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Much has been written about Portugal’s Estado Novo (1933-1974) appropriation of Gilberto Freyre’s Lusotropicalist discourse for the purpose of justifying continued presence in several African territories, especially after the 1950’s. More recently, scholars such as Miguel Vale de Almeida have suggested a different genealogy for lusotropicalism, one that is rooted in Portugal and more specifically in the writings of the Renascença generation of the 1890’s. In a recent article I claimed that an earlier precedent can actually be found in the writings of Oliveira Martins (1845-1894), a Portuguese intellectual of the generation of the 1870’s who for a time had a close relationship with Manoel de Oliveira Lima, Gilberto Freyre’s mentor from Pernambuco, Brazil. Continued research conducted in Portuguese archives has since then allowed me to establish that the roots of lusotropicalist discourse can be found much earlier, in late eighteenth-century travel narratives penned by British travellers to Brazil, who interpret the conspicuous abundance of freed slaves in Rio de Janeiro and Bahia as a sign of Portugal’s more humane approach to colonialism. In his Lessons on the Philosophy of World History, Hegel will (arguably for the first time) formulate the thesis that Portuguese colonialism was more humane than that of its European counterparts, based on the uncritical reproduction of the views expressed in the aforementioned British narratives.

My interest in establishing this unexamined genealogy does not derive so much from a strictly philological valuing of sources; rather, in this paper I will argue that what the study of these sources shows is that lusotropicalism is a discourse written in a certain fashion; that particular mode of writing, which consists in reading events, judgments of value and documentary sources at face value, is what gets reproduced periodically, particularly when the survival of a certain self-image of the nation is at stake. Thus, Lusotropicalism is first formulated in late eighteenth and early nineteenth-century, when Portugal’s engagement with the Atlantic slave trade is challenged by Great Britain. It is then revived in the 1950’s when the survival of the Empire is challenged by the United Nations and the liberation movements in its former African territories, and once again from the 1990’s onwards, when Portugal’s national identity goes through radical reconfigurations due to the country’s participation as a full member in the European Union.
