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Abstract: 
In Brazil in the 1870s and 1880s, philosophical ideas inspired by Auguste Comte’s positivism 
played an important role at decisive moments of abolitionist agitation. However, the role 
played by race in Brazilian scientistic thought at the end of the nineteenth century remains 
an open question. Under the mantle of nineteenth-century positivist and evolutionist ideas, 
the representation of race relations was treated in a variety of very different ways: While 
there were classical views of inferiority, subjugation, and condescension, some sources 
testify to the extreme opposite, speaking about the recognition of a ‘crime’ committed 
against enslaved populations and pointing to the need for spiritual and material reparation. 
In the late nineteenth-century, slavery in Brazil was treated in a more nuanced way than in 
the United States, where it was more racialized in terms of the representation of enslaved 
persons as inferior on biological grounds. The phenomenon of Brazilian slavery was so 
‘normalized’ that the concept of racialization was mitigated in favor of the creation of the 
myth of the slave owner as a paternalistic figure, based on enlighment thinking and 
concerned for the well-being of his slaves. As a result, the racial issue was successfully 
invisibilized, which created a heavy burden in terms of strong asymmetrical dependencies. 
This lecture seeks to present an in-depth interpretation of the Brazilian intellectual 
panorama on the representation of the racial question in what can be described as the 
Naturalistic Scientism paradigm. The Naturalist Scientism paradigm consists of a worldview 
shared by many Brazilian intellectuals who used European positivist and evolutionist 
theories – such as Darwinists, Spencerists, and Haeckelian ideas – to produce autonomous 
and independent thougth in the country’s sociopolitical context.   
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