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Abstract
Nelson W. Sodré was one of the main Brazilian intellectuals of the last
century, with a broad range of concerns—historical, economic, social,
and cultural. Despite his focus on Brazilian history, Sodré’s work can
also be regarded as having a broader interest for the so-called peripheral, neocolonial, or simply underdeveloped nations. Much of Sodré’s
work can be considered an important cultural legacy and deserves to be
revisited, given its ongoing relevance in many aspects, among them: his
analysis of the nature of colonial economies and their superstructural
manifestations; his effort to adapt Marxism to the study of colonial and
neocolonial nations and his stress on the necessity of achieving intellectual independence in the periphery; and his definition of the “people” in
Brazil. Despite limitations of some of Sodré’s research hypotheses, he
will be remembered not only as a great Brazilian historian but also as a
great example of struggles for social emancipation.
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Introduction
Universal self-consciousness is the affirmative awareness of self in another
self. (G. W. F. Hegel, The Encyclopedia of the Philosophical Sciences [1830])

There has been much research on the work of the Brazilian historian
Nelson Werneck Sodré (1911–1999) over the last years, but these studies
are in general spread through scattered publications and/or journals with
limited circulation in Brazil. At the same time, the majority of these
works, if not all of them, are written in Portuguese, focusing on specific
aspects of his vast contribution to Brazilian historiography and social
sciences. Several intellectuals have already called attention to the importance of Sodré’s work, but they are isolated in an academic environment
which, since the end of the Soviet Union in 1991, has repealed any mention to those who once adhered to socialism and particularly MarxismLeninism. The absence of mention in the main Brazilian journals, as well
as the lack of new editions of Sodré’s works by the main academic and
private publishers, has been the norm. This picture is not compatible
with the importance of Sodré’s contribution to the historiography and
interpretation of Brazil.
Given the range of themes addressed in Sodré’s work, it is impossible
to cover and evaluate them in one single article; this evaluation, in fact, has
been done in detail by Brazilian historiography (see, for example, Cunha,
2000; Cunha & Cabral, 2006; Netto, 2011; Silva, 2001, 2008; Sodré,
2019). In light of this, it would be useful to summarize some of Sodré’s
contributions to historiography and political economy, which could eventually transcend the Brazilian historio-graphical and economic realm, by
showing how Sodré adopted and applied historical materialism to the
interpretation of a particular colonial and then, neocolonial nation, that is,
Brazil. Departing from Sodré’s main works, related references, and also,
research in his personal archives at the National Library of Brazil1, this
article provides a short panorama of Sodré’s interpretation of Brazilian
history, stressing some issues that may have a broader interest for historical research and political economy in so-called developing nations.

Biographical Sketch
Sodré’s intellectual trajectory was well-described and detailed by himself in several masterly written and lengthy auto-biographical works
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(Sodré, 1967,1970,1990). These books reflect a magnificent application
of historical materialism to the trajectory of individuals. Given the
amount of detail that is brought into light and the fact that the author
witnessed some main historical events of the period and working side by
side with many important political figures, these works also serve as an
introduction to Brazilian contemporary history. Sodré joined the army in
1924 and spent most of his adult life as a member of the Brazilian armed
forces. He served under different positions, in different regions of the
nation, taught in official military colleges, and also, worked as a journalist (particularly, as a literary critic). In fact, in parallel with his work in
history, he would stand out as a specialist in Brazilian literature—his
several editions of the “History of Brazilian Literature” masterly applied
historical materialism, under the influence of Georg Lukács, to an interpretation of changes in Brazilian literature since colonial times. Sodré
was promoted to General in the 1960s.
The work of the “People’s General” (General do Povo), as he would
be also called, describes with detail his gradual departure from moderately conservative positions, first under the mixed influence of positivism, naturalism, and evolutionism, toward democratic nationalism, and
then, Marxism, reinforced in Brazil in the Second World War (that
involved Brazilian troops in the Western front; see Sodré’s own account
of his intellectual changes in Sodré, 1970). National independence,
structural changes, and democratization with popular participation
became general principles that guided Sodré’s political perspectives over
his intellectual maturity. Needless to say, this political platform included
not only him, but a whole generation in Brazil, including many in the
Armed Forces (see Cunha, 2002; Cunha & Cabral, 2006). Along these
lines, the post-war period saw an intensification of his political activity,
as seen in his defense of the democratic regime against several coup
attempts in Brazil between 1945 and 1964, his defense of the nationalization of oil production, and his critiques of US imperialism.
At the end of the 1950s, Sodré joined the new Brazilian Institute for
Superior Studies (Instituto Superior de Estudos Brasileiros, ISEB),
which had been founded as a kind of think tank by the government in
1955, so as to promote nationalist and developmentalist thought.
Enjoying the fertile intellectual climate at ISEB, Sodré’s research was
stepped up, leading to the publication of some of his most important
works, such as “Introduction to the Brazilian Revolution” (Sodré, 1978),
“The Ideology of Colonialism” (Sodré, 1961), “Historical Formation of
Brazil” (Sodré, 1982), “Who is the People in Brazil” (Sodré, 1962a),
“Who Murdered Kennedy” (Sodré, 1962b), republished as “The March
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Towards Nazism” (Sodré, 1989b), and “A History of the Brazilian
Bourgeoisie” (Sodré, 1964). These works provide an interpretation of
several aspects of the Brazilian history under the approach of historical
materialism.
One of Sodré’s main efforts was to show that Brazil was gradually
evolving from colonialism to a sovereign nation through time. Allegedly,
his generation was still living through this incomplete process that was
to be concluded with a national revolution and structural reforms to
overcome imperialism and feudal vestiges. The national revolution
would be taken over by all social classes with common interests in the
autonomous growth of the Brazilian economy with respect to foreign
domination and exploitation. As he observed in a famous passage from
Who is the People in Brazil:
What social classes are interested in the gigantic progressive and revolutionary task that we face now? A part of the high, middle and petit bourgeoisie,
the fraction of each of them not connected by means of association, commitment or subordination to imperialism; the proletariat; the semi-proletariat
and peasants (…). People in Brazil is the group which includes peasants,
the semi-proletariat, the proletariat; the petit bourgeoisie; and the fractions
[partes] of high and middle classes which identify their interests with the
national interest and fight for them. It is an invincible force, if organized.
However, in order to do so, in order to make their components conscious of
this reality, overcoming the powerful imperialist propaganda which detains
powerful material resources […], the democratic regime is indispensable,
with its freedom of thought, assembly and association. (Sodré, 1962, p. 37
[our translation])

The military coup of 1964 ended this optimist perspective of joining
capital and labor against foreign domination, and led to the imprisonment of Sodré, then already an esteemed general and historian. His
works, particularly the new approach to the Brazilian history called,
“The New History” (História Nova)—the new interpretation of the
Brazilian history as cultivated at the ISEB by Sodré and his pupils—was
accused by the government of “instigating class, race, and religious
hatred.”2 In fact, putschists persecuted or adversely affected almost all
intellectuals, Marxist or not, involved with the nationalist and social
struggle before 1964 (as Celso Furtado, Paulo Freire, Josué de Castro, as
well as many at the ISEB). After his liberation, Sodré continued to study
and to research, recounting causes of the military dictatorship, analyzing
the defeat of nationalist forces, and the economic policy of the dictatorship, as well as carrying on more deep historio-graphical studies, such as
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“The Roots of Independence” (Sodré, 1965), “History of the Press in
Brazil” (Sodré, 1966), “Life and Death of the Dictatorship, Twenty Years
of Authoritarianism in Brazil” (Sodré, 1984a), “Contribution to the
History of the PCB” [Brazilian Communist Party] (Sodré, 1984b), and
several other books.
The period between 1968 and 1979 was particularly harsh in Brazil,
with the dictatorship raising the repression not only against remaining guerrilla groups but also, against members of the Brazilian Communist Party
that had decided not to confront the government in military terms (a line
endorsed by Sodré).3 The ghost of national revolutions in Angola and
Mozambique, as well as the end of Salazar’s regime in Portugal, led the
military dictatorship in Brazil to a new wave of repression after 1974. The
political line of the PCB did not prevent the death of almost half of its
central committee’s members, as well as of several other party members. In
this highly adverse context, Sodré maintained political activities and contacts as he could, also helping victims of the political repression.4 He maintained his tireless discipline, publishing new works, really impressive in
quantity, as well as quality, such as “An Introduction to Geography” (Sodré,
1977), edited teaching material for disseminating classics of historical
materialism (such as compilations of “Foundations of Marxist Economics,”
“Foundations of Marxist Aesthetics,” etc., all published by Enio Silveira’s
publishing house, Civilização Brasileira; he also reissued other works,
such as “History of Brazilian Literature” (several editions) and “What
Should be Read to Know Brazil,” a work whose successive editions analyzed either classic works, as well as less familiar ones (Sodré, 1976).
Erudition and innovation marked Sodré’s work in light of the general
conservative, mystic, or even, racist moods in Brazilian social sciences
until the first half of the last century (for a short but excellent summary
of the philosophical trends in Brazil over the period, see Costa, 1962).
However, his closeness to the Brazilian Communist Party and his
involvement with the nationalist and anti-colonial struggle5 were a
barrier to a broader penetration of his books at universities, then a largely
elitist institution in Brazil. This condition was particularly reinforced in
São Paulo, where its main university (the University of São Paulo)
always stood out as a political and cultural opponent of nationalist policies supported by ISEB (depicted as “populist”; for a discussion, see Dos
Santos, 2005).6 However, Sodré’s works were largely published and read
in Brazil until the end of the 1980s. He continued to be a central character in the intellectual life of the nation over the following years, as particularly shown by many letters he received from admirers, invitations to
speak, as well as ongoing re-edition of his works.7 The end of the
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so-called “really existing socialism” and the advent of neo-liberalism in
Brazil sparked a historical revisionism that unfairly swept away Sodré’s
works from the spotlight. The role of the history of ideas is, thus, to
remedy these perverse deletions of memory eventually caused by political changes.

The Critique of Colonialism and the Quest for
Intellectual Sovereignty
It was a permanent concern at the ISEB to carry out an interpretation of
the European cultural tradition from the Brazilian point of view.
Intellectual roots of this perspective can be found in the works of Pereira
Barreto, Silvio Romero, Alberto Torres, Euclides da Cunha, and others,
once influenced by positivism and evolutionism by the end of the nineteenth century (see Costa, 1962; for general references, see also Martins,
1978). This approach, which was then defined by the Brazilian sociologist (and also former member of the ISEB) Alberto Guerreiro Ramos as
a so-called “sociological reduction,” led to a considerable amount of
epistemological debate (see Ramos, 1965). The attempt to “reduce” or
“adapt” European social and philosophical traditions to the study of
Brazil was considered non-scientific by some critics. However, according to the isebians, this explicit point of departure was the only way to
avoid “imitation,” “alienation,” and “transplantation” in the field of
social sciences. Some attempts departed from phenomenological and
existentialist premises, such as those made by Ramos (1965). Some of
them readapted Hegelian notions as the struggle between a slave and a
master and alienation (particularly, from the Phenomenology of Spirit) to
the political emergence of the periphery, such as Vieira Pinto (1960).
Some of them headed toward the so-called structuralist approach as cultivated at the Economic Commission for Latin America and the Caribbean
(as Celso Furtado, who maintained occasional links with ISEB; see
Furtado, 1970[1976]). The “sociological reduction” could take many
different roads.
Sodré was well aware of this discussion. However, as a historian, he
avoided the influence of (often esoteric) existentialist and phenomenologist philosophies, then still in fashion, opting for historical materialism,
and particularly, for its Leninism version, given that the main question
for this also called “Eastern Marxism” was not to “promote the decline
of state apparatus but a very different one: how to avoid the danger of
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colonial or neocolonial submission and how to overcome backwardness
in relation to the most advanced industrialized nations.”8 Sodré was one
of those in Brazil who, by adopting historical materialism, contributed to
overcome the idealist, conservative, and even, racist-reactionary perspectives of European thought and its manifestations in Brazil. However,
historical materialism should itself be adapted to peripheral areas, a task
that had been initiated by Lenin and that had to be deepened by all committed intellectuals in the periphery.
Particularly, this approach followed the lines of the Third Communist
International (Comintern): class struggles should be conducted in line
with national liberation from imperialism, assumed as the main contradiction to be surpassed.
Daily observation shows how North American values dominate or
decisively influence every aspect of culture in Brazil, a process that must
be stopped if Brazilians still dream of becoming an independent nation.
The process of a progressive creation of a national and authentic culture in
Brazil, which Sodré helped to analyze, is still being reversed by current
technologies that standardize Western neocolonial values. In this respect,
Sodré’s effort in recounting the history of culture in Brazil and particularly,
its most original and “authentic” elements is still an important intellectual
and political project.9 In this regard, Sodré’s “The Ideology of Colonialism,”
published by ISEB in 1961, is still worth reading. It debated aspects that
are still relevant, particularly, in the field of contemporary social sciences,
related in broader terms to the permanent need to adapt Western science
and knowledge by those who conduct scientific research in poor nations.
At the same time, the work evaluates the progressive creation of a national
literature, an essential part of any national culture.
Sodré’s “The Ideology of Colonialism” traces an analysis of “cultural
transplantation” under colonial and neocolonial conditions. More specifically, he analyzed “reflections in the Brazilian thought of an ideology
elaborated by the colonial European expansion since the sixteenth
century” (Sodré, 1961, p. 8 [our translation]). More specifically, he
argued that there was a progressive, though contradictory and still
incomplete, evolution of the idea of Brazil as a sovereign national entity
through the works of Azeredo Coutinho, José de Alencar, Sílvio Romero,
Euclides da Cunha, and Oliveira Viana. This work on the history of
Brazilian political thought was in line with the isebian notion of a “phenomenology” of the Brazilian consciousness. Sodré claimed that the
work of each author, despite his manifested limits in political or economic terms, helped to move forward the idea that Brazil could “progress [progredir] and become a great nation” (Sodré, 1961, p. 12).
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As observed, this progress was not supposed to be linear and automatic,
being subject to regressions, such as those seen in the work of Oliveira
Viana. This author, formerly admired by the young Sodré,10 was the
younger of analyzed authors, but the one which, according to Sodré’s
interpretation, deliberately implemented a racist interpretation of Brazilian
history. This was, Sodré argued, a reaction against the very decline of
colonialism in the face of the growing nationalist feeling in Brazil of that
time. According to Viana, influenced by Gobineau, Le Bon, Ratzel, Le
Play and the like, the Brazilian colonial population was divided between a
“superior Aryan aristocracy” and the rest of the “riff-raff” [ralé], the
intermixed population. Sodré made a devastating analysis of Viana’s racist
and pseudo-scientific claims that progress in the Brazilian South should be
the work of “Aryans” and that the decline in the Northeast should result
from the predominance of black people and mestizos among the population.
Therefore, Viana was defined as “maybe the most committed theorist of
indigenous fascism” (Sodré, 1961, p. 259 [our translation]).
The methodological foundations of Sodré’s critique still apply to our
conditions. He was searching for a non-Eurocentric perspective of
Brazilian history that, according to him, only historical materialism and
especially, the Leninist approach could give on a scientific basis.11
Commenting on reasons why the well-known novelist, José de Alencar,
a declared monarchist and advocate of slavery, had chosen Brazilian
Indians as the main characters of his “nativist” literature (Sodré, 1961,
pp. 54–55 [our translation]) observed:
[t]he appreciation of Black people [do negro], in fact, had never attracted
[merecer] the attention of our [abovementioned] authors [José de Alencar and
others]. […] Belonging to the class that restricted the position of the black
people to irremediable inferiority, the authors of that time could not consider
the black people as the natural pillar of the indigenous [nativista] literary
movement. Literature was highly restricted to the ruling classes, of landlords
and slave owners. […] To appreciate the black people would lead to a conflict
with such origins. […] It was not possible to praise labour in a slave- and
land-owning society […].

The quotation shows an example of Sodré’s mixed analysis of history
and the history of literature, where class analysis was not detached from
race relations. At the same time, it is possible to see that what would
subsequently be defined as dependency theory was already discussed by
the author (theoretical roots of the dependence approach come, as we
know, from the Third International [1919–1943]). When defining colonialism, Sodré (1961, p. 133 [our translation]) observed:
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[w]e interpret the ideology of colonialism as the body [conjunto] of ideas
and concepts which, being generated and developed with the colonial expansion of the Western European nations, intend to justify their domination over
the areas appropriated by them […]. [Colonialism] was born and rose with
the mercantilist stage and was consolidated with capitalism as the predominant mode of production, ending up with the imperialist stage which we are
witnessing now. [Colonialism] linked everything which justified colonial
exploration: concepts of climate, race, civilization. […] The dissemination
[difusão] of this ideology in the colonial areas, which converted their intellectual elites into the mainstay of its existence, shaped their prevailing social
structure, with the landowners as profoundly associated, though in an ancillary position [subsidiário], with the class that emerged as the winner of the
process that culminated in the Industrial Revolution.

In fact, underlying premises of dependency theory were already discussed by Sodré and other intellectuals of the Brazilian Communist
Party, though this is often ignored by the literature.

History and National Revolution
The size of accumulated works of Nelson Sodré and the variety of subjects
tackled by him are impressive. It is true that quantity does not necessarily
mean quality, but in his case, this assertion does not hold. He really strived
for a historical analysis based on the interdisciplinary approach that historical materialism could give. He always knew primary sources, classical
references, and specific and monographic works related to each aspect of
the research topic. He systematically quoted those who investigated before
and then, gave his contribution to what was already known according to
his explicit methodological premises. His style is always clear; he was
concerned with being understood: he criticized obscurantism in science, as
well as in literature (Sodré, 1965a). He was not a specialist on this or that
period. His main preoccupation was the history of Brazil in light of modern history, from colonial times to the contemporary, in its several aspects
(social, economic, and cultural). Monographic aspects mattered only if
they helped to illuminate main historical outlines (in a dialectical fashion).
This work style demanded intense theoretical training, time, and discipline. We should admit that its adoption these days is certainly a difficult,
if not impossible, task in light of the contemporary style of scientific
research (with its increasing specialization).
In this light, it is worthwhile to retake the main elements of Sodré’s
historical account of Brazilian history. Brazil is a result from the
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commercial expansion of Europe in the mercantilist age; it is not an
autonomous entity, with its own mode of production—as once claimed
by Gorender (1980) with his so called “colonial slavery mode of production.” Indigenous and African slaves were the main source of labor. The
mode of production was slavery, though colonial legislation brought
“evident feudal signs” (Sodré, 1962, p. 81). The main product (sugarcane) was exported by Portuguese traders or those authorized by the
Crown. Economic surplus was exported and manufactures were not
allowed. “Feudal” regressions eventually occurred when slavery
declined, particularly, in interior parts of the territory.12 The Northeast
was the most important region, its expansion being followed by the
Southeast, the North, the South, and then, the Central Region, with gold
extraction. The Industrial Revolution in England pressed against the
Portuguese monopoly of the colonial trade; political independence was
achieved following the Napoleonic Wars, with the English economic
interests dominating the process on the external side of the process. By
means of the notion of class conflict, Sodré studied the composition and
goals of domestic forces and compared them to foreign ones during the
so-called independence process in 1808–1822. In Sodré’s (1962, p. 173
[our translation]) words:
[t]he domestic forces, that is, the dominant landowners, were interested in
free trade, but not in free labour. The external forces were interested in both.
[…] The main contradiction was the one which separated the colonial ruling class from the metropolis [metrópole] which retained the profits of the
monopoly of trade. As the main contradiction, it would become the foundation [base] of an agreement between external and domestic forces interested in the elimination of the monopoly of trade. The contradiction [between
England and the domestic ruling class] regarding slave trafficking and slavery, remaining a secondary one, would be extended through the nineteenth
century, something which would create many frictions between the domestic
forces and the external ones.

Brazilian ruling classes struggled as they could to build a national state and
to preserve slavery over the nineteenth century. They defied England to
maintain as far as possible the prevailing colonial conditions with respect
to the slavery regime. In other words, the construction of state in Brazil
was bounded to the preservation of slavery, a historical fact that gives its
particular reactionary feature even for Latin American standards. However,
the imbalance between England’s superior power to enforce the end of
slave trafficking and Brazilian landowners interest in maintaining the supply of slaves led to rising prices for slave labor; this, connected to low
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birth rates among slaves and stagnation in exports, led to stagnating rates
of return and the crisis of slavery—following Sodré’s insights, this process
was studied in detail with the help of econometric tools by Wilson do
Nascimento Barbosa; see Barbosa (1994). In turn, the end of slavery provoked a superstructural change: the end of Monarchy and the advent of the
Republic. According to Sodré, slavery was eroded “from its both sides”:
when facing economic decline, it was turned into a feudal regression (feudalism here means mainly economic isolation and personal dependence of
peasants to landlords; see also Furtado, 1970[1976]). In regions where coffee and other products were disseminated and exports soared, such as São
Paulo, wage relations surpassed slavery in a progressive way, particularly,
through the influx of massive white immigration from Southern Europe
(Sodré, 1976, p. 159). The Monarchical regime that was the political
expression of slave owners became a contradiction to the emergence of the
bourgeoisie of coffee plantations in the Southeast, which was more capitalist-orientated. “The old-fashioned state apparatus, a great burden [trambolho], did not correspond anymore to economic, social, and political
reality” (Sodré, 1989a, p. 75). This is why Monarchy also ended with the
extinction of slavery: changes in economic infrastructure determined the
new state form.
However, the new Republican regime was only the beginning of the
peculiar “bourgeois revolution” in Brazil, which was to be different from
the “classical” route. In fact, the advent of Republic in 1889, and the
political regime that corresponded to it, was on the internal side the result
of a long-term process of struggle against Monarchy, having its roots in
colonial times. This included the military and their progressive role in
founding the Republic. However, feudal relations, landowners, importers,
and all other economic interests tied to foreign interests were not
eliminated by the new Republic, whose advent partially coincided with
the age of high imperialism (1889–1930). The Republic was then
conditioned on its external side by prevailing imperialist conditions
of dominant nations, being a more versatile political arrangement
to “accommodate an economic structure still profoundly neocolonial”
(Sodré, 1989a, p. 77).
A more qualitative break with the past, though still incomplete according to Sodré, was to occur with be the advent of the Getúlio Vargas
regime (1930–1945), under impacts of the economic crisis of 1929. It led
to a new split within ruling classes, with the advent of a new alliance
between middle classes, the petit bourgeoisie (including the Tenentistas
in the Army),13 and regional fractions of the high bourgeoisie interested
in new changes. This was possible under the disarray of the neocolonial
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domination and the weakening of the so-called coffee aristocracy in São
Paulo and Minas Gerais. The so-called Revolution of 1930 was to
advance the “bourgeois revolution” under neocolonial conditions, an
essentially different process if compared with the “classical” road in
Europe. This is because the bourgeoisie in Brazil, “terrified by the power
of the working class,” would again “recover its original unity after transitory divisions” (Sodré, 1988, pp. 83–87) in 1937 (the dictatorship of
the Vargas’ New State from 1937 to 1945). Therefore, even after the transitory and eventually, relevant changes brought by Vargas, there was to
be no exclusive alliance between progressive fractions of the bourgeoisie
and the working class. All those fractions of ruling classes linked to
landed property, importers, and foreign companies maintained a share of
the political power and this prevented the “bourgeois revolution” from
reaching its logical conclusions, that is, the removal of feudal vestiges
and imperialist domination.
However, Sodré called attention to the fact that this rearrangement
within different fractions of dominant groups did not prevent a substantial change in terms of capital accumulation over the period, by means of
the so-called import-substitution process. This was allowed by the
freedom of movement given by the inter-imperialist conflict in 1939–
1945. This higher “capitalization” of the domestic economy since 1930
occurred without completely eliminating “feudal vestiges” and other
social interests linked to imperialism. Because of that, Vargas’ regime
shaped a limited process in terms of national consolidation, which should
have deepened over the next years.
Despite all efforts after 1945 to deepen the process of national consolidation and industrialization, including by the now elected Getúlio
Vargas (1950–1954), the process of a “bourgeoisie revolution” could not
be consolidated. The coup in 1964 eliminated news frictions within
ruling classes and Brazil’s destiny oscillated under the guiding forces of
a now restored imperialist unity from the 1960s onwards. These are
useful long-term historical notions that help to understand limits to
Brazil’s industrialization up to the present.

Who Is the People in Brazil?
As the national question was in the core of Sodré’s concern, some additional words should be said about it, now looking closer at his definition of
people. As mentioned above, Sodré was criticized for his support of a
national revolution that joined the bourgeoisie and the proletariat against
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feudal vestiges and imperialism, in what he defined as the second type of
bourgeois revolution (the first included the English, French, and similar
cases). Historiography made heavy critiques to the hypothesis of alleged
feudal regressions or even feudal aspects in Brazilian history, including
Sodré’s friend and one of the greatest Brazilian historians, Prado Junior
(2004[1966]). Critiques of the notion of “feudalism” as those also made by
André Gunder Frank (when he was still a Marxist) were supposed to argue
in favor of skipping steps toward socialism, given that Brazil was allegedly born under a capitalist environment (Gunder Frank, 1969). Brazilian
history, after the military coup of 1964, showed that neither Sodré’s nor
Gunder Frank’s hopes were achieved: the Brazilian bourgeoisie, in fact,
did not accept to join forces with workers in order to organize national
independence and armed resistance to the military dictatorship also did not
achieve its aims. At the same time, any eventual “feudal vestiges” were
swept by intense land concentration, rural exodus, and capitalist modernization in agriculture, including foreign oligopolies.
It could be argued in a partial defense of Sodré’s approach that
Chinese contemporary history suggests that, once a socialist revolution
takes power, the bourgeoisie could be kept under control and “contribute” to national consolidation from imperialism. In this case, the main
political question in Brazil and Latin America was not to build a previous
cooperation with the bourgeoisie (which also in China revealed itself a
difficult task), but the incapacity of organizing the revolution regardless
of the cooperation with this class. This would at least partially reinstate
the quest for a national revolution that did not completely go away with
capitalist relations (such as necessary before reaching socialism), just as
officially in China and Vietnam (and now, Cuba). In any case, the debate
is not so simple as sometimes put by radical perspectives of a once-andfor-all break with capitalist relations.14 But why was it so difficult to
organize the national revolution? This is a complex question. I will focus
here on Sodré’s definition of people and its relation to this question.
In his effort to understand the national history and to propose a
national program that could finally solve main contradictions in Brazil,
we have seen how Sodré developed a particular definition for what was
supposed to be the Brazilian people. It was observed, however, that
Sodré did not insert racial divisions into his definition. When defining
people, the category was always put in terms of social classes, that is, in
terms of certain similar relations with regard to means of production,
with alleged common interests in national development, including
against external domination. This was in line with the orthodox Leninist
interpretation of people.15 However, racism prevented many who were
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not linked to imperialism to be a part of the people; at the same time,
racism prevented many among the working class to belong to people, in
Sodré’s sense. Let us evaluate these propositions in more detail.
First and foremost, it should be clear from the beginning that Sodré
has always stressed colonial vestiges in Brazil in terms of racism. He
criticized hypocritical approaches in academic discussions and common
sense, which claimed that there was no racism in the nation (the socalled myth of “racial democracy”). The Brazilian authenticity, Sodré
observed in “Introduction to the Brazilian Revolution,”
will only be achieved by the valuation of the black [negro] and its contribution to [biological] crossing [cruzamento], by the restoration of the true and
often secular great efforts done by the black people and its descendants, pure
or mixed [purosoumisturados] on the formation, development and liberation
of Brazil. (Sodré, 1978, p. 161 [our translation])

At the same time, it seems that Sodré suggested that this positive valuation of black people would be totally achieved only after the national
revolution, when “race relations, in a country of colonial formation such
as [Brazil], will be put in correct terms. As we achieve our successive
aims, which will bring so many great changes, race relations will be
fundamentally altered” (Sodré, 1978, p. 161 [our translation]). However,
the focus on social classes with regard to means of production blocked
the logical introduction of ethnic diversity into the definition of people.
Both notions remained apart. Are relations with means of production a
foundational aspect of society that precedes social relations based on the
color of the skin? Neocolonial areas show that they are not.
Take another passage of one of Sodré’s most provocative books: “The
March toward Nazism” (Sodré, 1989a), an extended version of “Who
Murdered Kennedy.” In the midst of Kennedy’s assassination, Sodré made
a study of eventual reasons, reaching monopoly capital and the military
industrial complex (in line with the approach of Paul Baran and Paul
Sweezy) and all disguised and not so-disguised neo-Nazi infiltrations.
Sodré claimed that these actors were frustrated by Kennedy’s intents of a
détente with the Soviet Union and the failure in losing Cuba. Therefore,
the military and industrial complex probably was agents behind the assassination in Dallas. As we know, this is also the context of the struggle for
civil rights, Kennedy being supported by the black electorate. Sodré also
discusses these events, as they could be at least partially responsible for the
conservative opposition toward Kennedy. And, when tackling the advancement of the struggle by civil rights movements, Sodré observed, in a
revealing passage: “the North American revolution [sic] was unleashed by
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the blacks and of course not because they were black, but because they
were workers” (Sodré, 1989a, p. 67 [our translation]).
Accordingly, it could be argued that the definition of “people” in terms
of those with similar conditions to means of production, holding at the
same time alleged common interests against foreign meddling, missed a
most important point: strong ties between white workers, white ruling
classes, and white imperialism. These ties are a social fact (in Durkheim’s
sense) and their foundational existence can be so strong, and often is
stronger than class ties (particularly, between white and black workers).
This aspect was not crucial in the North and Northeast of Brazil, with predominantly black people, but had in the Southern part of the nation a different case, after the white immigration by the end of the nineteenth
century. Despite positive aspects of white immigration in purely economic
terms, it also served to block national consolidation in ethnic terms, a
result that would have been achieved soon or later, without white immigration. Facing the Brazilian predominantly black social environment, the
majority of white immigrants tended to unify with white ruling classes that
descended from White (Portuguese) colonialism; many white immigrants
also ascended to middle classes or even became a part of the ruling elite.
This was reinforced by racist policies. The process tended to maintain
widespread traditional identifications with Europe, blocking, delaying, or
at least, hampering the emergence of a Brazilian counciousness that could
be more easily born with a unified ethnic black basis.16
I think that despite Sodré’s awareness of racism and its roots on the
colonial period, the nature of these events were not clearly explored in his
historical account of Brazilian contemporary history, his definition of
people and its relation to the formation of the nationhood being inaccurate.
Again, we do not need to stress that Sodré is completely aware that “the
concept of pure races, immune through the centuries to any mixing, or
resistant to them by biological or social imposition, is an evident lie, which
does not resist any scientific analysis” (Sodré, 1978, p. 148). However,
despite his effort to understand specificities of a nation that emerged from
slavery and difficulties that this legacy imposed to social transformation,
in the end Sodré considered race relations as determined by class relations,
a statement that cannot be easily supported. There is no discussion of racial
contradictions among the working class in “The History of the Brazilian
Bourgeoisie” or similar works.
In fact, the subsequent contemporary history showed how race prejudices left by the colonial past, reinforced in the case of Brazil by white
immigration, seemed to be a long-term aspect of this particular neocolonial formation (Brazil), resisting change, and even, periodically reacting
to positive change, under several versions of a colonial or indigenous

Schincariol

271

fascism—Vargas’ dictatorial “New State” in 1937; the revocation of the
legality of the PCB in 1947; the coup attempt against Juscelino
Kubitschek in 1955; the illegal implementation of the parliamentary
regime during João Goulart’s administration in 1962; the military coup
against João Goulart and military dictatorship and unelected administrations in 1964–1990; the coup against Dilma Rousseff in 2016; the election of the current government in 2018; etc. The point is that ethnic
divisions, or the relation between individuals with regard to skin color,
has an objective and independent aspect per se, being eventually more
important than mere class relations (a case of “over determination”; for
a discussion of this category, see Laclau, 2005[2018]). This was and continues to be a more serious problem regarding an eventual national consolidation in Brazil,17 though other variables must also be considered,
such as the lack of foreign support to any revolutionary process, current
changes in technology and mass control, the ongoing imperialist unification precluding loopholes in international domination, among others.
In any case, it is not our purpose to solve in theoretical terms these
complex problems. We could only observe that, if some positive role to the
bourgeoisie was to be maintained during an eventual reconsideration of
national liberation (contrarily to the “third type” of bourgeoisie revolution
that excludes any role to it, according to Fanon’s perspective), Laclau’s discussion of people and populism may constitute a possible road for a theoretical reconsideration of Sodré’s argument. Given that Laclau’s definition of
people is much more plastic and able to avoid an essentialist approach, a
people is made by a “horizontal articulation between equivalential demands”
(Laclau, 2018[2005], p. 352). In this case, the definition could capture with
more realism the intent of defining a people that does not embrace racist
workers. We could then speak of a “people” only if blacks and whites struggle together for common interests, against internal colonialism, as well as
foreign exploitation and cultural alienation. The argument certainly deserves
more attention, Laclau’s work on populism being only a suggestion that
could help to define more realistically a definition of people.

Conclusion
Contrarily to many intellectuals that after 1991 renounced their commitment to socialism—which was seen as the next stage of national
consolidation—Sodré strived for coherence until the end. His personal
archives show interesting life details over his last years, not mentioned
by him in his auto-biographies and still not fully explored by literature.
He supported the Nicaraguan revolution against the American intervention and economic blockade.18 He was requested by Fidel Castro in a
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personal letter to join other Latin American intellectuals and political
leaders to discuss economic problems in the region in the 1980s.19 He
was sought by Anita Leocádia Prestes (daughter of Luiz Carlos Prestes,
the General Secretary of the PCB in 1943–1980) to organize a popular
movement for supporting Erick Honecker,20 which had been put under
arrest by the Federal Republic of Germany. Sodré also made open critiques of the new neoliberal order in several public interventions, published as “The Sham of Neoliberalism” (Sodré, 1997).
Cruz Costa once observed that “Brazilians believed for a long time
that the books of European culture contained a miraculous and ideal
formula. As for the environment, the literati did not pay any attention to it.
This is also one of the contradictions of cultural history of Brazil” (Costa,
1962, p. 33 [our translation]). Accordingly, Sodré’s work on the history of
Brazil was marked by the concern of not merely importing ideas and interpreting the nation through foreign lens. He found in historical materialism
methodological tools for this endeavor, but his research achievements
transcend Marxism and are of interest to all those who are concerned
with Brazilian sovereignty and development. His analysis of Brazilian
economic history considered its regular decapitalization, denationalization, and unequal sectoral development. At the cultural level, he showed
how economic and political analysis suffers from national alienation and
thus, misjudgment. Looking at Brazilian economic history from the
current scenario of permanent stagnation, consolidated deindustrialization, and precarization of labor conditions, the long-run perspective of
Sodré’s historical analysis is also useful: it could be suggested from this
that the industrialization period in Brazil (1930–1980) should be taken
more as an ephemeral phenomenon, another cyclical one, in face of
ongoing neocolonial features that still mark Brazilian reality. This
changes in qualitative terms the comprehension of what should be done
to reverse the current economic stagnation and denationalization and decharacterization of the Brazilian cultural heritage under neoliberal globalization. In broader terms, any serious analysis of political economy
that ignores long-term effects of the neocolonial legacy is doomed to
failure. Despite the anachronism or limits of some of his research hypotheses, Sodré’s work left a legacy for self-awareness and emancipation in
Brazil and indirectly for the periphery of the capitalist system.
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Notes
1. Sources:
- National Library of Brazil, Digital collection. http://bndigital.bn.gov.br/
acervodigital
- Interviews and private correspondence: Marcos Silva, Olga Sodré, Wilson
do Nascimento Barbosa.
2. For details regarding these accusations, see Sodré’s archives maintained by
the National Library in Brazil (hereafter, Sodré’s Archives), available on
<http://bndigital.bn.gov.br/acervodigital/>), particularly 32,02,010 nº080
- Manuscripts. See also Sodré’s own account in “The History of the New
History” (Sodré, 1987).
3. In the fifth edition of “Introduction to the Brazilian Revolution” (Introdução
à Revolução Brasileira, 1978), as well as other works, Sodré reflected
critically on the guerrilla movements, claiming that Brazil was not ripe for
socialism and that national revolution with the progressive fractions of the
bourgeoisie should not be excluded from it; see Sodré (1978, p. 247).
4. See for example Sodré’s archives, 32,02,010 no. 139—manuscripts. For
Sodré’s effort in organizing the political resistance against the dictatorship,
see, for example, the letter from the poet Ferreira Gullar in 1975 (Sodré’s
archives, 32,02,010 no. 069—manuscripts).
5. This included invitations such as that sent by the eminent Soviet Historian
E. M. Zhukov to participate in the event “The Great October Revolution and
the Movements of National Liberation,” which took place in Baku in 1967;
see Sodré’s Archives 32,02,010 no. 057—manuscripts.
6. This included Marxist critiques of the ISEB; see for example, Ianni (2004);
for a well-known critique, see Toledo (1982).
7. See Sodrés Archives at http://bndigital.bn.gov.br/acervodigital/
8. As Losurdo (2017, p. 13 [our translation]), observed: “[i]n the East and practically in all the countries where the Communists had conquered power, the
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9.
10.
11.

12.

13.

14.

15.

16.

Agrarian South: Journal of Political Economy 11(2)
primary problem for the political leadership was not that of promoting the
‘decay of the state apparatus’, but another very different one: how to avoid
danger of colonial or neocolonial subjugation and how, therefore, to make
up for the gap with respect to the more industrially advanced countries?”
For other contributions to the history of literature, culture, and press in
Brazil, see Sodré (1966, 1990, 1999).
See Sodré’s “Memories of a Writer” (Sodré, 1970) and Sodré’s Archives at
the National Library.
Sodré took the scientific discussion of Marxism very seriously; particularly,
he adopted the Leninist-Soviet type of “dialectical materialism,” as opposed
to that of the so-called Western Marxism, as can be seen in his edition of
“Foundations of Dialectical Materialism,” with its emphasis on Soviet
authors such as Rosental, Straks and Konstantinov (see Sodré, 1968).
This hypothesis of a so called “feudal regression” in some areas of the territory, as well as the endurance of “feudal relations” in modern Brazil (up
to the 1950s, approximately) was much criticized. This sadly gave rise to
violent theoretical disputes among left-wing Brazilian historians (see, for
example, Gorender, 1980 and Sodré’s reply in Sodré, 1985), though Sodré
had always claimed that the idea of a “feudal regression” was a hypothesis
which should be investigated by factual historical research. In any case, the
economic transformation and the changes in labor relations in the Brazilian
agriculture reduced the theoretical importance of the “feudal regression”
hypothesis, turning it into a question of historiographical research not
clearly connected with political economy.
The Tenentistas were low ranking soldiers who rebelled against the
Republican government over the 1920s; their leader was Luis Carlos
Prestes, who would become the First Secretary of the Brazilian Communist
Party after 1945.
Sodré argued, such as Fanon once did, that the new nations liberated from
colonialism in Africa and Asia did not need the capitalist stage before reaching socialism, given that “not having capitalism (but only foreign imperialist
enterprises) they did not have reasons to pass through this stage” (Sodré,
1978, p. 246 [our translation]). The African and Asiatic nations which
emerged from colonialism represented a “third type of bourgeois revolution,” only feasible by the existence and development of the socialist international camp (Sodré, 1978, p. 246).
Soviet official theorists Rosental and Iudin defined “people” as a “group
of individuals [comunidade de pessoas] which changes historically, formed
by that part of the population [which includes] echelons and classes, which
because of their objective conditions can be brought together in order to
solve the problems related to the revolutionary development, a progressive
one, of a given nation, at a given period”; see Dictionary of Philosophy,
Iudin and Rosental (1972, pp. 172–173).
The ruling elite was very aware of the advantages of this process. “It is very
important to be aware of something which does not please many people:
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20.
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European immigrants which came to Brazil by the end of the nineteenth
century were hand-picked to whiten the nation” (Ianni, 1987, p. 139 [our
translation]).
Wilson do Nascimento Barbosa—once one of Sodré’s pupils ate the ISEB—
reached this pessimist conclusion in exile after the defeat of the guerrilla
resistance against the military dictatorship, in which he took part: “[c]reated
by the worst of Europe, the [Latin American elite] ‘imported’ new contingents
of its same nature [reforços à suaaltura] with the so-called white immigration, produced by the Industrial Revolution. With regard to the indigenous
people or those brought from Africa or their surviving descendants nothing
good was given to them. This is why the so-called nations of Latin America
are incomplete nations and maybe never be complete” (Barbosa, 2013,
p. 142 [our translation]). An interesting sociological and historiographical
discussion of the consequences of white immigration by end of the nineteenth century can be found in Ianni (1987).
See letter from the Nicaraguan Ambassador Adolfo U. Montoya with thanks
to Sodré’s public support of the Nicaraguan Government in 1989. Sodré’s
Archives 32,02,010 no. 005—manuscripts.
See Sodré’s Archives 032,02,010 no. 070—manuscripts.
Former First General Secretary of the Socialist Unity Party of the Democratic
German Republic, imprisoned by the government of the Federal Republic of
Germany in 1989. See Sodré Archives 32,02,010 no. 015—manuscripts.
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