
Becoming Black or Indian in Brazil's
Northeast: Cultural Studies of the United
States
Brazil's Northeast is a region of immense cultural and historical
significance, shaped by a complex interplay of African, Indigenous, and
European influences. The region's racial and ethnic landscape is
particularly diverse, reflecting centuries of slavery, colonialism, and ongoing
social inequalities. This article explores the intricate processes of racial and
ethnic identity formation in Brazil's Northeast, examining how individuals
negotiate and construct their identities within this complex social and
historical context. Drawing on insights from Cultural Studies of the United
States, the article sheds light on the ways in which race and ethnicity are
constructed, contested, and performed in everyday life.

Historical Legacies and Racialized Identity

The history of slavery and colonialism has left an enduring mark on the
racial landscape of Brazil's Northeast. During the colonial period, African
slaves were brought to the region in large numbers to work on sugar
plantations and other agricultural enterprises. The legacy of slavery
continues to shape racial relations in the Northeast, with many Afro-
Brazilians experiencing discrimination and social marginalization.
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In addition to slavery, colonialism also played a role in shaping racial
identities in the Northeast. The Portuguese colonizers imposed a rigid
racial hierarchy that privileged Europeans at the top and marginalized both
Africans and Indigenous peoples. This hierarchy has had lasting effects on
the region, with many non-white Brazilians facing ongoing challenges in
terms of access to education, employment, and political representation.

Negotiating Racial and Ethnic Identifications

In the face of these historical legacies, individuals in Brazil's Northeast
negotiate their racial and ethnic identities in complex and diverse ways.
Some individuals identify primarily with their African heritage, while others
emphasize their Indigenous ancestry. Still others identify as mixed-race or
multiracial, reflecting the region's complex racial history.

The process of racial and ethnic identification is often fluid and dynamic,
influenced by a variety of factors such as family background, social
networks, and personal experiences. Individuals may shift their racial or
ethnic identifications over time, as they learn more about their family history
or as they experience different social and political contexts.

Cultural Expressions of Race and Ethnicity
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Race and ethnicity are not only expressed through individual identities but
also through a wide range of cultural practices and performances. In
Brazil's Northeast, these expressions include music, dance, food, and
religious rituals.

For example, the Afro-Brazilian religion of Candomblé plays a vital role in
the cultural life of many Afro-Brazilians in the Northeast. Candomblé rituals
involve music, dance, and the worship of African deities, providing a space
for Afro-Brazilians to connect with their African heritage and resist racial
oppression.

Similarly, Indigenous communities in the Northeast have maintained their
cultural traditions through music, dance, and storytelling. These traditions
serve as a way for Indigenous peoples to preserve their cultural heritage
and to resist assimilation into mainstream Brazilian society.

Race and Ethnicity in Contemporary Brazil

In recent years, there has been a growing movement in Brazil to promote
racial equality and to combat discrimination against Afro-Brazilians and
Indigenous peoples. This movement has been supported by a number of
government policies, such as affirmative action programs in education and
employment.

Despite these efforts, racial inequality remains a significant problem in
Brazil's Northeast. Afro-Brazilians and Indigenous peoples continue to face
discrimination in many areas of life, including education, employment, and
housing.



The struggle for racial equality in Brazil is a complex and ongoing process.
It requires not only legal and policy changes but also a fundamental shift in
attitudes and behaviors towards race and ethnicity. By understanding the
historical and cultural factors that shape racial and ethnic identities in
Brazil's Northeast, we can contribute to a more just and equitable society
for all.

This article has explored the complex and dynamic processes of racial and
ethnic identity formation in Brazil's Northeast. Drawing on insights from
Cultural Studies of the United States, the article has examined how
individuals negotiate and construct their identities within a context marked
by historical legacies of slavery, colonialism, and ongoing social
inequalities. The article has also highlighted the ways in which race and
ethnicity are expressed through cultural practices and performances. As
Brazil continues to grapple with issues of racial inequality, it is important to
understand the historical and cultural factors that shape racial and ethnic
identities in the country's Northeast. By ng so, we can contribute to a more
just and equitable society for all.
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