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ABSTRACT 

This worl< investigates the ideological content of Brazilian comics created 

under the military dictatorship of 1964-1985. The comics promote a vision of 

national history and identity that corresponds to the military's focus on 

Industrialization. Brazilian history Is portrayed as a peaceful transition to a 

modern, urban nation of white, middle class, rigidly gendered nuclear families. 

Despite explicit messages of equality, social groups are Implicitly subordinated 

in a hierarchy of social place according to region, race, class, and gender. 

Recognizing the processes through which the subordination of social groups is 

legitimated and protest suppressed is essential to combating inequality In 

contemporary Brazil. 



8 

INTRODUCTION 

The analytical concepts generated by the anthropological study of nationalism 

provide an exceedingly productive means of investigating social relations on 

international, national, subnational, and interpersonal levels. Contemporary 

social theorists have criticized orientations that privilege a single category of 

constructed social difference; for example, class-oriented analyses are 

censured for omitting differences according to race and gender, and gender-

oriented analyses have become transected by distinctions along the lines of 

class and race. The difficulty of discussing these social categories 

simultaneously may be resolved through investigating nationalist discourse, an 

analytical orientation that emphasizes the ways in which such parameters are 

interwoven in the construction of social identities. 

In this work 1 investigate the portrayal of national identities in a series of 

immensely popular Brazilian comic books-currently selling up to one million 

copies per month (Moya 1988:237)~produced by Editora Globo. The comics 

are promoted as distinctly Brazilian on the levels of setting, themes, characters, 

and language (Sousa 1990f); indeed, their author, Maurfcio de Sousa, was 

awarded the Yellow Kid~the Oscar of comics-in 1971 and was recognized by 

the Order of Rio Branco for his service to the country. The purpose of this 

work is to analyze what is constructed as "distinctly Brazilian" in these comics 

and explore the articulations of roles and relations defined by class, race, 
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ethnicity, and gender with national identity. Furthermore, the tactics used in 

constructing the "imagined community" (Anderson 1991) of the Brazilian nation 

depicted in these comics are identified, including the powerful social tropes of 

land, common experience, and kinship (Alonso 1994). 

The originally State-controlled comics discussed in this work represent a 

privileged text for analyzing nation building in contemporary Brazil. Although 

nation building is a continuous process, the intensity of nationalist projects 

often increases in times of broad social change (e.g., major shifts in modes of 

production). During such crucial moments, people take on new roles that must 

be incorporated into a modified image of the nation as a whole to ensure the 

legitimation and continuation of the nation (Gramsci 1971). Globo comics were 

created as part of media campaign during the military dictatorship of 1964-

1985, a period of intense social changes due to rapid industrialization and 

urbanization. Thus the ideological content of the comics will be investigated in 

order to reveal the social order promoted by the military with particular 

attention to the strategies employed to legitimate the subordination of various 

social groups. Recognizing the processes through which such groups are 

silenced is essential to developing a platform from which to combat social 

inequality. 
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The Military Dictatorship 

The comic books discussed in this work were created during the military 

dictatorship of 1964-1985, a time of intensified national trends toward 

industrialization and urbanization. The military and supporters (including the 

middle class, industrialists, major domestic, European, and US-owned firms, 

and the US government) claimed that highly centralized, military rule was a 

temporary but necessary means of purging the nation of internal enemies and 

directing the future of the country. The regime had an elaborate plan for the 

social, political, and economic transformation of Brazil into a fully industrialized 

nation that entailed the implementation of both repressive and persuasive 

strategies-both the iron fist and the velvet glove. 

Further industrialization was financed through the upward redistribution 

of wealth, achieved in part through decreasing the real value of the official 

minimum wage and deducting 25 percent from unionized workers' wages; this 

consolidation of wealth increased the purchasing power of the upper classes, 

thereby stimulating industry. As seen in Table 1, the majority of the population 

was thus forced into greater poverty. The trend toward imiseration was also a 

function of policies promoting the consolidation of large landholdings, which 

limited access to land and forced much of the rural population to migrate to 

the cities; according to the Brazilian Institute of Statistics, the urban proportion 



Table 1. Distribution of national income 
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Bottom 50% Top 10% 

1960 17.4 39.6 

1970 14.9 46.7 

1980 12.6 50.9 

Source: Skidmore and Smith 1984:181-182. 

of the population rose from 45 to 68 percent during the years of the military 

regime (Bortoni-Ricardo 1985:20). This urbanization was not achieved without 

subaltern protest; conflict over land and working conditions led to wide-spread 

violence, resulting in an estimated 1,408 deaths between 1964 and 1986 

(Oliveira 1988). 

The implementation of government policies entailed extensive 

repression, torture, murder, and violence. Dissent was suppressed in a number 

of ways; for example, labor unions were controlled by the government, strikes 

were virtually illegal, and protest was met with severe repression (Hall and 

Garcia 1989). The government precluded any possibility of political 

representation of the bulk of the population, instituted secret laws and states of 

seige, and removed the right to due process (Skidmore 1988:20); between 

1964 and 1973, the government recorded 4,841 "cassagoes'-political 

punishments imposed without due process or the possibility of appeal (Santos 

1991:246, 260). Death squads were organized, and by the end of the 1960s, 
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torture had become a bureaucratized practice ever in need of new subjects 

(Skidmore 1988:130-131). 

The military and supporters claimed that these measures were 

necessary for the common good; internal enemies had to be destroyed for the 

sake of national security. Legitimation of the military's nationalist agenda was 

based primarily on the Doctrine of National Security of the US, "which argued 

that the nation, and ultimately the military, has as great a duty to protect itself 

from internal enemies as from external enemies" (Skidmore 1988:84). 

According to the military's nationalism, dissent was tantamount to treason; thus 

the eradication of "unBrazilian" elements--any who opposed the regime-proved 

a powerful means of suppressing dissent. 

The Media 

However, the radical social change engendered by industrialization and 

urbanization required more than overtly coercive measures to ensure social 

control; indeed, as Nelson Jahr Garcia has suggested, the degree of intensity 

of nationalist propaganda is correlated with the degree of intensity of violent 

repression (1990:16). The military regime was no exception; in tandem with the 

use of force, the military mounted a campaign to promote morals, patriotism, 

and adherence to the regime in a "convincing" manner so as to transform 

society on an ideological level by reorienting the social meanings of lived 



experience (Garcia 1990:7-20). One site of propaganda was tine educational 

system, an important State aparatus for social and political control, which was 

totally revamped to inculcate State ideology (Althusser 1971; Sarti 1979). For 

example. Moral and Civic Education, designed to promote support for Brazil's 

National Security Doctrine, was compulsory at all levels of study (Skidmore 

1988:83). 

The attempt to control behavior and discourse also focused on the 

regulation of the media. In the mid-1960s there was a media boom, supported 

by North American capital and carefully directed by the military leaders, who 

knew the power and dangers of the media and maintained strict censorship 

(Herold 1988:43; Skidmore 1993:1). The military launched a media campaign 

designed to promote patriotism and adherence to the regime's positive vision 

of a modern, industrialized Brazil, condensed in slogans such as "You build 

Brazil!", "Nobody can hold this country back!", and "Brazil, count on me!" They 

made an effort to use popular language and to identify the State with the 

enormously popular soccer team, even adopting the tune "Pra frente Brasil" 

(Forward, Brazil), written for the team's participation in the World Cup, as the 

government's theme song (Skidmore 1988:112). As Gramsci (1971) notes, 

appropriating popular elements is an important tactic of State legitimation-

linking the State and the people in this way serves to promote adherence and 

create the impression of political representation. 



The most powerful media complex in Brazil was born with the military 

regime: the Globo empire, owned by Roberto Marlnho and supported by State 

funds. Marinho is known not only for his vast empire and Globo's stranglehold 

on Brazilian media, but for his concurrence with the military regime's belief in 

order, progress, and corporatist, state-sponsored capitalism. In a rare 

interview, Marinho stated that "[r]ightly or not, I always had a certain 

enthusiasm for the military governments" (Guillermoprieto 1993:46). This close 

relationship between Globo and the military remained intact until the late 

1980s, when the military lost legitimacy and Globo backed a new state horse, 

the incoming democracy (Straubhar 1989), Thus the conservative nature of the 

comics discussed in this work is hardly surprising. Globo is known for its 

"clean image"--its sanitized, uniform, homogenous style (Herold 1988:53)-and 

Mauricio, the author of the comics, is called the "Walt Disney of Brazil," a 

producer of mass culture in the most orthodox, capitalist style (Cirne 

1990:54).' 

The "clean" image of the comics is part of the military's efforts to 

promote the image of an industrialized Brazilian nation in a totalizing, emotive, 

and visual format. This image of national identity is important on the levels of 

^ Celebrating Mauricio's comics as quintessentiaily Brazilian" is ironic not only in 
that the sanitized vision of the nation presented does not correspond to the vast 
majority's experience, but also in that Brazilian cartoonists were largely banned from 
national comics, censuring alternative and potentially critical representations (Moya 
1988). 
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patriotism-asserting a national identity in an international context--and 

nationalism-constructing a cohesive, internal order (Newman 1987; Oliven 

1984, 1986). In promoting cohesion, the military proclaimed the battle against 

enemies of the nation-both internal and external-and sought to overcome 

internal obstacles. Of primary concern was the integration of various regional 

identities into a pan-Brazilian history and social identity (Oliven 1984, 1986; 

Ortiz 1985). In the following sections, I examine the ways in which Globo 

comics' representations of national identities promote an industrialized Brazil, 

the means by which such images are constructed and communicated, and the 

implications of these images for various social groups. 



SPACE, TIME, AND CHANGE: THE RURAL-URBAN TRANSITION 

Constructing tine imagined community of tlie nation, particularly during periods 

of radical change such as the rural-urban transition, depends upon controlling 

the social meanings of space as well as time (Alonso 1994). For example, in 

Globo comics, spatial and temporal location are used to direct discourse 

regarding urbanization as well as national character or "essence." By 

juxtaposing portrayals of disparate locations and moments, a particular 

construction of Brazilian history is promoted. 

The Rural-Past and the Urban-Present 

The meaning of land is central to the comics discussed in this work. The 

author, Mauricio, grew up in rural Sao Paulo, and the characters represent 

three rural populations in the northern Sao Paulo/southern Minas Gerais area 

of the Southeast, the most industrialized region of Brazil. The first group of 

comics is set in a small town and involves the "turma," a core group of friends 

who have their own series and appear in each others'; the more remote 

countryside is represented in Chico Bento, an independent series that also 

appears as a side strip in the turma comics. The comics' rural and regional 

location are significant in a number of ways. The emphasis on the countryside 

serves to root the characters in the national soil in general; however, there is a 

specificity to this land. Locating both series in the Sao Paulo/Minas Gerais area 
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serves to mark this region as the geosocial core of the nation, which 

symbolizes the shift from the "essentially agrarian" nation (formerly dominated 

by the Northeast) to an industrialized nation based in the Southeast. 

Furthermore, the location in rural areas of an industrialized region 

provides a rich format for constructing and contrasting a more rural past with a 

more urban present. The turma and Chico Bento represent distinct spatial and 

temporal locations in Brazilian history: Chico Bento represents a discourse of 

the rural-urban transition in the past, and the turma comics provide a model of 

modernity still firmly rooted in the national land. The following descriptions 

demonstrate how time and space are linked and time/space locations are 

contrasted. 

Small town: the turma 

The characters of the turma comics-Monica, Cebolinha, Magali, and 

Cascao-live in the neighborhood of a small town with ice cream vendors, 

isolated stores, doctors' offices, businesses, etc., and the stories are set 

primarily in open, green fields and in their homes. The homes are very similar: 

the characters all have their own bedrooms in houses with modern kitchens, 

living rooms, well-stocked refrigerators, and televisions. These distinctly 

modern, urban, middle-class amenities are somewhat incongruous with the 

rural location, as are the men's consistent use of suits and the girls' use of 



18 

babydolls; such markers serve to reinforce the modernity of the turma comics. 

Thus despite the rural location, the primary emphasis is on an urban present. 

The countryside: Chico Bento 

Chico Bento focuses on the daily life of a country boy who lives in a 

more remote area but is still within walking distance of his friends' houses, the 

church, and the school. The importance of land is heightened by increased 

action outdoors, work on his father's small fields, more elaborate depictions of 

nature and interactions with animals, and an emphasis on environmentalism; 

indeed, "Chico" is a nickname for Francisco, and possibly a reference to Saint 

Francis, patron saint of animals and a general helper. His home is rustic, 

lacking infrastructure such as running water and electricity. In fact, his periodic 

visits to the city demonstrate that he is unfamiliar with such modern amenities 

(Sousa 1989b:62); this ignorance is atypical for most rural areas of 

contemporary Brazil and thus emphasizes the conjunction of the rural with the 

past. 

The collapse of space and time into these highly contrastive 

constructions of the rural-past and urban-present represents a means of 

discussing and designating the social meaning of urbanization in Brazil. 

Because a large percentage of the population migrated to the city before and 

during the military regime, many Brazilians have first-hand experience of 



urbanization or have relatives that have made the transition. Urbanization is 

thus an important theme in Brazilian experience, and may be drawn on for 

purposes of national cohesion; in the comics, a form of institutionalized 

nostalgia--a clearly recognized, emotive trope-is developed to contain the 

social meaning of the transition. By constructing and contrasting the rural-past 

and urban-present complexes, the comics valuate and incorporate this 

common lived experience into an official, national historicity-a sense of a 

Brazilian "essence" across space and time (Touraine 1977). 

The comics' popularity suggests the emotive potency of rural life, a 

symbol of unity essential to establishing the imagined community of national 

identity. Not only does a focus on land serve to root the population in the 

national soil, but evocations of "the good old days" may be comforting during 

times of stress and change; they certainly stand in stark contrast to the 

violence, repression, poverty, and loss of autonomy that characterized the lives 

of many Brazilians before and during the military regime. The anti-urban, anti-

city messages of Chico Bento may be seen as incompatible with the numerous 

middle-class, pro-modern elements of the turma comics (as well as the military 

regime's focus on industrialization). However, this apparant contradiction may 

be resolved through Rosaldo's concept of 'imperialist nostalgia.' According to 

Rosaldo, a dominant group may establish unity around a theme through 

nostalgia without demonstrating its own, potentially negative role; "[njostalgia 
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is a particularly appropriate emotion to invoke in attempting to establisli one's 

Innocence and at the same time talk about what one has destroyed" (1989:70). 

Through the comics' nostalgia, the pro-industrial military successfully rally 

around the shared theme of urbanization for nation-building purposes and 

align themselves only with the positive aspects of both the rural-past and 

urban-present. The process of industrialization and urbanization is reified, 

appearing as an inevitable trajectory of development, and the government's 

active role is elided. 

Nostalgia and the Brazilian Essence 

The turma comics depict a great nostalgia for an idealized childhood~a 

time devoid of responsibilities or conflict-set in the urban-present. The children 

do not attend school and are left to play in endless grassy fields full of bushes 

to hide behind and holes to fall Into. The four main characters are all white six 

year olds: Cebolinha (Green Onion/Scallion) is best known for his Inability to 

pronounce the letter "r" and for his "infallible plans to defeat Monica." Cascao 

("Crusty"), his best friend and reluctant accomplice, is famous for never having 

bathed and for fouling up his roles in Cebolinha's plans. Monica Is a sweet girl, 

generally very well behaved, but known for her short temper and Incredible 

strength. Her interaction with the boys provides the primary plot: the boys call 

her fat, short, and bucktoothed, tie knots in her toy rabbit's ears, and plot 



against her; she gets angry and beats them up. Her best friend, IVlagali, who 

has an insatiable appetite, is a marginal character. All in all, it is a comfortable, 

repetitious scenario of idealized childhood drawn in an uncomplicated style 

with clear, bold lines and primary colors. Furthermore, the depiction of the 

children has become increasingly cutified, homogenized, and stylized over the 

years, parallel to the increasingly idealized memory of childhood (Figure 1). 

The net effect of the turma comics is the construction of a fantasy world 

of the Brazilian ideal, the Brazilian essence, clearly linked to the urban-present. 

National land is essential to this ideal, but not for productive purposes; rather, 

the modern lifestyle is emphasized. In this manner, the national past is 

portrayed as a modern, middle-class childhood and the loss of the rural 

lifestyle is elided. Indeed, historical continuity from a distant, European past to 

the modern, urban, Brazilian present is constructed. In fequent, medieval 

European stories, the members of the turma are depicted as beautiful 

princesses and gallant princes doing battle with dragons (Sousa 1990a:4-16, 

1990b;16-18). Thus the core Brazilian identity is traced, uninterrupted, to 

European royalty. 



Figure 1. The evolution of Editora Globo characters. Source: Sousa, 

Mauricio, 30 anos. 1990. Reproduced with the permission of Mauricio de 

Sousa Produgoes. 

Monica en 196? 

Monica nos anos 70 
Monica ho|e 

Cebollnha em 1960... 
- nos anos 70... 

.. e hoje 
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Rosinha 

Cascao em 1961.. ^ . 
... e ho)e 

... nos anos 70... 

Magali em 1953 ••• ddcada de 70... 
. e ho|e 



A Discourse of Nostalgia and Appropriation 

As seen in Figure 1, Cliico Bento has also become increasingly cute 

and sinnilar to the others, as has the rural history he represents. As mentioned 

above, Chico Bento is a discourse of urbanization; the characters in Chico's 

world represent a continuum of rural/urban influences that are clearly 

delineated so that social relations and the relative value of different social 

groups may be demonstrated. An understanding of this cultural continuum 

requires an analysis of social dynamics in this region. Chico, his mother, 

father, girlfriend, and some other friends are caipiras. "Caipira," from the Tupi 

word "curipira," has as its locus the rural, traditional culture and dialect of 

northern Sao Paulo and southern Minas Gerais and thus is essential to any 

identity based on this region. "Caipira" is generally considered a cultural or 

ethnic category (Candido 1975:22), although white, indigenous, and cabocio 

(white/indigenous) populations predominate.^ The term originally referred to 

the farmers, miners, and cattlemen in the region, whose nomadic lifestyle 

eventually resulted in the spread of elements of the dialect to other regions. 

Due to this early mobility, caipira "shows a surprisingly high level of uniformity" 

(Bortoni-Ricardo 1985:2) and now signifies a rural, isolated, and "backward" 

^ It is Important to note that constructing "caipira" as a lifestyle devoid of 
racial/ethnic significance is a means of erasing indigenous people's from Brazilian 
history (Orlandi 1990). As they disappear into the broad category of caipira, not only 
do indigenous populations lose their specificity, but their historical subjugation is 
elided. 
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lifestyle in much of Brazil, as does the English word "hick." Indeed, regional 

versions of the caipira have developed, such as matuto (in Pernambuco) and 

tabaren (in Bahia). 

Ever-increasing urbanization in the twentieth century has had profound 

effects on caipira culture. Not only have land ownership systems and the 

consolidation of property displaced many to the city, but industrialization has 

also penetrated the countryside. According to Antonio Candido, the caipiras 

had developed a sustainable agricultural system that afforded them 

considerable leisure time; their reluctance to give up this lifestyle and accept 

low status positions in the expanding latifundiary monoculture has been 

transmuted into the stereotype of a "backward" and "lazy" population (1975). 

The caipiras' clash with modernizing forces is a social trope, and 

contact and contrast are the primary elements of the Chico Bento series. 

However, marking characters visually in order to represent different cultural 

elements in the comic book format is difficult, particularly without the recourse 

to standardized racial attributes. Thus Mauricio marks characters linguistically 

to represent the relationships between groups at different stages of 

urbanization.® Rather than using standard orthography, he attempts to 

transcribe the caipira dialect phonetically, creating an "eye dialect" of caipira. 

Eye dialects are also used in US comics and literature; for example, "says" may 

® For a more thorough linguistic analysis, see Manthei 1994. 



be written phonetically as "sez," and "I" becomes "ah," in order to mark the 

characters according to regional or ethnic identity. 

In contrast, noncaipira characters' speech appears in standard written 

Brazilian Portuguese. This sharp linguistic differentiation is inaccurate; 

continued contact through urbanization has led to a process of integration that 

is at the heart of current linguistic trends in Brazil. There is very little regional 

language loyalty and rural variations are highly stigmatized; thus recent arrivals 

to the city are quick to adopt the more prestigious, urban, nonstandard 

varieties of the lower classes, their new primary social networks. At the same 

time, a high percentage of the urban poor are themselves relatively recent 

immigrants from the countryside who have had little access to the standard 

code and retain several caipira elements. Although there is a large gap 

between caipira and the formal, urban standard, "[m]ost of the nonstandard 

features of the language are characteristic of a gradient rather than a sharp 

stratification" (Bortoni-Ricardo 1985:10). Rural dialects represent the sharpest 

break in this gradient; nevertheless, there is a clear merging of caipira with the 

nonstandard urban dialects. 

There are a few phonetic features that are indexical of caipira 

specifically, such as the pronunciation of i^ instead of r, the substitution of I with 

f and /li/ with i, and the nonfricative te, ti, de, and di. However, most of the 

nonstandard spellings of caipira characters' speech actually coincides with 
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unmarked, urban, colloquial speech; in English, "says" is always pronounced 

"sez," rather than denoting a particular class or regional identity. The following 

excerpts (Sousa 1990d:30-32). demonstrate the significant overlap between 

caipira and general, nonstandard but unmarked Brazilian speech. The first line 

is written in the comics' caipira eye dialect (CED); the second provides an eye 

dialect version of relatively unmarked Brazilian Portuguese pronunciation 

(BPP); and the third is in standard Brazilian Portuguese orthography (SBP). 

CED: O Ze Leie! Vai mi dize qui oce num ta mi vendo? 
BPP; O Ze Lelel Vai mi dize qui (o)ce nem ta mi vendo? 
SBP: O Ze Lelel Vai me dizer que voce nao esta me vendo? 

Hey, Crazy Joe! You mean you can't see me? 

CED: Mais inda tenho... qui cuida das galinha... 
SP; Mais ainda tenho... qui cuida das galinha... 
SWP: Mas ainda tenho... que cuidar das galinhas... 

But I still have to... take care of the hens... 

As demonstrated by these excerpts, the eye dialects of caipira and 

relatively standard pronunciation are not very different; rather, both differ 

sharply from standard orthography, just as spoken English differs from written 

English. Thus the cultural continuum that the comics represent is actually well 

established in Brazilian dialects; given that the harmony of social relations is a 

major theme in these comics, the selective use of eye dialect in the comics is 

ironic in that it interrupts this continuum. Marking these characters linguistically 



creates a sharp boundary and underlines social stereotypes of the caipira as 

far rennoved from "modern," urban groups. 

However, this false differentiation is central to the author's 

representation of social difference and relations through caipira-n on caipira 

interactions in both the countryside and the city, with radically different results, 

The countryside is depicted as essentially egalitarian; on his own turf, Chico is 

treated as an equal. The linguistic marking of cultural difference allows the 

author to distribute standard visual markers of race (including hair color, hair 

texture, and eye color) and class (shoes versus large, bare feet) across cultural 

boundaries to demonstrate harmonious relations in the countryside. 

Furthermore, the rural-past becomes a site for nostalgia and moralizing stories. 

Chico's life of hard, honest work and the relative autonomy of his family's land 

hearkens back to "the simple life" in "the good old days;" the remote location 

(in time and space) implies a return to "true human nature" such that the social 

relations and official morality of the military regime (e.g., hard work, individual 

effort, highly differentiated gender roles) imagined in the series are naturalized 

and legitimated (Clifford 1986; Hall 1981; Rosaldo 1989). It is interesting to 

note the presence of the Church in Chico Bento (representing the past) but not 

in the turma comics (representing the present); this selective incorporation may 

reflect the gradual divergence of Church and State ideologies during the 



dictatorship as the Church began to take up issues of human rights (l\/lontero 

and Delia Cava 1988). 

In contrast to the harmonious relations depicted in the countryside, 

caipira-noncaipira relations in the city are conflictual and hierarchical. In the 

city, Chico is ridiculed as backward, ignorant, and unable to adapt~the 

media's standard, negative stereotype of caipiras. For example, when he visits 

his cousin in the city, he has difficulty with language, customs, and supposedly 

urban amenities such as electricity, the movies, and cafeterias (Sousa 1989b:3-

7). The ridicule of others and his cousin's continual attempts to educate him 

and correct his behavior characterize his experience of moving to the city, 

where caipira culture and language are clearly considered inferior and must be 

abandoned in favor of urban norms. 

Thus the caipira has apparently conflicting social meanings in the 

comics. In the rural-past, he represents morality and cultural roots that may be 

used for the construction of national identity in concert with the military's 

values; in the urban-present he is an impediment to progress, also a goal of 

the regime. In other words, there has been a selective appropriation of caipira 

characteristics for different purposes of nation building. Ruben George Oliven 

has studied the ways in which attributes of certain groups are appropriated, 

resemanticized, and ultimately transformed into national symbols. This process 

involves the rejection of "offensive," "disorderly," and "dangerous" elements and 



30 

the recuperation of decorative, exotic, and ideologically appropriate material 

(Oliven 1984:143-144). In Chico Bento, the "violence" and "laziness" of caipiras 

are clearly rejected-indeed, they are replaced with gentleness and a strong 

\Nork ethic; on the other hand, the relationship to the land and the "simple" 

subsistence lifestyle are recuperated for their nostalgic and moralizing 

resources, their potential as symbols of social cohesion, for constructing a 

vision of Brazil's rural-past. Thus a broad national identity is strictly delimited 

and transformed Into a canned and neutralized commodity, a stereotype for 

consumption (Hall 1981). Furthermore, Oliven notes that the manner in which 

producers of mass culture in Brazil choose elements produced by dominated 

groups and incorporate them into national symbols has political advantages; 

as he cites Fry, 

the conversion of ethnic synnbols into national symbols not only hides a 

situation of... domination but makes the task of denouncing it much more 

difficult. When the very symbols of ethnic boundaries are converted into the 

symbols that characterize the nation, one has converted something which was 

originally dangerous into something 'clear,' 'safe' and 'tamed' (Fry in Oliven 

1984:150). 

Thus Chico Bento represents an attempt to establish an official version 

of the Brazilian past, transition, and present. Elements from the caipira past 

serve to root the population in the national soil and naturalize a "true nature" of 



Brazilians located in the moral "good old days." The transition to an urban, 

industrial nation is portrayed as a necessary to progress. In this process, a 

hierarchy emerges--the relative superiority of urban over rural populations-yet 

social difference is incorporated in such a way as to deflect criticism, making 

any contestation appear "unBrazilian." 

The revisionism of the comics is also seen in Papa Capim (Grass Eater), 

an isolated sidestrip that appears primarily in the Chico Bento series. Papa 

Capim focuses on the life of an indigenous boy who lives in the woods yet in 

view of a large, highly industrial city. Papa Capim and Chico Bento represent 

two major rural populations in Brazilian history and, in the comics, are similar 

in their opposition to the threatening, highly industrialized city; however, there 

Is no contact between them. Through this segregation, not only are issues 

regarding the appropriation of land, enslavement, and violence elided but the 

indigenous elements of caipira culture are erased. The construction of Brazilian 

identity in the comics makes no reference to an indigenous past; rather, 

indigenous populations are portrayed as exotic decoration of (historically 

European) national soil, Thus picking and positing fragments to be woven into 

the national identity presented in the comics results in conflicting continuities 

and discontinuities. The turma series portrays continuity from Europe to Brazil 

and Chico Bento addresses the rural-urban transition. Taken together, the 

turma, Chico Bento, and Papa Capinn would represent a cultural continuum: 



from the indigenous Papa Capim, to the indigenous/European caipira in 

transition, to the more modern turma members. However, the intersecting 

ideologies represented are interrupted by the segregation of the series and by 

juxtaposing Papa Capim and Chico Bento with a highly industrialized city 

rather than each other or the small-town turma. 

Thus Globo comics collapse space and time in constructing an image of the 

Brazilian nation, its history, and its future. The nostalgic power of social tropes 

such as childhood and the countryside are used in representing an imagined 

community of shared space and experience. However, the past and present 

ideals portrayed not only exclude violence against subordinated groups but 

also posit differential value of social groups in depicting national history. The 

following section further investigates the importance of relative social roles in 

the construction of national identities. 



HITTING HOME: FAMILY AND PLACE 

A common method of constructing the imagined community of nationalism is 

through tropes of kinship. The notion of kinship may work on different levels, 

from designating a model of immediate family to an overarching pattern of 

social relations. In each case, people are assigned relative roles or "places" 

according to varied social criteria. Whereas the immediate family is structured 

primarily along the lines of age and gender, the national kinship structure may 

include class, race, and ethnicity as well. In either case, kinship is a powerful 

means of assigning meaning to quotidian, lived experience. 

The Family in Brazil 

Globo comics promote the nuclear family not only as the moral 

foundation of Brazilian society but as the basic unit of social production and 

reproduction. Representing this model requires communicating roles and 

relations distinguished according to gender and age. Characters are carefully 

and consistently marked for the attributes that determine their "places" and 

distinguish them from each other. Thus marked, their relations reveal the 

structure of social relations--the Brazilian ideal-promoted in the comics. 

The neighborhood is dominated by boys. The younger ones all wear 

shirts and shorts (common attire for young boys in Brazil), antagonize Monica, 

and worship the "attractive" girls from afar. The older ones, some of whom 
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already use the long pants of male adulthood, often date and compete for 

girls-they are futher along the route to nuclear family adulthood. There are 

only two girls who appear regularly, Monica and IVIagali, and Magali is a minor 

character. All girls wear babydolls, which are strikingly urban for such a rural 

setting but serve to differentiate them from the boys and stress their youth. 

These young girls do not date yet but are already concerned with dating and 

beauty, sometimes taking advertisement blonds as their models. IVlonica would 

appear to be an exception to normative femininity in that she has incredible 

physical strength and fights back. However, she is generally a sweet girl who 

is very concerned with being attractive and popular, and is often distressed by 

her inability to be demure or ladylike. Furthermore, her lack of femininity brings 

her grief-the boys constantly taunt her and call her short, fat, and bucktoothed 

precisely because they know she is insecure in her attractiveness. Thus the 

primary tension in the comics lies in Monica's youthful deviation from the 

gender norm. 

At least for the white middle class of the turma comics, the husband's 

national duty is to be a family man and a productive member of the paid labor 

force and the wife's national duty is to keep house and reproduce the work 

force; thus gender roles are central to ensuring patterns of economic 

production, social reproduction, and continuity of the nation. The only men are 

Cebolinha's father, who appears occassionally, and Monica's father, who 
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appears even less frequently. Both are responsible family men who wear suits 

and work all day at the office* Suits are not standard attire for office workers, 

particularly in such a rural setting; thus such definitively male clothing functions 

as a signifier of both class and gender. The women wear knee-length dresses 

and come in two types: Cebolinha's matronly mom, who is generally doing 

housework in an apron, and the other kids' moms, who are tall, thin, and sexy; 

when in the house, they generally wear an apron as well. The women's 

dresses and aprons and the men's suits are gendered uniforms that highlight a 

private/public dichotomy, the difference between the "house" and the "street" in 

Brazilian culture. As the Brazilian socioanthropologist Gilberto Freyre stated, 

"[a] characteristic of the patriarchal regime is for the man to make the woman 

a creature as different from himself as possible" (Freyre and Collier 1971:97). 

The adult, female gender role is occasionally the focus of short, 

anomalous stories, generally grouped in single issues, that deal with women's 

work in the home and represent an attempt to coopt feminist discourse. The 

explicit message of these stories is that housework is difficult, housewives 

should be validated for their domestic services, and husbands should help out 

sometimes; however, women are never depicted in the paid labor force. Rather 

than conceding women's participation in the paid workforce while maintaining 

strict gender divisions in the home, as frequently occurs in the US media, the 

house/street dichotomy is unbroken. The wife's role in not only limited to the 



home but emphasized through the lack of maids--a striking omission in this 

middle-class setting; the husband's role as a good "family man" is merely 

emphasized, not altered, in that his occasional domestic duties such as 

cleaning and playing with the children are clearly depicted as mere bouts of 

good humor. Thus the male performance of domestic chores are entirely out of 

character, inversions that prove the rule. 

For example, in one short story Cebolinha plays house, pretending to 

cook, clean, wash clothes, and put the baby to sleep; he then goes home and 

watches contentedly as his father does the dishes (Sousa 1990i:14). These 

moralizing stories represent a performative contradiction; that is, what is 

represented explicitly is contradicted by implicit messages (Eagleton 

1991:118). Cebolinha's father generally takes his wife's housework for granted-

-a common theme--and Cebolinha repeatedly chooses a fate worse than death 

(Monica's wrath) rather than play house. In another story, a new girl comes 

and beats the boys at marbles, cards, and soccer; the boys end up drearily 

playing house (Sousa 1990c:29-32). In most stories, girls are portrayed as 

unwilling and incapable of such "boys' games, and here the boys are forced to 

play house glumly because they have been emasculated, forced into inferior, 

female roles. 

Gender roles in Chico Bento are similar to those of the turma but are 

further exaggerated. Chico is rather tougher in his interactions with nature and. 
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although he is Cebolinha's age, he is already dating, which reinforces 

stereotypes of rural populations as sexually more precocious. His girlfriend 

Rosinha (Rosie), the only permanent girl character, appears purely as an 

object of romance. Her personality is underdeveloped and far more feminine 

than her counterparts' in the turma. She has long black braids in ribbons that 

match her strap shoes, and wears earrings and a party dress--the standard 

urban stereotype of the caipira girl. Like most of the turma's mothers, Chico's 

mother is tall and thin, and wears a knee-length dress, earrings, and dainty 

flats, and she is usually doing housework in an apron. The only other adult 

female is Chico's sexy teacher, a city element, who is tall, thin, blond, wears 

glasses, lipstick, high heels, and a pleated skirt. 

This exaggeration of gender stereotypes progresses to a third degree in 

Papa Capim. Papa Capim is a stereotypical, homogenized representation of an 

indigenous boy, with bowl-cut hair, who wears loincloths in front and back 

suspended by a waist cord. He is even more macho than Chico, interested in 

showing his virility through childish acts of bravery involving wildlife and 

warfare (Sousa 1990a:53-56, 1990e:15-17). His efforts are attempts to impress 

his girlfriend, Jandira, who is even more feminine than Rosinha. And whereas 

Rosinha is attractive in a "wholesome" way, Jandira is flat out sexy-albeit 

innocent-with a short feather skirt, red earrings, long hair, and large, droopy 

eyes with accentuated eyelashes; her personality is even more impoverished. 



38 

This eroticization follows a long tradition in representations of indigenous 

peoples; Freyre heartily furthered this stereotype in his works: 

The milieu in which Brazilian life began was one of sexual intoxication. No 

sooner had the European leaped ashore than he found his feet slipping among 

the naked Indian women... The women were the first to offer themselves to the 

whites, the more ardent ones going to rub themselves against the legs of these 

beings whom they supposed to be gods. They would give themselves to the 

Europeans for a comb or a broken mirror (Freyre 1946:85). 

The projection of gender difference and normative heterosexualiy into 

the past serves to naturalize them and place them in a privileged relation to 

national origins. Locating differentiated gender roles, based on stereotyped, 

heterosexual relations that culminate in marriage, in ever-more remote sites in 

time and space enables the naturalization of relations, their transformation into 

essential, primordial, gendered identities. Thus the comics appear merely to 

reflect "human nature" and the active social construction of these identities and 

relations are elided. 

Given the regime's ordering of social production and reproduction, the comics 

support Sonia Alvarez's assertion that "the modern State... is not neutral on 

gender issues" (1989:207); however, it is in the State's interest to appear 

neutral-for example, through the naturalization of social roles-whenever 
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possible so as to deflect criticism. The repressive representations of gender 

roles found in these comics are certainly not confined to the military 

government in Brazil or even to conservative governments in general. Instead, 

as Alvarez and others have pointed out, sexism may be found even in 

otherwise progressive, democratic social movements; for example, within the 

civil rights movements of Brazil and the US, gender issues have often been 

dismissed as self-serving and divisive. Social differences according to gender, 

like race, may be delineated and defined as subjugated identities within 

national unity, which takes precedence. Indeed, Radhakrishnan points out that 

"the politics of nationalism signals the subordination if not the demise of 

women's politics" (1992:78). The imagined community and moral cause of 

nationalism, particularly in cases of "national emergency" (including internal 

threats), is a strategy for subordinating the interests of various groups. In this 

manner, those who would criticize oppression within the structure of Brazilian 

society are accused of treason, of diverting effort from the national cause. 

The Brazilian Family 

On another level, the analogy of kinship may be used to delineate the 

relative roles and relations of Brazilians in general, the matrices of social 

difference that come together to form the overarching national unit of the 

"Brazilian Family." An understanding of the Brazilian social structure portrayed 



in the comics requires an investigation of the differentially valued roles or 

"place" of constituents according to such social criteria as race, class, and 

gender. Indeed, according Renato Ortiz, the valuation of groups is particularly 

important politically because it is at the base of representing national identity 

and legitimating the status of various social groups (Ortiz 1985:8). 

As seen in the treatment of gender, social differences are marked in 

order to identify various groups so that their relations may be portrayed. 

Explicitly moralistic stories often emphasize the egalitarianism of Brazilian 

social structure, yet these are generally undermined by pervasive, implicit 

messages of hierarchy. The overarching message is that of harmony despite 

difference, so long as members know their place in the hierarchy. 

(Middle-) Class society 

Perhaps the most accessible social difference in terms of this formula is 

class. The subtlety of representations of class difference in the turma comics is 

instantiated through the use of shoes, which are worn by only a few 

characters. This lack of shoes may be a nostalgic mechanism, remembering 

the good old, carefree, barefoot years. And because there is no segregation of 

children based on their use of shoes, class harmony, despite difference, is 

established. On the other hand, the implicit message is that even in a fantasy 

world, some will not have shoes-that is, class society is validated. This is 



particularly important in that shoes traditionally represent a marker of freedom 

from slavery (Karasch 1987:130-131,362). 

In both Chico Bento and the turma comics, there are occasional "poor is 

better" episodes; the reader is encouraged to pity the wealthy and admire the 

"humanly rich" who have many friends and can entertain themselves through 

their imagination rather than relying on expensive toys (Sousa 1991:36-39, 

1993:3-9). These moralistic stories celebrate low economic status and thus 

legitimate class society. Furthermore, in the turma comics they are undercut by 

the predominant wealth seen in the majority of stories (e.g., the characters' 

modern homes and seemingly endless funds for sweets, elaborate costumes, 

and parties); the core of Brazilian national identity is clearly portrayed as 

middle class. However, there is an anomaly: there are no dishwashers or 

washing machines, and the characters' mothers are frequently depicted 

washing something by hand. This is striking in that middle-class families in 

Brazil almost invariably have maids, who are generally not white. Showing 

maids in the comics would involve a blatant representation of social inequality 

in terms of class as well as race. Not only does the omission of maids 

reinforce the role of the mother as housewife, it also enables the portrayal of a 

more level social organization. 
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Becoming White 

Race is a particularly important factor in the construction of Brazilian 

national identity; indeed, race and nationalism may be reciprocally constructed 

(Alonso 1994). As in the case of gender and class, the turma conics involve a 

discourse of race in which explicit messages of a racial democracy are 

undercut by an implicit hierarchy according to particular physical 

characteristics. An analysis of the place of race in the overarching Brazilian 

Family represented in the comics requires an understanding of the role of race 

in the construction of national identity in Brazilian history. 

At various moments in Brazilian history, elites have subscribed to 

different trends in racial thought that have had consequences for the 

interpretation of the nature and future of Brazil as well as the country's relation 

to Europe. Even into the twentieth century, Brazilian elites considered 

themselves Europeans in the tropics with secondary regional identities. After 

abolition, race became a central issue; ironically, it was Europe that pressured 

Brazil for abolition and Europe that subsequently exported theories of scientific 

racism. According to Skidmore's (1990) studies on race in Brazil, Brazilian 

elites suffered from a national inferiority complex; because a large portion of 

the population was not European, they considered Brazil less civilized for 

biological, social, and/or environmental reasons. Brazilian society was seen as 

a fusion of three races-white, black, and indigenous. Whites considered 



43 

themselves not only as superior but as having the greatest influence; on the 

other hand, they considered the "less evolved" black and indigenous 

populations, not to mention the "biologically unsound" mulattos, as 

representing an obstacle to the civilization of the country (Ortiz 1985:19-20). 

This Eurocentrism only began to diminish during WWl, when Europe's 

"civilized" image was damaged and nationalist intellectuals began to see racist 

national theory as the Europeans' means of justifying the exploitation of less 

industrialized countries (Skidmore 1990:18). Subsequently, Brazilian nationalist 

thought came to critique racist theories that condemned Brazil to perpetual 

second-class status. The escape came in the form of a compromise; whites 

were still considered superior but the presence of mulattos was redefined as 

proof that the population was "whitening." This whitening was the result of the 

"strong genes" of the Portuguese descendants, the government-subsidized 

importation of Europeans for the workforce after abolition, and economic 

development in general. Evidence for whitening was taken from the national 

census, in which increasingly fewer members of the population identified 

themselves as black and mulatto; for example, between the 1872 and 1890 

censuses, whites increased from 38 to 44 percent, mulattos decreased from 38 

to 32 percent, and blacks decreased from 20 to under 15 percent (Skidmore 

1990:19). 
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According to the new racial theory, through whitening Brazil was to 

evolve into a socially and biologically superior nation; thus identity was 

redefined byreinterpreting the significance of a racial group. Brazilians were no 

longer condemned to inferiority on a national level but rather were progressing 

toward an ideal to be achieved through whitening, which signifies not only 

racial supremacy but modernity (Ortiz 1985:21). This location of national 

identity in the future puts a different spin on Brazil's frequent designation as 

"the country of the future." Henceforth, the primary racial categories shifted to a 

new triad: white, mulatto, and black. This valorization scheme and social 

strategies conducive to whitening are regnant to this day, as evinced in such 

Brazilian expressions as "melhorar a raqa" (improve the breed), "limpar o 

sangue" (cleanse the blood), and, intersecting with gender roles, "preta p'ra 

trabalhar, branca p'ra se casar, e mulata p'ra fornicar" (a black woman to 

work, a white woman to marry, and a mulatta for sex) (Gilliam 1988:526). 

Higher class position may contribute to "embranquecimento" (whitening) but 

not totally overcome skin tone, leading to expressions such as "cogar detras 

das orelhas" (to scratch behind the ears), which implies that the subject is not 

entirely white or was previously not white. There are also a number of 

expressions to designate intermediary status--those who are not really white 

but have some "white characteristics," such as "branco da terra" (home-grown 



white person), "branco baiano" (Bahian white), and "saruaba" and "sarara" 

(referring to the possession of particular physical features) (Gilliam 1988:526). 

The works of socioanthropologlst Gilbert© Freyre, who began publishing 

in the 1930s, have been highly influential in the reinterpretation of race in 

Brazilian society. Freyre proclaims that miscegenation is not only desirable but 

also proof that the meeting of the races in Brazil was harmonious, leading to a 

racial democracy and thus a unique, superior Brazilian national race and 

culture: for Freyre, racial harmony becomes a timeless, national essence. 

According to Freyre, the races came together in the Big House of the pre-

industrial sugar plantations in the Northeast to form The Brazilian Family, from 

which all Brazilians derive their identities; as he states, "the Big House is the 

intimate history of practically every Brazilian (Freyre 1956:xliii). In the Big 

House, the paternalistic nature of the lordly, white owners, their lust, and 

miscegenation are to have attenuated the relationship of domination; sexual 

relations were a vehicle for social harmony between races and classes. 

However, Freyre himself noted that "these [sexual] relations between white 

men and colored women did not cease to be those of 'superiors' with 

'inferiors' (1956;xxix); rather, he describes the construction of a harmonious 

hierarchy. Thus Freyre's version of Brazilian national identities is based on a 

particular region, the home, and an analogy of kinship based on the social 

constructions of class, race, and gender. 
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Brazil's designation as a racial democracy has been remarkably 

persistent despite qualitative and quantitative evidence of systematic racism in 

Brazil in the past and present. Studies have demonstrated the harsh conditions 

and punishment of slaves (Karasch 1983; Schwartz 1987:79-80) and the 

general violence and fear that characterized slavery in Brazil. Although "[t]he 

once popular myth of the benign nature of Brazilian slavery has to a large 

extent been laid to rest by scholarship in the last two decades" (Schwartz 

1984:84), the image remains. There is also overwhelming evidence of racism 

and racial discrimination in Brazil today. However, this racism is somewhat 

obscured by a complex system of categorization that includes various shades 

of skin color as well as economic status; it is also masked by the repeated 

assertions of racial equality. During the military dictatorship of 1964-1985, 

social movements protesting race, class, and gender inequalities were strictly 

repressed, as criticism was tantamount to treason. Promoting the image of a 

racial democracy and suppressing dissent were critical to the legitimation of 

the State (Ortiz 1985:9). By masking racism in Brazil, 

the government can effectively ignore the lack of social and economic 

opportunity of Afro-Brazilians as a social group. Not only has this policy 

officially absolved the government from its inaction, but virtually all Brazilians, 

including blacks, adhere to the official whitening process as a means of 

improving their condition (Niani 1992:229). 



In fact, during the earlier years of the military regime the census did not 

include the category of race; subsequent census reports have demonstrated 

systematic racial discrimination. For example, 84 percent of white men are 

married to white women, 11.9 to mulattas, and only 2.2 to blacks (IBGE 1990); 

in 1987 the average monthly income for was $214 for whites, $100 for 

mulattos, and $87 for blacks (IBGE 1990); and the increase in average income 

with further formal education was significantly lower for blacks and mulattos 

than for whites (IBGE 1985). Preventing the collection of such data during the 

military dictatorship had the effect of obfuscating this systematic racial 

discrimination. According to contemporary activists, the current process of 

democratization is dependent upon uncovering and combating inequality 

(Alvarez 1989; Mainwairing 1989). For the black movement, this means raising 

racial consciousness, reasserting the importance of race, in order to recognize 

and organize against racism in Brazil. 

Race in Globo's Family 

The treatment of race in Globe comics follows the model of a racial 

democracy with the goal of whitening. As in the treatment of class and gender, 

there is a striking discrepancy between explicit and implicit messages. Both 

Chico Bento and the turma comics have occasional antiracist stories, including 

a Monica story from the 1970s, "The Blues" ("Os Azuis"), which won an 



honorable nnention at international conferences [reprinted in Sousa 1989c;2-

16). In this story, IVIonica accidentally passes into another dinnension where 

everybody is blue, and she is ostracized by all as an "orange" ("white") who 

should not be allowed to leave "there"-she is out of her "place." After returning 

to her "reality," she is sad that "places still exist where they think that the nnost 

important thing... is skin color" (1989c:16). In 1986, Editora Globo produced a 

similarly blatant, moralizing story about racism in Chico Bento called "The 

Different One" (Sousa 1986b;3-11), In this story, a green boy is ostracized until, 

as an adolescent, he meets Chico and is accepted by his group of friends. 

Significantly, he does not date until he meets and marries a green woman. 

Thus within the promotion of racial harmony, racial segregation in marriage is 

maintained. In Brazil, interracial friendship often does not present a problem 

but interracial marriage does. The latter represents breaking the racial line of 

The Brazilian Family; for white males, nonwhite females are appropriate for sex 

but not marriage. This distinction is seen in the interracial marriage statistics 

and discussed earlier as well as the phrase "a black woman to work, a white 

woman to marry, and a mulatta for sex." 

Aside from these blatantly moralizing, anti-racist stories, it is important to 

consider the more subtle treatment of race in the turma comics. The turma 

comics involve a discourse of race with explicit messages of racial harmony, 

even democracy. In order to portray these relations, race must first be 



represented, and the difficulty of communicating race subtly is apparent. The 

children are all colored as very light Caucasians, a nordic "white." However, this 

does not necessarily signify such a heritage. Such a "white" would be a 

distinctly marked "white" in Brazil; an unmarked "white" involves a range of skin 

colors as well as numerous other social criteria, such as socioeconomic class, 

that are difficult to represent visually. However, to color the characters anything 

other than the standard cartoon caucasian would imply that they were not 

"white." Rather than through skin color, social differences among "whites" are 

communicated in the comics through signifiers such as hair color and texture 

and eye color. In the end, the basic, unmarked racial identity is established as 

"white." The main characters demonstrate a few variations-Cascao has frizzy 

hair-but racial difference is relegated to secondary characters. 

This difficulty of representation also arises with the one nonwhite 

character, Jeremias. "Black," like "white," is a complex signifier that cannot be 

reduced to a skin tone. The difficulty of representing "black" is evident in 

designating a representative color both ideologically and technically. The result 

is a highly variable use of color and tone in depicting Jeremias, which is a 

striking departure from the highly standardized and regular use of form and 

color in the comics. Jeremias' skin color may be Ink black, dark brown, brown, 

tan, off white, or white; indeed, the use of big lips and nappy hair are 

occasionally the only signifiers of "black" (Figure 2). 
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Figure 2: Representations of "black." Sources; Sousa 1989a:55, 1986a:24, 

1990g:27, 1990h:42. Reproduced with the permission of Mauricio de Sousa 

ProduQoes. 

Elements such as Jeremias' use of shoes and the blond Humberto's 

lack of shoes appear to be rather self-conscious wild cards, the exceptions that 

prove the rule. Inspection of the larger treatment of visual markers of social 

status reveals significant hierarchization. Blonds are generally associated with 
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science, holiness, and models of attractiveness (particularly girls"); for 

example, the blond Franginha (Little Bangs/Fringe) is always engaging in 

scientific experiments. The vast majority of the characters' eyes are colored in 

with the black ink used for outlines; this norm may suggest unmarked, brown 

eyes. The occasional use of green or blue eyes is very marked, and further 

emphasizes the characteristics associated with blonds; for example, Anginho 

(Little Angel) is a blond, blue-eyed guardian angel with little white wings and a 

halo. Note that the blond and barefoot Humberto does not have the added 

distinction of "colored eyes," and his hair is frizzy, unlike the characters 

associated with science, holiness, and attractiveness. Also, Jeremias has 

shoes but is clearly embarrassed by his "bad" hair (Sousa 1990g:27-32). Thus 

there is a conscious effort to depict egalitarianism explicitly, but It is subverted 

on a less obvious level so that status hierarchies are implicitly reinforced. 

The marginalization of racially subordinate subjects in the turma comics 

is par for the course in the Brazilian media and, indeed, in the society as a 

whole; blacks are "invisible" except during Carnaval (when they provide 

entertainment through music, dance, and sex); normally, they are merely 

caricatures in the background (e.g., servants) (Moore 1988:213). Jeremias is 

"The Eurocentric model of female beauty is typical of the Brazilian media in 
general; both black and mulatta women appear primarily as background characters 
such as maids, and the negative stereotype of mulattas as '"sexy and loose' and 
ready to dance the samba" is omnipresent [Moore 1988:216]. 
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the only black character, and marginal at that; in any case, like the series 

based on Pele, he is a "black with a white soul" (Cirne 1990:56), included in 

the Globo comics because he retains no cultural specificity. Moacy Cirne has 

denounced the racist exclusion characteristic of Globo and most other 

Brazilian comic books, arguing that Mauricio's equation of the white, middle-

class with the core of the nation demonstrates the "universality" of his comics 

and erases ethnic particularism (Cirne 1990:56). However, the blatant (if 

superficial) references to Brazilianness through language, setting, and themes 

contradicts this premise; the comics are not universal in the sense of being 

"anational." Rather, an alternative interpretation is that the author is concerned 

with presenting an image of Brazil located firmly in the First World. The core of 

national identity is based on the white middle-class of the most industrialized 

area and then generalized through pan-Brazilian signifiers and selective 

nostalgia. In summary, the comics' Brazil has almost achieved the national 

goal of whitening the population; Jeremias, the last nonwhite element, is 

already "culturally white" and, indeed, appears to be capable of whitening 

physically. 
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CONCLUSION 

Globo comics provide a totalizing, patriotic, modern image of the Brazilian 

nation, a visual model of the ideology of industrialization. This vision represents 

a historicity of the nation--a sense of what Brazil has been, is, and can become 

(Touraine 1977), assigning social meaning across space and time. The comics 

represent an attractively packaged "attempt to give unitary and unifying 

expression to what are in reality multifaceted and differential historical 

experiences of groups within society, denying their particularity (Corrigan and 

Sayer 1985:4). Setting the parameters of social memory, the selective and 

constructed representation of the past, is essential to nation building (Touraine 

1977; Alonso 1988, 1994). Locating elements in the past and demonstrating 

continuity serves to legitimate the structure of social relations through both 

naturalization and a sense of destiny: in the comics, Brazilians are becoming 

their essense: a modern nation of white, middle-class, heterosexual, nuclear 

families firmly rooted in Brazilian soil. The social position of the "core" is 

legitimated, and internal others are located in the past or the background, 

robbed of their specificity, marginalized, or written out of history altogether. 

The persuasiveness of this vision of national unity is based on emotive 

tropes of common experience, such as childhood and the rural-urban 

transition-idealized, sanitized, and selectively portrayed. The rhetorical power 

of the comics lies in targeting the quotidian, the lived experience of the 



population, through social tropes of the home, primary social relations, land, 

and urbanization. At the same time, the comics provide an attractive fantasy 

vision of the nation, an ideology that "expresses a will, a hope, or nostalgia, 

rather than describing reality" (Althusser 1971:233-234): thus the comics play 

on the desire for freedom, harmony, morality, abundance, and equality. As 

Eagleton points out, 

ruling ideologies can actively shape the wants and desires of those subjected 

to them; but they must also engage significantly with the wants and desires 

that people already have, catching up genuine hopes and needs, reinflecting 

them in ther own particular idiom, and feeding them back to their subjects in 

ways which render these ideologies plausible and attractive (1991:15). 

Through nostalgia for the Utopian past, present, and future of the comics' 

Brazil, such desires are intertwined with modernization-including the concept 

of whitening--yet the selective construction of historical continuity creates a 

sense of destiny, an absence of agency. 

Through such naturalizing devices, the comics appear to represent a 

mere reflection rather than an active construction of Brazilian experience. The 

supposed innocence of the ideological content is further emphasized through 

the use of comic books, which appear to be articles of idle pleasure targeting 

children. However, Dorfman and Mattelart shattered this Illusion in How to 

Read Donald Duck (1971), in which they "exposed the imperialist subtext 



lurking behind the facade of innocuous and 'childish' entertainment, revealing 

all its racist and chauvinist biases," their active role in constructing 

subordinates (Burton 1992:24-25). In this manner, the positive, persuasive, 

and entertaining nature of the comics may be seen as the velvet glove 

masking the iron fist of coersion (Nomez 1983:174; Dorfman and Matterlart 

1971; Burton 1992). 

Feminist literature has provided numerous lessons on the processes 

through which the oppression of women may be masked and the importance 

of deconstructing these processes. Similarly, the investigation of nationalist 

propaganda unveils the processes through which various social groups are 

subordinated and silenced. For example, this analysis has demonstrated the 

means by which not only oppressive gender roles but also the hierarchy of 

racial and ethnic identities are naturalized and legitimated in such a way as to 

silence dissent. The coercive ideological content of the comics illustrates the 

need to investigate not only overtly repressive institutions but also persuasive 

media of social control. As Foucault stated, 

the real political task in a society such as ours is to criticize the workings of 

institutions which appear to be both neutral and independent; to criticize them 

in such a manner that the political violence which has always exercized itself 

obscurely through them will be unmasked, so that one can fight them 

(Rabinow 1984:6). 



Examining the portrayal of national identities in the seemingly innocent format 

of Globo comics represents such an effort. According to contemporary 

Brazilian activists, such deconstructions are essential to the future of human 

rights in Brazil during the current process of democratization (Cirne 1990; 

Garcia 1990; Alvarez 1989; Mainwairing 1989). 
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