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Assis Daniel Gomes (ADG): Professor Maria Helena Rolim 

Capelato (MHRC) we invite you to conduct an interview for the 

Dossier: Teaching History and History of Recent Brazil. Do you 

accept? 

Maria Helena Rolim Capelato (MHRC): yes. 

ADG: Thanks for the welcome. Professor Maria Helena Rolim 

Capelato, we started this activity by asking the following 

question: What motivated you to research contemporary history 

in Brazil? 

MHRC: When I was preparing for the entrance exam, my 

preference was for Political Science. However, when I attended 

History classes at “Cursinho do Grêmio”, I was enchanted with 

the knowledge of the past and, for this reason, I ended up 

choosing the History Course. 

During graduation, the discipline that most interested me was 

Contemporary History. This preference explains my research 

always focused on this period. 

ADG: What are the challenges faced in recent years in teaching 

and historical research on the most recent themes? 

MHRC: The option to search for the most recent themes, that is, 

related to the so-called “History of the Present Time”, requires 

even greater care with objectivity, one of the basic precepts of our 

area. The distancing from the topic is essential. 

ADG: What are the difficulties in using the press as an object and 

historical source? And today, how do you see the use of social 

networks by the historian to produce his knowledge? 

MHRC: Regarding the option of the press as a source or object of 

study, it was not considered legitimate because newspapers were 

defined as a secondary source. This concept was modified from 

the 1970s onwards. When I carried out, in partnership with 
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Maria Lígia Prado, the research on the newspaper O Estado de 

S.Paulo, the theme of our Master's degree concluded in 1974, the 

work was considered unprecedented. This merit went to our 

advisor Carlos Guilherme Mota, who chose this theme. 

 Based on this experience, many other researches were carried 

out in the area of History. 

ADG: What are the ruptures and continuities in the political 

culture of Varguismo until today? 

MHRC: With regard to research related to “varguism”, defined as 

“populism”, the first analyzes around the theme, in most cases, 

had a pejorative connotation, associated with demagogy. 

However, there were revisions about this conception that 

privileged the role of the character, without taking into account 

the diverse contexts in which Vargas acted. 

 In the late 1970s, analyzes emerged about the period in which he 

served, that is, the character Vargas started to be inserted in the 

various contexts of the time in which the leader acted in different 

ways. 

Such historiographical reviews ended up questioning the 

denomination “Era Vargas”. 

ADG: What was your graduation work in undergraduate history? 

What are the difficulties, as a graduate student, in the first steps 

of historical research? 

MHRC: The FFLCH / USP History Course does not require a 

final assignment. 

ADG: When relating historical making, would objectivity be 

thinking about professional ethics involving historical science? 

Could you share a little of your experience as a teacher and 

researcher? 

MHRC: In the field of history, there is no relationship between 

objectivity and ethics. Ethical stance is essential in any 
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profession, be it in the area of exact, health and also in all areas 

of the humanities. 

With regard to objectivity, this is a basic rule of our discipline 

that applies to research in any temporality, that is, from Ancient 

History to Contemporary History. However, in the latter case, 

research requires greater rigor because the historian who 

dedicates himself to the so-called “History of the Present Time”, 

that is, the research of a theme that is very close to the 

researcher's experience, in this case, his ideas and your values 

can compromise your work. For this reason, objectivity must be 

practiced with greater rigor. 

ADG: How do you analyze contemporary historical research: its 

difficulties and advances? 

MHRC: The research of contemporary history, which we call 

“History of the Present Time”, is always a challenge. Firstly, we 

are very close to research in other areas of the humanities and we 

cannot rely on the methods used by researchers, for example, 

sociology, political science, economics. 

ADG: How was your experience as a student at the Ècole des 

Hautes Études en Sciences Sociaux? its flavors and 

unpleasantness? 

MHRC: This experience was extremely important for my training 

from a theoretical point of view. The bibliography was very vast 

and the works published in that period, by authors who renewed 

their historiography, were discussed with teachers and 

colleagues. 

 My advisor, when I did Doctora d’Études Aprofondies, Profa. 

George Haupt, was a very learned and innovative intellectual. In 

its courses, I had the opportunity to live with students from 

several countries, some of them, coming from Eastern Europe, 

who had a very particular academic background. My experience 

at École has opened my horizons a lot. 
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ADG: Taking advantage of this unique opportunity to talk to you, 

whose books I had the opportunity to read and who contributed 

significantly to my training, as a teacher and researcher. How can 

we think about teaching history today, specifically for a 

generation bombarded by various means of communication? 

MHRC: I am not pessimistic about bombing the media. On the 

contrary, they make life easier for students and teachers. Right 

now, I’m teaching an Undergraduate course on Social History of 

Art. It started in person and, from the pandemic, started to be 

done online. The new features made it possible to continue the 

work and, I dare say, it even facilitates the preparation of classes. 

However, the biggest drawback is the absence of direct contact 

with students. 

ADG: How can we position ourselves in the face of the current 

negationist discourse that devalues History (Science) and uses 

the past to corroborate its private interests? 

MHRC: Denialism is one of the worst evils today. We have to face 

it with all the weapons we have. The internet allows us to detect 

this type of crime and helps us to report it to a much wider 

audience. 

ADG: Based on his experience in the commission responsible for 

prof-history, an impact program on the continuing education of 

teachers. What are the challenges for its implementation and 

maintenance? 

MHRC: When I joined the first team that implemented the 

profhistory, we started this work with a lot of commitment and 

hope that students from distant regions could benefit from this 

opportunity. However, I did not follow the results of the work 

because I was unable to work on many fronts. 

ADG: Could you tell us a little about your current research: 

“Battle of images: visual arts as weapons of political struggles in 

the Brazilian and Chilean military dictatorships”. 
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MHRC: This research, funded by CNPq, I must finish by March 

2021. I confess that I am very happy to work with these sources. 

Let's wait for the results. 

ADG: Thank you for your availability and openness for this 

interview. 

 

Tradução: Assis Daniel Gomes 

 

 

 

https://historiaassis47.wixsite.com/zume

