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1 - About me

• BA in Political Science with IR focus, MA in Sociology (University of São Paulo).
• Studied sociology, politics, anthropology, and philosophy in São Paulo, Coimbra

(Portugal), Davis (USA), and Bonn.

• Doctoral student at Bonn University (2024-27).
• Ph.D. theme: (Trans)formation of ethnoracial differentiation and animosity in

Republican Brazil (1889-2022) in the horizon of world society.
• Main hypothesis: The frames and scripts of “racial whitening” constrain the

differentiation of ethnoracial systems and the organization of ethnoracial animosity.

3 / 11



1a - Structure of the thesis

Part I: On Theory

1. Communities as social systems.

2. Ethnicities as communities.

3. Why races are a form of ethnicity.

4. From “racism” to ethnoracial
animosity.

Part II: Brazil (1889-2022)

1. Racial whitening era (1889-1910).

2. Between Eugenics and “Racial
Democracy” (1937-45).

3. RD as a state doctrine (1964-8).

4. A racialized democracy (1985-9).

5. Civil rights legislation? (2010-4).

6. The polarization of race (2018-22).
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2 - Paper in a nutshell

• Puzzle: How original were the politics and science of race in the FBR?
• Key argument: The politics of racial whitening were a global innovation. . .

• . . . but not the science of racial whitening!

• Relevance: The case precedes the global shift from primarily biological to cultural
racism, so it can reveal “solutions” also found elsewhere.
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2a - The First Republic’s Predicament

• Republicans craved “progress” to make up for Imperial “backwardness.” [atraso]
• Positivist and liberal influences led to desires of legal equality. . .

• . . . but race science told them to deal with the racial makeup of the population.

• Racial diversity considered an obstacle to national progress. . .
• . . . but the population is so mixed!

• If racial essentialist theories were right, the country would be doomed.

• Racial whitening theory accommodated “progress,” “liberalism,” “democracy” and
political racism through ambivalent public policy.

• Brazil as a global precursor to the transition from a biological to a cultural racism.
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2b - The Solution

If the blood of superior races overcomes the traces of inferior races in mixed-race
individuals (racial whitening theory), Brazil can become white!

Figure: Ham’s Redemption (1885) by Brocos y Gómez

7 / 11



2c - The Implementation

• It consists of biological and sociocultural intervention but mostly the latter.
• Biological whitening:

• Decree 528/1890: Brazilian state paid for travel costs of millions of European male
immigrants, while restricting Asian and African arrivals.

• Sociocultural whitening: Policies outwardly democratic but covertly exclusionary.
• Discrimination and unfair competition in the labor market. . .

• . . . under the guise of developing agriculture.

• Non-white cultural practices are undesirable. . .
• . . . under the guise of promoting science and public order.

• PoC are politically incompetent (e.g, ”they can’t vote right”). . .
• . . . under the guise of protecting the Republic.

• Black and Mixed people tend to criminality. . .
• . . . under the guise of securing public safety.

• The idea is getting rid of cultural and physical traces of non-whiteness.
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2d - Ambivalent institutionalization of racism

• Ambiguous racial classifications allowed flexibility in discrimination:
• “Becoming white(r)” was possible through social mobility.

• Discrimination through “coded” legal frameworks.
• BUT non-whites are not excluded from the national community. . .

• . . . they are true Brazilians and have rights. . .
• . . . “they can get better!”

• Mix of egalitarian paternalism and covert disgust.
• Yet, this scenario has not precluded non-whites from identifying with a new national
project oblivious to racial differences.

• That is, racial democracy as an ideal . . .
• . . . that later becomes a “code” for reactionary opponents who downplay the existence of

racial animosity in the country. (i.e., racial democracy as a myth)
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Conclusion

• Racial whitening theory was an adaptation of older race theories.
• The innovation laid in the political resonance of the theory.

• The First Republic pioneered subtle racial discrimination structures as the norm.
• It foreshadowed the global shift from biological to cultural racism post-WWII.

• Understanding this case sheds light on the origins of some racial frames and scripts
that systematically enable modern racial inequity.

• Further research needed on:
• Path dependency of racial whitening concerning race relations in Brazil.
• Empirical comparison of racial frames and scripts of RW with the cultural racism of

other regions.
• Etc.
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The End
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