










6 

even the more conservative Brazilians whose personal ex­
perience made it impossible to accept such a dehumanizing 
and absolutistic system--especially when it came to the mu­
latto. Insofar, therefore, as the Brazilian intellectual con­
nected North American social behavior with racist theory, he 
found the results morally and emotionally repugnant. When 
he looked at Europe, however, it was easier to separate theory 
from practice because western Europe had virtually no Ne­
groes or mulattoes. As I have suggested earlier, the war 
helped to undermine the prestige of European thought and 
to dramatize the possible truth in charges by such Brazilians 
as Alberto Torres that racist thought was in fact an instru­
ment used by industrializeo countries to destroy the self­
confidence of weaker, darker peoples whose natural resources 
they wished to plunder. 

The decade of the 1920's saw the enemies of racist 
thought gain further ground. The modernist movement in 
art and literature contributed enormously to the elite's sense 
of national identity by creatively affirming the multi-racial 
nature of Brazilian civilization. Gilberto Freyre's famous and 
influential portraits of the Brazilian past were one expression 
of this movement.37 

Yet not all intellectuals, even of the younger generation, 
found it possible to escape the pull of racist thought. Some 
otherwise notable nationalists, such as Oliveira Vianna and 
Antonio Torres (no relation to Alberto Torres), openly de­
clared their belief in white superiority.3s In other cases, the 
determinism of race was replaced by the determinism of 
national character-thereby avoiding the awkward and in­
creasingly outdated theories of biological inferiority.3o Paulo 
Prado's widely-read Retrato do Brasil (1928) was a leading 
example of this genre-the more subtle theory that back­
wardness was caused by deeply ingrained social 'habits such 
as indolence, shortsightedness , self-indulgence, and excessive 
individualism. But the fight against this new determinist trap 
is the subject for another chapter in the long-time struggle 
of Brazilian intellectuals to convince themselves and their 
countrymen that they do in fact enjoy that most precious of 
historical gifts: the power to shape their own future. 
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