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1.	 Com Censo Magazine (RCC): Could you briefly des-
cribe your personal and professional background? 

Erasto Fortes Mendonça: I come from a middle-class 
family and was born in Niterói, Rio de Janeiro, in 1952. I 
attended a traditional Catholic high school, Colégio Sa-
lesiano Santa Rosa, and I completed my studies, equiva-
lent to today’s high school, in what was then called the 
“Classical Course”, which focused on the humanities. I 
took the entrance exam for law school. However, I par-
ticipated in an adult literacy program using the Salesian 
method — the Don Bosco Literacy Method — and, after 
teaching a class of adults to read and write, I worked to 
train literacy instructors in various cities in Rio de Janeiro. 
This connection to education led me to drop out of law 
school and pursue a teaching degree. I began my career 
as a teacher at the same school where I had studied, and 
I am aware that the educational model proposed by Don 
Bosco for his schools shaped my understanding of the 
pedagogical bond of love as the driving force behind the 
educational process. During this period, I studied psy-
chology to deepen my understanding of this bond.

In 1982, I moved to Brasília in search of new educa-
tional challenges. I enrolled in the master’s program in 
Education at the University of Brasília (UnB) and, under 
the guidance of Professor Jacques Velloso, Ph.D., defen-
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tion as a right in all countries. In addition, the interview 
format introduced an innovative element, as each par-
ticipant read and commented on the content of the 
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2.	 RCC: What is the significance of a special issue on 
education as a right, which includes internatio-
nal perspectives from authors in various fields of 
knowledge beyond education, especially given 
that Revista Com Censo is a journal affiliated with 
a Department of Education, in this case, that of the 
Federal District?

Erasto Fortes Mendonça: The preparation of a dos-
sier focused on education as a right — one that integra-
tes international perspectives and contributions from va-
rious fields of knowledge — is of great importance both 
for the academic field and for contemporary social and 
political debates.

First, a dossier of this nature can help reaffirm edu-
cation as a fundamental human right, as established in 
international treaties and declarations, such as the Uni-
versal Declaration of Human Rights (1948) and the Inter-
national Covenant on Economic, Social, and Cultural Ri-
ghts (1966). Affirming education as a right is essential as 
a process of resistance to the growing challenges posed 
by the precarious state of public education, attempts to 
treat education as a commodity, and rising social inequa-
lities — all of which condemn vulnerable groups in socie-
ty to the denial of this right. In this context, all theoretical 
and social activism initiatives aimed at affirming educa-
tion as a right are important to ensure that education 
is, in law and in fact, through public state institutions, a 
public, inalienable, and universal good. 

Second, international perspectives in the organiza-
tion of a special issue on the theme of education as a 
right can facilitate dialogue among diverse experiences, 
shaped by different regulatory frameworks. The possibi-
lity of comparing policies, diverse educational approa-
ches and teaching practices can foster the production of 
pluralistic knowledge on the subject. 

Finally, the fact that this is a special issue published 
in a journal affiliated with SEEDF allows it to serve as a 
tool for political advocacy and social mobilization for 
education professionals and social movements in the 
struggle to realize the right to education with equity.

3.	 RCC: What are the main advances and challenges 
regarding education as a right in Brazil, the Fede-
ral District, and at SEEDF?

Erasto Fortes Mendonça: Education as a right in 
Brazil is the result of a belated process. 

During the colonial period, which spanned from 
1500 to 1822, one cannot speak concretely of the right 
to education as a public good, at least not in the modern 
sense. During this phase, education was under a Jesuit 
monopoly for 210 years, from 1549 — when the order 
arrived in the territory — until 1759, when they were ex-
pelled by the Marquis of Pombal. The Portuguese court 
treated education in Brazil as an extension of the colo-
nization process and its religious project, characterized 
by the centralization of the project in Portugal and the 
strong influence of the Church. Education at that time 
was focused on the catechism of indigenous peoples, 
the education of the children of white settlers, and the 
expansion of Catholicism. 

ded my dissertation on ideology and Catholic education, 
addressing the discourse of the Latin American Church 
and the practices of Brazilian Catholic schools. 

Between 1995 and 1999, I pursued a Ph.D. in Edu-
cation at Unicamp under the supervision of Professor 
Newton Bryan, Ph.D., and defended my dissertation on 
democracy and patrimonialism in Brazilian education — 
a comprehensive national study on the implementation 
of the principle of democratic management in education 
systems. 

I was a professor at the Federal District Department 
of Education (SEEDF), where I taught at the Ceilândia Te-
acher Training College. 

As a professor at UnB since 1988, I have taught va-
rious courses, with an emphasis on the Sociology of Edu-
cation, in the undergraduate program in Pedagogy and 
in several other teacher-training programs. At the gradu-
ate level, I have taught courses in the master’s and doc-
toral programs in Education, with an emphasis on Educa-
tional Policy and Educational Management. 

In the field of public administration, at SEEDF, I was 
elected director of the Ceilândia School Complex — now 
the Regional Education Coordination Office — in the first 
electoral and institutional process for selecting directors 
of the Federal District’s public school system, in 1985. 

From 1995 to 1998, I served as a member of the Fe-
deral District Board of Education and was elected vice 
president of the Board. 

At UnB, I was chair of the Department of Theory and 
Foundations, in 1992, and dean of the School of Edu-
cation, elected to serve from 2002 to 2006. During that 
period, in partnership with SEEDF, UnB granted higher 
education degrees to approximately 3,000 professionals 
through the Pedagogy program for In-Service Teachers 
in Early Education, thereby contributing to the legal 
requirement that every teacher hold a college degree. 
During that period, the administration of the School of 
Education played an important role in establishing the 
doctoral program in Education.

In 2007, I was appointed by the Office of the Pre-
sident to coordinate the National Program for Human 
Rights Education at the Special Secretariat for Human 
Rights, and in 2009, I assumed the position of Director of 
Human Rights Promotion. 

In 2011, I was appointed Deputy Secretary of State 
for Education for the Federal District. From 2012 to 2016, 
I served as a member of the National Education Council, 
and I served as chair of the Chamber of Higher Education 
from 2014 to 2016. 

I currently hold the position of General Coordinator 
of Educational Policies on Human Rights at the Ministry 
of Education.

My studies and research focus on public education 
policies, particularly the democratic management of pu-
blic education, which became a constitutional principle 
of education in 1988. In addition to this general interest, 
I work on the topic of human rights education and the 
militarization of public schools, a subject to which I dedi-
cated my postdoctoral fellowship at the Federal Univer-
sity of Goiás (UFG) between 2018 and 2020, under the 
guidance of Professor Luiz Fernandes Dourado, Ph.D. 
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Even after the expulsion of the Jesuits, with the Pom-
baline reforms and the creation of the “aulas régias”1 , 
there was an attempt to organize a system aimed at the 
secularization and centralization of education within the 
state, its implementation was hampered by enormous 
logistical challenges and a shortage of teachers, resul-
ting in a system restricted to the elite and with little im-
pact on the country’s educational reality. 

With the Proclamation of Independence in 1822, 
the Imperial Constitution of 1824 established for the first 
time that education was a duty of the State, even though 
its provisions reflected the limitations of a slave-owning, 
elitist, and centralizing monarchy. Article 179, in affir-
ming the inviolability of the civil and political rights of 
Brazilian citizens — based on freedom, security, and pro-
perty — cites in subsection 32 “free primary education 
for all citizens” as one of the ways to give concrete ex-
pression to this affirmation. Even so, this constitutional 
provision did not create the conditions to make the pro-
vision of education mandatory; moreover, the concept 
of “citizen” was exclusionary, as women, Black people, 
enslaved individuals, and Indigenous peoples were ex-
cluded from citizenship. 

Another milestone in Brazilian education was the 
General Law of October 15, 1827, considered Brazil’s 
first educational law because it “ordered the creation” of 
elementary schools in all cities, towns, and the most po-
pulous areas of the Empire. 

The Proclamation of the Republic in 1889 failed to 
transform education into a republican system; it remai-
ned restricted to a small portion of the population — 
especially the urban elites — amidst an extremely high 
illiteracy rate. With the establishment of federalism, edu-
cation fell under the responsibility of the states, without 
no national coordination. After a long period of religious 
influence in education, education was declared secular 
when provided in public institutions (Art. 72, § 6). 

It was not until the 1930s, as part of the Educational 
Renewal Movement, that the country began to recogni-
ze the right to education as a duty of the State. Urban 
expansion, the advance of democratic ideals, industria-
lization — albeit in its early stages — and the growth of 
social and labor movements that included education as 
a popular demand fostered the cultural climate for the 
Movement of the Pioneers of New Education, bringing 
together intellectuals to draft the 1932 Manifesto, whi-
ch represented a true break with the elitist conception 
of education and the conservatism of the educational 
system that had prevailed until then. Among these intel-
lectuals, Anísio Teixeira, Fernando de Azevedo, Lourenço 
Filho, Roquete Pinto, Afrânio Peixoto, and Cecília Meire-
les stand out.

The Manifesto denounced the precarious state of 
the Brazilian educational system and advocated for pu-
blic, secular, free, and compulsory education for both 

sexes as a duty of the State. For the first time, the de-
mand for a national, democratic, and universal educa-
tion system was placed on the agenda of social struggles 
in Brazil and exerted a major influence on all subsequent 
educational legislation and reforms. The 1934 Constitu-
tion, for the first time, recognized education as a right of 
all and a duty of the State, establishing the no national 
coordination. The 1946 Constitution reinforced this prin-
ciple of compulsory and free education.

The first Law on Guidelines and Foundations of Na-
tional Education (LDB) was passed in 1961, after 13 long 
years of debate. It was the first law to organize the na-
tional education system, establishing compulsory educa-
tion for children aged 7 to 12.

The 1967 Constitution, enacted during the military 
dictatorship, maintained compulsory and free primary 
education.

The education reform, implemented through 
amendments to the LDB, established primary and secon-
dary education levels, making the eight-year primary le-
vel compulsory for students aged 7 to 14. 

Finally, it is the Federal Constitution of 1988 (CF/88) 
and the LDB of 1996, together with their respective 
amendments and modifications, which, being in force, 
provide us with the current understanding of the right 
to education. 

The CF/88 is a fundamental and definitive milesto-
ne in enshrining education as a social right and a public 
good, by establishing that it is a right of all and a duty 
of the State and the family, with access guaranteed on 
equal terms. By considering education a subjective pu-
blic right, the CF/88 stipulates that failure to provide it 
or irregularities in its provision entail liability on the part 
of the competent authority. In this regard, Constitutio-
nal Amendment No. 59 of 2009 established compulsory 
Basic Education for children aged 4 to 17, encompassing: 
preschool for children aged 4 and 5; Elementary Scho-
ol, which now lasts 9 years; and high school. From this 
perspective, early childhood education from birth to age 
3 is not yet considered a mandatory stage of Basic Edu-
cation. 

Thus, it can be seen that the right to education, un-
derstood as a legal provision, has been gradually expan-
ded throughout the history of Brazilian education. From 
a simple declaration of a right in the Imperial Constitu-
tion of 1824, education evolved to include the provision 
of primary education and its various interpretations — 
from ages 7 to 12 in the 1961 LDB; from ages 7 to 14 in 
the 1971 reform; and from ages 4 to 17 in Constitutional 
Amendment No. 59/2009 and the amendment to the 
LDB enacted by Law No. 12,796/2013, which expanded 
the compulsory age range. 

It is therefore possible to assert that the right to 
education in Brazil is the result of a long process of so-
cial achievements and its enshrinement in legal advan-
ces. The 1932 Pioneers’ Manifesto provided significant 
momentum to the struggles for the right to education, 
serving as a major milestone — a true watershed mo-
ment — that established the parameters for organized 
society’s struggles for public, free, secular, and democra-
tic education, which were only consolidated decades la-

1. Translator’s note: The term aulas régias refers to state-con-
trolled instruction under the authority of the monarchy rather 
than the church. It consisted of isolated classes, not integrated 
into a formal school system, focused on basic literacy and the 
humanities. For further reading, see Cardoso (1999), available 
at: https://seer.ufrgs.br/index.php/asphe/article/view/30261/
pdf.
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ter with the promulgation of the 1988 Constitution and 
subsequent legal reforms. 

Today, given that basic education is mandatory from 
ages 4 to 17 — even though it is guaranteed by national 
law — the right to education remains a challenge to be 
addressed, because the following fragilities in the shor-
tcomings in fulfilling this constitutional and legal duty, 
especially concerning ensuring equity.

4.	 RCC: Could you address the alleged tension betwe-
en education as a right — in terms of both human 
rights and citizenship — and the so-called return 
on investment that education can generally gua-
rantee, according to human capital theory?

Erasto Fortes Mendonça: There is no doubt that the 
understanding of education as a human right creates 
tension with the view rooted in human capital theory. 

This tension seems to lie in the conception of each 
approach. While the understanding of education as a ri-
ght is grounded in a human rights perspective — viewing 
education as a universal, inalienable, and indivisible ri-
ght — human capital theory conceives of education as a 
personal and social investment that generates benefits 
both for those being educated and for the society that 
provides education. 

While education as a right is viewed as a social 
practice exercised as a mechanism for emancipation, 
the holistic development of the human being, and the 
strengthening of citizenship, for human capital theory, 
the logic of profitability is the primary driving force, with 
education seen as a means to increase worker producti-
vity and improve employability.

The tension between the two perspectives exists be-
cause education as a right does not involve subjecting it 
to criteria of productivity or economic utility. This would 
mean reducing the educational process to its purely ins-
tructional function within the economic system, disre-
garding its complexity. 

The logic of profitability in education can lead to its 
commodification, with the risk of subordinating curricu-
la to market demands, thereby minimizing the role edu-
cation can play in providing a well-rounded education 
for citizenship and in the pursuit of equity.

This is not to deny that education also has economic 
impacts, but rather to ensure that the logic of human 
capital does not override the humanistic, emancipatory, 
and democratic nature of education. Education — espe-
cially public education that is high-quality, democratic, 
and equitable — must be viewed as a social right and a 
common good, ensuring a critical education while also 
addressing the world of work, without submitting to 
market logic, exactly as stipulated by the Brazilian legis-
lation cited above. 

Personally, I maintain that it is urgent to affirm that 
education cannot be reduced to a cog in the productive 
machine, nor can it be subjected exclusively to the dic-
tates of the market. Paulo Freire, the patron of Brazilian 
education, taught us throughout his vast body of work 
that education is, above all, a political, liberating, and 
humanizing act and, for that very reason, a social practi-
ce guided by respect for human rights. It is imperative to 

recognize that market pressures, the unbridled pursuit 
of efficiency, and effectiveness act as barriers to unders-
tanding education as a right — so that it may, instead, fo-
cus on promoting social justice, equality of opportunities 
with equity and human dignity.  

5.	 RCC: What is the relationship between this topic 
and your area of research?

Erasto Fortes Mendonça: The issue of the right to 
education is closely related to my academic and resear-
ch interests and is deeply intertwined with studies on 
educational policies, since it is these policies that either 
realize or deny the right to education in everyday social 
life. Public policy does not arise out of nowhere, but is 
the result of a societal movement around certain issues 
that become matters of national interest. In the case of 
educational policies, it is precisely the slow and gradual 
process of democratizing education in Brazil that gave 
rise to them. Initially, through society’s struggle for en-
rollment; secondly, through the struggle for educatio-
nal quality, when the substantial increase in enrollment 
made it clear that offering public school spots without 
quality education does not democratize education; and, 
thirdly, through the struggle for participation in school 
and educational management, which became a central 
tenet among educators and, later, across all segments of 
school communities. 

Democratic management, specifically, is one of the 
pillars for the realization of the right to education, as 
provided for in the 1988 Federal Constitution and the 
LDB. Through its mechanisms, the school can serve as a 
space for active participation by the school community in 
shaping the school’s pedagogical-political project and in 
defining priorities in management and decision-making.

Human rights education policies are closely linked to 
the right to education, as this approach is grounded in 
the principles of dignity, equality with equity, justice, and 
solidarity. By focusing on the development of rights-be-
aring individuals, education serves as a gateway to the 
enjoyment of other rights. Understood and established 
in the LDB as a mandatory and cross-cutting theme at 
all stages of Basic Education, human rights education 
— taken as a structural pillar of the curriculum — is an 
essential condition for education to fulfill its transforma-
tive social function. 

In turn, understanding education as a right is a fun-
damental element in confronting the model of milita-
rization of public schools adopted in several Brazilian 
states. The militarization of public schools — euphemis-
tically referred to as the “civic-military school model” — 
by imposing a logic characteristic of military barracks 
— strict discipline, blind obedience, hierarchical control, 
and standardized behavior — contradicts the funda-
mental principles of the right to education, such as fre-
edom of expression, pluralism of ideas and pedagogical 
approaches, democratic management, and the right to 
diversity. By imposing an authoritarian and exclusionary 
logic, this model tends to repress individual autonomy 
and stifle the formative, critical, and emancipatory natu-
re of public schools.

The concept of education as a right requires linking 
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it to policies that affirm democracy, participation, and 
human rights as the foundations of public schools. De-
mocratic management, human rights education, and 
criticism of militarization are not parallel themes, but 
rather the structural pillars of an education system com-
mitted to social justice. 

6.	 RCC: Could you comment on the content of the 
interview given by Professor Dieter Timmermann 
and, if possible, highlight aspects relevant to Bra-
zil, the Federal District, and education in the fede-
ral capital at the elementary and higher education 
levels?

Erasto Fortes Mendonça: The interview given by 
Professor Dieter Timmermann for the thematic dossier 
“Education as a Right: Multidisciplinary and Internatio-
nal Perspectives” offers a unique opportunity to reflect 
on two fundamental dimensions of the contemporary 
educational issue: the relationship between science and 
politics, and the supposed tension between education as 
a right and its economic dimension. Read together, his 
answers reveal an intellectual stance marked by concep-
tual rigor, analytical prudence, and a constant concern 
for distinguishing the role of science from that of poli-
tics — a distinction that, far from denying the interrela-
tionships between the two, allows us to clearly define 
the boundaries and points of contact between knowled-
ge production and public action.

In the response in which he discusses the role of a 
scientific journal affiliated with a Department of Educa-
tion, Timmermann insists on the autonomy of Science 
and the need for educational research to remain com-
mitted to the pursuit of truth, verification, and inno-
vation, rather than being subordinated to immediate 
political ends. His argument, on this point, is a call to 
preserve the epistemological integrity of science: the pri-
mary function of an academic journal is to contribute to 
the advancement of knowledge, not to serve as a tool 
for legitimizing policies that have already been defined. 
This defense of scientific autonomy, however, does not 
ignore the inevitable tensions that run through the field 
of education — a field that is, by its very nature, politi-
cal. By acknowledging that research findings are often 
appropriated by policymakers to legitimize their deci-
sions, Timmermann highlights the structural intertwi-
ning of science and power. His warning, therefore, is not 
a denial of the political dimension of education, but an 
argument that politics and science should maintain a cri-
tical dialogue, based on mutual respect and an aware-
ness of the distinct roles each plays.

This initial reflection leads to a fundamental turning 
point: although science should not be instrumentalized 
by politics, it is by no means neutral. Educational resear-
ch, especially when guided by a human rights perspecti-
ve, carries an inescapable ethical commitment to social 
justice, equal opportunities, and equity. The non-neu-
trality of science, in this sense, does not translate into 
partisanship, but rather into public responsibility. His re-
flection also invites a broader dialogue on the political 
nature of knowledge, particularly in the field of educa-
tion. By asserting that science does not serve politics, but 

that its discoveries may eventually legitimize or inspire 
government actions, the professor acknowledges the 
ongoing tension between scientific knowledge and poli-
tical action — a tension that, far from being eliminated, 
constitutes, in my view, one of the driving forces behind 
the production of meaning in the field of education. In 
this regard, it is worth noting that the social practice of 
education, precisely because it deals with rights, social 
justice, equality with equity, and human emancipation, 
cannot be entirely neutral. Paulo Freire had already ex-
plored this perspective from the very beginning of his 
vast and renowned body of work. His ethical and politi-
cal commitment to the right to education demands that 
education take a critical stance against the inequalities 
and social structures that limit the access and retention 
of millions of children, youth, and adults in school — a re-
ality that, unfortunately, still persists in many countries. 
Brazil has made progress toward achieving universal ac-
cess to basic education precisely because significant seg-
ments of organized society — especially those centered 
around national educational entities, whether academi-
c-scientific or union-based — have mobilized to secure 
this human right.

By proposing that academic research can serve as a 
critical mirror for education systems, allowing them to 
review their practices and structures in light of the prin-
ciples of the right to education, Timmermann suggests 
a model for the relationship between science and poli-
tics grounded in reflexive interdependence, rather than 
subordination. This is a conception of autonomy that is 
both rigorous and engaged: rigorous because it preser-
ves method and intellectual freedom, and engaged be-
cause it recognizes that scientific knowledge has social 
and moral consequences.

This conception is coherently reflected in Timmer-
mann’s response to the supposed tension between the 
right to education and the economic profitability of edu-
cation. By putting this opposition into perspective, the 
author proposes a conceptual shift: rather than pitting 
the right to education against its economic consequen-
ces, we must understand the relationship between the 
two as a complex, historically conditioned, and socially 
mediated correlation. Education, he reminds us, is alwa-
ys an investment — not only financial, but above all in 
terms of time and human effort. The seemingly simple 
expression “education takes time” encapsulates an an-
thropological and economic conception of education as 
a formative process that requires dedication, continuity, 
and reflection. In this framework, the economic dimen-
sion is not external to education but rather one of its 
conditions of possibility, since all learning involves the 
mobilization of resources — material, symbolic, and af-
fective.

However, the author warns against oversimplifica-
tions typical of human capital theories, which tend to 
establish a direct causal relationship between schooling 
and economic growth. The statistically observable cor-
relation between levels of education, productivity, and 
income cannot be taken as proof of linear causality. This 
critique is crucial: it breaks with the economism that re-
duces education to an instrumental variable and reaffir-
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ms its essentially human and civic nature. Education is 
not valuable because it increases GDP or individual inco-
me, but because it expands human capacities, promotes 
intellectual autonomy, and strengthens the social fabric. 
Economic development may be a desirable consequence 
of education, but it is never its ultimate justification.

This perspective, which combines empirical pruden-
ce and ethical depth, constitutes a sophisticated coun-
terpoint to utilitarian conceptions of education. Timmer-
mann demonstrates that it is possible to recognize the 
economic value of education without succumbing to the 
discourse of profitability. Education, as a human right, 
should not be measured solely by its financial returns, 
but by its capacity to produce meaning, to foster criti-
cal thinkers, and to sustain a democratic social order. In a 
global context marked by persistent inequalities and the 
growing commodification of knowledge, this distinction 
is of vital importance.

By integrating these two dimensions — scientific au-
tonomy and the relationship between education and the 
economy — a unified conception of education emerges 
from Timmermann’s interview. His approach highlights 
that the tensions running through the field of education 
are not obstacles to be eliminated, but rather legitima-
te expressions of its multidimensional nature. From this 
perspective, the social practice of education must be ca-
pable of sustaining a dual movement: on the one hand, 
remaining faithful to its principles of critical rationality 
and methodological independence; on the other, recog-
nizing itself as an integral part of a collective project of 
humanization and democratic construction.

The dossier “Education as a Right: Multidisciplinary 
and International Perspectives” thus gains depth and re-
levance by incorporating reflections such as those of Tim-
mermann, which articulate the epistemological, political, 
and economic dimensions of education. His interview in-
vites us to overcome false dichotomies — between scien-
ce and politics, between law and economics, between 
autonomy and social commitment — proposing instead 
a dialogical and complex vision in which education is si-
multaneously a public good, a human investment, and 
an inalienable right. In doing so, it reaffirms that the de-
epest meaning of education lies not only in its capacity 
to produce productive workers or obedient citizens, but 
also in its power to shape free, conscious, and compas-
sionate individuals — which, ultimately, is the very rea-
lization of the democratic ideal that underpins the right 
to education. Perhaps it is possible to assert that one of 
the great virtues of Professor Timmermann’s responses is 
that of articulating economic rationality with human ri-
ghts ethics, without one negating the other, reaffirming 
that education is, at the same time, a duty of the State, a 
collective good, and a condition for social emancipation.
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