
One of the responsibilities of the theory of history, since the propaedeutic 
conferences of eighteenth century German historians that unveiled its modern 
version,2 has been to answer the question: what do historians do when they 
‘do’ history? However, in the last 250 years historians and philosophers who 
have discussed this issue have reached frequently contradictory and not rarely 
irreconcilable responses. A consensus that could bring to an end the many and 
fruitless dichotomies that have marked reflection on history and historiography 
is far from being achieved – dichotomies such as realism and constructivism, 
method and narrative, objectivity and subjectivity, science and life, amongst 
various others. However, I believe that at least part of the impasse would be 
overcome if it could be agreed that in ‘doing’ history professional historians 
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put into play at least three fundamental procedures. First they – and even those 
better hidden behind methodological fantasies such as pure empiricism or total 
impartiality – consciously or unconsciously assume positions in the 
socio-politico-cultural contexts in which they are inserted. In second place, 
historians research registers of pre-existing experiences – and their choice of 
themes and structures of interpretations is frequently related to their 
expectations of the future, which also develop in relation to their 
self-appreciations of the present itself. In third place they write narratives 
which, since they refer in a controlled manner to the experience of the past, 
are intended to be plausible.3 Of these three constitutive dimensions of the 
professional practice of historians – (1) the position of the historian; (2) 
research of sources; (3) writing of history –, the last represents a synthesis of 
the rest. It is thus natural that historiography is (or should be) a preferential 
source of all theoretical reflection interested in discussing the nature and 
significance of historical science.
It is possible to relate the historical theory and historiography in different 
manners. For example, it needs to be recognized that the history of 
historiography not only complements reflections on the theory of history, but 
also places itself as an imperative logic of the latter. The historical-theoretical 
approach that does not take seriously the historicity inherent in practices of 
historical investigation and writing automatically loses coherence.4 Theoretical 
reflection on historical science thus extracts great benefits from its proximity 
to historiographic studies. This relationship between the two fields can, 
nonetheless, be inverted to the benefit of the former. Historical studies can be 
mobilized to help in the comprehension of texts written by historians; they can 
provide a perspective that allows us see new aspects involved in historiographic 
production; they can make a vocabulary available capable of expanding the 
field of what can be said about a historical text. In this case it is reasonable to 
say that historical theory functions as the hermeneutics of historiography. In 
the rest of this work I intend to explore this possibility through an interpretation 
of an important text in the Brazilian historiographic tradition, Do Império à 
República (From the Empire to the Republic- 1972) by Sérgio Buarque de 
Holanda (1902-1982).5 I seek to show how that hermeneutics can be put into 
operation in practice, instead of giving it a theoretical basis. In agreement with 
this objective, I will base my interpretation on the theory of history formulated 
by the German historian Jörn Rüsen.
It is unnecessary to extensively justify the choice of Do Império à República as 
an object of analysis, since Holanda’s entire work has been highlighted by 
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exegetes, both his contemporaries and more recently, as of fundamental 
importance for historical culture and for Brazilian social thought.6 This widely 
recognized importance, however, is to a large extent the result of the relevance 
given to one publication in particular, Raízes do Brasil (1936).7 Historiographic 
research on Holanda’s works follows the same tendency and is marked by a 
disproportional concentration, in my opinion unjustified, on the first and most 
famous of his books. In the context of the general enthusiasm for Raízes do 
Brasil, mentioning that the author himself 40 years after the publication of the 
book, described it as “surpassed and completely outdated” – and furthermore 
that he said he “would never write [it] again” – corresponds to rowing against 
a strong intellectual tide.8 Only recent works, such as those by Mariana 
Françozo and Robert Wegner, have tried to counterbalance this old tendency 
by placing in focus Holanda’s texts about the expansion of Brazilian territory 
– such as those included in collections like Monções (1945) and Caminhos e 
fronteiras (1957).9

Nevertheless, little attention has been dedicated to the last of the historical 
monographs published by Sérgio Buarque de Holanda, Do Império à República. 
In part this may be because the circumstances involving the history of this text 
are so intricate. Conceived as an article that was supposed to summarize the 
crisis of the Brazilian Empire and to close the volume referring to the 
monarchical period in the collection História Geral da Civilização Brasileira, 
the work ended up with a much greater scope and length than originally 
intended. It was published in 1972 as the seventh volume of the same collection, 
but it is known that, since 1976 at least, Holanda had been working on a new 
edition of the text and had the idea of restructuring the plan of the work and 
expanding it substantially.10 He did not conclude the reworking of the text, but 
in May 1981 – in an interview given a little under a year before his death – he 
said he was working on this project. In addition, he categorically stated that 
the rewritten version of Do Império à República would come to be his most 
important book (Graham, 1982, p.8). Perhaps the cardinal methodological 
precept of intellectual history is that authors converted into objects of 
investigation never hold a monopoly on the interpretation of their own works, 
and there is no reason why this should not be applied to the study of Holanda’s 
texts. Nevertheless, there are even less reasons to ignore Holanda’s 
self-evaluation of Do Império à República. After all some heavyweight 
commentators, in harmony with the author’s own opinion, have highlighted 
the centrality of the text in the general panorama of his work and its relevance 
for the comprehension of the historical process that led to the proclamation 
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of the Republic.11 All of this I think shows that Do Império à República deserves 
to be given much more attention.
Having said this in relation to the principal empirical reference of this work, 
it is now fitting to make a brief presentation of its principal theoretical 
reference, i.e., Jörn Rüsen’s theory of history. Rüsen is one of the most 
important contemporary philosopher of history and his name and work has 
become increasingly known in the Brazilian historiographical scenario – due 
to a large extent to the translations and interpretations made by investigators 
such as Pedro Caldas, Astor Diehl, René Gertz, Estevão de Rezende Martins 
and Luiz Sérgio Duarte da Silva. Rüsen studied philosophy, history, German 
literature and pedagogy in the University of Cologne, where he did his 
doctorate in 1966 on the theory of history of Johann Gustav Droysen 
(1808-1884). Since then he has worked in different German and foreign 
institutions, especially in the University of Bochum (1974-1989), the University 
of Bielefeld (1989-1997), as well as the Institute of Advanced Studies in 
Humanities (KWI) of Essen, which he directed between 1997 and 2007. Born 
in 1938, Rüsen would be socialized in the context of the then newly born 
Bundesrepublik. He was part of a generation of intellectuals who felt committed 
to the ideas of the Enlightenment, who were sympathetic to social democracy 
and naturally who had to deal with the traumas inherited from national 
socialism.12 Rüsen’s theory of history de Rüsen accommodates these and other 
concerns, projecting them in the debate about the nature, meaning and 
function of historical knowledge. In my opinion his great merit consists of 
having satisfactorily reconciled the contemporary emphasis on the constructive/
narrative character of historical writing with the much less recent tradition of 
reflection on the strategies of the control and management of historical 
material, which is structured around the concept of method.
Rüsen designed his theory of history during the 1970 and systematically 
developed it in the trilogy Fundamentals of a Theory of History (Grundzüge einer 
Historik), which was originally published during the 1980.13 Rüsen’s theoretical 
project is synthesized in the concept of the disciplinary matrix of the science of 
history. The disciplinary matrix sought to include all the essential elements 
present in the production of history by professional historians, representing a 
conciliatory solution to the impasses that marked the debate about history and 
historical knowledge in the 1980s. By opting for this path, Rüsen sought to 
integrate discordant points of view. His objective is to both to overcome a 
narrow conception of objectivity – which, trusting in research methods as 
infallible means to unveil the truths hidden in the sources, always tend to repress 
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the theme of historical representation – and to offer an alternative to a radically 
constructivist and vision of historiography – which does not satisfactorily clarify 
the nature and the relationship between the writing of history and historical 
research. It is this dual purpose that informs his definition of the five fundamental 
principles of scientific historical knowledge:

1) needs for orientation;
2) directive views of the historical interpretation of past experiences;
3) empirical methods of research;
4) forms of representations; and
5) functions of orientation. (Rüsen, 2001, pp.26-36)

Rüsen isolates these principles from the multiplicity of paradigms of historical 
research and historiography, which much before the 1980s had made the field 
of the science of history vast and complex. It is also worth noting that the 
concept of disciplinary matrix proposed by Rüsen not only contains an 
objective description of the fundamentals of historical science, but also involves 
to a certain extent implicit normative ideas.14

With his disciplinary matrix Rüsen specifies how the science of history carries 
out the cultural task which he sees as defining all forms of historical discourse 
and thought, the ‘constitution of meaning’ (Sinnbildung). The interpretation 
of Do Império à República which this leads to intends to look at the aspects of 
the cultural constitution of meaning present in this history of Brazilian political 
cultural in the second half of the nineteenth century. Three of the five principles 
specified here will be located in Holanda’s text. In first place I will explore the 
two theoretical structures that shape the text’s directive views of interpretation, 
namely the category of ‘crisis’ and the concept of the ‘personal power of the 
Emperor’. Afterwards I will focus on the forms of representation in order to 
examine the specific modes of narrative constitution of meaning which are 
apparent in the text. At the end I will discuss the relationship between the text 
and the needs for orientation that characterized the context in which the former 
was conceived, researched and written.

Interpretative Architecture 

One of the most clarifying points of view that emerges from Jörn Rüsen 
historical theory is that history is a certain way of perceiving and interpreting 
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the temporal change in/of a determined historical subject (for example a 
person, an institution, a collectivity, a form of knowledge, a culture, a form of 
economic organization) (Rüsen, 2007a, pp.43-45). In the case of Do Império à 
República the main historical subject is evidently the Brazilian imperial regime. 
The first logical requirement in analyzing any change is the demarcation of the 
starting and end points between which the change takes place. Again Do 
Império à República is no exception to the rule. The change looked at by Sérgio 
Buarque de Holanda is that one which led the Brazilian Empire into its 
dissolution. His end point has long been maintained in the Brazilian political 
memory as a moment of inflection: 15 November 1889. His starting point, on 
the other hand, was borrowed from old nineteenth century interpretations 
which saw 1868 as the beginning of the end of the monarchical regime.
Do Império à República, therefore, covers the last two decades of the history of 
the Brazilian Empire. In the structuring of Holanda’s interpretation of the 
changes that culminated in the proclamation of the republic two principal 
theoretical structures can be found – one with a dynamic character and the 
other with a static one. The first corresponds to the historical category of ‘crisis’ 
and is concretized in the argument – sustained sometimes implicitly and 
sometimes explicitly by Holanda – that the years 1868-1889 were essentially 
marked by a crisis in which the bases of power of the Brazilian monarchical 
regime were corroded.
The thesis that historical interpretations are structured by theoretical artifacts, 
including historical categories, is important in Rüsen’s theory of history – who 
it can be said en passant articulates in this point a complex critical dialogue 
with the Kantian theory of knowledge.15 According to Rüsen, historical 
categories are present in all histories, especially under the ambit of the directive 
views of the interpretation of the experience of the past. In general terms, 
historical categories point to the general temporal nexuses that make certain 
realities of the past recognizable as historical realities (Rüsen, 2007a, pp.93-94). 
This definition assumes that there is not, nor was there ever, a fixed, definitive 
and absolute historical reality to which a history should correspond. Rüsen 
thus argues that the experience of the past is not intrinsically historical, but 
becomes historical. This transformation of the ‘past’ into ‘history’ occurs when 
a specific empirical content is related to the registers of historicity which in a 
given current context provide meaning to the activity of remembering the past. 
For Rüsen the fact that the predicate ‘historical’ is only attributed to a 
determined event or experience based on this type of relationship between the 
past and present confers visibility on the control role played by categories. In 
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the procedures for the construction of history, categories are key pieces in the 
theoretical networks with which the subject of knowledge recognizes the space 
of historical experience within the wider field of the experience of time. In Do 
Império à República the historical category of ‘crisis’ serves as a criteria for the 
delimitation of the facts that should be addressed by the interpretation, thereby 
allowing that a segment of the reality of the imperial political past be taken as 
specifically historical. This category corresponds to a cognitive structure that 
is noted whenever the experience is perceived and understood as an experience 
in which the historical subject was (or is) called into question.

As has already been mentioned, Do Império à República attributes an 
interpretative function of great importance, the starting point of the crisis of 
the regime, to a particular historical event: the fall in the middle of 1868 of the 
liberal ministry led by Zacarias de Góis e Vasconcelos (1815-1877). The 
subsequent ascension of Visconde de Itaboraí (1802-1872) – one of the most 
important members of the orthodox wing of the Conservative Party – to the 
position of president of the Council of Ministers, as well as the concomitant 
dissolution of the Congress, is presented as a mini-coup d’état. More than once 
in the text, this criticism is accompanied by the commentary – proffered in 
what is almost a tone of retrospective prophecy – that in the medium term the 
effects of the political turnaround in question was revealed to be strongly 
harmful to the preservation of imperial institutions (DIR, pp.7-8, 105). Having 
established the starting point of the interpretation, Holanda moves on to the 
reconstruction of an infinity of political experiences that marked the existence 
of the regime until its dissolution in 1889. He specifically concentrates on 
ministerial compositions and decompositions, the dissolutions of congresses, 
parliamentary arguments, episodes linked to the Paraguay War and the 
external policy of the regime in the River Platte region, in structural 
transformation of the army and the development of republicanism, amongst 
other themes. Not rarely in order to explain what he takes to have been the 
crisis manifest in all of these (and in many other) experiences, he resorts to the 
extrapolation of the temporal marks delimited as the frontiers of the principal 
theme of the narrative. Previous and later periods in the political history of 
Brazil are also incidentally covered, as well as cases referring to the history of 
other modern state formations. Nonetheless, the most important is that with 
these digressions and those referring to the 1868-1889 period Holanda seeks 
to reinforce in the complex succession of events represented by him the sense 
of crisis, the idea that the imperial institutions built during the nineteenth 
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century were from 1868 onwards suffering from conditions and conjunctures 
that favored their fragility.
The centrality of the historical category of crisis in Do Império à República can 
be exemplified in light of various other passages in text, such in Chapter 1 of 
Book III 16 where the author reconstructs the parliamentary discussions about 
what would become known as the Lei do Ventre Livre (Free Womb Law - 
1871). The ministry in power was then led by Visconde do Rio Branco 
(1819-1880), a moderate conservative who was quite interested in advancing 
the cause of the emancipation of slaves. Rio Branco was far from proposing a 
radical project for the abolition of slavery, but nonetheless his proposal were 
badly received by a large part of his colleagues in the Conservative Party. This 
conflict led the head of the government to request the dissolution of Congress, 
a Congress formed by an overwhelming majority of his own party. Since the 
Emperor agreed to the request, Rio Branco’s cabinet was kept alive and he 
remained as president of the Council of Ministers until 1875. With these 
further four years in government he broke all records of permanence in the 
position, but according to Sérgio Buarque de Holanda this persistence was 
illusory in relation to the real health of the regime. The profound result of the 
long duration of Rio Branco’s government was the fragmentation of an 
essential pillar of the support for the Monarchy, the dichotomy between the 
Conservative Party and the Liberal Party. When some pages later, he returned 
to the same episode, Holanda commented that “one of the notorious effects of 
the bitterly contested fight in 1871 over Rio Branco’s emancipation project was 
the weakening, which would not cease to worsen until the advent of the 
Republic, of the line dividing the two parties” (DIR, p.245).
It is evident that Holanda perceived the fragmentation of the Conservative 
Party – resulting from the conflict between its old guard and a faction that on 
reaching power adhered to the reformist platform that had previously been 
dear to the liberals – as a further symptom of the crisis dealt with in his book. 
A metaphor used by him to synthesize the effects of this process offers a 
particularly irrefutable testimony to the centrality of the ‘crisis’ category in the 
directive views of interpretation. After 1868, he claims, an “inclined plane for 
the regime” emerged (DIR, p.247). This geometric image leaves no doubt that 
Holanda conferred on his interpretation the meaning of a memory of the 
experience of the fall of the political regime that founded the Brazilian state. 
He explains the ‘crisis’ as the process of the dissolution of the pillars that 
sustained the Empire. The recourse to the category of crisis therefore 
summarizes his perception that in the final decades of the nineteenth century 
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there occurred a process of corrosion of the cultural supports that allowed an 
agreement between the state, the political elite and society, an agreement which 
underpinned the regime. In this context Holanda considers the coup d’état 
that inaugurated the Republic in 1889 as the final link in a complex chain of 
previous events. Such events led to an increasing abrasion of the conditions 
that sustained the imperial regime (DIR, pp.348-349), and this process would 
have a much more profound historical meaning than the relatively contingent 
episode of the proclamation of the republic. For this reason Holanda’s book is 
not a history of the proclamation of the Brazilian republic, but rather of the 
political crisis that preceded it.

Do Império à República attributes the incapacity of the monarchical regime to 
renew the political and cultural supports that gave consistency to its network 
of power more due to inherent characteristics of the regime than to external 
factors. These characteristics are covered by the mediation of the second of the 
theoretical structures marking the text, the concept of the ‘personal power of 
the Emperor’. This concept condenses the opinion that the political system in 
vigor during the monarchical period was marked by structural personalism, 
in the face of which everything related to progressive political doctrines, such 
as liberalism and democracy, was weakened. Correspondingly the Emperor 
occupied the position of the principal actor in the political scenario, with the 
result that the other individual or institutional actors were reserved only a 
secondary, subaltern position, when not merely figurative. Thus, the Second 
Empire was characterized by the personal government of D. Pedro II, while 
the entire political community was at the mercy of imperial whims:

His Majesty [would not dare] to tear the web of a fraudulent parliamentarianism, 
which was imposed despite the constitution, so as not to be accused of 
arbitrariness. What other name could, however, be given to the power that 
upheld in a web of plots and although exercised softly, could come to be a 
capriccios force? (DIR, p.72)

Another good example of the direction exercised by the concept of the personal 
power of the Emperor on the interpretation presented in Do Império à 
República is the ironic presentation of the ‘docility’ said to have marked the 
behavior of Zacarias de Góis e Vasconcelos in his relationship with the Emperor 
on the three occasions when he was the head of the Council of Ministers. 
Holanda’s thesis of the docility of Vasconcelos is reinforced by recalling various 
episodes when the latter radically changed opinion about certain issues in 
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order to adjust to the positions defended by D. Pedro II. The most curious case 
is Vasconcelos’ sudden goodwill about the question of the emancipation of 
slaves, as expressed in some of his speeches given in 1867 and 1868 as the head 
of the government. Holanda contrasts this with a later situation when 
Vasconcelos, back in Parliament after the dissolution of the cabinet, voted 
against the Free Womb Law. The author presents this variation of opinion as 
proof that the Emperor tended to interfere in government subjects when he 
felt like it, as well as that these interferences were necessary to maintain the 
political system.
In effect, for Sérgio Buarque de Holanda the arrangement that allowed the 
structuration and sustaining of the state in nineteenth century Brazil culminated 
in the excessive concentration of decision making power in the hands of the 
holder of the Moderating Power (Poder Moderador) – the fourth power that 
appears in the Imperial Constitution as the “key to the entire political 
organization” of the regime.17 This thesis that the political life of the Empirewas 
based on the personal power of the monarch dates, however, from much before 
the publication of Do Império à República. It debuted in some political 
pamphlets that, from the first decades of D. Pedro II’s rule, criticized the 
hypertrophy of imperial powers – texts such as Libelo do povo (1849) by 
Francisco de Sales Torres Homem (1812-1876), Biografia do Conselheiro 
Furtado (1867) by Tito Franco de Almeida (1829-1899), the famous Circular 
(1860) by Teófilo Ottoni (1807-1869), and A província (1870) by Aureliano 
Tavares Bastos (1839-1875). For Ottoni, for example, the ‘personal government’ 
of D. Pedro was the expression of an “organic vice of the system”.18 Previously 
Torres Homem had presented a similar diagnosis when he commented that 
the miseries of the monarchical system arose out of the circumstances where 
it was maintained in complete dependence on the “interminable whims of 
individual caprice [of the Emperor]”.19 Furthermore, after the end of the 
Monarchy, the concept of the ‘personal power of the Emperor’ came to play 
the role of an important element in the structuration of pro-republican 
interpretations of the imperial past. At the end of the 1920s, when the agitation 
that would put an end of the First Republic had started, authors such as Vicente 
Licínio Cardoso and Gilberto Amado transposed the thesis of personal power 
from the more strictly political field to that of academic historiography. 
Counterpoised to this were historians with a more conservative or monarchist 
tendency, which given the instability of the republican period, insisted on 
remembering the relative calm in the golden years of the Second Empire.20

It is easy to perceive that the general characterization of the imperial political 
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system used by Holanda in Do Império à República is located in the estuary of 
this liberal-democratic (and later republican) tradition of the interpretation of 
the monarchical past. In the historical argument structured by the concept of 
the ‘personal power of the Emperor’ there can naturally be found a built-in 
direct criticism of the monarchical regime (and above all of the Second 
Empire). In the case of Holanda’s interpretation, the most perverse effects of 
the hypertrophy of ‘personal power’ were the constant obstructions of 
democratic advances, particularly the reluctance to promote both the abolition 
of slavery and the expansion of electoral participation.21 This retrospective 
opposition to the monarchical regime should be understood in light of the then 
current context of orientation on top of which Holanda composed his history 
of the end of Empire. Nevertheless, before accessing this relationship between 
the text and its context, it is appropriate to consider in detail the narrative 
strategies which the author used to establish his interpretation of the Brazilian 
monarchical past.

Narrative and meaning 

As can be inferred from the preceding analysis of the theoretical architecture 
of Do Império à República, the directive views of historical interpretation have 
a twofold nature. They are subjective tools that historians use to interpret the 
experience of the past, as well as objective empirical references. In fact it would 
be more correct to say that they are structures in which subjectivity and 
objectivity are inextricably fused. For example, it can be asked if the crisis of 
the Brazilian imperial regime, as addressed by Sérgio Buarque de Holanda, 
consists of an objective fact, empirically based on the sources, or if it is only a 
theoretical and subjective form that conceptually mediates this finding. 
Obviously, there is no simple response to this question, nor is it my objective 
to satisfactorily answer it. Raising it, however, serves to highlight a further 
central aspect of Rüsen’s theory of history, which will now be put into contact 
with Holanda’s text. This aspect acquires a clear expression in this definition: 
“history is a bridge between the past and the present, simultaneously created 
by events and their interpretation”.22

The assumption of the inseparability between event and interpretation, 
between objectivity and subjectivity is the basis of one of Rüsen’s principal 
theses, namely, that ‘doing’ history is ‘constituting meaning’ out of the 
experience of time (Rüsen, 2001, p.59). It is significant that he avoided here 
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the formulation ‘institution of meaning’ (Sinnstiftung) in favor of ‘constitution 
of meaning’ (Sinnbildung).23 By making this terminological option, Rüsen 
intended to establish a distance in relation to the epistemological constructivism 
which is implicit in the competing term. For him it is not adequate to speak of 
an ‘institution of meaning’ through historical thought, because this is never 
done independently of the mediation exercised by the memory of the human 
experience of the past. Even if human memory is incapable of recovering the 
facts exactly as they really occurred, Rüsen insists that recollecting and 
narrating are not arbitrary acts or completely lacking objectivity. In each 
articulation of human memory, according to him, there are always objective 
elements, and the discourse of the institution of meaning fails exactly to the 
extent that it neglects this basilar circumstance (Rüsen, 2007b, pp.77-78). 
Rüsen specifies four fundamental types of constitution of meaning through 
historical narratives: traditional, exemplary, critical and genetic.24 Before 
locating concrete manifestations of these types in Holanda’s text, it is worth 
briefly defining each of them. The traditional narrative creates meaning 
through the eternalization of a given historical subject, emphasizing 
permanencies and subliming transformations. The exemplary narrative, in 
turn, expands the potential meaning of traditions by introducing the possibility 
of reference to stocks of non-autochthon experiences. It constitutes meaning 
through the elaboration of the past in abstract historical examples, capable of 
orientating decision-making and actions. The critical constitution of meaning 
acts on experiences, the highlighting of which can unsettle or contradict the 
directives of historical thought in vigor and thus the social relations sustained 
or legitimated by traditional narratives. Finally, the genetic narrative is 
distinguished by systematically and productively incorporating temporal 
change as an element of the constitution of meaning. In this last type, the 
experiences addressed by historical memory make the temporal differences 
between the past and the present evident, resulting in the temporalization – or 
the historicization – of experience (Rüsen, 2007b, pp.48-63).
A short look at the plot of Do Império à República reveals that the predominant 
narrative mode in the text is without a doubt genetic. The central theme of the 
book is precisely a historical transformation, the one that led the Empire into 
non-existence. Fundamentally the book retraces the genesis of the Republic in 
Brazil, constituting meaning through the emphasis on the qualitative temporal 
difference that exists between the starting and end points of the interpretation 
– in other words between 1868 and 1889 –, as well as through the interrelation 
of the interpreted past and present of the interpretation. The predominance of 
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the genetic narrative and the concomitant focus on temporal change does not 
imply though that the representation of the past produced by Holanda is 
exempt from the elements that point to durations in change. Above all, the 
Brazilian state and nation figure in the text as meta-subjects which are 
guarantors of the perception of the continuity between the Brazil of the Empire 
and that of the Republic. Of course what is involved here are not narrative 
elements with a purely atemporal nature, as manifested in traditional narratives, 
but rather mixed forms which are the result of the combination of genetic and 
traditional types. In Do Império à República, the persistence of the state form 
and of national values during temporal change is not presented as the result 
of the determination by an original tradition in whichthe original and definitive 
characters of Brazilian culture would be condensed now and forever. To the 
contrary, the duration that is perceived, interpreted and presented in the text 
is a dynamic duration. The perception of Brazilian political experience at the 
end of the nineteenth century and, above all, of the phenomena of the state 
and nation as dynamic durations is allowed by the theoretical performance of 
a genetic category, that of crisis. As has already been demonstrated, this 
category also structures the interpretation of the transformations that led to 
the end of the Empire and the restructuring of the Brazilian state brought 
about by the nascent Republic.

The second form of the historical constitution of meaning that is most obvious 
in Do Império à República is, without a doubt, the critical. The main criticism 
communicated by the text is related to certain directives of thought that are 
incompatible with the type of political mentality implicitly defended by the 
author. Particularly interesting for the approach of manifestations typologically 
adaptable under the critical narrative mode is Chapter 1 of Book IV. Here 
Holanda is especially concerned with the parliamentary debates that took place 
in the first half of 1879, after the submission to Congress of a government 
proposal for the reform of the electoral system. This ministerial proposal 
allowed for direct elections and greater restrictions on electoral participation. 
The first part of Holanda’s chapter focuses on discourses of parliamentarians 
who positioned themselves specifically in relation to the intention of the 
government to approve the reform through constitutional revision. In long 
citations and paraphrases, Holanda recalls points of view that were present in 
the arguments sustained by defenders and opponents of the project. Evident 
in these passages is his negative evaluation of the arguments of those 
parliamentarians who intended to assure that the introduction of the direct 
vote would be accompanied by a drastic reduction in electoral participation.
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Holanda identifies the arguments that characterize the contemporary criticism 
of this project with the political norms and values that he himself professed, 
in his present time. Accordingly, he mentions, with special sympathy, the 
discourses of the deputy José Bonifácio de Andrada e Silva (1827-1886), the 
parliamentarian who asserted that the possible approval of electoral reform 
would represent an outrageous exclusion of the masses from Brazilian political 
life (DIR, pp.205-208).Holanda also notes that the most consistent defense of 
governmental proposal was presented by the deputy Rui Barbosa (1849-1923). 
The latter stated that for the necessary balance of the electoral system the 
introduction, in addition to pecuniary restrictions on political participation, 
of what he called a ‘literary census’ was necessary. The idea of the exclusion of 
illiterates, which this formula intended to legitimate, is criticized by Sérgio 
Buarque de Holanda in this passage:

To respond to these arguments, the opposition could have alleged, for 
example, that knowing how to read and write as the decisive condition of 
discerning to vote well is at most a dubious proposition as demonstrated by the 
fact that it is the subject of so much discussion. Nevertheless, what is certain is 
that the exclusions proposed in the project would eliminate an astoundingly 
large proportion of the electorate, and that many of the alleged incapacities came 
to be debated and contested. In the specific case of illiterates it was admitted that 
they could be excluded where, as in Connecticut, they were less than 1% of the 
population. However, would it be democratic to exclude them where, and this 
was the case of Brazil, they amounted to 80%? (DIR, p.221) 25

These words verbalize Holanda’s criticism of the directives of historical 
interpretation found at the base of the argumentation in favor of the 1879 
electoral reform project, directives that Rui Barbosa mobilized and synthesized 
in his discourse. In his condemnation, Holanda identifies the political values 
that provided support to the criticisms aimed at the governmental project with 
his own present horizon of political expectations. In this way the criticism 
housed in Do Império à República gains the meaning of a tool capable of 
offering resistance to the current legacy of the criticized interpretative 
directives. This is what is evident in Holanda’s remark that ‘many of the 
criticism then made on the creation of elite suffrage are still relevant in our 
days’ (DIR, p.227).

Furthermore, this remark points to the intimate connection between the 
critical and exemplary modes of the constitution of meaning, which is 



103June 2010

Historical Theory as the Hermeneutics of Historiography

perceivable in the text. In fact, almost all the manifestations of exemplary topoi 
in Do Império à República are subordinated to the performance of critical 
functions. This implies that the experience presented by the text as a historic 
example often has the significance of a counter-example, of a condemnable 
and avoidable pattern of acting. This quote illustrates the point:

The evils of any government based on the active and effective support of the 
governed tend not to put the stability of the regime in serious risk, since a defined 
target is not offered for those who contest the status quo in the large mass of 
those who participate through suffrage in the political process. Something 
similar does not occur when the cause of the bad governments and abuses of 
power is identifiable with a person of flesh and bone who commands everything 
and can do everything. (DIR, p.73)

In this passage the narrative genetically presents the development of the 
nineteenth century criticisms of the ‘personal power’ of the Emperor. For this 
it resorts to the abstract typification of the differences between democratic and 
non-democratic political regimes, culminating in a criticism of the directives 
of thought that sustain non-democratic regimes. Out of these narrative 
operations there, thus, emerges the exemplary message that the pulverization 
of political responsibility is something desirable when the goal the stabilization 
of a political regime. Messages such as this are resources of historical orientation 
which allow the extraction of general ‘teachings’ (examples) from the 
experience of the past, which can be taken into account by current agents. Such 
exemplary messages give expression to the conception of history associated 
with the theme historia magistra vitae, the mode of the constitution of meaning 
that predominated in western historical thought until its modernization 
between the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries.26

Exemplary topoi are easily identifiable in passages of the text in which the 
reference to the public or private figure of D. Pedro II leads to a conclusion on 
the improprieties of his personality and his inaptitude for the exercise of power. 
Rüsen shows that at times the exemplary narrative is associated with the 
demonstration of virtue or prudence (Klugheit) by historical characters, and 
that through this procedure exemplary narrative suggests to present actors 
consolidated models of action (Rüsen, 1982, p.549). In de Holanda’s narrative, 
the exemplary idea of virtue is several times used to illustrate characterizations 
of the personality of the second Brazilian Emperor. In effect, D. Pedro II figures 
throughout the text, and especially in Chapter 2 of Book I, as a type of anti-hero 
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whose physical and intellectual attributes were much below the requirements 
necessary for a good statesman. This (counter)exemplary image of the Emperor 
appears clearly in this passage:

While on the one hand [D. Pedro II] was tireless in work and in movement, 
on the other he was dominated by the somewhat fatalistic idea that everything 
would come naturally in its time, leading him to always run from dangerous 
precipitations. Counterpoised to his active efforts was the perplexity caused by 
the possible consequences of a leap in the dark. The result was that the 
uncontrollable eagerness of mobility was lost in itself in a St. Guido’s dance. And 
since he himself ended up being, even while denying that he was, the 
uncontestable judge of the proper opportunity to act, everything ended up 
paralyzed or waiting for the moment when a greater wait could be catastrophic. 
(DIR, p.19) 27

Returning to the general context of the narrative, both the above mentioned 
general rule that non-democratic regimes tend to be unstable, and the resort 
to the characterization of the Emperor as a counter-model of a good political 
leader sufficiently document the overlapping of exemplary and critical forms. 
What occurs in Do Império à República is, however, a subordination of the 
meaning constituted in an exemplary form by that one constituted in a critical 
way. The former fulfills a complementary role in relation to the latter, for it 
reinforces, through the reference to exemplary generalizations, the negation 
of the remembered past, as well as of its current effects. The criticism proposed 
by the text works both retrospectively and prospectively, and is based on the 
generality of the (trans-) historical examples of what is politically good, bad, 
right and wrong. This results in a consistent historical orientation that suggests 
to receptors of the need not only the overcoming, through present action, of 
persistent negative traits in the Brazilian historical experience, but also the 
opening of new opportunities for the future.

Finally, there can also be isolated and analyzed in Holanda’s text, manifestations 
of the traditional mode of the historical constitution of meaning. Traditional 
narratives are related to the affirmation of (personal and collective) identity 
through reference to the origin of existing orders of meaning. These origins 
are presented by traditional histories as extraordinary ‘places’ of experience, 
situated either before or after in time and, in every case, outside the 
circumscription of ordinary temporality (Rüsen, 2007b, p.48). By setting in the 
‘origins’ the source of the meaning of current life, the traditional topoi of 
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historiographical discourse invited or coerced the subjectivity of agents to 
renew or restore the original characters presented to them as worn out or lost 
in the middle of the present experience (Rüsen, 1982, p.545). A cautious look 
at Do Império à República reveals that one of its assumptions is a reference to 
a place of origin, which is established under the predominance of traditional 
forms. This place is defined by the historical proper noun ‘Brazil’. References 
like this are a sine qua non condition of histories conceived and written from 
a national perspective, but they do not necessarily contradict another general 
idea that is implicitly found in all historical thinking, that of ‘humankind’. For 
Rüsen humanity is the most general of the criteria of meaning used in the 
formation and consolidation of identities (Rüsen, 2001, p.126). This definition 
directly reflects the circumstances that, in the most abstract sphere possible, 
history, as Marc Bloch says, is “the science of human beings in time”.28

In Do Império à República, ‘humankind’ and the ‘Brazilian nation’ function as 
compatible and complementary regulative ideas. The text carries the meaning 
of a partial history of the formation of the Brazilian nation; a history focused 
on the transformations suffered by the principal agent that stimulated 
nationality, the state, during the epoch in question, the second half of the 
nineteenth century. The proper noun ‘Brazil’ and all the words derived from 
this are textual elements that stabilize the perception of the time lived, and to 
be lived, by a certain collective of human beings of whom are part the past 
individuals addressed by the text, the present individual that writes the text, as 
well as the future individuals to whom the text is primarily addressed. These 
textual elements have a traditional character, because they configure a duration 
that is placed somehow beyond time, and which can for this reason equally 
reach all three temporal dimensions. ‘Brazil’ indicates a unified duration of the 
perception of the passing of time as a process, since it appears in Holanda’s 
discourse as referred simultaneously to the past, present and future. This 
characteristic is actually common to any historical representation that intends 
to represent the past as the Brazilian past. When this characteristic gains 
predominance over the narrative totality, it is common for the result to 
approximate more ‘mythological history’ than academic historiography.29 
However, this is not the case in Do Império à República, because in the text the 
atemporal durations established by the action of traditional topoi are absorbed 
back into the context of a genetic interpretation that temporalizes them. The 
work of the dynamization of traditional narrative elements is concretely 
realized through the articulation of these to the genetic category of ‘crisis’, 
installed in the nucleus of the narrative. The traditional idea of ‘Brazil’ therefore 



Arthur Assis

106 Revista Brasileira de História, vol. 30, nº 59

converges into the representation of a temporal change: the crisis that 
culminated with the proclamation of the Republic. In this way preserving part 
of its content of traditional meaning, even if this content only came to serve as 
the source of historical orientation after the temporalization imposed by the 
hegemony of genetic topoi.

Context of Orientation 

Another important question to be resolved by any theory of history is related 
to the determination of what motivates general interest in historical texts. The 
most famous answer to this question was given by the nineteenth century 
historian Leopold von Ranke, who stated that it was not the function of history 
to judge the past or instruct the present, but simply to ‘show how things really 
were’.30 In general terms, Ranke postulates here that historical knowledge 
possesses an end in itself, in other words that the interest for history is guided 
by pure interest in knowing the past. In the second half of the twentieth century 
one of the most vehement defenders of the same argument was Paul Veyne, 
for whom the interest in history emerges not from existential or pragmatic 
demands, but from a “simple curiosity for the specific”.31 Both Jörn Rüsen and 
Sérgio Buarque de Holanda disagree with this position. For Rüsen the interest 
in historical knowledge comes from the relationship that is established between 
the experiences of the past, reconstructed by a historian, and the needs for 
orientation that characterize its present time. It is this relationship between the 
reconstructed past and the present of reconstruction – and not the simple 
subjective curiosity of a researcher – that provides the most important criteria 
regulating historical interest. According to Rüsen, the historical meaning of 
the experience remembered from the past depends on the context of the 
orientation of the present, in other words the set of needs for orientation that 
are characteristic of determined temporal-space circumstances. The 
mobilization of the past by historical remembrance allows the effects of the 
past which is present in current life to be perceived and interpreted. In this way 
the expansion of the subjective conscience of historicity is stimulated, and 
human suffering and action can be better oriented (Rüsen, 2001, pp.83-84).

Once again, starting from the position of Rüsen, it is plausible to say that 
narrative structures, such as those identified in the passages of Holanda’s text, 
only effectively constitute meaning when they intermingle with the needs for 
orientation, found diffused in a current context of experiences, meanings and 
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expectations. Do Império à República can be interpreted as a historiographic 
manifestation that was produced based on a context of specific orientations 
and as a response to the demand for meaning. The history narrated by Holanda 
does not involve, therefore, only a pure and simple description of the events 
that contributed to put an end to the Brazilian monarchical regime. If it makes 
sense to speak of historical explanation, this never merely concerns the 
enunciation of events. In fact, Holanda’s explanation for what was the end of 
the Empire involves a genetic view into the development of a series of events 
that were constitutive of Brazilian historical experience in the monarchical 
period. This outlining, nevertheless, only gains meaning in light of the tacit 
assumption that the process in question (as well as the experiences enclosed 
in it) was important for the formation of the world in which the author and 
receptors of the text lived. In the final analysis, therefore, the author focuses 
his historical investigation on the final decades of the Second Empire, but his 
ultimate objective is to understand a question that extrapolates this temporal 
delimitation, namely: why is it that in Brazil until the end of the third quarter 
of the twentieth century democracy did not establish himself? Consolidated 
during the second half of the nineteenth century – and structured around the 
cultural supports inherited from Iberian colonization – the Brazilian political 
tradition was, in Holanda’s view, strongly marked by personalism, by a 
tendency towards authoritarianism and by its incompatibility with modern 
democratic values. Furthermore, it is not difficult to perceive that for him this 
political tradition still was in force in the socio-political context that buoyed 
the preparation and reception of his book.

In effect, by criticizing the central traits of the imperial political experience, 
Holanda is also criticizing the entire Brazilian political tradition, and obviously 
its then contemporary developments too. Various passages in the narrative 
leave clear (although not completely explicitly) the temporarily comprehensive 
meaning of this repudiation of Brazilian authoritarianism. An example 
worthwhile exploring is found in Chapter 3 of Book V, which deals with the 
social and cultural transformation which the Brazilian army went through in 
the nineteenth century. In a part of this chapter Holanda highlights that the 
common practice of choosing civilians to occupy military ministerial positions 
was one of the factors that contributed to the increase in the animosity of the 
army in relation to the imperial government. Afterwards, it is noted that the 
situation in which the minster was not a ‘specialist’ in the areas of his 
jurisdiction had not been exclusive to the military sector of the government 
and this had occurred various times in other areas, especially finance and 
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agriculture (DIR, pp.334-335). According to him, this provided good reasons 
not to take the absence of a representative of the military corporation at the 
head of the ministry as a grave offense, but the fact is that these good reasons, 
especially in the 1880s, were not taken into account. By interpreting (and 
criticizing) the reasons for this lack of consideration, Holanda based himself 
on a rule of historical experience, whose ambit transcends the circumstances 
of the Brazilian past to which the author refers in a more explicit manner. The 
good reasons in question were overlooked by the military:

first, because the members of a class, which hold arms for the defense of 
institutions, are easily subject to the temptation to use them to subvert the same 
institutions, when these seem to be a nuisance or noxious to the nation or their 
profession, and the profession is often confused with the nation by those who 
exercise the former. Next, because in a fight between politicians and soldiers, the 
former have almost no chance of coming out well. Politicians may forget this, 
but soldiers know well how the will of a few can be worth much more than the 
authority of others, in accordance with the irrefutable principle than the armed 
man is always right. (DIR, p.335)

It is plausible to state that these words have a resonance of meaning that 
extrapolates the dimension of the experience of the imperial past recalled, 
invading the temporal circumscription of the present experienced by Holanda 
and his public at the time of the preparation and publication of the text. It is 
worth noting the date of its first edition – 1972. As is well know, at this time 
the Brazilian state was controlled by the armed forces, which in 1964 
demolished the ‘democratic experience’ initiated in 1945,32 and which in 1968, 
with the publication of Institutional Act no. 5, reinforced the authoritarian 
character of the new regime. Sérgio Buarque de Holanda’s position in relation 
to the political order than came into force with the military regime was one of 
criticism and opposition. This can be confirmed in several of his interviews 
and declarations to the press, especially at the end of the 1970s. Moreover, it 
is also confirmed by his submission of his retirement from the Universidade 
de São Paulo in 1969, which, as is well known, occurred in protest at the severe 
political persecution suffered by many of his colleagues. In a statement given 
in 1977, for example, about the cancellation of the annual encounter of the 
Brazilian Society for the Progress of Science (Sociedade Brasileira para o 
Progresso da Ciência - SBPC) by the government, he stated that anything could 
be expected, “after the restoration of absolutism in Brazil”.33 The context of the 
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orientation within and for which Do Império à República was prepared is the 
same that inspired the opposition to the military regime registered in the 
statement above.. In the citations such as that one referring to the ‘temptation’ 
to take power that ravaged the military, the same attitude is equally perceptible, 
even if it is not manifest in such an explicit manner in the 1977 declaration. 
The difference is that Do Império à República disguises the criticism of the 
military regime in order to allow it penetrate a public space, in which since the 
coup, and especially since 1968, those in power had exercised power with an 
iron hand. Various passages from the text contain obvious criticisms of the 
political conditions of contemporary Brazil. However, these criticisms were 
not presented as such; they were joined with the general rules of historical 
experience to be thus coded in the form of abstract examples. Therefore, in Do 
Império à República, the already mentioned anchoring of the critical 
constitution of meaning in exemplary topoi consists not just of a discursive 
strategy with an aesthetic and rhetorical nature, but also a practical strategy of 
personal protection, which the author resorts to in a political environment 
hostile to the free circulation of ideas. By criticizing the regime in a ciphered 
manner, Holanda was able to, on the one hand, avoid dangerous exposure 
which could result in a direct intellectual confrontation with the military; on 
the other hand, he was also able to dribble state censorship, disseminating 
strongly critical argument in relation to all forms of authoritarianism and the 
blunting of democracy. All this reinforces, I believe, Maria Odila Dias’s 
statement that Do Império à República was “the form the author [Holanda] 
gave to this resistance against the military regime”.34

Holanda’s opposition to the military regime, prepared in the form of a critical 
interpretation of the imperial political past, is a response to the context of 
orientation in which his narrative was composed. At the core of this is located 
a fundamental conviction: that democracy is the most desirable principle for 
the organization of political life. In effect, the utopia of the democratization of 
political relations in Brazil was shown to be a constant that characterized 
almost all of the author’s work, especially the texts in which he historically 
deals with political aspects of the Brazilian experience. A good indication of 
the participation of this aspiration in Do Império à República appears in a 
passages in which Holanda seeks to explain the fact that nepotism, so harshly 
criticized during the imperial epoch, had remained even stronger during the 
First Republic. In this context, he says that:

In the exercise of power, nothing suggests that [the military] are led to seek 
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new paths to expand popular participation. The accusation of favoritism or 
nepotism or, as was said, filhotismo (childism) which had hung so strongly around 
the necks of the civilian oligarchies, were even stronger against some military 
governments, such as Deodoro and, principally his nephew, Marshall Hermes da 
Fonseca ... Different things cannot be expected when conditions are not created 
for the participation of the mass of the people in political life. (DIR, p.348)

The criticism of the persistence of nepotism in the First Republic presented 
this phenomenon as the result of the absence of democratizing concerns among 
the political forces who worked in favor of the 1889 institutional rupture. For 
Holanda, only effective popular participation in politics would definitely annul 
the perverse effects of Brazilian traditional political values, which were a legacy 
of Portuguese colonization, established by the Empire and to a large extent 
preserved by the Republic – despite the profound social transformations which 
since the second half of the eighteenth century had caused a certain 
destabilization of the ‘colonial inheritance’.35 The desire to construct democracy 
in Brazil and the expectation that it would be achieved are, thus, the foundation 
of the criticism of the predominantly non-democratic orientation of the 
Imperial political elite. In relation to this, his position in favor of democracy 
was evident in the final chapter of Raízes do Brasil (1936) entitled ‘Our 
Revolution’.36 In this chapter Sérgio Buarque de Holanda clearly demarcates 
his political position, marking it as being different from traditional oligarchic 
liberalism – the preferential target of criticism in Do Império à República –, 
revolutionary communism, as well as the then ascendant fascisms. Despite the 
more than 30 years separating the publication dates of Raízes do Brasil and the 
text on the end of the Empire, there is a continuity from one to the other of 
this political assumption. The democratic conviction and the desire to construct 
Brazilian democracy led Holanda to condemn in the 1936 text the persistence 
of a political tradition consolidated by the Empire, even after it no longer 
existed (Holanda, 1997, pp.176-177). In the 1972 text a similar interpretation 
of the imperial experience is mounted under the influence of the same 
conviction. Thus, what differentiates the two texts is not the political 
convictions that inform the respective interpretations, but the level of their 
empirical basis. It is obvious that the second text refers systematically to a large 
amount of information obtained through the source research, something that 
Raízes do Brasil does not do – and this is the main reason why Sérgio Buarque 
de Holanda would later minimize the importance of the essay he had written 
in the 1930s. 
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As has been seen, Do Império à República is a historical narrative that, in 
addition to its vast empirical content, includes three distinct political criticisms: 
the criticism of a non-democratic past order (that of the Second Empire); the 
criticism of its replacement (by the military on 15 November 1889) by a regime 
that also did little for democracy; and finally the criticism of the continuity 
between the past and the present of Brazilian political life, (a continuity of 
which at that time the military regime established in 1964 was the great 
emblem). By converging into a genetic narrative of the crisis of the Brazilian 
Empire, these three political criticisms weave a temporally complex and 
wide-ranging unity of meaning, which Holanda presents as a reference for the 
orientation of the thought and action of the receptors of the text.
The manifestation in Do Império à República of an interpretative perspective 
similar to what is found in Raízes do Brasil is an interesting piece of data that 
can also be adapted into the context of Holanda’s intellectual trajectory. It is 
known that after Raízes do Brasil the author came to focus his historical 
investigations on themes such as the bandeiras and monções (land and river 
expeditions) that propelled the expansion of Brazil towards the West (Monções, 
1945; Caminhos e fronteiras, 1957), as well as the edenic motives that were 
present in the European imaginary at the time of the conquest of America 
(Visão do Paraíso, 1959). It is also known that the critical posture of the author 
of Raízes do Brasil of the tradition inherited from the colonial period was 
mitigated by the (genetically fixed) valorization of some positive and productive 
aspects of the Portuguese colonization of Brazil (Wegner, 2000). The later 
return of the author to a strictly political theme and a critical perspective of 
the Iberian tradition in Do Império à República thus introduced a certain 
interpretative continuity in relation to the first and most famous of his texts 
and, at the same time, a discontinuity in relation to the texts he published 
between the 1940s and 1960s. This can perhaps be understood as the result of 
the adaptation of his historical thought to the demands arising out of the 
so-called ‘years of lead’ of the military regime in twentieth century Brazil. In 
this adaptation, Holanda was not betraying methodical ideals the he himself 
regarded as crucial to the practice of historiography. To the contrary, those 
ideals are only being dignified, by being put into direct relation with the 
exercise of the orientation functions from which historiography cannot escape. 
Sérgio Buarque de Holanda was well aware of the existence and significance 
of these functions, which according to Jörn Rüsen are so important for the 
realization of historical thinking in its scientific version. Holanda showed this 
in an interview given in the 1970s,:
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I would say, together with Benedetto Croce, that all history is contemporary 
history. In other words, we always privilege an aspect in function of our reality ... 
We tell history through the daily experience of our problems, of our reality. 
Historians always have been and always will be the easy prey of their time.37
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