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  Abstract 

This essay examines the configuration of the Brazilian school system during the 
Imperial period, articulating the perspectives of Maria Lúcia Spedo Hilsdorf on 
the history of the school in the 19th century, the reflections of André Paulo Cas-
tanha on teaching methods, and the interpretation of Dermeval Saviani on the far-
reaching educational legacy. Furthermore, it integrates the historical-social read-
ing of Caio Prado Júnior and Florestan Fernandes, which allows situating the ed-
ucational question within the broader framework of Brazilian social formation, 
characterized by conservative modernization and the permanence of the slave or-
der. The analysis shows that education was a decisive space for ideological and 
political dispute. The 1827 Law and the adoption of the mutual method responded 
not only to pedagogical demands but also to the need to discipline and moralize 
the popular classes within a nation project that preserved colonial hierarchies. In 
the conservative phase of the Empire, with the creation of the Colégio Pedro II and 
the centralized control of secondary and higher education, a dual educational struc-
ture was consolidated: on one side, an elitist, humanistic, and propaedeutic for-
mation; on the other, mass, cheap, and low-quality primary instruction, entrusted 
to the provinces. From 1870, with the so-called Second Liberalism and the aboli-
tionist impetus, intuitive methods inspired by Pestalozzi and Froebel were intro-
duced, along with experiences such as kindergartens and night schools. However, 
these advances were applied in a limited manner and did not challenge the social 
bases of inequality. As warned by Saviani, Fernandes, and Prado Júnior, pedagog-
ical innovations were absorbed by a process of conservative modernization that 
modernized forms without transforming structures. It is concluded that the educa-
tional legacy of the 19th century was the consolidation of a structural duality: a 
mass, precarious, and exclusionary system, versus a selective elitist formation. 
This contradiction, gestated in Imperial Brazil, projected its effects throughout the 
20th century and is still reflected in the contemporary dilemmas of Brazilian edu-
cation. 
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1. Introduction 

The Brazilian 19th century was a decisive period in the construction of the national state, marked by contradictions 
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between antagonistic political projects and the structural permanence of the slave system. Education, in this context, 
played a central role: not only as a space for citizen formation but also as a mechanism for legitimizing ideologies. 

Maria Lúcia Spedo Hilsdorf (2003) identifies, in the process of institutionalizing the imperial school, dialectic 
between liberalism and conservatism, where the discourse of modernization coexisted with deeply exclusionary 
practices. André Paulo Castanha (2018), examining teaching methods, reveals how pedagogy was instrumentalized 
as a device for social control. Dermeval Saviani (2007) interprets the educational legacy of the 19th century as 
foundational for a structural duality, where precarious elementary education coexisted with an elitist and propae-
deutic formation. 

These analyses can be better understood when articulated with the historical-structural perspective of Caio Prado 
Júnior (2000) and Florestan Fernandes (1976). The former highlights that Independence and imperial political or-
ganization were guided by the logic of conservative modernization, preserving colonial economic foundations. The 
latter emphasizes that the incomplete abolition of slavery and the persistence of the seigniorial structure implied 
that education was conceived not as a mechanism for popular emancipation, but as an instrument for the reproduc-
tion of social hierarchies. 

2. The First Liberalism: Enlightened Philanthropy and the Monitorial Method 

The so-called First Liberalism, predominant in the 1820s and 1830s, emerged amidst Independence and the affir-
mation of a centralized monarchical state. As observed by Hilsdorf, it was a moderate liberalism, led by the agrarian 
elite, whose goal was not democratization but the defense of slave ownership. 

The Law of October 15, 1827, organized primary education and institutionalized the monitorial method. Accord-
ing to Castanha (2018), its adoption is not explained solely by pedagogical reasons but, above all, by political and 
economic ones: it allowed for instructing large masses of poor students at reduced costs, using monitors instead of 
trained teachers. Hilsdorf reinforces that the law combined normative centralization and administrative decentrali-
zation, delegating to the provinces the responsibility for execution, which resulted in a precarious and unequal im-
plementation. 

Saviani (2007) interprets the monitorial method as an expression of traditional pedagogy applied to the masses: 
an elementary, massified, but superficial education that did not aim for intellectual emancipation, but rather for the 
disciplining of the population. This model, as noted by Florestan Fernandes (1976), responded to the need to fit the 
poor free population into minimum standards of civility, without questioning the slave-based social order. 

In broader terms, Caio Prado Júnior (2000) helps to understand the phenomenon as part of conservative modern-
ization: it was about inserting Brazil into the logic of Western civilization, disseminating rudiments of literacy, but 
without breaking with the class structure and economic dependency inherited from the colonial period. 

3. The Conservative Empire: Centralization, Control, and Hierarchy 

From the 1830s onwards, with the regressive movement and the rise of the saquaremas (conservatives), the Con-
servative Empire was consolidated. Hilsdorf shows that, in this context, educational policy reinforced selective 
centralization: the imperial government rigidly controlled secondary and higher education, reserved for the elites, 
while leaving primary education under the responsibility of the provinces. 

The Colégio Pedro II, founded in 1837, became the symbol of elite formation, with an encyclopedic, serialized, 
and rigidly controlled curriculum. The non-equivalence of provincial liceus and private colleges to Pedro II served 
as a barrier to entry into higher academies, ensuring that cultural monopoly remained restricted to the elite. 

Saviani (2007) interpreted this duality as a conscious strategy: on one hand, a popular, elementary, cheap, and 
precarious education, and on the other, a solid propaedeutic formation destined for the ruling class. For Florestan 
Fernandes (1976), the educational mechanism reinforced the structure of seigniorial estates, preserving the cultural 
hegemony of the dominant class and naturalizing social inequality. 

In this key, Hilsdorf's analysis shows that the decentralization of primary education did not represent democrati-
zation, but a way to keep the access of the poor to school knowledge under control, avoiding any threat to the slave 
order and political hierarchy. 

4. The Second Liberalism: Abolitionism, Modernity, and New Methods 

In the second half of the 19th century, especially from 1870 onwards, a new liberalism of a reformist and abolitionist 

nature emerged. This movement advocated for the abolition of slavery, free labor, universal suffrage, and a state-
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run, secular, and free primary education (Hilsdorf, 2003). 

In this environment, new pedagogical proposals gained space. Castanha (2018) highlights the diffusion of intui-

tive methods, inspired by Pestalozzi and Froebel, which advocated learning through observation and concrete ex-

perience: the so-called object lessons. Hilsdorf (2003) identifies initiatives such as the introduction of kindergartens, 

night classes, and practical teaching in laboratories, aligned with modernizing discourse. 

However, as observed by Saviani (2007) and Fernandes (1976), even these proposals had clear limits: they rarely 

reached Black people, freedmen, and the poorest sectors of the population. Abolitionist liberalism, although pro-

gressive in its discourse, did not break with social hierarchies. Caio Prado Júnior (2000) interprets this process as 

part of the contradictory transition to free labor: it was about preparing a new social order without breaking with the 

logic of dependency and exclusion. 

Thus, even the innovative methodologies of the Second Liberalism were appropriated by a logic of conservative 

modernization: popular sectors were educated in more advanced molds, but without questioning the structure of 

social domination. 

5. The Structuring Legacy: Educational Duality in the 19th Century 

The joint analysis of Hilsdorf, Castanha, Saviani, Prado Júnior, and Fernandes allows us to conclude that the history 

of education in Imperial Brazil is inseparable from the country's social formation. The school was not an autono-

mous space for knowledge transmission but a field of political and ideological dispute. 

The monitorial method, widely disseminated after 1827, proved to be an instrument of pedagogy of order, serving 

a conservative modernization. The Colégio Pedro II and the centralization of higher education represented the elitist 

face of the system, which was articulated with a precarious popular education. The intuitive methods, emerging at 

the end of the century, brought innovations but did not overcome the structural limits of exclusion. 

As summarized by Saviani (2007), the educational legacy of the 19th century was the constitution of a structural 

duality: a mass, elementary, and unqualified education, and a formation restricted to the elites, solid and selective. 

Fernandes (1976) adds that this duality must be understood as part of the permanence of the slave order in the 

transitioning class society, while Prado Júnior (2000) situates the phenomenon within Brazilian conservative mod-

ernization. 

This heritage largely explains the dilemmas of contemporary Brazilian education, still marked by structural ine-

quality between public and private education, between formal access and effective quality, between modernizing 

discourses and exclusionary practices. 

6. Final Considerations 

The analysis developed throughout this essay has allowed us to unveil the complex relationships between education 

and power in Imperial Brazil, demonstrating how education was the stage for fundamental tensions between liberal 

and conservative projects. As evidenced by Hilsdorf, Castanha, and Saviani, the organization of the 19th-century 

educational system did not respond to mere pedagogical contingencies, but rather to an elaborate political project 

for maintaining the slave-based social order and conservative modernization. 

The examination of the First Liberalism revealed how the monitorial method, despite its apparent technical mo-

dernity, served as an instrument for disciplining the popular classes, perfectly conforming to the philanthropic and 

economically liberal ideal of the agrarian elite. As Saviani (2007) aptly observed, this was the pedagogical expres-

sion of a structural duality that was taking shape: on one hand, a massified and precarious education for the popular 

strata; on the other, a solid and propaedeutic formation reserved for the elites. 

The period of the Conservative Empire, analyzed by Hilsdorf, deepened this duality through an ingenious policy 

of selective centralization. The creation of the Colégio Pedro II and rigid control over higher education guaranteed 

the cultural hegemony of the seigniorial class, while the decentralization of primary education to the provinces, with 

central oversight, ensured that it did not threaten the established order. As argued by Florestan Fernandes (1976), 

this educational mechanism reinforced the structure of seigniorial estates, naturalizing social inequality. 

The Second Liberalism, although it brought innovative pedagogical proposals and an abolitionist and reformist 

discourse, failed to overcome the structural limits of exclusion. As demonstrated by Castanha (2018) and Hilsdorf, 

even the intuitive methods and the most advanced experiences were appropriated by a logic of conservative mod-

ernization that, in the words of Caio Prado Júnior (2000), modernized forms without transforming fundamental 
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social structures. 

The educational legacy of the 19th century, therefore, took shape as a structuring duality that would span the 

entire 20th century and remains a central challenge in contemporary Brazilian education. Understanding this histor-

ical process is essential to denaturalize the educational inequalities that still persist, revealing their roots in the 

Brazilian social formation marked by the permanence of the slave system and conservative modernization. 

Studies on the educational 19th century, such as those articulated here, show that the current dilemmas of Brazil-

ian education: the dichotomy between public and private education, formal access versus effective quality, modern-

izing discourses coexisting with exclusionary practices - are not the result of chance or administrative incompetence, 

but rather the result of historical political choices that privileged the maintenance of social hierarchies to the detri-

ment of a truly democratic and emancipatory educational project. 

Thus, understanding the 19th century is not a mere exercise in historical erudition, but an indispensable condition 

for unveiling the structural roots of contemporary educational challenges and for building alternatives that defini-

tively overcome the exclusionary legacy forged in the Empire. 
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