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Two Faces of Racial Democracy

To make believe color is not noticed in social situations is to end
up permitting discrimination by default. To recognize that dis-
crimination is an ever-present tendency in any society in which
there is a physically identifiable group is to take the first step in
guarding against prejudice.

—Carl Degler, Neither Black nor White

Analyzing today’s [1968] reality we could almost say that the
Golden Law was signed yesterday. The situation of the free
Negro has changed a little in the 80 years since abolition: low
social, educational, economic, political, and sanitary status, and
the list of frustrations transformed into a strong potentiality of
just resentments by the race.

—Abdias do Nascimento, O negro revoltado

Many are the masks of inequality in Brazil and limited are the strategies of
resistance: Carnival, samba, capoeira, and the representation of the mulatta in
Brazilian literature and culture are a few of the cultural manifestations com-
peting for a place in the exportation of myth and the exploitation of the Afro-
Brazilian experience. Even the most casual observer of Brazil is easily co-opted
into believing that, somehow, it is possible to live in a world free of prejudices
and inequalities given a racial mixture that facilitates harmony and racial
blindness. Roberto Schwarz captures this blindness in Misplaced Ideas when he
cites sarcastically: “Better [to] have good Negroes from the African coast, for
our happiness and theirs, notwithstanding the Briton, with his morbid philan-
thropy, which makes him forget his own home and allows a poor white brother
to die from anger, a slave without a master to pity him; the hypocritical and
stupid Briton, who oversees the destiny of our happy slave and thus exposes
himself to the ridicule of true philanthropy” (19). Hence cultural contact
between Africa and Brazil through the intermediary of the Portuguese colo-
nizer was a “harmonious” and “happy” and “beneficial” one to both parties.
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Here slavery is manipulated and projected as a noble and philanthropic proj-
ect in favor of the slave. The three hundred years of slavery in Brazil and the
subjugation and rape of the Afro-Brazilian mind and soul prove otherwise.

Ironically, some Brazilians have been so brainwashed that this perspec-
tive remains engrained within the myth of racial democracy that pervades
Brazilian identity, life, and culture as manifest, above all, in the legitimiza-
tion of racism. To the student conscious of Brazilian racial relations, nothing
can be further from the truth. For how can there possibly be discrimina-
tion in a racial democracy? And how can Afro-Brazilians be marginalized
and alienated in a so-called racial paradise to which they supposedly belong?
These are pertinent and larger rhetorical questions that orient our discus-
sion in the specific field of Afro-Brazilian literature with particular focus on
Lima Barreto and Machado de Assis. As this study will show, “racial paradise”
translates into a matter of perception, a normalized absurdity that finds justi-
fication in the institutionalized myth of mesticagem or miscigenacdo (race mix-
ture). The comparative discussion of Machado and Barreto raises a number
of questions. While I take the position that Machado’s criticism of social
injustices is less forthright relative to Afro-Brazilians than the open attack
by Barreto, Machado is considered by many as a refined parodist, a subtle
and ironic writer—hence the propensity for critics to misread his intentions.
Edimilson Almeida de Pereira suggests, for example, that “art frees the art-
ist,” but the individual’s freedom is far less significant than the collective,
especially in the preabolition era when energies were directed toward free-
dom for the slaves. I take issue with Pereira’s complacent position in the
sense that Machado de Assis cannot be considered incisive and straightfor-
ward in his criticism of Brazilian society if all he did was avoid confrontation
of volatile political issues through deft use of ambiguity.

Within the limits of this comparative exposition, the frank articulation
of a black/mulatto consciousness in the case of Barreto and the deliberate
assumption of a “false” identity through denial of blackness and a “strate-
gic” alliance with the white establishment as in Machado’s writing, provide
a viable prism for the analysis of the Brazilian dilemma. And a dilemma it
is, for while Machado de Assis is constantly heralded as the greatest Brazil-
ian writer of all times, Lima Barreto is marginalized and relegated to the
place of a melancholic singer of blues in life and death. The irony of this
differential critical reception and success is perhaps most compelling in our
engagement with the life, works, and times of these singular Brazilian writ-
ers. By exploring racial consciousness and implications for inequalities in
late-nineteenth-century and early-twentieth-century Brazil, the select works
of these two canonical writers contrastively confirm and question the myth
of racial democracy—for example, Barreto’s Recordacoes do escrivao Isaias
Caminha and Clara dos Anjos and Machado’s laid Garcia. While these works
are meant as pathways into the literary and cultural theories of each writer,
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they also share a commonality: coming to terms with the perception of the
Brazilian racial reality through the landscapes of Rio de Janeiro and the rep-
resentation of the Afro-Brazilian during slavery and abolition. Contextually,
both writers paint the drama of Rio de Janeiro at the turn of the nineteenth
century but differ in their sociothematic concerns. While Lima Barreto
identifies with the pain and struggles of the urban periphery, Machado
de Assis identifies with the urban bourgeoisie. The contrast is not only an
interesting one, it has implications for the respective writers’ construction
of their own identities as conditioned by societal facade and self-conscious
allegiances. The confessional mode relative to the burden of being black or
mulatto in Barreto contrasts with Machado’s attempt at escaping his African
origin and identity thus making himself a recluse within that false “mulatto
escape hatch.” The attitudes of Machado and Barreto toward their origin
and Afro-Brazilian identity are viable case studies in “escape” as an aesthetic
form of dealing with reality. For Machado, escape translates into a denial of
the racial dilemma, a form of deliberate amnesia that appeals to the carioca,
and by extension the Brazilian upper class, through skillful ambiguity. For
Barreto, however, escape is through the power of the pen, a constructive
and well-channeled anger, partly accusatory and partly therapeutic, with the
ultimate goal of recuperating and negotiating Afro-Brazilian identity and
humanity. Recordacoes and Clara dos Anjos, situated between the earlier and
later phases of Barreto’s career, provide ample evidence of the ideological
stance of the writer against racial discrimination, while laid Garcia belongs
to the intermediary phase of Machado’s literary development, the transi-
tion between the romantic and realist eras. Regardless of when they wrote,
how and what they wrote about are even more relevant if we are to under-
stand their opposite ideologies, which in turn nourished their differing
creative impulses. The unity of these three works lies in the manipulative
problematic of love, be it self-love or the lack of it, as in Machado’s works
or self-love by protest as in Barreto’s.

In his seminal work Sociologia do negro brasileiro, which vividly captures the
essence of these works, Clovis Moura affirms that the literary representation
of the Afro-Brazilian is a direct reflection of the social structure. Urgently
calling for a revisionist approach to the study of Afro-Brazilian literature, he
cites Machado de Assis as a typical example of a whitened writer who is bent
on whitening his characters as well:

Temos o exemplo de Machado de Assis que escreve durante a escravidao
como se vivesse uma realidade urbana européia, querendo branquear os seus
personagens, herodis e heroinas. Toda a primeira geracdo romantica, por isto
mesmo, € uma geracao cooptada pelo aparelho ideolégico ou burocratico do
sistema escravista. Por isto mesmo nao podiam criar uma literatura que refle-
tisse o nosso ser cultural. (27)
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[We have the example of Machado de Assis, who writes during slavery as if
he were living an urban European reality, intent on whitening his characters,
heroes, and heroines. Hence the entire first romantic generation is a co-opted
generation within the ideological and bureaucratic apparatus of the slave system.
That was why they could not portray our cultural reality in their literary works.]

Unlike Machado, Barreto was not able to be co-opted partly due to his con-
sciousness of his racial identity and the burden that accompanied black-
ness in Brazil of the colonial era. Moura goes on to praise Barreto as the
writer who dignifies the Afro-Brazilian as a fictional character who is not
only human but who articulates his own individuality. It is against the back-
ground of these contrastive metaphors of “co-optation” and “dignification”
that we situate our readings of Machado de Assis and Lima Barreto.

Machado de Assis: A Co-opted Writer

The “co-optation” of Machado de Assis is voluntary and self-conscious. In
order to anchor himself on the Aryan pedestal, he must not only claim his
“mulatto-ness,” but must also deny his blackness. Born a mulatto in 1839 to
poor parents, a white mother from the Azores Islands and a black father,
his ambition to transcend the limitations associated with blackness and pov-
erty forced him to distance himself both publicly and privately from issues
related to slavery. While he rose steadily on the social ladder, he sacrificed
his most valuable weapon (his voice) by not openly speaking out against slav-
ery. While Maria Luisa Nunes in her article “The Artist’s Identity” attempts to
rationalize Machado’s indifference, claiming that Machado’s detractors are
motivated by “envy and intrigue further elaborated upon by a large dose of
racism” (189), I insist that social mobility is no excuse for Machado’s cynical
silence and ambiguity in the face of slavery and the abolitionist movement.
One need not be socially mobile in order to pay allegiance to one’s race.

In his obsession with rising socially, Machado focuses his energy on the
creation of characters who have appeal only to the bourgeoisie while ridi-
culing his few black characters by assigning them marginal roles as happy
slaves, domestic servants and suckling black mothers among others. Mach-
ado’s evident need to please his favored white upper-class audience con-
tinues to earn him stiff criticism among some Afro-Brazilian intelligentsia.
I consider this attitude of Machado, even when subconscious, as a quint-
essential case of social and moral irresponsibility. By the time of his death
in 1908, Machado had accomplished perhaps what a black Brazilian could
only dream of at the turn of the twentieth century: acceptance by the cul-
tural elite into the aristocratic society, along with the founding presidency of
the Academia Brasileira de Letras, literary fame, recognition, and popular
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acclaim. But at what price? The most virulent criticism of Machado’s lack of
contribution and commitment to the Afro-Brazilian cause is to be found in
Mirio de Andrade’s conclusion in Aspectos da literatura brasileira. Sarcastically
describing Machado as “um homem que me desagrada e que eu nao deseja-
ria para o meu convivio” (10g; an unpleasant fellow I would not like to have
around me), Andrade dissects the motives and limitations of Machado’s
creative imagination emphasizing the permanent scar on his otherwise fine
accomplishments as a foremost Brazilian writer:

Machado de Assis ¢ um fim, nao é um comeco e sequer um alento novo reco-
lhido em caminho. Ele coroa um tempo inteiro, mas a sua influéncia tem sido
sempre negativa. ... Machado de Assis nao profetizou nada, nao combateu
nada, nao ultrapassou nenhum limite infecundo. Viveu moral e espiritual-
mente escanchado na burguesice do seu funcionarismo garantido e muito
honesto, afastando de si os perigos visiveis. ... E se o Mestre nao pode ser
um protétipo do homem brasileiro, a obra dele nos da a confianca do nosso
mesticamento, e vaia os absolutistas raciais com o mesmo rijo apito com que
Himanitas vaio o sedentarismo das filosofias de contemplac¢ao. (107-8)

[Machado de Assis is an end, not a beginning, not even a fresh breath of air
taken on the way. He crowns an entire period, but his influence has always
been negative. . . . Machado de Assis prophesied nothing. He did not combat
on behalf of any cause, nor did he transcend the limits of his own myopic fecun-
dity. Morally and spiritually, he sat on the fence and safety nest of bourgeois
values, security and respectability of his status as a civil servant, protecting him-
self from all visible danger. . . . But creative works are more valuable than their
creators. And if the Master could never be a true prototype of Brazilian man,
his work encourages us to be proud of our mixed descent, and ridicule racial
absolutes in the same blatant way that Humanities mocked the sedentary phi-
losophies of contemplation.] (Emphasis added)

In the process of protecting himself from his own skin, which is laden with
countless stereotypes, Machado “sold out” to the Europeanized cultural val-
ues that enslaved and still enslave Afro-Brazilians. How can one be proud of
a “mixed descent” when one significant part of that descent is neither recog-
nized nor accepted? Racial absolutism may be a backward reasoning, yet the
survival of one race is as important as the other and that is where the notion
of racial democracy is a hypocritical illusion.

For a writer of national and international fame, the legacy of Machado
de Assis in Brazil remains that of a “great” writer for all times. Yet, to
Afro-Brazilians, those I consider his “neglected people,” he is nothing but
a cowardly traitor whose self-centeredness, alienation, and reliance on the
so-called “mulatto escape hatch” combine to disqualify him as a deserving
contributor to the cause of black liberation, especially during the era of the
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