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ABSTRACT 
In 2004, the Brazilian government’s official discourse on the Araguaia Guerrilla 
(1972–1974), a political movement against the military regime then in power, claimed 
that all archival documents related to this historical event had been destroyed. The 
present study proposes the impossibility of this, using bibliographic and document 
surveys to unearth a complex network of inter- and transinstitutional relations 
developed under the aegis of a single mission: the dismantling of the Araguaia 
Guerrilla. As a consequence of this mission, the fonds of state institutions started 
“communicating” among themselves in a widespread fashion, although they did 
not intermingle, thus establishing myriad links with each other and revealing the 
notion of ramification.
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Terry Eastwood, in a celebrated text refuting a few of John Roberts’s affirma-
tions, proved the existence of archival theory by presenting the value of the 

nature of archival documents or records, their distinction in relation to other 
sources, and also their importance to other fields of knowledge.1

Among the several explanations of the importance of the nature of docu-
ments—“the first object of archival theory”2—Jean-Pierre Brunterc’h and Olivier 
Porcet explained that the very nature of all archival documents is linked to a 
power structure, and this connection should be considered an integral part of 
their makeup and content.

Archives, by their nature, are therefore intimately linked to the exercise of a 
power inscribed within a period of length: the notions of commandment and 
of a return to founding principles, that is, of legitimacy, are inherent to the 
notion of archives and we can conceive that very early on care was taken of 
assigning them a specific place under the authority of those who govern. 3

Both the legitimacy and authority present in archival documents arise 
from universal qualities and characteristics inherent in their own nature. 
Besides distinguishing them from other sources, the properties establish their 
trustworthiness in proving an act or a fact and “constitute the central ideas of 
archival theory.”4

According to Luciana Duranti, the inherent characteristics of archival doc-
uments are

naturalness, which stems from the fact that archival documents are the result 
of practical and administrative demands, and they accumulate naturally and 
continually; interrelatedness, which derives from their spontaneous and at the 
same time structured cohesion, due to the location for which they are created 
and which is vital to their existence and to their ability to achieve their pur-
pose and to function as a witness; uniqueness, which comes from the singular 
relationship each of them has with its own context, be it documentary or 
administrative; impartiality, which derives from the fact that archival docu-
ments are an integral part of the activities from which they arise; and authen-
ticity, which comes from the fact that the documents are credibly and reliably 
generated by those who need to act relying upon them and are maintained 
with the appropriate guarantees for further activities, for consultation, infor-
mation and testimony.5

Other important foundations of archival theory are essential to protect and 
to understand the properties of archival documents, as well as to comprehend 
how and in which context they were produced. The principle of provenance or 
respect des fonds is a foundational concept that refers to the origin or nature of 
the documents, a fact reflected by the manner in which they are ordered and 
also in which they may be distinguished from other sources.
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In general terms, and still in reference to the origin of documents, the 
respect des fonds is related to the organizational practice in which documents aim 
to reflect the structure, functions, and activities of the institution. The principle 
of provenance is the theoretical basis defending that each public or private 
institution has its own unique identity, and for this reason intermingling the 
fonds of one institution with that of another will cause irreparable damage to 
the reading of the genetic chain of acts and facts that those specific sets of docu-
ments reflect.

Authors from countries such as Australia, Canada, Italy, and the United 
States have written about fonds and the principle of provenance and have con-
tributed to the refinement of theory and to the perfection of archival practices. 
“In the end, then, theory becomes more than contemplation of the nature of 
archives when it presents ideas about the role or purpose archival documents 
play in social relations.”6

Eastwood’s arguments may be confirmed in the case described in the pres-
ent article: after identifying and mapping the provenance and fonds of civil insti-
tutions mentioned in the works by the authors here cited, it became clear how 
advantageous it was to apply the concept of fonds and the principle of prov-
enance to the example of governmental and private institutions that persecuted 
and assassinated members of the Araguaia Guerrilla, a political movement in 
Brazil against the military regime.

However, the concept of fonds and the principle of provenance are not 
sufficient to explain the presence of several sets of archival documents about 
Araguaia Guerrilla in the State of Pará even after official declarations by Brazilian 
authorities that all documents relating to that movement had been destroyed. It 
is the purpose of this article to present the notion of ramification as a theoretical 
proposal that can be used to explain the survival of those documents.

The “Total Destruction” Thesis of the Archival Documents of the 
Araguaia Guerrilla

In the late 1960s, under the auspices of the Communist Party of Brazil 
(PC do B), Maurício Grabois, João Amazonas, and Ângelo Arroyo settled in a 
mostly rural area of Brazil called Bico do Papagaio,7 along the Araguaia River. 
All three were members of what became known as the Araguaia Guerrilla, a 
political movement that had as its principal goals the instigating of a com-
munist revolution in the country and the undermining of the Brazilian mili-
tary regime (1964–1985).8 By 1972, when Brazil was governed by then President 
General Emílio Garrastazu Médici, the Araguaia Guerrilla included hundreds 
of young university students from major cities, all of whom were instructed to 
relocate to the movement’s hideouts in several municipalities within the Bico 
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do Papagaio region.9 That same year, the armed forces discovered the move-
ment’s existence and mobilized soldiers to combat the guerrilla through several 
operations, including one described in the following manner: “No fewer than 
3,260 men fought for 12 days, all in regular combat gear, and it was considered 
the largest military mobilization in the country since the Second World War.”10 
After seven military operations,11 the movement was completely suppressed and 
came to an end in 1975.12

The success of these operations can be attributed, in part, to the military’s 
strategy of introducing undercover agents into the civilian population, which 
the guerrilla itself had infiltrated. This network enabled a surge in the volume 
and the velocity of communication among the armed forces and civil institu-
tions. Besides destroying the enemy, the strategy of increasing the intercommu-
nication among these organizations benefited the military regime in another 
way: it extended the reach of the state to areas until then beyond its reach. It 
also expanded the scope of a complex inter- and transinstitutional network of 
government informants operating within civil institutions, all of whom were 
commissioned to work toward the dismantling of the movement. Undercover 
soldiers, instructed to act as if they were civil servants, collected information 
that could aid in locating and routing the guerrilla. In 1975, this powerful inter- 
and transinstitutional network succeeded in disbanding the Araguaia Guerrilla.

The emergence of this powerful network resulted in a process of communi-
cation among these institutions’ fonds13 themselves. A common task performed 
across myriad institutions had thus given rise to links among these fonds, a link-
age here called the notion of ramification. 

In 2004, approximately twenty-nine years after the end of the movement, 
the publication of photographs supposedly of the journalist Vladimir Herzog, 
who died while incarcerated as a political prisoner in 1975, galvanized discus-
sions in the Brazilian media about the Araguaia Guerrilla archives and provoked 
reactions such as the following declaration of then Minister of Defense José 
Viegas: “the records on the Araguaia Guerrilla were incinerated or shredded, as 
were the ‘terms of destruction’ which authorized those acts.”14 A few months after 
this declaration, however, Taís Marais and Eumano Silva’s Operation Araguaia: 
The Secret Archives of the Guerrilla15 was published. The book included scanned and 
until then unpublished documents on the workings of the Araguaia Guerrilla 
and the role of the armed forces and other civil institutions in dismantling the 
movement. Subsequently, Hugo Studart published a book in 2006 containing 
archival documents about the guerrilla.16

As part of the research into the existence of archival documents produced 
by this military and civil network of institutions involved in the process of dis-
mantling the Araguaia Guerrilla, the documents reproduced in the works of Elio 
Gaspari,17 Luiz Maklouf Carvalho,18 Taís Marais and Eumano Silva,19 and Hugo 
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Studart20 were analyzed. Furthermore, other works on the same topic were also 
reviewed, including those by José Vargas Jiménez21 and Licio Maciel,22 retired 
military men who participated in the repression of the guerrilla; and Romualdo 
Pessoa Campos Filho23 and Leonencio Nossa,24 the latter containing a narra-
tive on the participation of Major “Curió” as the leader of the mobilized forces 
responsible for the dismantling of the movement.

Of the analyzed works, four of them—Morais and Silva, Studart, Campos 
Filho, and Nossa—include copies of archival documents, many of which indicate 
the corresponding fonds, signatures, stamps, names, and numbers. Although 
these works do contain the names of participants and the number of casualties, 
this information does not coincide with the data presented in other works, nor 
is there a perfect match among the locations these works indicate as the burial 
grounds of those killed during the operations. This mismatch of information is 
due, in great part, to the fact that the archival documents still in existence had 
yet to be salvaged and mapped.

By analyzing the aforementioned works, it was possible to construct a pre-
liminary map of these documents. Due to length restrictions, the present article 
will be limited to documents produced by institutions based in the State of Pará, 
through which the complex network of civil and military inter- and transinsti-
tutional relationships may still be revealed. Most of these institutions had dis-
tinct missions, but they performed a common and all-encompassing task, one 
never officially declared: the dismantling of the Araguaia Guerrilla. 

The mapping of these institutions, presented below, was made possible by 
the on-site distribution, during the months of January and April 2010, of more 
than twenty questionnaires to employees of institutions in several municipali-
ties, such as São João do Araguaia, São Domingos do Araguaia, Marabá, and 
Belém, capital of the State of Pará.25 By the reaction of the participants to the 
questionnaires, it became clear that the topic under analysis—even thirty-five 
years after its major events had ended—is still considered recent, troubling, and 
unresolved.

Given the complexity of the tabulations produced from the research, which 
may be consulted elsewhere,26 as well as the limits on the length of the pres-
ent article, only the National Institute for Colonization and Agrarian Reform 
(INCRA)27 fonds will be analyzed. The authors of the aforementioned works cited 
INCRA as the second major participant in the dismantling of the guerrilla, after 
the Army Information Center (CIE). 

The presentation of these documents contributes to questioning the offi-
cial declarations, according to which all archival materials relating to the move-
ment had been destroyed. Furthermore, the present article also seeks to propose 
and define a new archival notion, ramification, by demonstrating that this “total 
destruction” thesis is untenable. In other words, the complete destruction of all 
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the archives related to a specific historical event with the magnitude of the 
Araguaia Guerrilla is implausible.

Questioning the plausibility of this thesis may weaken the force of the 
official arguments, declarations, and announcements, which state that not one 
of the preexisting documents related to that historic event had been spared and 
that there are, at the present time, simply none left.

The Notion of Ramification of the Archival Document: A Proposal

The notion28 of ramification is the intercommunication among the fonds of 
several different institutions—although they do not intermingle, nor establish 
a mixed collections file—all directed toward a common task that supersedes 
the officially stated mission of each institution taken separately. This common 
task itself, which drives the production of documents, need not necessarily be 
explicit or published. 

Figure 1 may serve as an example. Among the documents of the INCRA 
fonds from 1972 is a “Certificate of Good Conduct” produced (in terms of prov-
enance)29 by the Precinct of Marabá. If both the Precinct of Marabá and INCRA 
had had the same mission, then one could expect that the documents produced 
by the Precinct of Marabá were in the INCRA fonds by means of an accession.30 
However, the case at hand does not meet that condition. In fact, INCRA and the 
precinct did not have the same mission then, nor do they have the same mis-
sion now.

The above-mentioned certificate was required of citizens who requested 
land from the government in the Lenira region (municipality of Araguaína, 

FIGURE 1.  The Certificate of Good Conduct was produced by INCRA. Photo: 
Shirley Carvalhêdo Franco, 2010.
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State of Goiás), one of the areas involved with the guerrilla. Produced by the 
Marabá Precinct, the document not only testified to the fact that records of 
crimes committed by the citizen making the request did not exist, but also 
facilitated the work of the armed forces, whose responsibility it was to identify 
the communists residing in the region and to prevent the involvement of the 
local residents with the guerrilla. This situation led to the establishment of an 
“imaginary fonds” endowed with its own legitimacy.

The following documents, produced by both the Precinct of Araguaia, in the 
State of Pará (Figures 2 and 3), and the Ministry of the Army (Figure 4) were also 
used to attest to the righteousness of the same individual who resided within 
the area where the guerrilla was active. Residents who possessed the certificate 
of a “lack of a criminal record” or “good conduct” were permitted to come and 
go as they pleased. Those who did not, however, were prohibited from doing so: 
they were considered “suspect” and were put under the auspices of state sur-
veillance. This situation may be considered, therefore, another example of the 
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FIGURE 2.  This Certificate of Good Conduct is from a private fonds. 
Photo: Shirley Carvalhêdo Franco, 2010.
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FIGURE 3.  This Certificate of Life and Residence was from a 
private fonds.  Photo: Shirley Carvalhêdo Franco, 2010.

FIGURE 4.  This Certificate of Conscription and Clean Record in the Army 
was from a private fonds.  Photo: Shirley Carvalhêdo Franco, 2010.
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existence of ramification. Given that many students infiltrated the region to 
join the guerrilla, it was necessary to identify them and locate their hideouts, a 
task commissioned to this institutional network. The task itself, however, went 
beyond the limits of the mission of each of the institutions involved. Therefore, 
the creation, meaning, use, and validation of the records produced with the aim 
of accomplishing this task will reflect the intercommunication among these 
institutions. Even though the documents above may have overlapped as to the 
issues being addressed, they came from different institutions, and thus the indi-
vidual who did not present all three of those official documents to authorities 
when demanded was immediately arrested: a single certificate had no meaning 
without the remaining pair of the set.

Besides the armed forces themselves, the struggle against the Araguaia 
Guerrilla became, in practice, the task of other institutions, such as precincts, 
notary offices, schools, churches, and ministries. The involvement of these other 
institutions is the “higher task” to which all were subordinated and thus reveals 
a complex network of interrelationships, whose emblematic feature is that their 
respective fonds initiated a process of intercommunication among themselves. 
Though they did not share the same official mission, the institutions involved 
in that superior task improved the efficiency of the techno-bureaucratic system 
of the military regime.

This improvement facilitated and furthered a phenomenon that had been 
observed throughout the period under analysis: the expansion of the role of 
the state in society. One of the consequences of this expansion was the multi-
plication of documents, a phenomenon that Eastwood described in the follow-
ing manner: 

the advent of the welfare state (in some societies, at least) and the active 
intervention of all levels of government to regulate an ever-widening range of 
economic, social, and cultural affairs expanded public bureaucracies into new 
realms. . . . The pace of administrative change became almost bewildering as 
new—and in some cases, freer—administrative units were created, regularly 
transformed, or abolished in the search for more effective and efficient work 
processes. As a consequence of these transformations, the rate of records 
production grew dramatically.31

This growing production of documents, in turn, is one of the factors that 
supports the notion of ramification, because all areas of the state began using 
the tools that enabled the multiplication of documents. The communication 
tools, on the one hand, fostered the participation of several actors in the imple-
mentation of a single task; on the other hand, they also facilitated the participa-
tion of a single actor in the execution of several tasks, to fulfill a bureaucratic 
necessity. Such practices brought about the constant and vast multiplication 
of archival documents, by several methods and through different media. The 
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probability of observing ramification taking place grows, therefore, with the 
rise in the number of individuals or institutions taking part in the fulfillment of 
a single task—whether it be “official” or not—superseding the stated mission of 
each institution taken separately.

Although the mere multiplication of copies should not be construed 
immediately as an occurrence of ramification, it should lead the researcher at 
least into further investigation. The presence of these copies may indeed imply 
ramification, given that they contain references to the fonds to which they 
belong. The fact that these various institutions participated in the fulfillment 
of a superior task points to the existence of an intercommunication among 
distinct fonds; this intercommunication, in turn, is also an indication of rami-
fication, which can manifest itself beyond the periods of martial law described 
in the preceding paragraphs.

In her article “Who Controls the Past,”32 Helen Samuels argued appropri-
ately that “the changing structure of modern institutions and the use of sophis-
ticated technologies have altered the nature of records,”33 either in form or 
content. The present bureaucratic dynamics of society demand the integration 
of institutions, a consequence of which is documentary integration:

Individuals and institutions do not exist independently. Examination reveals 
the complex relationships between institutions and individuals. Government, 
industry, and academia—the private and public sectors—are integrated through 
patterns of funding and regulations. Governments award contracts to aca-
demic institutions and private companies to develop space shuttles and run 
hospitals, while they control the privacy of student records and the testing of 
new drugs . . . multiple hands have created the “individual’s” papers. . . . These 
complex patterns exist in any modern institution. MIT receives research funds 
from the National Science Foundation, the Andrew W. Mellon Foundation, 
Exxon, and individual donors. Newark, New Jersey, receives federal funds for 
housing and road construction while it contracts out to a private firm for 
refuse collection. Farmers receive federal funds to control crop production. 
Records mirror the society that creates them. Integrated functions affect 
where and how the records of these activities are created and where they 
should be retained. 34

The existence of ramification confirms the argument, therefore, that the 
complete and absolute destruction of all archives related to a specific histori-
cal event would be practically impossible: archival documents tend to “escape” 
attempts of total destruction, becoming almost immune to complete elimination.

It is not possible to predict or control the destiny of the totality of archival 
documents, especially the more compromising or “sensitive” ones. The inter-
communication among the fonds belonging to different institutions—that is, 
ramification—will dictate that the complete destruction of all the documents 
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related to a certain historical event will be, in practice, virtually impossible to 
accomplish. 

There are, however, several historical examples of governments that 
attempted to follow through with all-out destructive campaigns. The Turkish 
government, for example, has been accused of “purging” documents that could 
have been used to blame it for crimes against humanity (the genocide of the 
Armenians).35 Other examples include the Japanese order to completely inciner-
ate archives before the arrival of American troops after World War II36 and the 
destruction of innumerable documents by the apartheid regime in South Africa, 
before the handing over of power to the Nelson Mandela administration.37

In Brazil, one may also point to the example of the destruction of archival 
documents relating to the period of slavery and to the case under analysis, about 
which the following quote is emblematic: “at the end of Figueiredo’s mandate, 
the last president of the military dictatorship, the heads of the secret service of 
the Armed Forces ordered the destruction of the archives related to the confron-
tation in [the State of] Pará.”38 Institutions such as INCRA, whose missions and 
bylaws were different from those of the army, navy, and air force, did not obey 
the order. This is the reason many archival documents related to that event still 
exist today in INCRA’s collection, such as the certificate of good conduct.

The following inherent feature of archival documents contributes to their 
survival: they have the power to prove, testify, and verify. They are endowed 
with this power because they contain signatures, names of fonds, and other 
crucial information. A document itself, therefore, attains a high exchange value 
and may be used in different manners: secretively, as part of a bargain, to pro-
tect its owner or someone else; threateningly, to reveal someone else’s actions; 
and egoistically, to gain wealth or power (normally political). It is probable, 
therefore, that employees who participated in that historical event kept copies 
of documents to protect themselves or even to blackmail others. Perhaps they 
kept them simply to preserve the memory of that historical event.

Besides explaining the survival of archival documents, the notion of rami-
fication can help researchers and specialists to read into the origin of archives 
“for its regularities, for its logic of recall, for its densities and distributions, for 
its consistencies of misinformation, omission, and mistake—along the archival 
grain.”39

In possession of this key notion, archivists will be more prepared to 
answer questions related to “the retrospective (re)construction of a documen-
tary universe”40: where, by whom, why, and when was it created? By using the 
notion of ramification as an instrument, the professional’s capacity to visualize 
the social and political context in which archival documents were created will 
be improved, as will his or her ability to understand the historical event under 
scrutiny. It will thus be possible to determine the meaning of the document 
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by examining the entire circumstantial network within which the document 
is inserted.

Ramification in Contrast to Other Archival Concepts

With the objective of discarding the possibility that the notion of ramifi-
cation falls under the definition of other archival concepts or even terms, the 
General International Standard Archival Description (ISAD(G))41 was consulted in refer-
ence to the following expressions: parallel provenance, multiple provenance, complex 
fond, dossier, allied materials, and document dispersal. 

Given that apparently similar new archival concepts have been developed 
by Australian archivists, who have also contributed to perfect the concept of 
fonds and the meaning of provenance, the possibility that the notion of ramifica-
tion simply rehashes those new concepts warrants consideration.

The concept of parallel provenance was formulated by the Australian archi-
vist Chris Hurley because of his dissatisfaction with the definition of prove-
nance laid out by the ISAD(G). Hurley considered the existing definition limited 
and incapable of fully describing the formation and the function of documents 
and their respective processes:

the descriptive standardisation we have is not very helpful because it has been 
developed to implement a vision not of integration but of separation and the 
perpetuation of methods invalidated by current technological developments. 
Clever methods to emulate in cyberspace what we once did in physical space 
are a waste of time and effort. . . . This is the art of writing obituaries, not 
managing records. The standards are not broad enough to encompass both 
traditional and integrative views. They focus on the creation and management 
of descriptions of records, not the management of the records themselves. 
Another limitation one wants to avoid is one that precludes an analysis of 
contextual entities that produce documents being described vicariously rather 
than directly. This is ambience, or the context of provenance. The actual for-
mation is undertaken by the author or filer of a document, by the record-
keeper within an organization, family or group, by the agent mandated to act 
on behalf of an enterprise, or by the enterprise itself (or one of its component 
parts). Any of these may be nominated as the sole creator of records.42

The author explained that he did not create the concept to completely 
abandon the established definition of provenance, but rather to enhance it; to 
Hurley, provenance is “a legitimate view, but not the only legitimate view.”43 

The term ambience refers both to the context of provenance and to the cre-
ation of documents; whereas parallel provenance “describes a situation where 
two or more entities are identified as establishing the provenance of records, 
where each resides in a different ambience.”44 
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With this proposal, the author intended to go beyond the concept of mul-
tiple provenance, adopted in Australia since 1960 and whose definition includes 
the following procedure: “documents assembled as records can pass through the 
hands of several successive creators over time.”45 Through this critical vision of 
the norm, Hurley justified the necessity of parallel provenance, given its ability 
to aid in the description of documents:

The objects of description exist in radiating layers of structure and meaning—
documents within dockets exist within files that are part of a series. Many 
different agents of formation are involved in all but the most simplistic of 
functions—at each layer of understanding within which the documents are 
cocooned. The author of a document (indisputably its creator in at least one 
sense) may be very different from the agents responsible for formation of the 
docket, file, or series in which it is placed. Other agents (to say nothing of 
functions) are involved via their relationship with agents of formation—the 
parent corporation of the business unit responsible for forming the series, 
for example, or the family to which a personal correspondent belongs. These 
ambient entities contextualise documents vicariously. We cannot describe all 
of the possibilities. A selection must be made. Having done so, archivists took 
the fatal step of convincing themselves that the selection they prefer as the 
best one is the only valid one when preserving evidence. They are wrong. 46

Hurley demonstrated the benefits of applying the concept of parallel prov-
enance in the case of “australia’s stolen generation,” children of aboriginal 
descent removed from their parents and families by aid agencies and churches, 
as permitted by acts of parliament whose purpose was child protection. He 
showed that this concept would further the understanding of the context in 
which those children were taken away, thus helping to determine the exact 
location of documents belonging to the churches and agencies that participated 
in the removals. In this manner, it would be possible to contact the aid recipi-
ents of that episode, who included both individuals and groups (the author 
reminded us that the Aborigines received different types of aid, in areas such as 
health, education, business, etc.).

As is evident from the description above, Hurley’s parallel provenance cen-
ters on the relationship between the document and its various creators. The 
present proposal for the notion of ramification, in contrast, focuses on the exis-
tence of communication among creators at different institutions, at a specific 
moment in time and given specific objectives.

The concept of parallel provenance presupposes identifying not only all the 
participating institutions, even if these institutions collaborated during differ-
ent stages in the process of document creation, but also their respective func-
tions and activities as well. This is done to determine the existence of a legitimate 
archival whole. The notion of ramification differs in that it depends on the identi-
fication of institutions (and their respective missions) assigned with a common 
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task (in this case, the dismantling of the Araguaia Guerrilla) and may contribute 
to the understanding of the sociopolitical dimension, the production of docu-
ments, and the establishment of the precise location of the corresponding fonds.

According to Sue McKemmish, attempts at modifying traditional archival 
concepts, as demonstrated by the example of Hurley’s parallel provenance, are 
part of the Australian approach called the continuum model. Formally adopted 
in 1990, this model seeks to reconceptualize traditional theory and reinvent 
archival practice by stipulating that the life of a document extrapolates the 
definition of life cycle, which dominated archival practice during the second half 
of the twentieth century: 

. . . records are “always in a process of becoming.”. . . Records can even have 
multiple lives in spacetime as the contexts that surround their use and control 
alter and open up new threads of action, involving re-shaping and renewing 
the cycles of creation and disposition.47

As part of the continuum model, the Australians consider that the prov-
enance of documents should not be linked, in a segregated manner, to only 
one creator, but should rather be situated within a complex context of creation 
encompassing several institutions. Through the prism of the notion of ramifica-
tion, it would be important to note whether these different institutions, with 
their distinct missions, have forged links among themselves, a linkage in its 
turn emerging from the production of archival documents mandated by the 
fulfillment of their common task.

Concerning the concept of the complex fond, Paola Carucci and Maria 
Guercio, in their work Manuale di archivistica,48 proposed the following definition:

A complex fond is made up of a plurality of fonds because it is: a) a fond consti-
tuted by a plurality of fonds hierarchically organized within the institutional 
structure inherent of the producing entity; b) a fond constituted by a plu-
rality of fonds hierarchically structured within a documentary organization 
derived from the process of sedimentation or reordering of the document; 
c) a fond constituted by a plurality of fonds which, because they represent 
an institution reciprocity, converge in the archive of a specific entity (the 
collecting agent). There is no hierarchical connection between the archive of 
the collecting agent and that of the aggregated archive, which keeps its own 
autonomous and distinct configuration.49

According to these authors, the importance of the complex fond comes 
from the fact that it is an archival concept capable of encompassing the institu-
tion’s history, whose formation may have been the result of an organic struc-
ture, endowed with hierarchical or parallel connections with other institutions. 
In these cases, an archives is generated that reflects the complexity of those 
connections, such as the archives of ministries or public entities, or of very 
large private companies, or even of a family. An example of this would be 
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Brazil’s Ministry of External Relations, which encompasses the following fonds: 
the Alexandre de Gusmão Foundation (FUNAG), the Institute for the Research 
of International Relations (IPRI), and the Center of Diplomatic History and 
Documentation (CHDD).

According to Carucci and Guercio, the concept of the complex fond is also 
important because it makes up for the gap in the ISAD(G), whose solution to 
the aforementioned cases is “merely descriptive” and “general”: they simply fall 
under the heading of “fond” or “sub-fond,” which purges them of their particu-
lar hierarchical structures. 50

The present study, however, demonstrates that ramification is not simply 
the assembly of distinct fonds, sorted hierarchically, as is the complex fond. 
Ramification occurs, in fact, when documents of a fond are included in a differ-
ent fond as a consequence of an existing trans- and intrainstitutional network of 
production, reception, and sharing of documents. This network, in turn, arises 
from the implementation of an ulterior task by all participating institutions, 
even though the task itself may not have been permanent or even officially 
published. When searching for evidence of ramification, it is important to take 
into consideration the political and social context, and not only issues relating 
to the documents themselves.

Would it be possible, therefore, to equate the definition of ramifica-
tion with that of dossier? In the glossary of the descriptive standards in the 
Portuguese version, file is translated as dossiê/processo and defined as “an orga-
nized unit of documents grouped together either for current use by the creator 
or in the process of archival arrangement, because they relate to the same sub-
ject, activity, or transaction.”51 However, the term dossiê as it is understood in 
Brazil almost matches the term dossier in English. The SAA Glossary defines dossier 
as “a group of documents assembled to provide information about a specific 
topic.”52 Moreover, dossier 

connotes information purposefully collected from various sources, as opposed 
to documents in an organic collection resulting from routine activities. In 
some instances, “dossier” may be used interchangeably with file in the sense 
of a case file. It is not equivalent to a file folder or other container; a dossier 
may be housed in several folders or other containers.53

Thus, a dossier is a grouping of documents related to a specific theme, 
executed intentionally and through a planning process. It is not possible, how-
ever, to apply this definition to the archival box researched in the INCRA’s fond 
in Marabá, where the “Certificate of Good Conduct” produced by the Precinct 
of Marabá was found, since that document was placed there naturally: con-
trolling the government’s land grants was one of INCRA’s functions, but these 
did not include controlling guerrilla activity, which the military regime con-
sidered subversive.
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Would it be possible to apply the definition of allied materials to ramifica-
tion? This area is one of the ISAD(G)54 fields that entails: a) the existence, loca-
tion, availability, and/or destruction of originals where the unit of description 
consists of copies; b) the existence, location, and availability of copies of the unit 
of description; c) related units of description; and d) publications that are about 
or are based on the use, study, or analysis of the unit of description. In the case 
of allied materials, the archivist will base the description on the relationship 
that the described fonds establish with other fonds, a relationship that will arise 
from the existing similarities of missions, activities, biographies, and factors 
related to institutional identity. The archivist can be assured that these relation-
ships exist because of their official nature.

The notion of ramification cannot be construed in this manner, since it is 
an analytical instrument that may be used by the archivist as an aid: it helps 
to determine the existing relationships (whether official or not) among distinct 
fonds and thus to discover the existing original documents or copies related to 
a historical event. These fonds, however, do not intermingle, nor do they form 
a mixed archives. For this reason, the archivist should base his or her analysis 
only upon hypotheses that arise from the notion of ramification itself.

One last option would be to assign to the notion of ramification the same 
definition as document dispersal. The definition of dispersal, however, is the fol-
lowing: “1. The act or effect of dispersal; 2. Separation of people or things of 
different meanings; and 3. Stampede; rout.” 55 From an archivist’s point of view, 
dispersal refers to documents belonging to a specific fond that end up included 
in a different fond, as a consequence of disorder, loss, or oversight, and not as 
a consequence of the intercommunication of distinct fonds. The definition of 
dispersal could not, therefore, be applicable to ramification.

It becomes evident that the documents found in INCRA’s fond come from 
another fond. The documents from the Precinct of Marabá did not end up where 
they did because they were misplaced, but because they form an integral part 
of the dialogue among institutions, all of which were assigned a common 
task—the dismantling of the Araguaia Guerrilla. One of the documents that 
exemplifies this case was produced by the Precinct of Marabá: it could be the 
original, that is, “the first perfect version of a document”; or it could be a 
“multiple original,” produced by “reciprocal obligation” or “multiple recipient” 
or through a “security program”; or else, as Duranti clarified, it could be a 
copy of the original document, “a transcription or reproduction of the original, 
because this copy cannot exist if it did not proceed from an original.”56 The fact 
that it is an original, whether it be single or “multiple,” whose purpose is to 
make known the subject matter to the institutions or individuals involved in a 
specific task, precludes the possibility of justifying its presence in that fond due 
to oversight or disorder.
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None of the archival terms or concepts mentioned above fully captures 
the notion of ramification here proposed. This does not mean, however, that 
the present article intends to question the validity of those concepts or any 
other established by the ISAD(G). Rather, it intends to collaborate toward a 
refinement of the concept of provenance that takes into consideration the pos-
sibility that fonds need not always be analyzed through the prism of the sole 
creator; that accounts for the richness and diversity of possibilities that char-
acterize the records creation process itself; and that presupposes the likelihood 
that the interests of the past may have yet been preserved, even in the face of 
extreme, hostile, and destructive action against their preservation. Specialists 
and researchers would do well to cherish the dynamism of society as reflected 
in the archival foundations themselves, for it is through the methodological 
operations of archival science—to which the notion of ramification hopes to 
contribute—that they may continue to strive toward the “comprehension of the 
immediate as well as the historic past.”57 

Conclusion

The institutions of the state analyzed during this research were all par-
ticipating in a shared “higher” task: the dismantling of the Araguaia Guerrilla. 
Even though it was only temporary and had not been published as an official 
task, it nevertheless existed and produced specific outcomes, a few of which 
were discussed here. One of these outcomes is the fact that, due to this shared 
higher task, these institutions’ fonds started a process of intercommunication 
among themselves (they did not, however, intermingle, nor did they form a 
“mixed archives”). That this intercommunication was taking place implies the 
existence of a link among these fonds.

It is proposed, therefore, to identify this intercommunicative link as 
the “notion of ramification,” which may be used as an analytical tool to help 
researchers reveal the role of the documental, political, and social context of the 
documents themselves, especially in regard to the concepts and principles of fond 
and provenance. The notion may also help in answering the following questions 
relating to archival documents: by whom, why, when, and where were they cre-
ated? The notion of ramification may aid, therefore, in unveiling the trans- and 
intrainstitutional network of production, reception, and sharing of documents.

It is important to note, however, that the notion of ramification should 
not be mistaken for parallel provenance or multiple provenance; it should not be 
regarded as a complex fond; it does not equate to file; and it should not be con-
fused with allied materials or documentary dispersal.

Both parallel provenance and multiple provenance prioritize the identifica-
tion of all creators involved in the process of generating archival documents, 
as well as the delineation of all their respective functions and activities. In 
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this manner, these new archival concepts elaborated by Australian archivists 
should not be equated with the notion of ramification. Ramification determines 
whether or not the creators of archival documents formed links among them-
selves through the fulfillment of a common task—in spite of differing missions—
thereby contributing to the mapping of fonds and to the establishment of their 
exact location, a contribution that may be especially helpful in situations in 
which all fonds have been purportedly destroyed.

Ramification is synonymous with the presence of documents from a spe-
cific fond in another distinct fond, which is the result of a trans- and intrain-
stitutional network of production, reception, and sharing of documents. It is 
possible to deduce, therefore, that the documents found in the INCRA fonds are 
not the result of the joining of distinct, hierarchically ordered fonds, normally 
described as complex fonds. 

It is likewise inappropriate to apply the definition of dossiê to these doc-
uments. The presence of the Police Precinct’s “Certificate of Good Conduct” 
within the INCRA box in Marabá is actually an example of ramification because 
these archival documents were placed there in a natural manner; no prede-
termined plan or any intention to do so existed. This example contributes to 
undermining the “total destruction” theory, which implies that it is possible to 
destroy all the documents related to a specific historical event.

If it were possible to classify the links the INCRA fonds had established 
with other fonds as those in which the institutions involved were all fulfilling 
a common task, then the corresponding documents could be labeled “related 
sources.” However, to determine the existence of a relationship among these 
distinct fonds, which do not intermingle, it is necessary to apply the notion of 
ramification and its underlying hypotheses.

It was possible to conclude, therefore, that the existence of the archival 
document of the Police Precinct found in the INCRA fonds attests to the occur-
rence of ramification and not of documental dispersion. This may be affirmed 
because those discovered documents, though deriving from another fond, had 
not been placed there because of dispersal, but rather because they proceeded 
from a complex network of institutions with different missions established to 
fulfill the common task of dismantling the Araguaia Guerrilla.

By proposing the notion of ramification, the present work does not intend 
to discredit the ISAD(G) or any other established concept or theory. On the con-
trary, it intends to present an analytical instrument based upon the richness of 
the nature of documents and its sociopolitical contexts and then to propose an 
archival notion. This instrument may be useful to researchers and professionals 
attempting to find the genesis of archival documents, or to those seeking to 
ascertain the survival of documents relating to a specific historical event—such 
as the Araguaia Guerrilla movement—in spite of and contrary to all allegations 
and theses attesting to the unequivocal certainty of their “total destruction.”
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