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Summary and Keywords
Brazil is a vast and highly complex country that is subordinated to its central hegemonic
ished cycles of growth, and extreme inequality. Paradoxically, it is on the one hand ranked
among the nine most advanced capitalist countries in the world and, on the other, listed
as one of the nine countries with the worst income distribution. Attempts to interpret
nal intellectual work that deals with the specificities of this most dynamic and yet highly
contradictory national space.
A select few authors have produced extensive work on the subject and have legitimized
themselves as the pinnacle of classical interpreters of Brazilian social and political
thought. The originality, broad scope of analysis, and ingenuity of these great national
thinkers have made them the authors of choice for those seeking to better understand
Brazil as a nation. Their classics have formulated key and critical questions relating to
the often-interrupted construction of this nation and the truncated, material, and spiritual

tions, with a long-term historical perspective produced by those who have taken a very
scure or unquestioned reality, enlightening and inviting to think more coherently, boldly,
and consequently about its present and, indeed, future.
Among the main contributors are the likes of Caio Prado Júnior, Celso Furtado, Fernando
veil the nature and characteristics of the processes of dependence and underdevelopment

Keywords: Brazilian social and political thought, interpretations, Brazilian interpreters, Brazil, nation,
opment, periphery, national development, dependency
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sues, under various analytical plans, and to examine multiple national problems. These

spective and the foundations of a narrative that attempts to explain Brazil.
The broad agenda established by these authors helps one to understand Brazil in terms

tion process vis-à-vis the process of marginalization; the inorganic masses; contradictory

lishment, including the armed forces; and the role of imperialism.
The approach of these different authors varies, thus allowing for comparisons, discord,
and complementary analysis.
Specialized literature in this field invariably includes among the great interpreters of

These leading interpreters of Brazil, the first and foremost intellectual points of
reference, have delved deep into the roots of the historical process trying to uncover the

ploitation colony, very different to the settler-type colonies historically adopted in the
analyze the historical foundations that gave rise to this somewhat winding and truncated
path to development, with mechanisms and structures that promoted progress but at the
same time constrained it on the road to the full institution of a nation.
Despite being marked by a diversity of intellectual influences and styles and offering a
tremendous methodological multiplicity, these interpreters have a common trait in that
they represent a veritable intelligentsia. This includes authors who are both studious and
politically active and who, each in their own way, have one common goal in mind, namely
to transform Brazilian society. In other words, they are defined by their commitment to
social change, whether through a break with the past or by returning to it.
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One could say then that they approach the contradictions between the universal and the
isons between Brazil and the rest of the world and problematizing the nature of national
identity.
The pioneers of the 1920s, especially the authoritarian nationalist interpreters, such as
Alberto Torres, Azevedo Amaral, and Oliveira Vianna, looked at the Brazilian people and
eration of intellectuals during the 1930s. According to them, the state (authoritarian) was
primarily responsible for creating the nation. Race and culture were central themes of
vatism.
From this intellectual trail blazed by these pioneers, primarily up until the 1920s,
from the likes of Gilberto Freyre, Sérgio Buarque de Holanda, and Caio Prado Júnior.
They established the agenda for a reflection on and reinvention of Brazil, as well as an indepth examination of the nature of its national identity.1

cles, and the potential of various unique facets of the national space. Nevertheless, they
were also aware of its specificities regarding external relations and their ramifications on
sized the obstacles and the difficulty faced by the country in breaking with its structural
constraints (external and those linked to its past).

logues that involved ethnicity, race, culture, and nationality. Even if one does not share
their theoretical perspectives, one can acknowledge that they did search for the meaning
process of European capitalism primitive accumulation process.

rial autonomy, a small domestic market, and the very restricted internal decision-making

trajectory. The questions they asked included: in systems with such rigid structures, the
mation? Are there any turning points for background changes? Rather than thinking
about structure and dynamics, the more critical interpreters argued that one should think
about the dynamics (and movement) of structures and ask whether they would or could
succeed (or not) in metamorphosizing into citizenship and a nation.
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Looking at the historical process from a long-term perspective, they sought to remove
contingencies and fortuitous and occasional events and pursue the essence rather than
the accessory of processes, focusing on their most indelible regularities. To concentrate

leges, land, and power, which are aristocratic patriarchal determinations that constitute
the social order of the enslaved and seigneurial society.

jor obstacles to the formation of true nationhood. Such geographical social formations
have very nuanced temporalities and spatiality. Moreover, Prado Júnior identified cases of

opment.

self as a project of nationhood, Brazil was conceived as nothing more than a corporation,
an adventure, a business venture governed by exogenous forces. This was a colony
marked by an enormous level of institutional artificiality, considered a poor reproduction

terpreters diverge considerably in their views.
Aside from the basic, stable, and brutal relationship that existed between master and
slave, there were also a number of different destabilizing and dismantling forces at work,
above all because of the existence of an immense mass of disintegrated and marginalized

guished by its continental extensiveness, fragmentation, itinerancy, and the concept of

The history of Brazil is full of moments and cycles in which some autonomy is gained and
anism that have helped accelerate the process of conservative modernization. Various

racy, modernization, and social justice.
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With regard to the subject of material productive sources, it emerges that even during
the process of industrialization, this was governed by the foreign and exogenous interests
of major transnational business conglomerates. Brazilian history has been marked by the
predominance of mercantile capital and diversified bourgeois statements that were from

nally.
A high point of the analyses made by these great interpreters of Brazil is exactly their
view regarding the contradictions between external and internal relations. In looking at
the nature of the processes of development, underdevelopment, and dependence, they
seek to bring to light the difficulties faced when trying to break with certain conditioning
factors (external and those linked to the past), given the composition of the different
classes and fractions of classes and the correlation of socio-political forces concentrated
within the state.

des, highlighting their approaches to help understand the nature and characteristics of
the processes of dependence and underdevelopment of Brazil.

The Meaning of Colonization and the NationBuilding Project
nist Party of Brazil (PCB), which directly influenced his life and work.

though he was a very dedicated and disciplined militant, he always polemicized and often
thodox concepts the Party believed to be the right paths for the Brazilian revolution.2
The central concept of the PCB concerned the stages that the Brazilian revolution should
follow, starting with a revolutionary phase of a bourgeois-democratic nature, which would
face up to and overcome the dual domination of landlordism and imperialism, fighting
al-developmentalist internal bourgeoisie.
According to the PCB, Brazil should have a national industrialist bourgeoisie that could
pursue autonomous development in antagonism to the interests of US imperialism and its
servile domestic agents. They also argued that there would still be some feudal remnants
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ensured the preservation of a semi-slave and semi-feudal society should be confronted
through a revolutionary alliance between proletarians and the internal bourgeoisie.
Contrary to this theoretical view and political project, Prado Júnior denounced the fact

al ruptures or ruptured its congenital colonial connections.
The
Colonial Background of Modern Brazil
3

This work launches an original interpretation of national

cial thought.
The author seeks a synthesis and interpretation of a long, historical, three-hundred-year

rary Brazil of 1942, which only emerged as an independent country in 1822.

elements of nationality, which were fundamental and permanent in the evolution of the

presence of certain fundamental characteristics of the economic and social structures in
Brazil in 1942, such as the lack of organization of a free labor force, the subordination of
internal market, and the continuity of colonial social relations.
In The Colonial Background of Modern Brazil, Prado Júnior reconstructs historical reality
based on the commercial goals behind the colonization enacted by the Europeans. Before
Brazil existed as an independent country, it was part of the territory of the Americas
ing the 15th century. Thus, in order to understand the part (colonization) one must first
tlement of Brazil the colony as a chapter in the history of European countries.

guishes two types of colonization, influenced by the classic study of Pierre Paul LeroyBeulieu, De la colonization chez les peuples modernes (1874).4 He differentiates the areas
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In the case of settlement colonies, the currents of migration to New England, primarily,
sought out a new world in which to transplant their society and exercise their religious
freedoms. In the areas located in tropical zones, whose geographical environment was
very different to that found in Europe, settlers needed much stronger stimuli. The natural
conditions of these regions allowed for the production of attractive and rare agricultural
goods with a high commercial value in Europe, such as sugar and, later, tobacco, indigo,
and the new conditions presented by these areas. However, according to Prado Júnior, the

instead. These workers on the farms, plantations, and large-scale agricultural plantations
land colonies) or were part of a more extreme compulsory labor system, in other words,
slaves. In Brazil, the employment of free labor was not even considered, largely because

volved in the slave trade in Africa. In Brazil the colony, an original kind of society
emerged, preserving its mercantile nature over the course of centuries of colonization.
In short, this author considers that the meaning of colonization in the tropics, and in

ry was organized in favor of these external objectives, to supply exports to the European

According to Prado Júnior, the transition here from colony to independent nation never
ward-looking domestic structure with endogenous decision centers that could side with
its people and support their needs. One is not witnessing the birth of more autonomous
forms of economic, social, and political organization.

ist Interpretation of Underdevelopment
In 1959, Celso Furtado published his book The Economic Growth of Brazil, which is also
considered one of the most important and influential interpretations of Brazil.5 From a
historical-analytical perspective, Furtado, like Prado Júnior, reconstructed the reality of
the colonial period, distinguishing settlement colonies from agricultural exploitation
macroeconomic theory, in this book Furtado sought to present a broad perspective of the

Page 7 of 21

ry). (c) Oxford University Press USA, 2020. All Rights Reserved. Personal use only; commercial use is strictly prohibited (for
details see Privacy Policy and Legal Notice).
Subscriber: OUP-Reference Gratis Access; date: 01 April 2020

Interpretations of Underdevelopment in Brazil

dicated in
ism (2014).6

commercial-agricultural enterprise, based on slave labor and the full availability of land,
acted as a block to the development of structures in Brazil the colony. Thus, these factors
peding and limiting the expansion of economic growth in more dynamic export regions
and their potential to develop an internal market, based on trade relations within the

Once the colonial period was over, Brazil emerged as an independent country in the early
19th century, but it maintained the same economic structures that had been forged over
the previous three centuries. Structural changes would only come at the beginning of the
20th century, on the back of internal tensions arising from within the coffee industry,

In a number of his works, Furtado describes the nature of peripheral industrialization,
7
In Brazil,
tries it is more characterized by diversification and greater homogeneity. Furtado was a
great researcher of the features and contradictions of the import substitution process,
change and stable and convertible currency. His contribution is crucial to any analysis of

balances. These economies face enormous constraints to the introduction of technical
progress, to the appropriate allocation of their workforce, and to the progression to new
horizons of higher social productivity and fairer distribution of income. This is even more
dogenous decision-making centers. These are economies that have been infiltrated by
dominant oligopolistic entities, namely transnational corporations, which, thanks to their
position as artificial entities operating in an underdeveloped environment, are freely able
to concentrate power and strategic information in an asymmetrical way.

development.
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As a United Nations institution, ECLAC (the United Nations Economic Commission for

crete planning initiatives aimed at ending such imbalances, all within the context of the
aged to conceive and accumulate, over a period of more than half a century that began at
ued to grow ever since, combining a variety of aspects into an original academic heritage
that is based on a critical tradition, thereby ensuring a daring and pioneering reflection
that has sought to interpret the specificities of the development process as it applies to
the dependent underdeveloped region on the periphery.

ing the condition of the Latin American periphery. However, it became almost invisible in
academic terms, receiving none of the attention it deserved in the world of academia, and
was ultimately rendered politically unfeasible, unable to bring social and political forces
together to effectively implement its ideas.
At the center of the program to develop this theoretical framework was a political project
ing asymmetrical exchange inequalities, facing structural heterogeneities head-on using a
deliberately autonomous construct within a fairly hostile international environment of
competitive coercion (between capital and states). In other words, it sought out tools that

ment of capitalist productive forces.

the penetration of modernizing factors into highly underdeveloped environments, in
is structures.
The reality of dependent economies and societies, their peripheral condition, and their
production of global capitalism are all very distinct.

standing of the underdevelopment process as Furtado.
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that could help reveal the accumulation of structural backwardness. This method allowed
ment as a structural malformation, genetically endowed with a considerable capacity for
persistence, cumulativity, and reproduction.

development dichotomy, which is not strictly speaking a dichotomy but rather a pair, a
double dialectic (of a distinct nature), since underdevelopment is not a phase or stage but
rather a feature of the development process itself.
Understanding underdevelopment also involved broadening the concept of accumulation

quately; and even sterilizing it. Why do some societies attain more significant degrees of
patible diversification and sophistication on the demand side and reproduce mimetic

eign sources?
Differently to those national spaces that were successful in achieving progress in the joint
accumulation and diversification of demand, the underdeveloped favored transformations
mulation and diversification of the productive apparatus in order to meet the needs of the
domestic market (industrialization).
Other authors have also analyzed these structural tendencies highlighted by Furtado of
the predatory civilization that was created in Brazil, a nation severely scarred by more
than three centuries of slavery and the extreme exploitation of its natural resources, with
its frontiers in itinerant expansion, destructive use of land, traditions, accumulation of
marginalized and destitute masses, and destabilizing pressures brought to bear across
this large and varied land.
To decipher and try to break with the historical process of underdevelopment, one must
analyze the specific profile of peripheral accumulation in its essence. This process must
to broaden the margin of discretion over its destiny.
Page 10 of 21
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sarily imply breaking up established interests and seeking out new socio-political support
from the state, ensuring that it arbitrate and coordinate conflicting interests and thus

curity and privation experienced by the majority of the population.
Explaining how to see development as a historical process, with open-ended trajectories

accumulation, social stratification, and power. He also warned that one should consider
the structural matrix (the archaic power-base structures of property: the land-ownership
system, real-estate property, and indeed new constraints, such as control over intellectual

lic services. It would be fundamental to make changes to the land-ownership structure

derdeveloped, peripheral, and dependent capitalist formations.

Analysis of Concrete Situations of Dependency
Through the publication of their book Dependency and Development in Latin America in
pendency as a practical and theoretical problem.8
They attempted to shift the primary determination of external dependency to endogenous
articulation, one that is internally introjected and backed by supportive interests from
within national society. They sought to emphasize the structural and global relations that
nal relationships (imperialism) and internal relations (nation) should be mediated by the
process of struggles between the classes, and they attempted to understand them
through the connections that exist between the peripheral economies and the central
hegemonic poles.
For Cardoso and Faletto, previous theories, such as those put forward by ECLAC, were
economic theories and critiques were not based on an analysis of the social process, they
did not draw our attention to imperialist relationships between countries, and they did
9

Thus, dependency should not be interpreted as a mere reflection of decisions made
abroad. There are contradictory rather than exclusive or antagonistic relations between
autonomy and heteronomy and between development, industrialization, and dependency.
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There are also external constraints and constraints in the form of structural linkages that

opment are much more political than economic or material.
Nevertheless, in the context of relatively backward economies, political action and power
cieties.
There are still dynamics in the dependency situation. This is especially true when the
ized peripheral national economy and the hegemonic centers are transformed, which
leads the domestic market and foreign direct investment to be established as a dynamic
impetus for national development. According to these authors, the internationalization of

ment.
In their analysis of the nature and new characteristics of dependency relations, Cardoso
and Faletto highlight the new type of link with the outside that is internally coordinated
when the economy achieves a high level of internationalization by examining the internal
systems of alliances and decision-making.

cal centers of the concrete action of conflicting interests and social forces. In this sense,
their system of alliances allows them to expand their scope for maneuver in order to
boost development and, at the same time, ensure that their ties of dependency are at the
heart of any framework of analysis targeted at such situations of dependency.
Thus, these authors include the centrality of the political domain in their approach. They
do not propose to suggest a theory of dependency but rather to argue in favor of carrying
out concrete analyses of situations of dependency. That is, rather than putting forward a
theory, they argue instead for developing a school of dependency, a method for analyzing
real-life cases where one looks at the mode, or the specific form assumed by the insertion
of industrialized peripheral countries in the context of global capitalism.
The way they compose, overlap, and combine interests and constraints should be at the
heart of any such analysis.10
Even without ignoring past forms of domination inherent in the condition of dependency,
coincidences of interests can occur between the internal and external ruling classes.

in part that internal interests are rooted increasingly in the sector that produces for the
domestic market and thus that they are united in political alliances that are supported by
Page 12 of 21
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ist system . . . incorporates not only the dominant classes but also social groups tied to
11

national insertion. The evolution of industrial productive forces can advance, depending
on the correlation of political forces. Therefore, any analysis of situations of dependency
nal factors.
Since the internationalization of domestic market conditions has been consolidated, the
most salient feature of the Latin American situation should be one of dependency rather
than underdevelopment.

Social Class Dynamics and Heteronomy in an
Underdeveloped and Imperialized Capitalism
Over the course of his fruitful intellectual career, Florestan Fernandes managed to make
thinkers, he chose to focus on the specificities of the racial ethnicity of Brazilian society.
Fernandes was a pioneer in seeking to develop scientific and engaged sociology, firstly in
relation to the indigenous question, and then to the racial issue. He considered the latter
as being a national issue, discussing the problem of colored people within a class-based

al barriers to the advancement of democracy in Brazil.
He sought out the origins of this situation by looking at the collapse of the slave-master
regime, the system of patriarchal domination, and the formation of a class-based society
in Brazil.

tion of the colored population throughout the historical process, a process that denied
former black slaves a full integration into the competitive social order that conformed.
He argued against the myth of racial democracy, hegemonic within the debate at the time
he was developing his empirical research, and helped dismantle the myth that interracial

one class over another, to discrimination, and to the maintenance of privileges. This helps
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ality when there is, de facto, racial equality in Brazil and the coloured person no longer
suffers any kind of discrimination, prejudice, stigmatization or segregation, either in
terms of class or race. For this reason, the class struggle, for those of colour, must go
12

Like Prado Júnior, Fernandes discussed and opposed certain conservative theories, such
as those put forward by Alberto Torres and Oliveira Vianna, and those of the Brazilian
Communist Party, which advocated the existence of feudal real estate holdings politically
linked to imperialism. Instead, he called for a democratic alliance to be established with
the national bourgeoisie to transform Brazil.
He made progress like no other interpreter in depicting the development of capitalism in
1822).13
ian bourgeoisie acts under the influence of capitalism, which is dependent on its peculiar
planation for the process of underdevelopment was decisive and very original. Another
original point of his analysis involved his thorough examination of the dual articulation
lyzed by other authors, such as Ignacio Rangel.14
Fernandes looked at the internal and external articulations of the Brazilian bourgeois
phistication was excellent, combining the transformations of the world scale coherently
and cohesively with the dynamics of the dependent national scale.

avoided separating or isolating or using as his unit of analysis the national scale or the
territorial-national state. On the contrary, he inserted these more dynamically into the
culiar forms, methods, and ways of differentiated integration on this more massive
scale.15
es in relation to social classes in different kinds of capitalism.

vance in terms of self-sustained and more autonomous development. According to him,

ues and subjectivities.
The peculiarity of Brazilian history lies in its oligarchic rural aristocracy, formed during
the slave, patriarchal, and seigneurial regime, which gave rise to the local bourgeoisie.
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ner, any kind of national development project targeted inward that might be fairer and
more inclusive of the majority of the population, or indeed, be more democratic.
On the contrary, the over-exploitation or exacerbated extraction of domestic surplus and
wealth destined for worldwide circulation demands autocratic domination, exercised
through a combination of violent ideology and repression.
Its lagging nature, structural subordination, and visceral subservience are all hallmarks
of integration with Western civilization and its hegemonic center. In 1969, Fernandes had

nancial mechanisms, in association with minor and local partners. This phase was marked
pects of social life, reinforcing the heteronomous position of the underdeveloped satellite
economy.
Finally, and similarly to Prado Júnior, Fernandes stated that formal political emancipation

morphosis in the socioeconomic structure, and within a strict regime of castes and lordly
estates that had marked the creation of Brazil.

Discussion of the Literature
There is a vast and ever-increasing amount of specialized literature on the great Brazilian
interpreters. More recently, thanks to the profound economic and political-institutional

terized by its amplitude and in-depth and current nature.
This agenda pervades all the problems of the incomplete nation, one that is permanently
under construction and often interrupted. Recent literature has returned to the debate

decline of the patriarchal family and the patriarchal society, the oligarchic and large-scale
versity of a nation under construction.

back to its classics.16

Page 15 of 21

ry). (c) Oxford University Press USA, 2020. All Rights Reserved. Personal use only; commercial use is strictly prohibited (for
details see Privacy Policy and Legal Notice).
Subscriber: OUP-Reference Gratis Access; date: 01 April 2020

Interpretations of Underdevelopment in Brazil

by Fernando Antônio Novais and Luiz Felipe de Alencastro. According to Novais, Brazil
the colony was a perfect example of how the colonial system operated.17 With regard to

direct exclusivity to exploit certain sectors on the part of the Portuguese crown itself
(e.g., Brazilwood and salt) and the mercantile class of the metropole (sugar), as well as
exclusivity in transportation (ships and trade ports). Thus, the slave trade in Africa solved

portant and extensive trading front on a supernational scale, creating a market and a
heavy flow of slaves and goods between Brazil and Africa, constituting Brazil within the
context of the South Atlantic, was brilliantly discussed by de Alencastro.18 He argued that
ry. Nevertheless, any investigation of the labor question suggests that one should turn
their attention to Africa and place the colonial spatial matrix firmly in the South Atlantic.
A broad variety of different scientific works, meanwhile, showed that the structural
ry with the emergence of domestic tensions relating to the coffee economy.19 The crisis in

ket was developed by a regional integrating process and led the economic expansion in
Brazil during a significant part of the 20th century.20

an economic system, although the peripheral-underdeveloped nation revealed itself to
have limited autonomy and a fragile control of its endogenous decision-making centers.
gopolistic units, more specifically, the transnational companies.21
Plínio de Arruda Sampaio Júnior produced some vital research based on the following
questions posed by Furtado: How can national experiences, engendered by the European
expansion process, gather, conserve, and crystallize so many elements of backwardness
in terms of their structures and relations?22 And how were they able to generate such
worse over time, recurrent divergences of three crucial processes: capital accumulation,
increased productivity, and changes in consumption patterns?
Maria da Conceição Tavares carried out an excellent analysis of the peripheral condition
and underdevelopment process.23 In her work, she saw the peripheral situation as a
process marked by structural malformation; as a combination of structures in truncated
movement; and as the result of the accumulation of delays, anachronisms, and structural
obstacles over the course of the history of world capitalism. Thus, an interpretation of the
distinct characteristics of the center-periphery relations system and the specific nature of
Page 16 of 21
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the links established with entities abroad, primarily through domestically subordinated
gitimation or regulation, the reproduction (always on the back of renewed foundations) of
the properties of concrete asymmetric relations is maintained between the center and the
peripheries, which operate in accordance with a structural logic over time. This leads to
unequal and heterogenous structures that reproduce in the most varied of dimensions:
economic, political, cultural, and so on.24
One important point within the debate over these interpreters concerns the existence and
the accumulation of a huge mass of disintegrated and marginalized people.25
Another point deals with the investigation of what the peculiarities of the state might be,
and what their specific forms of action might be.26

tems in dispute.27
nation, alienation, and legitimation), without incurring any methodological nationalism.
Finally, it is worth mentioning an avenue of possibilities for reflection on Brazil in the 21st
century that has been explored since the works of Fernandes.28
tory from a long-term perspective, this author saw only cyclical changes taking place,
which had limited or no impact on transforming existing structures. This permanence or
recurrence thus had, simultaneously, the appearance of an archaization of the modern
and the modernization of the archaic and outdated. What never changed were the extra
privileges of the endowed classes, the super-exclusion and the expropriation of the elites,
should never be achieved.

Primary Sources
There are a number of important repositories and extensive collections of materials
specifically dedicated to the study of different interpretations of Brazil the nation. Most of
the archives related to the Brazilian interpreters are well organized and accessible. A lot
of these have not been published or scanned, but they can be physically accessed and
tions also offer online access to information relating to each specific interpreter:
Coleção Brasiliana USP
Instituto de Estudos Brasileiros
Biblioteca Virtual do Pensamento Social (BVPS)/Fiocruz
Centro Internacional Celso Furtado de Políticas para o Desenvolvimento
Casa Oliveira Vianna
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Links to Digital Material
.
Archives Sergio Buarque de Holanda
Personal Archives of Florestan Fernandes
Gilberto Freyre Foundation
Lineages of Brazilian Political Thought
The Sequences of a Brazilian Political Sociology.
Special Issue, Revista da USP
Special Issue, Estudos Avançados
Lua Nova: Revista de Cultura e Política.
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