarity.7  
Monuments are, therefore, elements of transmission, allegories of a triumphant notion 
of continuity and historical evolution, “spoils whose function is to confirm, illustrate and 
validate the superiority of the powerful.”8 Once we understand the documents-monuments 
as images of this modern/colonial culture-barbarism diptych, we can move on to the 
question of the purposes of their constitution.

According to Georges Didi-Huberman,9 in the European origins of monuments as we 
know them today,10 we see that they are perceived as a kind of common good: the use 
of the term imago and its approximation to the ideas of possession and restitution evoke 
a “genealogical and honorific transmission function” of the images produced by death 
masks.11 This was when monuments (from the Latin word monumentum: memorial, 
building or even tomb) appeared; they were initially attributed to individuals and private 
funeral memorials and closely linked to this notion of image. Furthermore, in ancient 
Europe, another category of monuments also emerged as an advertisement of power, a 
symbolic device of domination or a product of the interests of groups or associations, 
which were usually of a commemorative and testimonial nature and that evoked pasts 
and perpetuated memories (voluntarily or involuntarily). The two classes of monuments, 
however, share the purpose of ensuring the strategic survival of memories of modernity 
and, above all, images of civilization – and barbarity.

In general, monuments, museums, galleries and cultural spaces, their collections, 
exhibitions and constituent and associated documents, as well as universities, their 

133



FILING THE STONE, WASHING THE FLAG

Sur - International Journal on Human Rights

buildings and the discipline of the history of images (and art, by extension) can be 
understood as a fundamental part of a set of institutions that are responsible for structuring 
and maintaining stable and homogeneous memories and social representations. Mastering 
the narratives and images of a given territory, culture and society, especially in the Global 
South, was (and still is) vital to the organization of modern states.12 Such institutions 
and disciplines occupy contradictory and complex positions. This makes it essential to 
understand how they are connected and operate, given that “they are important because 
they still maintain a symbolic position apparently supported by democratic culture, at the 
heart of which lies the very notion of citizenship.”13

How, then, do we restore emancipatory meaning to monuments? This is mainly an 
exercise of finding, in the instability of its given meanings, the possibility of manipulating 
and creating another grammar and other meanings and agencies – ones that are not 
based on the idea of completeness or even returning some privilege or private right to 
someone or to a social group. This devolution of meaning does not entail appropriation 
or possession, nor reproducing the structure of dominance; but it does necessarily 
question its assumptions. It is precisely about reaffirming the instability of the strategies 
of dominance and hegemony in power, desecrating the power of its representations and 
returning the possibility of use and collective agency to whomever is entitled to it. It 
involves reconfiguring memory and renouncing narrative rigidity, while stripping “[...] 
devices – all devices – of the possibility of use that they themselves captured. Desecrating 
what cannot be desecrated is the political task of generations to come.”14 

4 • Restitution (1)

Officially opened in March 1970, the headquarters of Paço das Artes’15 were located 
in the vicinity of the University of São Paulo for many years. Owned by the Butantan 
Institute, the building was requisitioned at the end of 2015 to make way for laboratories 
and a factory that produces vaccines against dengue fever, an epidemic that had reached 
alarming levels that year.

To mark the end of activities in the Paço das Artes building, one last event was held at the 
venue, which included a presentation by the group Ilú Obá De Min16 and an intervention 
by an artist from Minas Gerais, Néle Azevedo.

Initially developed by Néle Azevedo in 2001 for the thesis of her Master in Visual 
Arts degree from the Institute of Arts of Universidade Estadual Paulista, the series 
of interventions entitled “Minimum Monument”17 are characterized by an ephemeral 
action that subverts the very foundational notions of monuments: it is a record of 
memory; a small, temporary, itinerant document made up of anonymous bodies – as 
opposed to the grandiose solidity of the stone and the heroes of history found in major 
public monuments. According to the artist herself,18 until 2004, the interventions 
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consisted of one or two ice sculptures placed in different locations of the cities that 
would melt and disappear over time. From 2005 onwards, Azevedo began concentrating 
small anonymous bodies of ice in one place, deliberately chosen in the urban space, and 
also allowed them to melt over time. She relied on the collaboration of volunteers to 
make ice sculptures from ready-made moulds.

The document generated by Néle Azevedo’s intervention focuses on the experience of 
participants and spectators and, therefore, on audio-visual recordings of the action. The 
proposed action does not allude to the great heroes of Western modern/colonial history, 
as indicated by the call for volunteers to help carry out the intervention in March 2016:

In an act that lasts a few minutes, the monument’s official canons 
are reversed: in the place of the hero, the anonymous; in place of the 
solidity of the stone, the ephemeral process of the ice; instead of the 
grandiose scale of the monument, the minimal scale of perishable 
bodies. [...] It loses its static condition to gain fluidity in urban 
displacement and the changing state of the water. They focus on 
small sculptures of small men, ordinary men.19

These minimal documents-monuments, created through the inversion of perspective, 
not only capture the reciprocity of culture-barbarism, but also seize this place and 
make it a permanent message between the lines. At the limit of becoming a damnatio 
memoriae sentence,20 Azevedo’s intervention restores the remains to the public sphere, 
performing a gesture similar to the montages of the German filmmaker Harun Farocki, 
interpreted by Didi-Huberman as “[taking] from the institutions what they do not 
want to show – the rubbish, refuse, the forgotten or censored images – to return them 
to those to whom they belong – that is, the ‘public’, the community, the citizens.”21

At the final event at the Paço das Artes, the “Minimum Monument” (and the presentation 
of the group Ilú Obá De Min) creates a monument to erasure, that of the life-cycle of a 
public space. Azevedo staged her intervention on the building’s staircase and started at 2 pm 
on March 16, 2016. The audience accompanied the intervention, performed with 1,000 ice 
sculptures that lasted only a few minutes due to the blazing sun, as a sort of ritual, a gesture 
that the artist herself described as political/aesthetic.
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5 • Restitution (2)

Founder and leader of the “Cambio 90” party, the Japanese-Peruvian engineer and 
mathematician Alberto Kenya Fujimori won his first presidential election in Peru in 1990 
with the slogan “Honradez, Tecnología, Trabajo” (Honour, Technology and Work”). The 
candidate, until then little known, would also win the following elections, held after a 
broad constitutional crisis shook the country and he enacted a self-coup with the support of 
the Armed Forces. The coup involved the organization of a new Constituent Assembly, the 
dissolution of Congress, taking control of the media, the persecution of opposition groups 
and people, and systematic human rights violations.

Fujimori enjoyed high approval ratings up until the middle of his second term. The silence, 
fear and even widely disseminated discourses of apathy towards politics was finally broken 
at the end of the decade. Several social mobilizations, from 1996 on, were guided precisely 
by the exercise of imagination of other forms of the public sphere. One or a few protests, 
actions or uprisings alone are not enough to establish a shared notion of a democratic 
society: it is through continuity and permanent vigilance that alternative collective and 
public consciousnesses are forged.

The public imaginary was established as a crucial battleground for Peruvian social 
movements, especially in the last year of Fujimori’s decade-long dictatorship. Disputing 

Documentation of the media coverage of the work “Minimum Monument.” 
Archives provided by the artist Néle Azevedo.
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control of national symbols led to an individual and collective liberating process for Peruvian 
citizens that went beyond the established notions of nation and state. The critical trigger for 
the intensification of protests was the successive corruption scandals, political persecution 
and especially the fraud used by Fujimori to get re-elected for the third time in April 2000.

The first performance that inaugurated the work of the Colectivo Sociedad Civil, a group 
formed by Peruvian artists who played a key role in the year 2000, took place precisely at the 
end of the first round of the national elections: equipped with candles, crucifixes and black 
fabric, a large group of artists proposed to hold a long, formal funeral ceremony for the Fujimori 
government in front of the Oficina Nacional de Procesos Electorales (ONPE, National Office 
of Electoral Processes). Local and international media outlets broadcast footage from the 
protest, which stimulated the group to continue staging actions and developing its language. 

From that moment on, the members of the Colectivo, in collaboration with other groups 
and movements, began to develop public strategies to mobilize and transform the national 
imaginary. Among the highly impactful performances that began on the eve of the second 
round of the 2000 elections was “Lava la bandera” (Washing the flag),22 a collective and 
collaborative ritual for the symbolic and affective cleansing of the national flag. For weeks 
after the first national cleansing rituals were held in a public square, in May 2000, several 
autonomous, independently organized and equally political reinterpretations were recorded 
in public squares in other Peruvian and foreign cities.

The weekly repetition of the ritual of washing the national flags with water, soap and red 
basins throughout the year produced an image of rescuing the national identity that had been 
hijacked by the Fujimori dictatorship. Variations of the subjection of these symbols of power 
to the daily gesture of being washed, hung up on large clotheslines stretched across public 
squares and drying in the wind soon appeared, some incorporating military uniforms and 
robes. The repetition of the gesture and the collective and daily incorporation of the protest 
in a common and ordinary way by the people also indicate the importance of the need for a 
long restitution of citizens’ kidnapped identities in individual and collective spheres. One of 
the Colectivo’s founding members sums up the country’s ritualization process as follows:

But such surprising political effectiveness is rooted in pre-existing 
moral authority, the symbolic capital accumulated from the 
sacrificial energy of thousands of washing rituals. The collective 
identification matrix at work here is both religious and patriotic. 
A domestic, daily, locally made religiosity, which is almost 
irreverently pop in its liturgical informality, but no less sublime 
for it. It is through its accessibility and immediacy that Lava la 
bandera ritualizes the country. (God moves among the pails. And 
the soaps). Perhaps this is where its ability to become registered 
in a distinct mnemonic record, in the emotional memory of a 
citizenship under construction, comes from.23 
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At the end of that year, the accumulation of accusations of corruption and human rights 
violations led Fujimori to take refuge in Japan, where he stayed until he was captured in 
Chile in 2005. Back in 2000, Colectivo Sociedad Civil organized an act to finalize the 
cycle of cleaning and cure. With the change of government, the flags would be clean again: 
the call was one of celebration, and for the flags to be ironed, folded, handed over to the 
new government and stored so that they could be maintained and cared for, until further 
cleansing is necessary to uphold democracy.

6 • Conclusion 

The director of the Office of Historical Heritage’s fear that Brecheret’s sculpture in São 
Paulo will be filed down to the floor until there is no more stone left because of the recurring 
need for restoration reminds us, in an inverted and accidental way, of the artistic/political 
gestures of Néle Azevedo’s “Minimum Monument” and “Lava la Bandera” by the Colectivo 
Sociedad Civil.

The repeated polishing of the stone points to a possible path for understanding the ritualistic 
and permanent exercise of reappropriating democracy. The dispute for representations of 
power – and the politicization of these images – can help reinforce demands for emancipatory 
policies, identities and struggles for human rights that have been dismantled and cynically 
shelved by the rhetoric of the criminal governments on the rise in the Global South.

Here, it is interesting to imagine that perhaps the emergence of another society, or 
another democratic agreement, will only be possible when the ruining of the monolithic 
and impenetrable documents-monuments that structure cities, politics and memory is 

Media coverage of the actions of the Coletivo Sociedad Civil. 
Archives provided by artist Claudia Coca.
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incessantly repeated: whether it be through the collective reconstruction of temporary 
monuments, the public cleansing of national flags or, even more radically, by repeatedly 
causing documents-monuments to be polished.

The image of the gradual ruining of the monument by its successive cleanings performs 
an ongoing funeral ritual, in the long term, that restores agency to the vanquished and 
structures another social pact by constantly and gradually chipping away minute pieces of 
the great modern/colonial history of the great heroes. Always the same, but a little different.
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