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Celso Furtado (1920 – 2004), one of the leading Brazilian  

intellectuals of the 20th century (photo by Fernando Rabelo.  

Courtesy of the Celso Furtado International Center – CICF)
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The aim of this study is to identify and understand the 

main intellectual traits of Brazilian conservatism, liberalism 

and socialism. To this end, we intend to determine whether 

the concepts of “organic idealism” and “constitutional  

idealism,” originally elaborated in a different way by Oliveira 

Vianna, are adequate to describe and appraise the main 

“forms of thought” and “intellectual families” predominant  

in Brazil since the last quarter of the nineteenth century.  

In addition, we will identify the countercurrent and  

anti-aristocratic ideas outlined during the country’s  

industrialization process, especially those related to “middle-

class radicalism” and “communist Marxism”, which served 

inspired the social and economic reforms prior to the  

predominance of neo-liberalism. Finally, a hypothesis will  

be proposed about the response of these currents to  

Brazil’s political development. Thus, we will analyze both  

the content of ideologies and worldviews and the “forms  

of thought” subjacent to them – that is, the intellectual  

structures and theoretical categories by which reality is  

perceived, practical experience is elaborated and political 

action is organized.

As part of the project, we will undertake a critical  

assessment of the state of the art of research on Brazilian 

political and social thought. Special attention will be paid  

to determining whether the specialized investigation  

currently underway in universities represents a break with 

what is generally known as “interpretations of Brazil.”
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In its first year, the Continuities in Brazilian Social and  
Political Thought project made progress in mapping and  
understanding the authors and problems active in different  
periods of Brazilian history. The research was organized  
according to five themes: 1) the establishment of Brazilian 
political-social thought during the Empire; 2) the genesis of  
anti-oligarchic thought during the 1930s; 3) the emergence  
since the 1950s of “development” as a central problem in  
public debate; 4) the importance of individual contributions  
to Brazilian nation-state projects; and 5) a comparison with  
the role of ideas in other countries and contexts. The work  
as a whole provides a critical reflection on various theories  
and methodologies to create common references for the  
interpretation of continuity and change in Brazilian thought.

The study of political-social thought occurs in a frontier 
zone between different intellectual areas. Thus, it is influenced  
by a wide range of orientations in the humanities. In Brazil, this 
field was established at the crossroads of specialties as dissimilar 
as political anthropology, sociology of art, history of literature, 
history of science, history of mentalities, sociology of intellectuals,  
philosophy, political and social theory and the history of ideas. 
This has been the direction the project has taken, and its work 
reflects this outlook.

Diversity has contributed to the accumulation of theoretical  
capital and the crystallization of a specific intellectual camp. 
Diversity begins by recognizing the existence of a tradition of 
social and political thought in Brazil and converts the reflection 
on its classic meanings into a means to confront the society  
and history that produced them.


