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Abstract 

This article aims to understand the instrumentalization of accounting in the construction of 

identities for the Northeast and Northeasterners between 1877 and 1969, based on the 

observation that representations of the region have often been naturalized, despite resulting 

from specific historical and institutional processes. The study analyzes how accounting 

practices were implicated in the narratives that produced and stabilized an imaginary that 

contributed to the constitution of the Northeast as an internal “Other” within Brazil. To this end, 

we articulate the notion of imaginative geography, the narrative approach of the new history of 

accounting, and the roles attributed to accounting practice, adopting a qualitative methodology 

of a historical-narrative nature, based on the analysis of historiographical works and critical 

literature on the political-cultural formation of the region. The findings indicate that, throughout 

the narratives of drought, modernism, regionalism, nationalism, developmentalism, and 

stereotyping, accounting acted in a multifaceted way through mechanisms of accountability, 

the institutionalization of the drought industry, the modernization project, and the 

instrumentalization of population control, while at the same time proving susceptible to 

reappropriation in counter-narratives associated with the cangaço and the Peasant Leagues, 

aimed at the redistribution of resources and the denunciation of inequalities. We conclude that 

accounting is intertwined with processes of identity production for territories and their 

inhabitants and cannot be understood as a neutral and objective technique. As contributions, we 

expand the dialogue between accounting, narrative, and territory, highlighting the role of 

accounting in the (re)production of socio-spatial inequalities and offering a critical perspective 

with the potential to question reductionist views still present about the Brazilian Northeast. 
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1. Introduction 

Space is not a natural geographical boundary, but a historical and voluntary product of 

human effort. The emergence of a territory is intertwined with the power relations formed and 

reproduced there. Naming the territory, meaning is given, and ownership is attributed. Thus, a 

boundary expresses geographical borders that illustrate the differences between what is inside 

and what has been left out (Albuquerque Júnior, 2017, 2018). 

This perspective is echoed in Edward Said's (2007) imaginative geography. In it, there 

is an understanding that territory is produced by a set of narratives that enunciate the “Other” 

for the institution of a system of domination, such as colonialism/imperialism. The logic of 

otherness means that an “Other” is narrated in relation to an “Us” taken as a reference, in which 

both are co-produced (Lopes & Fabrício, 2005; Said, 2007). 

Narratives compel us to imagine these territories, leading to the formulation of 

representations and identities of these antagonistic elements. Spaces are defined and presented 

based on knowledge generated about them (Said, 2007). These are understandings that will 

form a popular imaginary disseminated in culture (Said, 2011). Thus, it is not about what is 

real, but what has gained frontier materiality through an imaginative character (Albuquerque 

Júnior, 2018; Said, 2011). 
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In the new history of accounting, narratives are understood as biased, capable of 

privileging a particular view and generating or reinforcing dominant groups (Funnell, 1998). 

At the same time, counter-narratives may appear to challenge the versions set up as truth 

(Funnell, 1998; Lundholt & Boje, 2018). Thus, accounting is intertwined with narratives, being 

an instrument that helps in the construction of the reality in which it is inserted (Burchell et al., 

1980). 

The construction of the Brazilian Northeast arises from this intertwining of territory, 

narrative, and power. As Albuquerque Júnior (2018) argues, the Northeast is a political-cultural 

invention that predates its formalization as an administrative macro-region. Its construction was 

associated with the narrative of drought, mobilized by Northeastern elites in a context of decline 

in the sugar economy and disruption of power relations (Albuquerque Júnior, 1988, 1994, 2017, 

2018; Sousa & Nunes, 2025). 

The narrative of drought positioned the Northeast as “Other” in relation to the Center-

South, producing antagonistic representations for both (Albuquerque Júnior, 1988, 1994, 2017, 

2018; Sousa & Nunes, 2025). The elites sought greater access to resources linked to the public 

budget by presenting the region as miserable and neglected by the central government (Avelar 

Júnior, 1994). In this process, accounting practices became mediators in the dispute for 

resources and in the consolidation of certain images about the territory. 

At the same time, Northeasterners were portrayed through stereotypes that sought to 

reduce them to a supposed inferiority (Albuquerque Júnior, 2017). Counter-narratives 

associated with the cangaço and the Peasant Leagues questioned these representations (Julião, 

1962; Oliveira, 1981), highlighting that identity was disputed through accounting. 

In this context, this study aims to understand the instrumentalization of accounting in 

the construction of identities for the Northeast and Northeastern people between 1877 and 1969. 

We set up a theoretical dialogue between Said’s (2007, 2011) concept of imaginative 

geography, the notion of narrative within the new accounting history (Funnell, 1998), and the 

roles of accounting proposed by Burchell et al. (1980), which understand accounting as a 

learning, answer, rationalization, and ammunition machine. 

Methodologically, we adopt historical narrative as a form of accounting historiography 

(Parker, 2015; Napier, 2020). Based on the literature on the history of the Northeast, we 

construct a historical narrative that highlights when and how accounting helped in the 

construction and maintenance of identities. 

The study is justified by the need to deepen the understanding of how accounting is 

implicated in the production and persistence of representations of territories. Although critical 

accounting studies have highlighted its involvement in colonial/imperial projects (Neu, 1999, 

2000; Greer & Neu, 2009; Graham & Neu, 2013), a gap is still about its role in shaping popular 

imaginaries in contexts of internal colonialism. 

As a theoretical contribution, combining imaginative geography with the narrative 

perspective of the new accounting history expands the debate on accounting’s role in producing 

and stabilizing representations and identities. The study shows how accounting helps make up 

the “Other” and sustain systems of domination through narratives, highlighting its social and 

political character. 

Socially, by developing a historical narrative in the sense discussed by Funnell (1998) 

and Lundholt and Boje (2018), the study contributes to questioning the naturalization of 

representations of the Northeast and challenging the hegemonic imaginary that has historically 

positioned it as a subalternized space (Albuquerque Júnior, 2017, 2018). In practical terms, the 

study engages with literature showing accounting’s involvement in colonial/imperial projects 

(Neu, 1999, 2000; Greer & Neu, 2009; Graham & Neu, 2013), warning that contemporary 

mobilizations of accounting practices continue to sustain reductionist and exclusionary views 

of territories and populations. 
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2. Theoretical Framework 

2.1 Imaginative Geography and the Construction of the “Other” 

For Said (2007), the identity of a territory is not fixed, but consists of fragments of 

representation that change throughout history. Representation is formed by the way in which 

this territory is narrated, being neither objective nor real, but rather an imaginative meaning that 

gains materiality and generates a way of seeing and thinking about both the space and the 

inhabitants that comprise it. 

The constitution of the “Other” occurs through otherness, which arises from an 

ontological and epistemological differentiation in relation to an “Us,” set up as a familiar place 

and normative reference (Lopes & Fabrício, 2005). It is a dialectical construction: the “Other” 

helps to constitute a contrasting “Us.” As Said (2007, p. 31) states, “the two geographical 

identities, therefore, sustain and, to a certain extent, reflect each other.” The difference, 

therefore, is not simply seen, but produced narratively. 

In this process, geographical boundaries are produced through imaginative geography, 

understood as a set of discourses that represents the “Other” by formulating, subordinating, and 

giving form and identity in relation to a “We.” These geographical boundaries overlap with 

social and cultural ones, as geographical materiality helps attribute characteristics and 

specificities to inhabitants (Said, 2007). Thus, space functions as a marker of identity. 

In this sense, the logic of otherness is a relation of power, specifically one of domination. 

It is mobilized as a foundation of colonialism/imperialism, grounded in ideological formations 

that reveal a will to govern the “Other” and that produce knowledge to justify this domination. 

Thus, the “Other” is apprehended, formulated, defined, and presented in order to enable 

colonial/imperial practices (Said, 2007). 

Representation, therefore, is the presentation of the “Other” as the basis and reflection 

of a power mechanism that achieves a hegemonic imaginary and generates consensus about 

what is narrated. It is the power to construct narratives, or prevent others from emerging, and 

to form momentary identities that underpin exclusionary policies (Said, 2007; Carvalho, 2010). 

Culture thus becomes a battlefield in which representations are disputed, as they need to be 

reproduced and adapted so that the consensual order preserves existing power relations (Said, 

2011). At the same time, this dynamic involves the possibility of counter-hegemonic actions 

capable of altering geographical identities. 

Accounting fits into this point of discussion. Neu (2000, p. 167) explains how 

accounting “helps to translate colonial policies into practice.” Based on the study of indigenous 

peoples, Neu (1999, 2000) shows that accounting can be instrumentalized to help in the 

domination of the “Other” (see Greer and Neu (2009), Graham and Neu (2013)). However, 

accounting can also be mobilized to challenge and promote the emancipation of these same 

relationships (Duenas, 2025). 

Thus, accounting contributes to the construction of representations and identities of the 

“Other,” enabling exclusionary practices embedded in culture. Said’s framework helps explain 

the domination of the Northeast as an internal “Other,” produced through internal colonialism 

and subalternization in Brazil. At the same time, accounting can be instrumentalized both for 

colonial/imperial purposes and for resistance to these systems of domination. 

 

2.2 Narratives and Simulated History 

Understanding that imaginative geography acts through representation, it is necessary 

to understand how these representations are produced, stabilized, and legitimized over time. 

Said's (2007, 2011) view of the role of narrative in the constitution of the “Other” is close to 

the new history of accounting, which recognizes its ability to produce discourses of interest 

(Funnell, 1998; Faria, 2006). 
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This perspective contrasts with the neutral narrative assumed in traditional accounting 

history, which presupposes representational fidelity (Funnell, 1998). The new history 

recognizes the “simulated” nature of history, where truth is contingent and partial (Faria, 2006, 

p. 215). Narratives are constructed according to what is said, highlighting the narrator’s 

subjectivity and interpretation. 

Furthermore, narrative stands for the occurrence of events organized in cause-and-effect 

relationships (Dornelles & Sauerbronn, 2019), “both in the configuration of the past and in the 

anticipation of the future” (Llewellyn, 1999, p. 223). Narrative produces intelligibility and 

interpretive stability by structuring events in this way. 

In this sense, accounting history produces narratives that serve specific interests and 

help make certain views of social reality appear true (Funnell, 1998; Lundholt & Boje, 2018). 

Their durability stems from constant reproduction and elite support. Competing narratives, in 

turn, tend to be mythologized or dismissed as “troublesome dissidence” (Heehs, 1994). 

Interpretations that are created, shared, and retold can produce widely accepted 

collective understandings, legitimizing power relations and reinforcing distinctions between 

social groups over time (Funnell, 1998). However, counter-narratives can also challenge 

dominant narratives and question the status quo (Lundholt & Boje, 2018). 

Based on this interrelationship between accounting and narrative, we understand 

accounting as a social artifact (Vasconcelos, 2025), a political artifact (Antonelli, Bigoni, 

Funnell, Cafaro, & Gagliardo, 2023), and a cultural phenomenon (Faria, 2006). It is involved 

in the constitution of social relations and the reality in which it works, being “an active 

constituent element in shaping society” (Funnell, 1998, p. 156). 

In this way, accounting integrates the narrative processes that produce imaginative 

geographies. It is involved in the formulation of representations and identities for territories, 

contributing to the construction of the “Other” and the establishment of systems of domination, 

such as colonialism/imperialism. 
 

2.3 The Roles of Accounting in the Constitution of Contexts 

When considering accounting's role in the production of narratives and representations, 

it is necessary to understand how it gains materiality in these processes. This implies 

recognizing that accounting is neither neutral nor objective (Nascimento, Campos, & 

Sauerbronn, 2022), but rather assumes distinct roles depending on the institutional, political, 

and organizational contexts in which it works. 

Burchell et al. (1980) emphasize that accounting takes part in the constitution of society 

and can serve various purposes and interests. In this sense, it is multifaceted and can inform, 

justify, legitimize, dispute, or sustain actions about realities (Funnell, 1998). This understanding 

is systematized by the authors by showing four roles through which accounting acts socially 

(see Table 1): (i) learning machine, (ii) answer machine, (iii) rationalization machine, and (iv) 

ammunition machine. 
 
  Table 1 – The roles of accounting proposed by Burchell et al. (1980). 

Roles of Accounting Definition Use 

Answer Machine 
Response system to 

external events 

Enables organizations to respond appropriately to 

changes in the external environment 

Rationalization Machine 

Mechanism for justifying 

and legitimizing 

decisions and actions 

Provides a rational and objective basis for decision-

making, ensuring actions are efficiently justified to 

stakeholders 

Ammunition Machine 

Tool for persuasion and 

influence on support 

discourse 

Provides data and evidence that can be used to 

support or challenge positions and influence 

decisions 
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Learning Machine 

Instrument that helps 

organizations learn from 

past experiences 

Used to act based on previously established patterns. 

It is a “past accounting” serving the future 

  Source: Silveira et al. (2024). 

 

These roles highlight how accounting acts in the construction of reality. Linked to the 

earlier sections, they allow us to understand how accounting practices can sustain, dispute, or 

transform narratives that (re)produce meanings about the Northeast and Northeasterners. Thus, 

imaginative geography explains how the “Other” is constituted, narrative and simulated history 

show how these representations are produced and stabilized historically, and the roles of 

accounting highlight the mechanisms through which such constructions are operationalized, 

legitimized, or contested in contexts. 
 

3. Methodological Pathway 

To achieve the proposed aim, we constructed a historical narrative about the 

instrumentalization of accounting in the construction of identities for the Northeast and 

Northeasterners, adopting historical narrative as a form of historiography in accounting 

(Bartoluzzio, Pedroso, & Sauerbronn, 2022). This methodological choice stems from the 

understanding that narrative allows us to highlight “when, where, how, and why an event or 

situation arose” (Napier, 2020, p. 12), making visible the power relations that run through 

historical processes. 

This methodological choice aligns with Said’s view (2011, p. 323) that “narrative is the 

specific form adopted by written history to oppose the permanence of vision.” Writing history 

in narrative form implies a position committed to questioning essentialisms (Said, 2012). It 

assumes that the identities attributed to the Northeast and Northeasterners are historically 

constructed, with accounting implicated in this process. Narrative thus becomes an analytical 

tool for unveiling mechanisms of domination (Funnell, 1998; Napier, 2020). 

As an analysis strategy, six stages of Parker's explanation (2015) were adapted, 

organizing the investigative process into six movements: (1) selection of historical elements; 

(2) temporal and contextual organization; (3) construction of historical plots; (4) interpretation 

of events; (5) investigation of the interests of the actors; and (6) elaboration of the final 

historical interpretation. 

In analyzing the material, we conducted: (i) initial readings, (ii) analytical readings, and 

(iii) interpretive readings. In the (i) initial readings (steps 1 and 2), we found events, documents, 

and academic works relevant to the research aim, seeking evidence of how accounting practices 

were associated with the formulation and maintenance of regional and inhabitants’ identities 

mobilized in the narrative. These elements were then organized according to their sociopolitical 

context, enabling an understanding of the power struggles in each period analyzed. 

In this sense, the research corpus was mainly composed of works by historian Durval 

Muniz de Albuquerque Júnior, recognized as the leading author to examine the political and 

cultural construction of the Northeast (see Table 2). 
 

Tabela 2– Works mobilized in the construction of the historical narrative, authored by Albuquerque Júnior. 

Work Source Year Number of 

pages 
A invenção do Nordeste e outras artes Book 2018 376 

Preconceito contra a origem geográfica e de lugar: 

as fronteiras da discórdia 
Book 2017 

(ebook version) 
163 

O engenho anti-moderno: a invenção do Nordeste e 

outras artes 
Thesis 1994 507 

Falas de astúcia e de angústia: a seca no imaginário 

nordestino: de problema a solução (1877–1922) 
Dissertation 1988 449 

Source: Own elaboration. 
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In addition, we mapped materials addressing the territoriality of the Northeast to identify 

interpretations and historical records used to explain the region’s formation. Based on this 

survey, complementary sources were accessed (see Table 3), expanding and contextualizing 

elements in Albuquerque Júnior’s work. These materials helped reveal how accounting 

practices were linked to political disputes and narratives shaping identities attributed to the 

Northeast and Northeasterners, enabling a deeper accounting-based reading of Albuquerque 

Júnior’s work and triangulation of findings. 
 
Table 3 – Complementary materials used. 

Source Types, Complementarity, and Complementary Material 
Source: Documents (2), Books (2), and Academic Papers (5). 

Complementarity: Provides insight into accounting practices in force at the time, including the legality of 

special credits distributed to combat drought, the validity of the Accounting Code, and historical records 

associated with the management of these public resources. 

References: Barboza (2015); Brito (2015); Commissão Central Cearense (1879); Freire (2025); Inspetoria 

Federal de Obras Contra a Seca (1934); Julião (1962); Marcondes and Dandaro (2018); Paiva (2024); Ribeiro 

(2011). 
Source: Books (3). 

Complementarity: Broadens the time of the analysis by incorporating the developmentalist period, not 

explored by Albuquerque Júnior, allowing us to understand how the Northeast came to be positioned as an 

underdeveloped region in the context of national development policies. 

References: Oliveira (1981); Penna (1992); Santos (2004). 
Source: Documents (2) and Academic Papers (16). 

Complementarity: Deepens the analysis by adding historical details that enrich the understanding of the 

processes discussed by Albuquerque Júnior and the political disputes involved in the construction of 

representations about the Northeast. 

References: Arquivo Nacional (2021); Arruda and Sousa Neto (2024); Barbosa and Silva (2013); Barroso 

(2015); Berner and Almeida (2021); Brilhante et al. (2017); Ferreira, Paiva and Mélo (2020); Jornal O Povo 

(1932); Lacerda, Ipiranga and Thoene (2022); Lima (2014); Lima and Magalhães (2018); Lopes (2009); 

Massagli (2023); Melo (2015); Meneses (2019); Neves (1995); Rios (2020); Souza and Nunes (2025). 
Source: Own elaboration. 

 

In (ii) the analytical reading of the selected material (steps 3, 4, and 5), the narrative was 

organized chronologically and contextually around thematic axes linked to moments in the 

construction of identities in the Northeast and among Northeasterners. These axes were defined 

based on the material themes, historical periods, and the attributes assigned to the Northeast 

and its inhabitants. Each axis enabled an interpretive reconstruction of historical events, 

analyzing the interests of the actors involved, and the political disputes articulated or enabled 

through accounting. 

Finally, through an interpretive reading of the findings (step 6), the axes were analyzed 

in an integrated manner to find the relationship between the characteristics attributed to the 

region and its inhabitants and the role of accounting. 
 

Table 4 – Narratives Identified in the Research. 

Historical Narrative Description 
Narrative of the Drought 

(1877–1922) 
Presented to the Northeast as a space defined by drought, misery, and 

dependence, contributing to the construction of a persistent image of a territory 

of calamity. 
Modernist Narrative 

(1922–1926) 
Framed the Northeast as archaic and backward in contrast to a modern, 

productive Center-South. 
Regionalist Narrative 

(1922–1926) 
Represented the Northeast as a territory of tradition and colonial heritage, 

associated with the preservation of supposedly genuine power relations. 
Nationalist Narrative 

(1936–1969) 
Integrated the Northeast into Brazilian nation-building, institutionalizing it as a 

drought region. 
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Developmentalist 

Narrative (1936–1969) 
Defined the Northeast as an underdeveloped region whose economic condition 

justified regional inequalities. 
Stereotyping Narrative 

(1877–1964) 
Attributed negative and reductive characteristics to Northeasterners, producing 

stigmatized representations of the region’s population. 
Counter-narratives 

 (1877–1964) 
Challenged policies legitimized by dominant narratives about the Northeast, 

highlighting disputes and resistance to exclusionary policies in the region. 
Source: Own elaboration. 

 

Thus, six narratives (or five narratives and one counter-narrative) were inductively 

found from the analyzed material, as presented in Table 4. 

 

4. Results Analysis 

The construction of the Northeast as a region involves a complex historical process in 

which narratives, accounting instruments, and practices intertwine. This section analyzes how 

different narratives shaped representations of the region and its inhabitants, and how accounting 

was mobilized throughout this process. 

To this end, we present the relationships that structure this analysis based on the diagram 

shown in Figure 1. It summarizes the interaction between the historical narratives found, the 

roles played by accounting, and the effects of these articulations on the production of identities 

and representations about the Northeast and Northeasterners.  
 

Figure 1 – Accounting in the Northeast Representation. 

 
Source: Own elaboration. 

 

 The figure offers an integrated view of the arguments developed in the subtopics that 

make up this section, serving as support for the detailed analysis of the narrative axes presented 

in the following subtopics. 
 

4.1 The Narrative of the Drought (1877–1922): A Representation for the Northeast 

A few decades after Portugal colonized Brazil, drought was already present in the 

Northeast, dividing the territory between the coast and the sertão. Its occurrence appears in 

Fernão Cardim's travel reports between 1580 and 1583 (Lima & Magalhães, 2018). However, 

drought only gained political momentum during the Great Drought of 1877–1879 (Albuquerque 

Júnior, 1988). 
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Despite its name, this was not the drought with the highest proportional mortality rate, 

nor the largest in geographical extent or duration (Albuquerque Júnior, 1988; Sousa & Nunes, 

2025). While it affected enslaved and vulnerable populations, without directly affecting 

dominant groups, the phenomenon was not politically mobilized. Its significance stems from 

the decline of northeastern elites, decapitalized by the expansion of free labor and the fall in 

sugar and cotton exports, coupled with resentment over the greater concentration of central 

government investments in the Center-South (Albuquerque Júnior, 1988, 1994). 

With the publication of photographs in the press and speeches in Parliament, the impact 

of the drought on public opinion became clear, leading to the mobilization of private and public 

resources. The elites of the Northeast then began to exploit it as an opportunity to obtain funds, 

public works, and positions, preserving their influence in political decisions (Albuquerque 

Júnior, 1988, 1994, 2017, 2018). 

The narrative of drought was thus mobilized to reinforce the image of a miserable and 

decadent Northeast, justifying the allocation of resources, especially from the central 

government budget. At the same time, it contributed to merging a new regional division 

(Albuquerque Júnior, 2018), overcoming the North-South divide and homogenizing the coast 

and the hinterland under the same representation.  

However, drought ceased to be merely a natural phenomenon and became a means of 

producing perceptions about the region. In line with Said’s (2007) notion of imaginative 

geography, the repetition of this association helped fix the Northeast as a space marked by 

scarcity, shifting attention away from the historical and political conditions that produce 

inequalities. 

This narrative emphasized the central government's neglect and the discriminatory 

treatment of the region. It was argued that investment policies favored coffee growers (Center-

South), aggravating the agricultural crisis, and labor shortages intensified by drought. The 

dichotomy reinforced contrasting representations between the two areas. 

Gradually, a consensus formed about what the Northeast would be, contributing to the 

consolidation of its identity. The narrative gained institutional substance with the increase in 

federal funds distributed to the region from 1877 onwards, as shown in Table 5. The exceptional 

nature of the aid justified the opening of special credits, backed by Law No. 2,884 of February 

1, 1862 (Barboza, 2015; Brito, 2015; Freire, 2025). 
 

Table 5 – Expenditures by Province in the Current Northeast Region. 

Expenses Covered by Credits Authorized by the Imperial Government 

Court and Provinces 
Fiscal Years 

1876-1877 1877-1878 1878-1879 

Court 60.000$000 3.348:076$625 3.903:367$957 

Maranhão - 228:683$312 422:068$542 

Piauí 10:000$000 235:000$000 130:000$000 

Ceará 100:000$000 5.979:799$040 5.600:000$000 

Rio Grande do Norte 30.000$000 1.775:000$000 1.679:161$880 

Paraíba 29.000$000 474:000$000 650:000$000 

Pernambuco 103:000$000 2.254:300$000 450:000$000 

Alagoas 5.500$000 291:000$000 150:000$000 

Sergipe - 5:000$000 5:000$000 

Bahia - 190:000$000 150:000$000 

Total 337.500$000 14.380:858$977 13.139:598$379 

  Source: Adapted from Albuquerque Júnior (1988). 

 

These resources consolidated the so-called “drought industry,” a set of policies aimed 

at episodically addressing the problem as a form of conservative modernization (Albuquerque 

Júnior, 1988). These were compensatory actions that did not structurally change the 

population’s living conditions. There were also cases of embezzlement, misappropriation, and 
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corruption by elites, investigated by Parliamentary Inquiry Committees, which reinforced the 

association of the region with dependence on public funds and widespread corruption 

(Albuquerque Júnior, 2018). This led to criticism from other elites on the continuation of aid. 

In response, it was argued that such criticism stemmed from a lack of knowledge about 

the reality of the Northeast. Even so, accountability mechanisms appeared, such as the 

Inspectorate of Works Against Drought (1909) and the Federal Inspectorate of Works Against 

Drought (1919), now the National Department of Works Against Drought (DNOCS). These 

agencies justified larger budget allocations (see Table 6) and represented institutional channels 

for access to the public budget (Lima, 2024). 
 

                   Table 6 – Resources distributed to Inspectorates 

Type of Resources Total Sent/Destined 

Public aid for the drought of 1877/79 74.163:906$159 

Public aid for the drought of 1892 800:000$000 

Public aid for the drought of 1900 812:000$000 

Public aid for the drought of 1903/04 70:000$000 

Funds aid by the Drought Inspectorate (1909-1912) 3.887:443$426 

Funds aid by the Drought Inspectorate (1912-1922) 243.154:000$000 

Total 322.887:339$681 

                     Fonte: Albuquerque Júnior (1988). 

 

The legitimacy of these initiatives was reinforced by the appearance of neutrality and 

objectivity attributed to accounting. It contributes to presenting problems and solutions in a 

technical, and therefore seemingly apolitical manner (Nascimento et al., 2022). The drought 

began to be treated as a national problem, and the Inspectorates set up a permanent form of 

intervention by the central government, with resources distributed mainly to the construction 

of dams, highways, and reservoirs (Albuquerque Júnior, 1988). 

The works carried out were attributed to local oligarchies due to their execution with 

the aid of the federal budget, reinforcing their position by showing their ability to mediate 

benefits for their territories (see Figure 2). As Albuquerque Júnior (1988, p. 389) sees, “the 

colonel is once again ‘good,’ only now with the resources and works of others, which reaffirms 

his control, his dominance, and his exploitation of the poor men of the region who were 

threatened.” 

 
                                              Figure 2 – Budget and premium distributed to owners by IFOCS. 

 
                                             Source: Inspetoria Federal de Obras Contra a Seca (1934). 
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Thus, by recording resource allocations, accounting contributes to the 

institutionalization of drought as a permanent problem in the management of the Northeast. In 

this context, accounting reinforces the narrative of decline, which naturalizes dependence on 

transfers and intervention by the central government in the region. 

Figure 1 illustrates how accounting allowed for an understanding of the political, 

economic, and social realities of the period. In this context, it acted as a response mechanism 

(Burchell et al., 1980), reacting to changes and the clamor of the elites. At the top of the scheme, 

ideological formations articulate the narrative of drought, which triggers accounting as a 

mechanism for keeping power relations. 

Accounting made it possible to obtain federal funds, legitimizing the narrative of the 

northeastern elites. Thus, the history of the region became intertwined with accounting 

practices. Through this mobilization, the representation of the Northeast as “decadent,” 

“miserable,” “corrupt,” and “dependent” was merged, in contrast to the Center-South.  

The creation of Inspectorates symbolizes accounting as a rationalization machine 

(Burchell et al., 1980), justifying permanent intervention and the continuous sending of 

resources. It also acts as an ammunition machine by preserving the “drought industry” and 

reinforcing the hegemonic narrative. In addition, accounting takes on the role of a learning 

machine by producing records that will serve as the basis for later mobilizations. 

Therefore, the accounting understanding supported the narrative of drought mobilized 

by the northeastern elites to support the status quo, with the aim of obtaining resources. Thus, 

“the agenda of combating drought would mean budgetary control over the allocation of funds 

for such a policy” (Lima, 2024, p. 95). This is because the instrumentalization of accounting 

did not seek to alter the power structure but rather reinforce the representation of precariousness 

that legitimized the continuous flow of resources. It is from this initial mobilization that the 

Northeast begins to be recognized as a region. 
 

4.2 Modernist and Regionalist Narratives (1922–1926): Modernity vs. Tradition 

Some elites argued that the Northeast should not receive “a large volume of resources” 

(Albuquerque Júnior, 2018, p. 109), since it did not contribute to the national budget, 

reinforcing its image as a “problem region.” From this perspective, investments should 

concentrate on the Center-South, especially after the Taubaté Agreement, which allocated 15 

million pounds (R$106.5 million) to coffee production (Ribeiro, 2011). These elites 

emphasized the Center-South’s capacity to generate profits, highlighting its productivity. 

This positioning reflects the modernist movement, which projected the image of a 

modern and productive Center-South, in contrast to an archaic and backward Northeast 

(Albuquerque Júnior, 1988, 1994). This dichotomous pair reproduces the logic analyzed by 

Said (2007), in which identities are constructed by contrast and subordination. The positioning 

of the Northeast as a negative counterpoint to modernity leads to an interpretation that precedes 

and drives public policies mediated by accounting instruments. 

The modernist narrative underpinned the allocation of resources for industrialization, 

urbanization, and electrification in the Center-South. With the Proclamation of the Republic in 

1889 and the adoption of a liberal-inspired federalism, the elites of this region, who were more 

influential and numerically superior (947 representatives from the “coffee-growing South” and 

631 representatives from the “dry North”), assumed greater control of the public sector 

(Albuquerque Júnior, 1988). 

The construction of a national project also led modernism to seek an identity for Brazil. 

In this context, the Modern Art Week of 1922, in São Paulo, was a symbolic milestone. Through 

paintings, literature, and other artistic expressions inspired by Europe, artists, mostly from São 

Paulo, contributed to defining an interpretation of the country as a product of “the 
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transformations that took place in São Paulo society” (Albuquerque Júnior, 1994, p. 61), and 

Brazil began to be narrated from the Center-South. 

As a reaction to the modern Western world and a reaffirmation of traditions, the 

regionalist movement appeared, associated with Gilberto Freyre, an intellectual from the 

northeastern elite (Albuquerque Júnior, 1994). This movement valued elements of Portuguese 

colonialism (the big house, the slave quarters, patriarchy, and the chapel), considered the 

foundations of regional formation (Freyre, 2004). As the first territory colonized by Portugal, 

the Northeast was presented by Freyre as the matrix of Brazilian identity (Albuquerque Júnior, 

1994). 

Thus, the regionalist narrative, which reached its peak at the Regionalist Congress of 

1926 (Albuquerque Júnior, 1994), sought to preserve power structures linked to an aristocratic 

and glorious past, albeit restricted to certain groups (Avelar Júnior, 1994; Albuquerque Júnior, 

2018). It was a matter of reaffirming the colonial legacy as a tradition to be kept, without 

promoting structural changes in sugar society. This contributed to supporting a greater flow of 

spending on public aid than on public works for the region (see Table 7). 
 
Table 7 – Expenditure on drought assistance: works and aid (1877–1914), in thousands of pounds of sterling. 

States Construction 

expenses 

% Public assistance expenditures % 

Alagoas - 0,00% 56.946 0,49% 

Bahia 475.767 11,92% 83.901 0,73% 

Ceará 1.835.482 46,00% 4.522.564 39,24

% 

Distrito Federal 587.524 14,72% 3.012.102 26,13

% 

Maranhão - 0,00% 122.516 1,06% 

Paraíba 27.931 0,70% 405.631 3,52% 

Pernambuco 31.611 0,79% 614.525 5,33% 

Piauí 83.713 2,10% 1.617.696 14,03

% 

Rio Grande do Norte 948.337 23,77% 1.089.530 9,45% 

Sergipe - 0,00% 1.223 0,01% 

Total 3.990.366 100% 11.526.633 100% 

Source: Dandaro e Marcondes (2018). 

 

Thus, on the one hand, the modernist narrative restricted the allocation of resources to 

the Northeast, and on the other, the regionalist narrative advocated maintaining the existing 

structures, preserving a conservative modernization based on prophylactic policies to combat 

drought (Albuquerque Júnior, 1994, 2018; Avelar Júnior, 1994). Both reinforced an 

exclusionary policy, acting according to the logic of otherness described by Said (2011). From 

this perspective, it is understandable how these narratives made the Northeast more “Northeast” 

and the Center-South more “Center-South,” antagonizing an archaic and unproductive space 

with a modern and productive one, associated with national identity. 

According to Funnell (1998), different elites can sustain the same narrative when it 

benefits them. The elites of the Center-South also contributed to reinforcing the narrative of 

drought by mobilizing the image of a subordinate Northeast, configuring a process of internal 

domination. The drought narrative, therefore, served as the basis for the emergence of modernist 

and regionalist narratives, amplifying the contrasting characteristics attributed to the two 

regions (Albuquerque Júnior, 1988, 1994, 2017, 2018). 

Thus, accounting was instrumentalized in the continuity of this representation. Based 

on the narrative of drought, modernist and regionalist narratives mobilized accounting 

practices: the former to sustain investments in the “modernization” of the Center-South, and 

the latter to keep compensatory policies associated with the drought industry. In both cases, 
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accounting was mobilized as a weapon, reinforcing regional domination and marginalization. 

Simultaneously, it assumed the role of a learning machine, producing records that would 

support later articulations (Burchell et al., 1980). 

We conclude that accounting supported the narratives analyzed here, contributing to the 

institutionalization of exclusionary policies. Figure 1 illustrates how actions related to the 

representation of the Northeast accumulate and intensify over time. While the earlier subtopic 

mobilization came mainly from regional elites, here we see the adherence of other elites who 

also began to receive help from the representation that was constructed. 
 

4.3 Nationalist and Developmentalist Narrative (1936–1969): The Institutionalization of 

an Identity 

As mentioned earlier, the issue of nationhood became prominent in the 1920s. However, 

“Brazil as a nation and as a state proposed to simply continue the work begun here by the 

colonizer, a civilizing work characterized by the guarantee of order and political, 

administrative, linguistic, and religious unity throughout the national territory” (Albuquerque 

Júnior, 2017, p. 51). This shows how colonial logic was reproduced internally, reinforcing the 

idea of internal colonialism in relation to the Northeast (Berner & Almeida, 2024; Arruda & 

Sousa Neto, 2024). 

In this process of spatial organization mobilized by a nationalist narrative, the 

Inspectorate's actions culminated in the delimitation of the Drought Polygon through Law No. 

175 of January 7, 1936, during the Getúlio Vargas administration. The polygonal line 

institutionalized the space for drought aid works, leading elites from neighboring areas to plead 

for inclusion. The new configuration transferred direct management of resources to the 

Inspectorate, which was no longer decided exclusively by the central government (Avelar 

Júnior, 1994). 

The official delimitation by the state led to the institutionalization of an imaginative 

geography, in the sense proposed by Said (2007). The Drought Polygon is a way of classifying 

the territory based on political and identity boundaries, justified because of climatic and, 

therefore, natural issues. Accounting supports this process by justifying the allocation of 

resources in that delimited space, contributing to cementing the idea of a homogeneous 

Northeast that is permanently dependent on the central government. 

Thus, the “regional issue” began to occupy a major place in political disputes. The 

National Geography Council developed a classification of Brazilian territory (Penna, 1992) and, 

in 1941, the Brazilian Institute of Geography and Statistics institutionalized the Northeast by 

dividing the country into macro-regions. The region began to have boundaries like those of the 

Drought Polygon, with its identity naturalized because of geographical and climatic conditions. 

As Albuquerque Júnior (2018, p. 36) sees, the region “before referring to geography, refers to 

a fiscal, administrative, and military notion.” 

In this regard, we highlight Said's (2007) imaginative geography. Before geographical 

borders defined the Northeast, it had already been shaped by narratives that attributed specific 

characteristics to it based on a frame of reference. Social and cultural borders were constructed 

beforehand and after being overlaid by geographical ones. These representations created 

contrasting and interdependent identities. 

Based on these identities, regional inequalities became more visible. In the 1950s and 

1960s, the Northeast came to be seen as a “national problem.” The developmentalist narrative 

appeared as a proposal to overcome regional imbalances. Celso Furtado argued that there were 

“two Brazils”: one developed and the other underdeveloped, respectively, the Center-South and 

the Northeast (Penna, 1992).  

As in the constructions analyzed by Said (2007), the dichotomous opposition between 

modern and backward produces identities, attributing a position of subordination to the 
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Northeast. Accounting reinforces this narrative by offering figures that seem to technically 

confirm what was already understood as regional inequalities. 

However, the developmentalist narrative is based on the questionable premise that 

regions could become equal (Albuquerque Júnior, 1994) and involves the inhabitants of 

underdeveloped areas in the expectation that planning would end poverty, concealing the 

historical relations of exploitation and domination (Santos, 2004). 

Based on this perspective, in 1959, the Superintendence for the Development of the 

Northeast (SUDENE) was created, redefining the regional demarcation to include Alagoas, 

Bahia, Ceará, Paraíba, Pernambuco, Piauí, Sergipe, and Rio Grande do Norte, initially 

excluding Maranhão (Penna, 1992), which would be incorporated in 1969. SUDENE, 

conceived as a regional planning agency focused on industrialization and policies for 

coexistence with the semi-arid region, ended up being captured by national and international 

capitalist interests (Oliveira, 1981). 

Considering Said (2007), we see that the nationalist narrative contributed to cementing 

an identity for the Northeast based on previously combined representations. The administrative 

division reflected and legitimized the way in which public resources would be distributed. 

Figure 1 illustrates how accounting used as a rationalization machine (Burchell et al., 1980), 

justifying and legitimizing power relations, and as a learning machine, relying on the realities 

constructed by the accounting articulations of earlier narratives. 

As the developmentalist narrative is based on the idea of an inferior and subordinate 

Northeast, regional identity also forms a cultural element that simultaneously names and 

reproduces earlier representations. This reproduction becomes necessary in the face of counter-

narratives that challenge this framework, as will be discussed in the next subtopic. This is clear 

both in the field of disputes surrounding regional representation and in the recurring 

mobilization of these images throughout history. Thus, we highlight the participation of 

accounting practice in the creation and maintenance of geographical representations and 

identities. 

 

4.4 Narrative of Stereotyping and Counter-narratives (1877–1964): Against the Reduction 

of Northeasterners 

Alongside the narrative of drought, figures emerged of the sertanejo (backcountry 

dweller), the flagellated, and the retirante (migrant worker) as subjects animalized by hunger, 

thirst, and misery resulting from the aridity of a place marked by “hostile, aggressive, thorny 

vegetation” (Albuquerque Júnior, 2017, p. 119), an image fixed in the popular imagination in 

1915 (Neves, 1995). Northeasterners then began to be portrayed in situations of lamentation 

and poverty, becoming nomads from a devastated territory (Ferreira, Paiva, & Mélo, 2020). 

Based on this, the elites of the Northeast organized “subscription accounts” to raise 

funds “for the victims of the drought” (see Figure 4). This was a commission created to receive 

funds donated by other provinces or individuals. Ceará received 210,666$630 (R$2 million) 

from May 1877 to April 1879. Although it said that it “distributed most of the funds to various 

locations in the interior,” the document lacks transparency about the destination of the amount 

donated to the victims (Commissão Central Cearense, 1879, p. 10). 
 
                  Figure 3 – Accounts of the Subscription Promoted in Favor of Drought Victims. 
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                  Source: Commissão Central Cearense (1879). 

 

In the migration process, Northeasterners, like the Northeast itself, were viewed in a 

reductive and prejudiced manner (Santiago Neto, 2024). They became known as “pau-de-

arara”, “baiano”, or “paraíba” not because of their geographical origins, but as a strategy to 

erase the particularities of their identities and associate them with images of subordination. 

Thus, they became linked, respectively, to the precarious means of transportation used to leave 

the region, to laziness, and to professional disqualification (Albuquerque Júnior, 2017). 

Other attributed expressions included “cabra-macho” and “cabra da peste,” referring to 

a rustic, hostile, and rural society (Albuquerque Júnior, 2017). These constructions 

predominantly emphasize the male figure, reinforcing the patriarchal society depicted in 

Freyre’s works. Gender binarity (Brilhante, Silva, Vieira, Barros, & Catrib, 2018) is also 

evident in the expression “mulher-macho”, which generalized Northeastern women as 

“unattractive, very hardworking, and followers of strict moral values, thus suitable for marriage 

but never for romance or adventure” (Albuquerque Júnior, 2017, p. 128). 

These representations reiterate what Said (2007) describes as the process of identity 

formation, in which complex, historically situated characteristics are perceived as fixed and 

seemingly natural traits. Reducing Northeasterners to caricatures allows the dominant narrative 

to temporarily solidify understanding of the region’s inhabitants and legitimize interventions 

based on supposed inferiority. 

At the same time, the figure of the cangaceiro appeared as a bandit and barbarian from 

a lawless land, accused of stealing aid intended for drought victims. This interpretation arose 

from their disobedience and independence from the coronéis. While coronelismo saw cangaço 

as organized banditry, for many Northeasterners the cangaceiro became a symbol of regional 

resistance and heroism (Julião, 1962; Albuquerque Júnior, 2017). 

Northeastern religiosity was another element used to portray the region as inert and 

conservative (Albuquerque Júnior, 1994, 2018). Although religiosity was present throughout 

Brazil, only Northeasterners were systematically viewed as religious fanatics, casting doubt on 

their mental and psychological conditions and contributing to their perceived inferiority 

compared to inhabitants of other regions (Albuquerque Júnior, 2017). Thus, messianism 

became associated with insurgent movements that highlighted socioeconomic precariousness 

(Massagli, 2023). 

In addition, northeasterners were the target of eugenicist and racist narratives related to 

ethnicity, “with the predominance of caboclos, cafuzos, mulattos, brown-skinned people, or 
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even blacks in their population, a source of shame for the region’s elites, who considered 

themselves and still consider themselves white” (Albuquerque Júnior, 2017, p. 144).  

In this context, the Northeast and its inhabitants came to be seen as barbaric, mystical, 

and violent. The stereotypical narrative elaborated characteristics that emphasized negative 

aspects, serving as a form of subordination and disqualification (Albuquerque Júnior, 2017). 

This process mythologized Northeasterners and brought them closer to the uncomfortable 

dissidence addressed by Heehs (1994). Considering Said (2007), we understand this articulation 

as a way of highlighting reductive specificities of the inhabitants of the Northeast, 

simultaneously the basis and product of internal colonialism (Berner & Almeida, 2024; Arruda 

& Sousa Neto, 2024). Like the Orientals in Said (2007), Northeasterners were formulated in a 

prejudiced manner to justify their domination. 

The narrative of stereotyping belittled the sertanejo (backcountry dweller), the flagelado 

(scourged), the retirante (migrant), the cangaceiro (bandit), and the religious (Albuquerque 

Júnior, 2017). We understand that these figures mobilized counter-narratives, as they 

denounced the ways in which resources were distributed and power relations were supported. 

Stereotyping was used as an argument to raise more funds, “becoming yet another argument in 

favor of ‘investment and modernization in the North’” (Albuquerque Júnior, 2018, p. 73). 

Considering the reduced availability of labor, the elites of the Northeast emphasized 

supposed laziness as a mechanism for reinforcing social control, especially in light of 

intensified migration. The displacement of the population concerned the state, mainly due to 

the 324 conflicts that occurred in the Northeast between 1850 and 1880, which expressed 

discontent with the conditions experienced (Albuquerque Júnior, 1988). 

As a result of this scenario, concentration camps were created (see Figures 4 and 5) with 

the aim of preventing migrants from reaching the areas inhabited by the elites. The camps were 

a continuation of the shantytowns built for migrants during the Great Drought as a policy of the 

imperial government. Thus, they were isolated so that diseases would not be transmitted to the 

elites (Lacerda, Ipiranga, & Thoene, 2022). 

 
 

 

 

 

 

 

Figures 4 and 5 – Historical records of concentration camps that received people from the Northeast.  

.  
Source: Arquivo Nacional (2021) e Jornal O Povo (1932). 

Note: We have kept discursive and symbolic fidelity to the historical records accessed in the use of the term 

“concentration camps.” 

Caption: Figure 5 shows the total number of Northeasterners by concentration camp as reported in the newspaper. 

 

People from the Northeast were subjected to forms of labor watched by the military, 

receiving water and food as a minimum guarantee of (survival) life (Melo, 2015). The work 



Theme: Accounting, Technology and Sustainability: shaping the future 
research and practice 

www.congressousp.fipecafi.org 

was also conceived as a measure of moral correction, intended to “restore” civilization to the 

northeasterners (Rios, 2020). Unlike the concentrated settlements, the work carried out by the 

camp administration was remunerated (see Figure 7). 
 
                                       Figure 6 – Staff of a Concentration Camp. 

 
                                     Fonte: Paiva (2024) 

Caption: This is a document listing of employees (such as secretary, administrator, class leaders, family 

inspectors, nurse, and bricklayers) and their respective monthly salaries. 

 

To implement these hygienist policies, the central government distributed at least 

1,060,000$000 (R$12 million) for the camps (see Figure 7). Despite the resources, there was 

no transparency, as Ceará’s Accounting Code was adopted only months after the camps closed. 

No records exist for fund allocation or use during their operation. Accountability occurred only 

in 1936, after the camps were deactivated. Due to the government’s failure to release roughly 

three million contos de réis (R$30 billion) for aid, new justifications were later developed to 

explain the resource demand (Paiva, 2024). 

At the same time, compensation was promised to the owners of the land used for the 

camps. In 1935, a proposal was made to open extraordinary credits of 29 million réis to 

compensate (Paiva, 2024) for the “damage caused to various private properties” by the 

concentrations organized by the government during the drought of 1932. Although it is not 

possible to confirm whether such compensation was actually paid, this provision contrasts with 

the lack of documentation on the victims of the camps, which prevents their families from 

claiming compensation and contributes to their historical erasure. 
 

Figure 7 – Budget for Concentration Camps. 
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                                             Source: Jornal A Razão (1936). 

                      Caption: This is a newspaper report on the amounts spent by each concentration camp. 

 

Accounting was thus mobilized as an instrument for the emergence of a policy of control 

and surveillance, of letting die, like the analyses of the Holocaust discussed by Funnell, Bigoni, 

and Twyford (2024). Thus, seven camps (Senador Pompeu or Patú, Ipu, Crato, Cariús, 

Quixeramobim, Alagadiço, and Urubu) were established in the province of Ceará, 

concentrating 73,918 Northeasterners in May 1932. 
 

Figure 8 – List of Concentrates by Marital Status. 

 
 

                             Fonte: Paiva (2024).  

Caption: This is a document that records the concentrations by marital status (such as heads of households, children 

of widows, and single people). 

 

Upon arriving at the camps, the northeasterners were registered, classified, and 

distributed according to their marital status (see Figure 8) and physical condition, being 
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considered “valid” or “invalid” (Albuquerque Júnior, 1988). Furthermore, classifying people 

according to age and working conditions was a way of apportioning the costs of food provided 

in the fields (see Table 8). Accounting thus reappears as a mechanism of evaluation and control. 
 
Table 8 – Food costs by classification. 

Person Beans or Meat Flour Rapadura Lard Cost 

Adult Working 250g 600g 250g 250g $1200 

Adult Resting 250g 250g 250g 250g $800 

Child Working 250g 250g 250g 250g $800 

Child Resting 150g 250g 250g - $600 

Source: Paiva (2024). 

 

This classification movement is like biopolitical and necropolitical logics in which 

populations are evaluated, subordinated, and managed. Accounting assists in the registration, 

recording, and control of people (Funnell et al., 2024), which contributes to reinforcing 

distinctions between previously constructed identities. 

Despite these policies, there was resistance. The concentrated populations refused to 

work, stole food, planned rebellions, and, in some cases, attacked guards (Albuquerque Júnior, 

1988). Later, the Peasant Leagues became protagonists of this resistance, mobilizing funds to 

buy coffins for dead children (Julião, 1962) and standing for a possible break in cultural 

hegemony through the Popular Culture Movement, inspired by Paulo Freire's awareness-raising 

practices (Oliveira, 1981). 

The Leagues spread their ideas by exposing existing power relations and reinterpreting 

the cangaço as a symbol of resistance. In the figure of Lampião, cangaço symbolized the 

challenge to local authorities, the abolition of debts, and the redistribution of resources (Julião, 

1962), highlighting the ability of accounting to also serve actions of resistance and contestation 

of colonial practices, as discussed by Duenas (2025). 

However, the threat to consolidated capitalist hegemony was targeted by US 

imperialism. Under President John Kennedy, the United States intervened in the SUDENE 

proposal, distorting its purpose. US influence also contributed to the establishment of military 

dictatorship, which dismantled the Peasant Leagues (Oliveira, 1981). 

Therefore, the narrative of stereotyping is a process of mythification and subordination 

of Northeasterners, an attempt to silence uncomfortable dissent and a mechanism for producing 

identity. It articulates accounting to delegitimize counter-narratives, as summarized in Figure 

1. 

This appropriation reveals the dual nature of accounting as a political and social artifact. 

While, on the one hand, it can support hegemonic projects of control and domination, on the 

other hand, it can be mobilized as an instrument of visibility and political advocacy. This 

ambiguity confirms the understanding of accounting as situated in power relations (Neu, 1999, 

2000; Duenas, 2025). 

In this context, accounting was mobilized as a rationalization machine, justifying the 

expansion of resources in the face of the supposed dangers posed by Northeasterners. As a 

ammunition machine, it materialized in the allocation of funds for the construction of 

concentration camps, sustaining practices of control and surveillance. 

Accounting, therefore, contributed to the maintenance of internal colonialism, acting on 

both the physical and subjective dimensions of domination. However, it was also appropriated 

by Northeasterners (in the purchase of coffins, the redistribution of resources, and the abolition 

of debts) as an instrument of resistance. 

We thus demonstrate the capacity of accounting to produce representations and 

identities associated with certain spaces. Its instrumentalization can sustain processes of 

subordination, as highlighted by Neu (1999, 2000), but it also enables contestation and 
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resistance, reaffirming its political and social character (Antonelli et al., 2023; Vasconcelos, 

2025). 

Finally, although representations of the Northeast are part of the Brazilian popular 

imagination, there is a Northeastern agency historically constructed through forró (Barbosa & 

Silva, 2013), cordel (Meneses, 2019), maracatu (Lima, 2014), reisado (Barroso, 2015), and so 

many other cultural manifestations that express their own ways of existence. The history of the 

Northeast and its people, therefore, cannot be reduced to resistance, subservience, or 

marginalization, nor to an existence subordinate to the “Other.” 

 

5. Discussion 

The results show that the constitution of the Northeast stems from a historical-narrative 

construction aided by accounting. By articulating the imaginative geography proposed by 

Edward Said (2007, 2011), the narrative perspective of the new history of accounting (Funnell, 

1998; Faria, 2006; Lundholt & Boje, 2018) and the roles outlined by Burchell et al. (1980), the 

analysis demonstrates that accounting practices enable the production of representations about 

the region and its inhabitants. 

Overall, we see that different historical narratives mobilized accounting in specific but 

convergent ways, producing the Northeast as an internal “Other.” Table 9 summarizes these 

articulations, showing how operations of imaginative geography materialized through various 

accounting mediations over time. 
 

 

 

 
Table 9 – Interactions between historical narratives, imaginative geography, and the roles of accounting in the 

construction of the Northeast. 

Narratives 

Operation of 

Imaginative 

Geography 

Mobilization 

of the 

Machines 

Predominant 

Accounting 

Mediation 

Effect on the 

Production of the 

“Other”  

Drought Narrative 

Construction of the 

Northeast as a 

miserable, 

dependent region, 

distinct from the 

Center-South 

Answer; 

Rationalization

; Learning 

Records mobilized to 

highlight drought 

and justify requests 

for public funds 

Construction of the 

Northeast’s 

representation as a 

dependent and needy 

territory 

Naturalization of 

the Northeast’s 

permanent drought 

Ammunition; 

Learning 

Accounting 

information used to 

support the 

acquisition and 

management of 

drought-related 

funds 

Consolidation of 

differences between 

the “Other” 

(Northeast) and the 

“Self” (Center-South) 

Modernist 

Narrative 

Positioning of the 

Center-South as 

Brazil’s identity 

Rationalization

; Ammunition; 

Learning 

Profit notion used to 

justify the 

“modernization” of 

the Center-South and 

the lack of 

investment in the 

Northeast 

The Northeast is 

everything the 

Center-South 

(Brazil’s Identity) is 

not 

Regionalist 

Narrative 

Valorization of the 

colonial traits in 

the formation of 

the Northeast 

Rationalization

;Learning 

Accounting 

instruments used 

prophylactically, 

without aiming at 

structural changes 

Northeast constructed 

as a space of tradition 

and permanence, in 

contrast to the 

Center-South 

Nationalist 

narrative 

Consolidation of 

the Northeast as a 

Rationalization

;Learning 

Management of 

funds by region, 

Formation of regional 

identity in Brazil 
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homogeneous 

region 

reinforcing 

domination over the 

Northeast 

Developmentalist 

narrative 

Positioning of the 

Northeast as 

underdeveloped 

and backward 

Rationalization

;Learning 

Use of accounting in 

regional planning 

aimed at 

(under)development 

Subalternization of 

the territory under the 

guise of regional 

equity 

Stereotyping 

narrative 

Construction of 

Northeasterners as 

subjects to be 

controlled 

Ammunition; 

Learning 

Records and controls 

associated with the 

concentration camps 

and the classification 

of Northeasterners 

Production of 

imaginaries marked 

by control and 

inferiority 

Counter-narratives 

(Cangaço and 

Peasant Leagues) 

Challenging the 

subordinate 

position of the 

Northeast and its 

inhabitants 

Ammunition 

(counter-

hegemonic); 

Learning 

Mobilization of 

accounting to 

denounce resource 

management and 

enable their 
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Fonte: Dados da pesquisa. 

 

The integrated reading of the findings allows us to understand, first, that the drought 

narrative served as a basis for producing the Northeast as the “Other.” Through the lens of 

imaginative geography (Said, 2007), the recurring association of drought, misery, and 

dependence helped fix the idea of the region as a needy space in the popular imagination 

(Albuquerque Júnior, 1988, 2018). In this process, accounting played a multifaceted role: (i) as 

an answer machine, enabling emergency demands; (ii) as a rationalization machine, giving a 

technical appearance to elite requests; and (iii) as an ammunition machine, providing evidence 

that sustained the so-called “drought industry” (Burchell et al., 1980; Nascimento et al., 2022). 

These findings reinforce the understanding that accounting was instrumentalized in constituting 

social reality and also reflected it (Neu, 1999, 2000; Funnell, 1998). 

Additionally, we understand that the institutionalization of the Inspectorates and the 

expansion of accounting instruments helped consolidate a “past accounting,” characteristic of 

Burchell et al.’s (1980) learning machine. The records produced (or the accounting treatment 

applied) created a repertoire mobilized in future disputes, enabling the reproduction and 

updating of narratives. This process helps explain the durability of the imagination about the 

Northeast and aligns with the notion of simulated history (Faria, 2006), showing how 

interpretations stabilize through repetition and institutional support, becoming a temporary truth 

(Funnell, 1998; Lundholt & Boje, 2018). 

The modernist and regionalist narratives reinforced the logic of otherness by 

repositioning the Northeast in relation to what was considered Brazil’s identity (Albuquerque 

Júnior, 1994, 2017). The construction of a modern and productive Center-South contrasted with 

and reinforced the representation of the Northeast as archaic and underdeveloped, reproducing 

the relational dynamics described by Said (2007). Resource allocation criteria served to 

materialize this differentiation, converting ontological and epistemological differences into 

asymmetries through accounting. Thus, accounting contributed to the establishment of 

exclusionary practices (Burchell et al., 1980; Neu, 1999, 2000; Antonelli et al., 2023). 

Building on representations produced by other narratives, the nationalist narrative 

appeared, setting up the Northeast as a region with its own identity. In this process, accounting 

was mobilized regionally, reinforcing internal colonialism and sustaining an identity that also 

gave rise to the developmentalist narrative, which framed the Northeast as underdeveloped and 

as the object of planning that did not aim to alter power relations. 

Moreover, the logic of otherness extended to the Northeasterners themselves. 

Accounting mobilized in hygienist and control policies, such as the concentration camps, shows 
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accounting as an ammunition machine capable of sustaining hegemonic narratives. In this 

regard, we understand that accounting instrumentalization affected both territories and bodies, 

reinforcing internal colonialism (Neu, 2000; Berner & Almeida, 2024; Arruda & Sousa Neto, 

2024). The classification of detainees, the management of aid, and the control mechanisms 

illustrate how accounting helps set up social boundaries that mirror geographical ones. 

However, we understand that there was also the possibility of ruptures in this process. 

Counter-narratives associated with the cangaço and the Peasant Leagues show that accounting 

can (and should) be reappropriated in contexts of domination. In these cases, accounting was 

again mobilized as an ammunition machine, but now with a counter-hegemonic bias, 

confirming its dual role as both reproducer and challenger of power relations (Duenas, 2025; 

Vasconcelos, 2025). This finding reinforces the idea that narratives are still contested, and that 

hegemony depends on continuous and durable reproduction (Said, 2007; Funnell, 1998; 

Lundholt & Boje, 2018). 

We see, therefore, that accounting was continuously and multifacetedly implicated in 

constructing representations and identities of the Northeast and its inhabitants. The articulation 

of imaginative geography (Said, 2007, 2011), historical narrative (Funnell, 1998; Faria, 2006), 

and the roles of accounting (Burchell et al., 1980) proved important for showing when, how, 

and with what effects accounting was instrumentalized to (re)produce Brazil’s internal “Other.” 

At the same time, we recognize that the contemporary persistence of reductionist views 

about the Northeast must consider the historicity of the accounting instruments that helped 

shape them (Neu, 1999, 2000; Nascimento et al., 2022). In this way, the study shows that 

accounting is both a mechanism of internal coloniality and an artifact open to mobilization for 

resistance through counter-narratives. 

 

6. Conclusion 

The analysis in this article allows us to conclude that the constitution of the identities of 

the Northeast and its inhabitants resulted from a complex historical-narrative process in which 

accounting was instrumentalized in multiple ways. Across the different narratives studied, 

accounting practices helped make certain interpretations of the region and its people intelligible. 

In this sense, the study achieves its aim by showing that accounting was intertwined with the 

production and persistence of reductionist representations of the Northeast and its inhabitants, 

contributing to the creation of Brazil’s internal “Other.” 

The theoretical dialogue developed here showed when, how, and with what effects 

accounting was mobilized in different historical moments, revealing the multiple ways it can 

simultaneously function as answer, rationalization, learning, and ammunition. In this way, we 

contribute to a deeper understanding of accounting as a socially situated and politically 

implicated artifact. 

Empirically, the findings show that accounting was continuously mobilized to 

subalternize the Northeast and its inhabitants. The persistence of a “past accounting” reinforces 

the durability of this framing, helping explain the contemporary persistence of views that depict 

the Northeast as a region of scarcity and backwardness and its people as inferior. At the same 

time, the identification of counter-narratives shows that these processes were contested. 

At this point, we emphasize the dual character of accounting. While it was implicated 

in dynamics of internal colonialism, it was also open to counter-hegemonic reappropriations 

aimed at denouncing, redistributing, and politicizing resource management. This highlights 

accounting as a political and social artifact, whose effects depend on actors’ mobilizations, the 

contexts in which it operates, and the narratives that circulate around it. 

Finally, the results suggest that contemporary interpretations of regional inequalities in 

Brazil remain incomplete when they overlook the historicity of accounting that helped produce 

and sustain them. We therefore recommend that future research explore other forms of 
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accounting instrumentalization in processes of othering, as well as emerging practices capable 

of challenging reductionist framings. In this way, we aim to contribute to the advancement of 

critical accounting literature and to deepen the debate on accounting’s role in the (re)production 

and potential transformation of socio-spatial inequalities. 
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