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Inarecent articlein Newsweek, a Latin American reporter cites awell-known
band leader whois cdled “Neguinho doSamba” or “Little Blad of the Samba.” He then
goes onto comment, “Braal may be the one munry oneath where such anicknameis
aff edionate rather than derogatory.” In this paper, | examine the use of these wmmon
rada addresseetermswhich bah identify oneself (as nicknames) and cdl or reference
others. These aldreseeterms present one prominent way of lexicdly encoding race ad
negatiating racerelations in Braal, ill ustrating hav cultural discourses get in language
and hav language cntributes to and reinforces cultural discourses.

ThoughBraali ans natice “difference” or negatively valued charaderistics (such
as bladknesg dispropattionately, they do nd always consider this“radst” behavior.
Pointing ou racein Braal through ncknames and addreseeterms can be cnsidered
bath friendly and hatil e, carinhaso (caring) and raast. Lingustic analysis of this peed
ad thus off ers a nuanced uncerstanding d how racegets constructed in a Braali an
context, ill ustrating hawv investigation d daily language sheds light on larger societal
questions.

To gvejust aquick overview of thislingustic phenomenon, in asurvey given to
300 people, 187 responaents reported having a nickname, 20 (or dightly over 10%) of
these nicknames were racebased. 221 ople have afriend a acqquaintancewith arace
based nickname (which isjust under 75% of the popuation surveyed). Of the raad

nicknames coll eded, abou 50% dedt with badkness 30% with whiteness and 2®%6 with
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being mixed o brown. In the interest of time, | will only be ale to dscussexamples of

bladknessin this paper.

All examples are taken from interviews and sportaneous conversation colleded in

Rio de Janeiro, the seaondlargest Braali an city which has nealy equal percentages of

whites and nonwhites, with very small representation from Native or Asian popuations.

The spe&ers are bladk, male youth wholive in afavda (or Braali an shantytown). |

begin with Tig&o' s nickname story:

Jennifer:

Jennifer:

Ticdo:
Ticao:
Jennifer:

Jennifer:

Ticdo:
Ticao:

Jennifer:

Jennifer:

Ticdo:
Ticao:

Jennifer:

Jennifer:

Ticdo:
Ticao:
Jennifer:

Jennifer:

Racial Nicknames:
(Ticao's gory)

Ent&o. Apelido cevocé.. O seu apelido é o que?Ticdn?

So. Your nickname... your nicknameiswhat? Ticao?

E.

Yes.

Agorapoce eplicar.

Okay explain.

E porque & ndo sou muito preto ndo, sou mulato. Mas assm quandoeu
It sbecause I'm not very black, I’'m mulato. But when |
comeceé a estudar, ai amulher foi efalou que el eraum

began to study, the woman went and said that | wasa

pretinho muito chato. Ai, nis velo aservente e

very annoying little black. Then the lunchlady came and

falou pamim: “Vocé éum Ticé&o chato.”

said to me, “You are an annoying ticdo [ember, cod].
Aiqueveio Tigd. Ai tirou ochato, ai ficou so Tigéo.

So there mame Ticdo. And they took off the annoying, and it became
just Ticdo [ember, codl].

Mas vocé gostou dese goelido?

But you liked that nickname?

Porra, no come@ eu ndo gastel ndo. Mas depois eu

Hell, in the beginning | didn’t likeit at all. But then |

me aostumei, ai gostei. Pd, ai ninguém sabe

got used toit, and | liked it. Man, so now no one knows

0 meu nane verdadeiro. S&0 poicos. Ai me chamam maisde Tigd aqui.
my real name. Very few people. They just call me Ticdo here.

E quando vacé encontra dguém vocéfala que o seu nane é€o qué?
And when you med someone, you say your nameiswhat?

Se perguntar meu nane?

If they ask my name?

E.

Yes.
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Tic&o: Ai eufalo Alexandre, que €0 meu nane.

Ticao: Then | say my nameis Alexandre, which ismy name.
Jennifer: Mas todomundote chamade Ti¢én?

Jennifer: But everyone allsyou Ticdo?

Tic2o: E.

Ticao: Yes.

Jennifer: E vocé néo-

Jennifer: And you don’t-

CW: Tigcéo e Tupac

CW: Ticdo and Tupac.

Tigéo: Queiso?

Ticao: What' sthat?!

Jennifer: E quem te chama de Tupac?

Jennifer: And who callsyou Tupac?

Tigéo: Ah, Tupac éo Wagner que, pd, falaque au pareqo com ele.
Ticao: Oh, Tupac isWagner who saysthat | look like him.
Jennifer: Masvocé prefere es ... ese gelidoali?

Jennifer: But you likethis... this nickname?

Tic2o: E, eu prefiro Tigo.

Ticao: Yes, | likeTicdo.

Jennifer: /Por qué?

Jennifer: /Why?

Tic&o: /Jame aostumei.

Ticao: /I’ve gotten used toit.
E que ha muito tempo que eu tenho Tigao.
It'sthat i’ sbeen along timethat | have Tigao.
Acho gLe € énco anos que me chamam de Ticao.
| think it’ sbeen 5 yearsthat they call me Ticao.

Jennifer: Mas vocéndo fica @m raiva?

Jennifer: But you don’t get angry?

Ticéo: N&o. E um apeli ... Eu acho que éum apelido carinhaso.
Ticao: No. It'sanick... | think that it'sa caring nickname.
Jennifer: Ah, €?

Jennifer: Really?

Tic2o: E.

Ticao: Yes.

Jennifer: Ent&o vocé gostou?

Jennifer: So yau likeit?

Ticdo: Gostei.

Ticao: | likeit.

Jennifer: N&o bateu em ninguém que falou is0?

Jennifer: And you didn’t hit anyonethat called you that?
Tigéo: N&o, ih, por causade gelido? Eu ndo ligo réo.

Ticao: No, [surprise] because of my nickname? | don’t care.

Caraque... todomundoai tem um apelido. Né ndo, Wagner?
Man... everyone has a nickname. Right Wagner?
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Tic&o' s nickname story ill ustrates many familiar Braali an themes: at first he does
nat like his nickname but then he gets used to it and can think of few people who even
know hisred name. It isinteresting to nae that his nickname has a particularly strong
and regative origin context: alunch lady at his s£hod who thinks him annoying kegins
to cdl him “annoying dad kid” - referencing her attitude towards him and their
contentious relationship and highlighting his bladkness Y et his analysis of his nickname
isvery pasitive: he prefersit to asecond (nat as widely used) nickname which compares
him to a popuar rap star and laughs at the ideaof beaing someone up for cdling hm
this name (thoughto cdl someone “seu tic&p” to their faceis avery stronginsult).

The key to uncerstanding these racebased nicknames liesin an examination o
the conwversational and societa contexts in which they occur. Conceptions of racein
Braal challenge Americansto go leyondfixed, blood a biologicaly based caegories
and seerace afluid, often individually defined, and even seasonal. When raceis defined
as «in color (which is much of the timein Braal), being tan from the sun can affed the
way youidentify. Thoughthe Brazli an census asks individuals to identify as bladk
(negro), white (branco), brown (pardo), or yellow (amarelo), many Braali ans
commonly refer to themselves as moreno (or brown). Whil e blacknessis bath socialy
and econamicdly stigmatized, extreme whitenessis aso considered marked (though no
eomnamicdly disadvantageous). Caught between American Braali anists who argue for
all mixed Brazli ans to dscover their bladknessand aher Braali anists who would rather
nat seeracein Braal in bladk and white, Braali ans negatiate fluid radal categories
which do nd predude aBraazlian kind d radsm.

Braal isa oourtry of vast income disparity, and darker skinned people
dispropationately occupy the lowest social classs. Yet along hstory of devaluing
bladknessis couded with radal democracy ideology which proclaimed a discusson o
radal inequality to be “un-Braalian” and itself aradst ad. Due to thislegacy, Braali ans

naticerace(espedally bladkness frequently but are often ureware of how bladknessand
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whitenessare treaed dfferently (and Hadknessis often lingusticdly marked as | will
later discusg. Asjust one example of this, of asurvey given to 300 reople, 20% said
they knew people with a nickname for whitenessand 66% of respondents knew someone
with anickname for bladkness However, when asked if these racebased nicknames were
either 1) aways abou blackness2) more often abou blacknessor 3) equally abou
bladknessand whiteness over 50% responded that bladknessand whitenesswere treaed
equally. Thus whil e bladknessgets noticed more often in Braali an context which
devauesit, naticing race(including Hadknessg is naot always understood as a negative or
raast ad.

On a onwersational level, these radal nicknames do nd merely index race As
nicknames, they also index intimacy and shared badkground Ti¢&o, perhaps unwittingly,
makes this paint. When asked how he introduces himself, he answers Alexandre, since
that ishisred name. He dealy understands the “people” in my questionto mean
strangers, however, since he points out that few peoplein hisarea atualy know hisred
name and al cdl him by his nickname. Respondng to a survey abou nicknames, one
girl answered with surprise that of course she though her nickname was “carinhaso” or
“caring” — her mother had gvenit to her! Thisisatelling statement for nicknamesin
genera in Braal: they are most often gven to you by you family, your friends, your
clasgmates, or your co-workers. Indeed thisis perhaps the most interesting part of
Tigc&o's gory: while he was given this nickname by an adult supervisor who re did na
get dlongwith, the people that use his nickname ae his friends, his family, his neighbas
— dl intimates. It isin thisway that noticing Hadknessas diff erent, as contributing to
making a child an annoyance, as putting apersonin his place can be recontextuali zed
and unarstoodas caring. Whil e the first personto use “Ti¢c&” was an adult seeking to
chastise him for his behavior, Ticgo hasfive yeas of additional contextsin which
familiar peoplein familiar places cdled ou “Tic&” — experiences which layer his

nickname with new meaning. Becaise nicknames tend to be used by people you like and
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people who like you, they can simultaneoudy expressbladknessas both dff erence and
caing.

These two contexts — the onwersational and the larger societal — are mutually
constituting: Bladknessgets noticed within daily lingustic behavior because of a
Braali an history which continues to negatively evaluate bladknessonideologicd and
aesthetic levels as well as everyday pditi cd and econamic ones, while still proclaiming
itself araaa democracy. Day to day language in which spedkers addressothers and refer
to themselves uses bladknessto establish bah hierarchy and intimacy among
participants—constructing alarger pdliti cd atmosphere which ndices bladkness
dispropartionately, in bah pasitive and regative lights. In Braal, blacks are
emnamicdly disadvantaged and Hadnessis frequently naticed and commented upon-
but the significance of “naticing” must be understood contextually. To look orly at the
larger number of blad nicknames and the instances where powerful lunch ladies brand
blad children isto ignare the tender moments where mothers cal their babies “littl e
bladk ore” and “blac bean” and best friendsinvoke raceto cdl ead ather by the only
names they know. Racein Braal, asin all places, isboth contextual and multi-faceed.

| now turn to look at the equally common pkenomenon d addressng ahers by
their color. Here ayain, addresseeterms more often addressbladkness | begin bylooking
at examples of the term “negad’ - big bladk guy. Thisislikely the most commonraaal
addresseterm (or nickname) in Brazl. A semantic equivaent for big white guy,
“brancdo,” does nat exigt, allowing orly “grandaq” “ fortdo,” “ saradaq” - al of which
mean hig, strong guy btiare unmarked for race In this sscndexample, Pequeno (CW’s
cousin) and Bujica(CW’ s best friend) are leaving a message on the tape recorder for

CW, whois gudyingin the United States.

. NEGA&O: Big Black Man Used among Intimates:
(the cousin and best friend of CW, who is gudying in the US, are
talking to him on the tape from Brazil)
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Pequeno:

Pegqueno:

Bujica
Bujica:

Pequeno:

Pegqueno:

Jennifer:

Jennifer:

Ticdo:
Ticao:
CWw:
CW:
Pequeno:

Pegqueno:

CWw:
CW:
Pequeno:

Pegqueno:

Ticdo:
Ticao:

Pequeno:

Pegueno:

Ticdo:
Ticao:
Pequeno:

Vem comer um pao com ovo lem casa... parada de (?)

Come at bread and eggs at my house... something o (?)

Sei que Vocé s come pizza aé dnamburger.

| know that you only eat pizza there and hamburger.

SO pizza hamburger e filé mignon

Just pizza, hamburger, and filet mignon.

T& com dinheiro heim, negéo!

Y ou have some money, don’t you, negdd

Ah! Tavendd? A gente cme ... sO come sO Murilex e

Oh! See? We et ... just eat just Murilex

McValda meu irméo todo da..

and McValda dl day my brother.

[Murilex isthe nickname of a hamburger street vendor; McValda =
Mc from McDonalds + Valda, the name of another street vendor of
hot dogsin their neighborhood]

NEGAaO: Big Black Man as a Compli ment:

Quevocé é..aracga.. asuaraca éo qe?

What are you...your r ace..what isyour r ace?

E negra. P, meu pai é descendente de angdano.

I’ sblack. Man, my father is a descendent of Angdans.
E?

Is he?

Né&o sabia n&o?

You didn’t know that?

Olha o tamanho caméo celel

Look at thesizeof hishand!

Po...

Wow...

Ele émaior negauzéo,

Heisa huge negauzio [big, huge black man],

grandao,

big man,

com maior barrigdo. [risos]

with a huge stomach. [laughter]

Pareceque ta gravido.

Lookslike he's pregnant.

Tutarindo do ge, Pequeno? [risos] E o Cobal? E o Coba? E o Coba?
What are you laughing a Pequeno? [laughter] And Cobal [Pequeno’s
father]? And Cobal? And Cobal?

Fico até com vergontg, sd paque tou falando risso.

| get embarr as=d just talking about this.

E o Cobal?

And Cobal?

Que que tem meu pai? Meu pai é saraddo.
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Pequeno: What about my father? My father iskick-ass[big and strong; Thisis
ajoke-hisfatheris dort and thin.]

In example number two, negdo isused in a cntext similar to that of nicknames:
A best friendjokingly cdls out to hisfriend whoisfar away. In this context, heisnot
spedaficdly referencing size or skin color but rather uses the familiar “negéo” (which
could be taken as offensive, aslater examples will show) to demonstrate intimacy and hs
privileged pasition: only atrue friend can use “negédo” withou intending insult. Indeed,
Bujica exudes confidencein their relationship throughthis addresseeterm because his
interlocutor isnot present and able to respond If there were any chance CW would take
off ense, their geographic distance (and the time |apse between uterance and reception)
would na allow Bujicato offer arepair (for example, the English “just kidding”).
Example number three olorfully ill ustrates a paositive side to the term “negéa” which
semanticdly indexes height, weight, and strength. While Tic&o jokes abou hisfather’s
stomadh, hisfather’s overall size and strength canna be questioned. Ticé uses
“negawsdo’ (modified twicefor largenesg, in additionto ather modifiers, to ore-up hs
friend Pequeno, whaose father does not compare physicdly. In thisway, negdocan often
be understood as a ammplement, indicaing that oneisnot to be messed with.

Referencing size dso has multi ple interpretations, however, often including
white, midde-classfea of large bladk men. Here we must understand the ways in which
cdling ou “hey big badk man,” “ 6 negag,” (more often among strangers) uses raceto
insult, to generalize andto pu bladk people (more often men) “in their place” In this
next example, set within the particular pdliti cd context of the Braali an Hip Hop
Movement, O Frio Bira, isdiscussng the difficulty of being “mixed” (or of lighter skin)

infighting for raaal equality).

V. NEGAaO: Big Black Man Used as Insult:

jenroth@leland.stanford.edu AAA 2/12/98 pg 8



(O FrioBira, activein the Brazilian Hip Hop movement, isdiscussng
thedifficulty of being “mixed” (or of lighter skin) in fighting for
racial equality)

O FrioBira E aguela misa. Se vocé se mete, vocé escuta de

O FrioBira: It sthat thing. If you get involved, you hear from
um lado: “Cala aboca negéo.” E vocévai escutar
onesde: “Shut up, negdo” And you are going to hear
do ouro: “Por que es% branco tafalandois?
from the other, “W hy isthiswhite guy saying this?
Tado ne® lado, por qué?” E is® que aontece
He' son our side, why?” And thisiswhat happens.
Muitas das vezes, eu até erito de me meter
Many times, | actually try to avad getting involved
na @isa, tanto eu quanto T.R., porque ocorre iSO com a gente.
in thething, meand T.R., becuse this happensto us.

V. NEGA&O: Big Black Man Used to Highlight Blackness
Jennifer: ...para chamar alguém, mas tavam falando ch cor da pesa.
Jennifer: ...to call someone, but talking about the mlor of that person.
Baa Ah, geramente se vocéfor da dr quando Essa

Bala: Ah, generally if you are of color when someone passes

‘Qual é negdo!” Aindamaiseu que al sou atdo, ai p6, negéo.
by, “W hat’ sup negdd” Espedally for mebecause | am tall, so hey

negao.

Beleléo: Se for pequininhinho,* O neguinhad Chega d neguinha’

Beleléo: If it werea small, little person, “ hey neguinho [littl e black guy]! Come
here neguinho.”

Baa Neguinhg, p6, € um lance, pd. Tem horas que vocéfica de,

Bala: Neguinho, well, it' sa problem really. There are times

po, tenho nane, né?

when you get like, hey, | have a name, don’t |?

Neguinho Negéo.

Neguinho. Negao
Beleléo: Ai faa ‘Chama... fala... chama ese da or ai, 6, ese da or.
Beleléo: And then they say “Call...get...call that ess da cor

Chama ese da @r ai que au quero falar com ele'.

over there [person of color], hey, ese da cor. Call that ese da cor

there because | want to talk to him.”

In bah of these examples, the addresseetakes offense to beingidentified onthe
basis of skin color. Asthe seandexample makes clea, bladk people (espedally men)

are eaily and commonly identified by racein day-to-day life. While both Beleléo and
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Bala agred that judgment of these terms asradst, neutral, or caring depending heavily
onthe cntext that foll owed (was a stranger asking for the time or telling youto get out
of hisway?), they also agreethat the frequency with which they were referred to by their
skin color robbed them of a sense of personhood(Bala s comment, “Hey, | have aname
you knaw!).

Finadly, in explaining hisdifficult position asalighter skinned blad fighting for
radal equality in Braal, O Frio Birapoints out how the term “negad’ is often employed
to remind Hdadks of their lower social status. Notice espedally that when heis e as
blad by whites, asocially and lingusticadly marked term isinvoked, “negad’ instead of
the more neutral “negro” or “preto” (bladk) to dsqualify and silence him. When heis
seen by Hadks as white (who also dsqualify him as alegitimate voice), he is dismissed
with amore mitigated and lingusticdly neutral, “W hy is this white guy saying this?”
While he dams both groups can rgjed him as not belongng, lingustic resources all ow
for greaer insult to bladks. Thus whil e diff erent contexts all ow multiple and
simultaneous readings of radal addresseterms, the proliferation d terms that highlight
bladknessoften serve to reinforcebladks lower positionin Braali an society.

Anin-depth investigation d radal addresseterms thus take us to the heat of
Braali an racerelations and al ows us to explore how larger societal questions of raaal

identity and radsm are lingusticdly negatiated in everyday interadion.

Appendix:

Examples of Racial NicknamesAddreseeTerms:

For Black: For M ixed:

azuldo bluebird chocolate chocolate

crioulo creole, bladk marr om brown
bom bom bonbon

feijao bladk bean moreninho littl e brunet

macaco monkey
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nega darling, blad For White:
woman
branco sour white
azedo
leite milk
rato branco white rat
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