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to around 2 thousand people who produced 
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things, and shared everything according to each 
person's needs. The community was attacked 
and destroyed under the accusation of being 
communists and representing a danger to the 
Republic recently installed in Brazil. 
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Introduction

The Northeast region of Brazil was 
where the Portuguese arrived and be-

gan their occupation, with the cultivation 
of sugar cane and coffee. With the dete-
rioration of the soil, the region was aban-
doned, and they left for other regions of 
the country. Some rich families, landown-
ers, stayed and lived in a type of feudalism, 
with semi-slave labor until more than half 
of the 20th century. After the abolition of 
slavery and the arrival of immigrants to the 
south of the country, there was a growth 
towards a supposed modernity. The idea 
and image of the Northeast being the 
poorest and most backward region in the 
country was then constructed in the media.

Ravaged by constant droughts, partic-
ularly the one that occurred in 1877, the 
Northeast became the stage for political 
and economic practices of solidarity (char-
ity) to combat the misery that ravaged the 
region. These practices served as a connect-
ing bridge between large landowners, trad-
ers, cattle breeders and producers, forming 
the so-called regional elite, which capital-
ized on these arguments, together with 
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cangaço1 and messianism, whose existence 
was linked, exclusively, to the misery caused 
by droughts, assume the pejorative image 
of symbolizing the Northeast, through 
journalistic reports that describe the two 
phenomena as barbarism and madness.

Cariri is a region in the south of the 
State of Ceará, which received its name 
from its main native people, called Kariris. 
There are still many doubts about how the 
occupation of the territory occurred, but, 
according to reports by naturalists such as 
George Gardner (1838), João da Silva Feijó 
(1814), and historians such as Irineu Pin-
heiro (1950), from Commercial Licences, 
Warnings, Minutes, Bands, Royal Letters, 
Letters from Chief Captains, Letters from 
Ombudsmen, Certificates, Consultations, 
Decrees, Extracts, Maps, Memorials from 
individuals aspiring to Chief Captains, 
Letters, Requests, Regulations, Opinions 
and other historical documents, it is con-
cluded that this happened, mainly, with 
the arrival of Chief Captains who violent-
ly expelled the natives, and Missions, who 
co-opted them, and both managed to take 
possession of land through Sesmarias2.

The first religious people to work in 
Cariri were the Carmelites of the Order 
of Nossa Senhora do Carmo from Olin-
da (Pernambuco), an Order that arrived in 
Brazil in 1580, and built a consistent her-
itage, including houses, mills, farms and 
land. The faithful contributed financial do-
nations and land in exchange for benefits 
offered by regular members, which allowed 
the expansion of the Order. In Cariri, they 
established the first village near a waterfall 
in what is now the city of Missão Velha.

The second, and most important, was 
the Capuchin friars who, in 1737, built a 
stone and lime church and, in 1743, built 

the village, using land donated by Chief 
Captain Domingos Alvares de Matos. Set-
tled on land owned by the Gil de Miranda 
family, it was named Missão do Miranda. 
It came to cover a vast territory in the re-
gion and, from the second half of the 18th 
century, with the objective of economi-
cally and administratively integrating the 
villages and natives dispersed throughout 
the backlands, it was called a Village of 
Indians, in 1759 and, in 1783, with the ex-
pulsion of the Jesuits from Brazil and the 
concern to incorporate indigenous people 
into society, most of the villages were re-
classified as White Village, and became 
Vila Real do Crato.

Cariri had a rapid population, based 
on agriculture, mainly with sugar cane; 
livestock, especially with cattle, in addition 
to a rapid gold rush, which occurred from 
1752 onwards. This settlement, which, ac-
cording to Guilherme Studart3, brought 
to the region an emigrant population and 
adventurers from all over lineage, left to 
themselves, were undisciplined and almost 
barbaric, causing fear and unrest due to 
their propensity for violence and the lack 
of control by the authorities.

This was, in general, the occupation 
of the backlands territories, violent and 
unrestrained, and, with the support of 
the Church, oligarchies were formed that 
dominated and exploited the work of the 
poor.

Father Cícero Romão Batista

On March 24, 1844, in the city of Cra-
to, the connecting figure who would 

become most responsible for the trans-
formation and organization of Cariri was 
born, whose references continue to this 
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day, Cícero Romão Batista, ordained a 
priest in 1870.

At Christmas 1871, Father Cícero 
was invited to perform the Midnight Mass 
in the village of Tabuleiro Grande, belong-
ing to Crato, and returned there in April of 
the following year, with luggage and family, 
to take up residence.

Since his training, it went against 
the elite of the Catholic Church, focus-
ing more on the needs of the poor, thus 
serving as a great advisor to the village’s 
inhabitants, acting, from the sale of ani-
mals and properties, to love conflicts or 
debts, guidance for professional activities 
and health care, and brought harmony to 
the place4.

And, in 1889, a phenomenon occurred 
that shaped the entire history of Cariri 
from then on: when handing the host to 
Beata5 Maria de Araújo, her mouth filled 
with blood, which was considered by those 
present as a miracle, the miracle of the host. 
The fact was repeated dozens of times, the 
news spread and real pilgrimages soon be-
gan in that small village to meet Father Cí-
cero and the then called Land of the Mother 
of God, transforming, day by day, into one 
of the biggest demonstrations of popular 
devotion in the country6. 

Many people took up residence and 
the small village grew dramatically in a 
very short time, acquiring its independence 
and becoming a city, with the name of Jua-
zeiro do Norte by State Law No. 1,028, of 
07/02/1911.

Father Cícero, then, had to organize 
and find employment for so many people 
who arrived there, including indication for 
work, support for opening small businesses 
or even, simply, land to plant subsistence 
crops.

Baixa Dantas Site

Among these pilgrims who arrived 
there was the young José Lourenço, 

who soon became a great disciple and 
friend of Father Cícero. There he en-
tered an order of penitents that practiced 
self-flagellation, became Beato and, given 
the great consideration he gained, received 
from Father Cícero, the lease of land be-
longing to Colonel João de Brito, in the 
municipality of Crato, where he should 
move together with family members and 
other families, to live there from agricul-
ture, it was Baixa Dantas Site7.

It was their first experience as an In-
tentional Community, they lived there for 
more than 30 years (1894-1926), routinely 
receiving more pilgrims sent by Father Cí-
cero to live there and produce their own 
livelihood. According to the testimony of 
contemporary J.H. there were around 2000 
people who lived from work and prayer8. 
The priest sent needy pilgrims to Baixa 
Dantas, including persecuted fugitives 
and those who needed to be re-educated 
through work9.

The place soon transformed from a 
desert into a productive area with many 
Orange,  mango, jackfruit, lime, coconut, 
lemon, banana and coffee trees, as well as 
vegetables, cereals and cotton10. They lived 
far from labor exploitation, shared every-
thing that was produced and were well re-
garded by their neighbors, to whom, from 
time to time, they lent labor for some spo-
radic activity.

Two events shook life in peace on the 
Baixa Dantas site, the first was the issue 
of Sedition, also called the “War of 14”. 
The sedition of Juazeiro do Norte, which 
occurred in 1913-1914, in Ceará, was a 
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confrontation between the Ceará oligar-
chies and the Federal Government, with 
the aim of deposing the Interventor Gov-
ernor appointed by it. Despite the commu-
nity not having participated in the conflict, 
Baixa Dantas Site had its lands invaded 
and its crops lost, in addition to incidents 
of murders of residents there11.

In 1921, Father Cícero received as a 
gift from businessman Delmiro Gouveia, a 
Zebu ox and handed him over to the care 
of Beato José Lourenço in the Communi-
ty of Baixa Dantas. Because it belonged to 
Father Cícero, the ox was very well cared 
for and loved by everyone in the commu-
nity12. According to reports, he was very 
gentle, hence his name Boi Mansinho13, and 
allowed himself to be touched and ridden 
by everyone, including children, and began 
to be decorated with ribbons, garlands and 
flowers..

It is from there that Boi Mansinho be-
comes the central character of the second 
event that shook peace in the Community 
of Baixa Dantas. The residents there began 
to be accused of worshiping the ox, as was 
done with the Golden Calf, from ancient 
Egypt, accusations that even revealed that 
the ox’s urine and feces were ingested in 
the belief that they performed cures and 
miracles.

Deputy Floro Bartolomeu14, very un-
comfortable with the repercussion of the 
mockery surrounding the incident, com-
ing mainly from the capital, Fortaleza, 
ordered the ox to be sacrificed and Beato 
José Lourenço arrested, whom he called the 
Negro15. The meat of the dead ox was of-
fered to the population, who refused to eat 
it, and the soldiers were forced to consume 
it. José Lourenço spent 17 days in jail and 
was released following intervention on his 

behalf by Father Cícero and some presti-
gious neighbors, on the Baixa Dantas farm, 
where he returned and stayed until 192616.

From that event onwards, society’s 
eyes towards the community were never 
the same again, they were once and for all 
pre-judged as being “religious fanatics” and 
this situation bothered the owner of the 
land, who sold it. José Lourenço was ex-
propriated, without compensation, for the 
improvements made and went to a farm 
at the foot of Araripe Plateau, known as 
Caldeirão dos Jesuítas, which belonged to 
Father Cícero. The priest encouraged local 
agriculture by sending migrants to cultivate 
the Cariri lands. He received tithes, which 
were donations from devotees, including 
land donated by rich pilgrims. In addition, 
he also used part of the tithe money to ac-
quire land. Thus, he sent pilgrims, poor and 
landless farmers, to these uninhabited and 
agricultural areas of Cariri17.

Caldeirão Site

Caldeirão da Santa Cruz do Deserto was 
a peasant community, which existed 

for 10 years (1926-1936), which received 
approximately, according to some authors, 
between 1700 people18 and 5 thousand 
people19. Initially, Caldeirão was formed by 
a small group led by José Lourenço, whose 
main focus was devotion to the Holy Cross. 
The community developed a system of pro-
duction and distribution of basic goods, 
such as food, instruments, work opportuni-
ties, housing and spiritual nourishment. This 
system had self-management characteris-
tics, where everything was shared among all 
members of the community. There was no 
clear distinction between leaders and exec-
utors in the production process, according 
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to reports from interviews carried out with 
remnants of the time.

In the early years, Caldeirão was 
mainly an agricultural community. How-
ever, as more people from the backlands 
were attracted to the lifestyle practiced 
there, the community began to diversify its 
productive activities. In addition to farm-
ers, bricklayers, carpenters, blacksmiths 
and artisans specialized in the manufacture 
of tinplate objects, such as cups, pans and 
buckets, arrived. This diversification of jobs 
reflected the growth and expansion of the 
community, as well as the influence of new 
members on its economy. 

The bricklayers built a “big house”, 
made of bricks and covered with tiles, the 
others that followed were mostly made of 
mud and some covered with straw, and they 
built two dams20. The carpenters manufac-
tured furniture used by the peasants and 
also a wooden mill, for the production of 
rapadura honey, a food much appreciated 
by the country people, and a Flour House, 
for the production of flour, tapioca and bei-
ju, from cassava. The production of ceramic 
objects, baskets or bags made from vines, 
and even soap also appears. They also pro-
duced clothes using handlooms: clothes, 
bags, hammocks, sheets, towels... and, cer-
tainly for religious reasons, the fabrics were 
dyed black21.

In Caldeirão, surplus agricultural 
products were sold to purchase items that 
were not produced locally or were saved 
for extra needs or charitable actions. The 
socioeconomic organization of Caldeirão 
differed from the large estates, as produc-
tion was shared and everyone received what 
was necessary to live well. This encouraged 
work, as members realized the benefits 
of cooperativism. There was no internal 

circulation of money, since internal trade 
did not exist. Agricultural products were 
stored in warehouses and distributed ac-
cording to the needs of each individual22.

In short, in Caldeirão, life was cen-
tered on work and prayer. The blessed, as 
a representative of Popular Catholicism, 
guided the inhabitants in that direction. 
The community held processions, litanies, 
and observed holy days and Sundays as 
holidays, without work. The predomi-
nant religiosity was an important factor of 
union and solidarity, motivating work and 
inspiring a cooperative life based on Chris-
tian fraternity. The world was seen through 
a religious perspective, regulating ethical 
and behavioral values. The dialectical rela-
tionship between daily work and religious 
feeling resulted in a well-organized com-
munity for production23.

In the community, there was no ex-
ploitation of the workforce, since the 
means of production were collective. No 
one considered themselves the owner of 
anything, as D. Marina Gurgel, a remnant 
of Caldeirão, stated that everything be-
longed to everyone and nothing belonged 
to anyone. Everyone worked for the com-
mon good, without competition to accu-
mulate more than others. This way of life, 
based on the teachings of Beato José Lou-
renço, was widely approved by members 
of the community. After all, they enjoyed 
a much better standard of living than the 
majority of dispossessed northeasterners24.

Periods of great drought are quite 
common in the calendar of Northeast Bra-
zil, but they are not treated seriously, as 
they constitute opportunities for assistance 
and palliative measures by the government, 
to preserve the misery and profit from it. 
Northeast is, to a large extent, the child of 
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droughts; imagetic-discursive product of a 
whole series of images and texts produced 
regarding this phenomenon25.

One of the most common measures 
taken by the Government during periods 
of drought was to establish service fronts, 
which provided jobs to those affected by 
the drought, but which, in fact, served to 
bring great benefits to landowners, such 
as, for example, the construction of dams 
on private properties, whose waters would 
never benefit the general population, con-
tinuing the same problems as always: mis-
ery, deaths, forced migration, invasion of 
cities and benefits for a few26.

In every period of drought, there is a 
huge exodus of people from the country-
side to the cities, in search of better oppor-
tunities and also charity, a true invasion of 
large urban centers that causes fear among 
the elites, who demand government action 
to control and discipline27. For this rea-
son, during the great drought of 1932, six 
Concentration Camps were created in Ceará 
(Fortaleza, Patu, Quixeramobim, Crato, 
Cariús and Ipu), which were nothing more 
than prisons where people caught at rail-
way stations or traveling on roads towards 
large centers were sent, this idea had already 
been put into practice since 1915, when 
the Alagadiço Concentration Camp was 
created, the setting for the novel O Quinze, 
by Raquel de Queiroz. The Concentration 
Camps initiative was created by the then 
President of the State, Cel. Benjamim Bar-
roso, with the aim of facilitating the distri-
bution of aid and allowing more humane 
treatment for those affected. However, in 
practice, given the lack of financial resourc-
es and administrative control, what existed 
were poor housing conditions, in addition 
to food shortages and poor hygiene28.

In Crato, the Concentration Camp 
was located in the Buriti district (close to 
the urban area), and was soon called Bu-
riti Corral by the people. It was made up 
of streets organized according to the align-
ment of the huts built by the victims to 
shelter themselves. In Buriti, thousands of 
victims lived in extremely precarious con-
ditions, even facing death. Conditions were 
so unsanitary that certain areas were per-
meated with a strong smell of feces due to 
the spread of diarrhea. Paradoxically, these 
poor country people often held parties. As 
reported by survivor José Cassiano, peo-
ple died every day in the Buriti corral, but 
there was a party every day29.

The situation in Curral do Buriti was 
so perilous that it had capacity for a max-
imum of 5 thousand people, but came to 
house around 18 thousand30, others say 
around 60 thousand31, while the two camps 
near the capital housed around 5.5 thou-
sand people. The diet was based on dai-
ly rations of (only) cassava flour – often 
spoiled – and water, with the biggest cause 
of death being stuffiness due to this diet. 
The dead were buried in large mass graves.

This apocalyptic episode of the 1932 
drought near the Concentration Camps 
gave Caldeirão the opportunity to play a he-
roic role and, even though this was not the 
purpose, publicize its life and charity project. 
Even suffering the effects of the drought, 
thanks to its agricultural and social struc-
ture, Caldeirão was able to welcome more 
than 500 people who fled the Concentration 
Camp, or sought shelter during this period. 
Despite he had not even heard the names 
of Marx and Engels, Blessed José Lourenço 
practiced a socialist system, spontaneously, 
regardless of the fact that he did not know 
the forms that already existed in the world32.
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This event gave visibility to Caldeirão, 
which had triumphed over the Govern-
ment and the landowning Colonels, by 
showing that it was possible to give a 
dignified life to the dispossessed country 
people, and that the way was totally dif-
ferent from the plans and projects created 
by them until then, unmasking the farce of 
semi-feudal servitude, and this bothered 
them, generating the beginning of all the 
discord that was to come. Caldeirão also 
began to be the target of pilgrimages, next 
to Juazeiro, thanks to Severino Tavares, 
Lourenço’s right-hand man, who used to 
travel throughout the Northeast, mainly 
to Rio Grande do Norte, preaching about 
Caldeirão and attracting people to the 
Promised Land., some even rich, who gave 
up their possessions in favor of life in co-
operatives in Caldeirão.

These caused effects of the demo-
graphic change from 1932 onwards, when 
the population doubled, and this meant 
that such changes were also seen by society 
beyond the limits of Caldeirão. Until then, 
for example, with little population, the 
people from Caldeirão traveled to attend 
mass in the chapel in the town of San-
ta Fé, about 10km away from Caldeirão. 
With the growth of the population, the 
construction of a chapel in the community 
began, and accusations began against the 
distorted and gross Catholicism of those fa-
natics. Caldeirão begins to be marginalized 
by the Official Church, despite, or perhaps 
because of, its fraternal and evangelizing 
character. José Lourenço stops going to 
masses in Santa Fé, then, due to the hostil-
ities of the Clergy33.

Brazil was going through the Var-
gas Era, which governed the country for 
15 years (1930-1945), an era marked by 

paranoia and, later, censorship of the me-
dia and the arts. Caldeirão drew attention 
fueled by rumors that they were “commu-
nists”, the flagship of paranoia at the time. 
And, yes, they were communists, they were 
even anarchists, in terms of not owning 
property, but they were far from posing a 
threat, as they were said to be an organized 
communist cell planning a possible coup. 
As already mentioned, they had no contact 
with the communist ideas propagated by 
post-Industrial Revolution thinkers, they 
were based on fraternity and cooperativism 
preached by primitive Christianity, their 
organization was based on Jesuit Missions 
and just wanted to live in peace, away from 
the competitive life and elitist Catholicism 
of society.

Between 1924-1927, the Coluna 
Prestes34 movement broke out in the coun-
try, which reached a high point when it 
passed through Rio Grande do Norte, a 
state from where many people migrated 
to Caldeirão. It didn’t take long, then, to 
associate the Caldeirão Community with 
the communist ideas of overthrowing the 
oligarchies and ecclesiastical authorities in 
the region. It was then up to the State, as 
soon as possible, to curb this experience of 
reference to the oppressed peoples of the 
region and which, in their collective prac-
tices and in the knowledge and practices 
linked to them, regardless of their political 
consciousness, denied the dominant social 
practices35.

The Caldeirão way of life and other 
expressions of popular Catholicism were 
frowned upon by the Church, as pilgrim-
ages and the so-called fanaticism were 
considered a social disorder. The large 
landowners, holders of power, saw the 
dissemination of the way of life of the 
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inhabitants of the Caldeirão community as 
a threat to the established order and the 
maintenance of the status quo. Further-
more, the community life promoted by the 
movement outside private property repre-
sented, in their view, a dangerous discourse 
in that historical context.

The media, known as the fourth power, 
is the main source of information in society. 
However, it also has a power of manipula-
tion that can function as a form of social 
control. This can lead to a large number of 
people without their own opinions, who are 
induced to accept the other’s speech with-
out question. Some newspapers, such as O 
Povo, from the state of Ceará, at the time, 
were capable of building opinions, influenc-
ing attitudes and behaviors, replacing values 
and influencing social contexts. Thus, they 
became arbiters of values and truths, act-
ing as instruments of manipulation in the 
service of private interests and great pow-
ers. During the Caldeirão era, newspapers 
played an important role in disseminating 
ideological discourse, promoting ways of 
life considered models to be followed. Any-
thing that deviated from the traditional was 
frowned upon by society at the time.

Newspapers, which were the main 
means of information, since the first ra-
dio in Fortaleza was only opened in 1932 
and only became a popular vehicle in 
Ceará from the 1940s onwards, began a 
campaign against Beato José Lourenço 
and his community, as evidenced in the 
article entitled Os fanáticos do Caldeirão, 
published in the newspaper O Povo. The 
article stated, among other things, that 
José Lourenço and Severino Tavares were 
tricksters exploiting the memory of Padre 
Cícero in Cariri. For the Catholic hierar-
chy, Caldeirão represented a threat, as José 

Lourenço could become a new saint like 
Father Cícero, but without the control of 
the Church, similar to Antonio Consel-
heiro36. Alarmed landowners, political and 
religious elites systematically attacked the 
community. Rumors spread that José Lou-
renço performed sacraments in a barbaric 
and sacrilegious way, lived in concubinage 
with Beatas, had a harem of 16 women 
( José Lourenço was already 65 years old at 
that time) and exploited the ignorance and 
fanaticism of the peasants to enrich him-
self using his workforce.

According to testimonies in Ramos 
(2011) and Cordeiro (2013), there are no 
records and it is even denied that José Lou-
renço performed any liturgical ritual that 
he was not allowed to do, while he was ful-
ly aware of what he was allowed to do or 
not in that respect. The construction of the 
Church also came from this need that arose, 
as the residents of Caldeirão were no lon-
ger well regarded when attending masses in 
neighboring communities, they decided to 
build a Church in the community, in honor 
of their Patron Saint: Ignatius of Loyola, 
which would have masses celebrated by in-
vited vicars. It is a shame that the commu-
nity came to an end without ever having 
this invitation accepted, to this day, it has 
not yet been consecrated, the masses that 
take place during pilgrimages to the place 
are held outside, in the church courtyard.

Another unfinished dream in the 
community would be the construction of 
a school. In 1935, three women who knew 
how to read and write arrived in the com-
munity: Mrs. Madalena, from Alagoas, 
Francisca de Sousa, from Sobral and Mari-
na Gurgel, from Rio Grande do Norte, and 
began a process of Basic Education for the 
members of the community37.
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With the death of Father Cícero, in 
1934, the Caldeirão Community lost its 
greatest protector, and legal owner of the 
place. In his will, the priest left all his assets 
to the Salesian Order. Father Cícero died 
with his priestly orders suspended since the 
events of the supposed miracle and, appar-
ently, he believed that the Salesians would 
continue their charitable projects and or-
ganization of the lives of the pilgrims who 
kept arriving in Juazeiro.

The attack against the Caldeirão com-
munity was motivated by political, eco-
nomic and religious factors. In the political 
aspect, the community was seen as a threat 
to the Republic, being accused of promot-
ing monarchical and communist ideals. 
Economically, farmers were dissatisfied 
with the lack of labor on their properties 
due to the mass migration of peasants 
there, this represented a threat to the land 
system, based on latifundia and slavery. 
Furthermore, José Lourenço’s preaching 
diminished the influence of the Catho-
lic Church in the region, which bothered 
the institution. The Church allied itself 
with government authorities to repress the 
movement and put an end to it.

In 1936, in Fortaleza, a meeting took 
place to decide and outline the destiny of 
the Community of Caldeirão, representa-
tives of six institutions were present: di-
ocese of Crato, Order of Salesian Priests, 
Catholic Electoral League, Political Police 
(DEOPS), Military Police and Govern-
ment from Ceará, the meeting was chaired 
by Captain Bezerra38 and was the result of 
the plan of the Salesians’ lawyer, Norões 
Milfont, Deputy of the Catholic Electoral 
League – LEC (of a fascist nature). Mil-
font began to propagate that Caldeirão was 
a new Canudos, that the community had 

hidden weapons and that it represented a 
serious threat to the State, as it belonged to 
a communist cell. 

The aim was to find a pretext for the 
expulsion of the community members and 
recover the land, which now belonged to 
his client. To this end, Captain Bezerra had 
been sent to the community on a spy mis-
sion, disguised as an industrialist interest-
ed in oiticica. Upon being admitted to the 
Beato’s residence, Bezerra observed every-
thing, especially the wealth accumulated on 
the site, the result of the community’s hard 
work, arousing his interest. In his report, 
he described the place as a new Canudos, 
a refuge for fanatics and a terrible danger 
of communist influence, and requested ur-
gent intervention. The decision was made 
to intervene, and Lieutenant José Góis de 
Campos Barros led the expedition in Sep-
tember 193639.

The destruction of the community 
occurred in three moments. The first mo-
ment was the police invasion, which took 
place on September 11, 1936. According 
to the police report, made by Lieutenant 
José Góes de C. Barros, which was later 
published in a newspaper and turned into 
a book, entitled A Ordem dos Penitentes, the 
policemen were welcomed into the com-
munity by the Beato’s secretary, lunch was 
even offered to the invaders by members 
of the community40. Out of caution, lest 
something worse happen in his presence, 
Beato had fled before the police arrived.

However, what happened was a sum-
mary order for everyone to collect their 
belongings and return to their places of or-
igin, train and ship tickets would be offered 
by the Government. This was unanimous-
ly rejected, in addition to the fact that no 
one had property to manage, as everything 
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belonged to everyone, but there was no 
owner. With the impasse established, Cap-
tain Cordeiro radioed the Governor to de-
cide what to do. The Captain, who consid-
ered the nucleus very dangerous, was forced 
to set fire to the houses (around 400) and 
hand over the goods to the municipality so 
that the Judiciary could decide what to do.

And so it was done, men, women and 
children were crowded and compressed, 
like animals in a corral, while the houses 
were being set on fire, in the face of great 
silence and sporadic peaceful protests. 
With exquisite cruelty, Captain Bezerra, to 
further increase the pain of the peasants, 
killed Beato’s horse, much loved by every-
one41, called Trancelim42.

After the invasion and dismantling of 
the community, the order was to disperse 
the peasants. Some were arrested and taken 
to Fortaleza, such as Eleutério Tavares and 
Isaías (the secretary), others sought shel-
ter in Juazeiro or neighboring states with 
relatives and friends and many others are 
grouped in Serra do Araripe, in a region 
called Mata dos Cavalos43. In this place, 
the group, once united, concise and obe-
dient to the Beato’s instructions regarding 
passivity and forgiveness, divided into two 
groups, these others, under the leadership 
of Severino Tavares, defended revenge and 
the reconquest of Caldeirão.

On May 10, 1837, eight months af-
ter the invasion of Caldeirão, rumors arose 
that Beato´s fanatics, led by Severino Tav-
ares, would attack the city of Crato and, 
even before receiving official orders from 
the capital, Captain Bezerra, along with a 
group of 11 other soldiers, heads to Serra 
to investigate the rumor. There, they were 
seen by a woman who ran away scream-
ing, raising the alarm that the police were 

approaching. In pursuit, the police ended 
up entering the camp zone of the peasants, 
who, under the leadership of Severino Ta-
vares, attacked them with batons and sick-
les. Severino Tavares was seriously injured, 
dying some time later, Captain Bezerra 
also died in the confrontation, only 2 po-
lice officers escaped with their lives44.

There is no doubt that such a violent 
procedure was to the complete displeasure 
of Beato José Lourenço, who always in-
structed his companions to peacefully re-
solve any and all actions of displeasure or 
attack45. But, even though it was an isolat-
ed action by a small group, the media treat-
ed the case as an attack carried out by the 
community, placing the dead police officers 
as heroes and sensitizing public opinion 
with sensationalist reports, generating the 
trigger that was needed so that, definitively, 
the Caldeirão community was considered 
a real and highly dangerous enemy, to be 
destroyed, with no mercy.

Ceará considered facing a situation 
similar to that of Canudos. The government 
activated the military forces. On May 11, 
1937, following the order of the Minister of 
War of the Getúlio Vargas government, the 
military police of Ceará, with two hundred 
men and two planes sent by the Ministry 
of War, attacked the peasants in Mata dos 
Cavalos at dawn. The result was a massacre. 
The peasants, northeasterners, religious and 
pacifists, an unarmed population extermi-
nated. There is no consensus as to whether 
there really was bombing by the planes or 
whether they were just used for area recon-
naissance and support, but the attack with 
firearms from the ground was tremendously 
brutal. The number of deaths is not known 
for sure, it is said that there were between 
700 and 1500 victims, who were possibly 
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buried in a common grave. A metaphor for 
the end of the world, people died without 
knowing the cause or having any chance to 
defend themselves. The attack left little time 
for the peasants to react. The end came to 
them at the hands of the Church, the State 
and the semi-feudal society of the north-
eastern region. They had no time to pray or 
express their messianic hope. These events 
are discussed by several authors, including 
Maia (1987), Cordeiro (2002), Monteiro 
(2006) and Gomes (2009).

As for the goods seized in the inva-
sion, according to several testimonies a 
good part was stolen and used for the ben-
efit of the invaders themselves, only a small 
part was sold with legal registration and 
the money obtained was handed over to 
the Judge of Law of Crato46. Even the me-
dia had a small glimpse of impartiality and 
the newspaper O Povo even released two 
short reports on the subject (09/30/1936 
and 11/11/1936), a rare occasion where a 
defense of Caldeirão was outlined. 

Due to the impossibility of staying in 
Caldeirão, using a certain amount of mon-
ey acquired from the sale of some Cal-
deirão products after the police invasion, 
Beato buys land in Exu, Pernambuco, a 
city on the border with Crato, 65km away 
from there. 

There, he rebuilds a community, but, 
fearful after so many defamations and in-
vasions, he takes care not to encourage its 
demographic increase, making it restricted 
to a circle of friends, but still in the form 
of fraternity and cooperative life, with the 
practice of mutual aid towards neighbor-
ing properties. According to the writer Na-
poleão Tavares, nephew of Aristides Aires 
de Alencar, buyer of the site after Beato’s 
death, Sítio União could be considered a 

private bank for the population of Exu at 
that time, since there were no banks there 
yet, it was a large agricultural granary, with 
lots of abundance, order and discipline47.

José Lourenço lived at Sítio União, 
surrounded by friends and constantly visit-
ed by pilgrims until his death on February 
12, 1946, from bubonic plague. His body 
was transported on foot to Juazeiro do 
Norte, where the funeral mass was refused 
by the vicar at the time, Mons. Joviniano 
Barreto, who reportedly said “I don’t cel-
ebrate mass for criminals”48, the body was 
laid to rest on the sidewalk of the parish 
that kept its doors closed49.

José Lourenço is buried in the ceme-
tery adjacent to the Church of Perpétuo So-
corro, where Father Cícero is buried. After 
his death, Sítio União was sold and with 
the money a tomb was built for him, in the 
form of a small chapel, which was looked 
after by Mr. Eleutério Tavares50, in which 
a plaque made by the José Marrocos Insti-
tute for Socio-Cultural Research – IPESC, 
belonging to the Regional University of 
Cariri – URCA, and signed together with 
the Vale do Cariri Institute, City Hall and 
Municipal Chamber of Juazeiro do Norte, 
with the following words:

Grave of Beato José Lourenço, who 
died on February 12, 1946, aged 74. A 
great figure in the history of Juazeiro 
do Norte and Cariri. Builder of the 
Equal Community of Caldeirão, one 
of the most positive social experiences 
ever carried out in Brazil and leader 
of a people who, united in the most 
fraternal cooperativism, following the 
advice of Father Cícero, made collec-
tive work a life lesson forged in prayer. 
Here his mortal remains rest awaiting 



107
Caldeirão da Santa Cruz do Deserto (1926-1936): Utopia in Northeast of Brazil

God’s grace under the recognition and 
admiration of his beloved followers 
and the Juazeirense community51.

The tomb of Beato José Lourenço 
is one of the most visited in the city, es-
pecially during pilgrimage times. Visitors 
bring flowers, light candles, pray and some 
perform a ritual of entering barefoot and 
leaving without turning their backs on the 
tomb52. 

José Lourenço’s Utopia

Researching and analyzing the past is 
a way of understanding the resource-

fulness of the present, it is through un-
derstanding the organization of the pieces 
that we can reach plausible conclusions 
about realities at certain moments in time, 
as well as their function and constitution.

The intentional community of Cal-
deirão da Santa Cruz do Deserto, in the 
Cariri region, south of the State of Ceará, 
then, based on research and representations, 
since its existence and, mainly, after its de-
struction, has shown itself to be a true caul-
dron of meanings, which bring information 
and explain much of the history, culture, 
memory and identity of the region, and can 
therefore be classified as a true cultural ar-
tifact, something man-made that provides 
information about the culture of its creator 
and its users, means a mediating object that 
references the world and the individual.

Utopia was a term coined by Thomas 
More in 1916, it acquired the status of a 
literary genre and permeates various as-
pects of art, culture, law and politics53.

Regarding regulations specific to a 
utopian society, we can highlight as some 
of the main characteristics:

1. Utopia is a normative vision that 
idealizes a world as it should be, contrast-
ing with the real world.

2. Utopia is always comprehensive and 
critical of existing society, as it represents 
an alternative society that contradicts every 
aspect of current society, including institu-
tions, values, power, property, laws, religion, 
family, and interpersonal relationships. It 
creates a complete world opposite to the 
existing world.

3. Utopia sees the present as marked 
by anguish, crisis, injustice, evil, corruption, 
pauperism, hunger, privileges and needs, 
interpreting it as a violent reality54.

The Caldeirão Intentional Community, 
like Utopia, manages to insert itself into vari-
ous concepts, representations and symbolism. 
Despite being made up of illiterate people, 
it followed the model of a project already 
in vogue in the Americas since the arrival 
of Vasco de Quiroga, in Mexico, who used 
Thomas More’s book as a kind of manual for 
the experiment55. Even without a contextu-
alization or reference, on the part of those 
people regarding the book, we can affirm that 
this knowledge and model was replicated by 
the Jesuits, taken to the Northeast of Brazil 
through Father Ibiapina and passed on to 
Blessed José Lourenço by Father Cícero.

As for the architectural form, the 
composition of Caldeirão followed the 
shape of the Polis, proposed by Quiroga, 
in Santa Fé, with the houses built in the 
shape of semicircles, directed towards the 
central area, where there was a church and 
a large courtyard in front56.

The social organization was based on 
Primitive Christianity, with an emphasis on 
Jesuit conduct, having even adopted Saint 
Ignatius of Loyola as the community’s pa-
tron saint, founder of the Society of Jesus. 
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More than a thousand people lived in the 
community during the 10 years of its exis-
tence, under a regime of self-management 
and community work, without possessions 
or properties, everything belonged to ev-
eryone, a true utopia in relation to the soci-
ety of the time, a manifestation of an early 
Eden in life.

According to Sachs’ (1993) definition 
of Social Sustainability, Caldeirão empir-
ically presented this characteristic, given 
that there were no relationships subordi-
nated to the law of Capital, there was no 
search for profit, nor competition in pos-
sessions or merit57, all production was di-
vided according to the needs of each family.

Just like the society created by Vasco 
de Quiroga, where common ownership of 
goods was established, as well as the inte-
gration of large families, work for men and 
women, division of products according to 
the needs of each person and the precedent 
of luxury58. While Quiroga and the Jesuits 
aimed to create communities to protect the 
native peoples from contact with the colo-
nizer and the consequent extermination59, 
Father Ibiapina and, later, Father Cícero did 
so to protect the poor and illiterate country 
population from being co-opted into ban-
ditry in the region, a way of guaranteeing a 
political and social order at each time. 

From the 1980s onwards, when the si-
lence surrounding the history of Caldeirão 
began to be broken, the urgency was felt, as 
was the case with the history of the Nazi 
Holocaust, to collect testimonies from 
remnants and contemporaries of the same, 
as many of them had already died and the 
living were already at an advanced age. 

As explained by the authors who col-
lected testimonies, there are certain incon-
sistencies and different versions in their 

narratives, especially among the remnants 
(people who lived in the community) and 
contemporaries (people who lived at the 
time, but participated only as spectators), 
with the task of group them, according 
to the meanings they have based on the 
memories constructed60. It is necessary to 
understand man as an animal tied to webs 
of meanings that he himself has woven, the 
analysis of a culture is not an experimental 
science in search of laws, and yes, an inter-
pretative science, in search of meanings, a 
construction of symbols about life61.

Regarding inconsistencies in the nar-
ratives, the constitution of values, symbols 
and myths were taken more into account 
than the real and total veracity. A myth is 
not necessarily a false or invented story, 
it is a story that acquires meaning by ex-
panding the meaning of an event, whether 
factual or not. The importance of the myth 
depends on whether the individual is per-
ceived as representative of the whole or as 
an alternative to the whole62.

Utopia materialized in the feeling of 
the perception of abundance, in the face of 
a reality so close to going hungry, having 
something to eat, and a lot of it, represent-
ed the height of happiness. And it was not 
for mere ostentation, the abundant table 
should be shared by everyone, from the 
producers of it, as well as anyone who was 
invited or had a need.

In addition to the abundance of food, 
there was an abundance of beauty in the 
ornamentation, from the gardens, to the 
raising of birds, and the organization of 
how this work was done, with tasks shared 
by everyone, for the general well-being of 
the community.

Based on this understanding, the 
memories reported about the communities 
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led by Beato José Lourenço refer to so-
cial alternatives for overcoming63, be it the 
drought, with guardhouses for victims, 
storage of agricultural products and living, 
as well as other options for corporate as-
sets, such as work options, division of as-
sets and food. A true Christian Utopia on 
earth that created a form of survival and 
coexistence with equity, opposing the nor-
mality of the current system, which only 
benefited the powerful and landowners.

Conclusion

After almost 100 years of its destruc-
tion, the history of the Communities 

of Beato José Lourenço, in particular that 
of Caldeirão, emerges from new points 
of view, corroborating that it can truly be 
qualified as a third way that emerged in the 
lives of the poor of the time, with a digni-
fied, peaceful and progressive life, based on 
the Christian principles in which everyone 
believed, a true Utopia that created a break 
with the system of the time.

From religious fanatics and outlaws, 
they are now considered resistance heroes 

and important names in the region’s his-
tory by the same media and government 
that condemned them. It is a moment 
of reflection and historical reparation for 
what happened, which has given rise, in 
addition to all the restructuring of his-
tory, to academic research on various as-
pects of the community context, artistic 
works (such as music, poetry, xylograph, 
paintings, sculptures, films and theatrical 
plays), as well as the emergence of rites 
and places of memory, such as pilgrimag-
es and celebrations celebrating José Lou-
renço’s birthday and other dates, camps, 
trail meetings and picnics under the mot-
to of sharing the food brought by every-
one, among others things.

The place where the community 
existed today is listed as a Government 
State Park, will gain a Memorial Mu-
seum and should become a geosite of 
Araripe Geopark, a UNESCO facility 
that promotes development and sustain-
able tourism. It is the Caldeirão return-
ing to continue being a symbol of peas-
ant Utopia in the Brazilian northeastern 
backlands.
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