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Abelardo Rodrigues and Ricardo Aleixo:
The Black Enunciation in Afro-Brazilian Literature

The starting point of a discourse analytical appoach to the complex phenomenom
of racism is to realize that racism, as both social practice and ideology,
manifests itself discursively. On the hand, racist opinions and beliefs are
produced and reproduced by means of discourse, discriminatory exclusionary
practices are prepared, promulgated and legitimates through discourse. One the
other hand, discourse serves to criticize, delegitimate and argue against racist
opinions and practices, that is, to pursue antiracist strategies.

TeunVan Dijk, 1993

It is commonplace to talk abouttheinfluence of African heritagein the
formation of the Brazilian culture and history. However, the active contribution of many
african and africans descendents has suffered fromalack of visibility, sometimes
modified by distorted images created by white perspectives. In theliteraturefield, for
ingance, the black presence used to be portrayed only througha stereotyped characters”
which were stigmeatized with negative atributes. Tha isthe same impression LedaMaria
Martinshas faced in her research aboutthe black presence in thegtre. According to her,
“untitl the 1940s, with rare exceptions, the figuration of blacks on the Brazilian stage
assumed three predominant models: the submissive black, a type of tamed dog who was

docile and passive; the pernicious and/or criminal element, and the black caricature,

! The author is a graduate student at Univesity of Sco Paulo and Fulbright Visiting Researcher at
University of Texas (Latin America Studies Center and Spanish and Portuguese D epartment)

2 See Bastide, Roger  “Esteredtipos de negros através da literatura brasileira”. In. Estudos afro-
brasileiros ( S0 Paulo: Perspectiva, 1973); Brookshaw, David. Race and Color in The Brazilian Literature
(N.J. & London: The Scarecrow Press, Inc. Metuchen, 1986)



whose ridiculous and grotesque behavior motivated, and still motivates , laugher from
the audience.””

Struggling agang such images and at the same time building another paint of
view abouttheir history, theblack writers, men and women®, has been highlighting an
alterndive discourse and drawing another portion of the Brazilian history in thar
writings

In tha sense, thiswork aims at identifying the process of thematic and
figurative valorization in the congdruction of literary narratives produced by enungators
who create Afro-Brazilian podics. Tha podicsisformed by different literary
propostionstha are developed in distinct styles. One of those stylesis articulated in 28
editions of CadernosNegros (Black Notebookg published by the Quilombhoje
Movement in Sao Paulo, whothe pod Abdardo Rodriguesis oneof the members.
Another style is portrayed by Ricardo Aleixo, a poet from Minas Gerais, whos optionis
to write apart from the nominaion QAfro-Brasilian literatureOeven thoughhis poems
project many issues aboutblack identity.

Thetenson beween both discourses represents an interesting chdlengefor the
debae aboutblack diasporain Brazil. Also, the current work seek to coinddewith the
law 1063603 offering, according to semiotics paadigms, another perspective to

research the contribution of Black peoplein Brazilian sodety. Thenamed law strongly
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recommendsand monitors theingitutionsof the eductiond system and the teaching of

the African and Afro-Brazilian culture, literature and history.

Introducing Rodrigues and Aleixo

Abdardo Rodrguesis oneof the pods who co-foundel, in o Paulo, the black
literary movement named Quilombhoje Literatura, which isresponsble for publishing
anudly an anthology of poams and short-stories known as Cadernos Negros (Black
Notebooks.> Hewas born in asubutb in Sao Paulo, in 1952,and he has published one
individud book (Mem—ia danoite. Sao JosZdosCampos Ed. do Autor, 1978(poemnas),
but mog of hiswork (poems and short-stories) can befoundin the collective anthologies
organized either by or for podsinvolved in the aready mentioned literary movement.

In the current work, he represents a writing style of the black enungationin
Brazilian literature, which means amongother elements, to movefromthe postion of
obiject to that of subject of thediscourse. To achieve such agod, heand other pods as
well, who are organized aroundCadernos Negros, have chos the option to continue
talking as a collective voice notonly agang racism, butalso usng literature to promote
another angle of thesilenced history. In hiswork, it has foundavoice as saying @ am

blackQ and Q am part of the African diaspora and that needsto be broughtto the surface
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in Brazilian sodetyQ Such elements are presented asin thevisible enundated asin the
enundation, according to the A. J. Greimas semiotics paradigms.®

Therefore, the complex discussion aboutblack identity and thar own literary
and aesthetic perspective admits other styles of writing, such asthe onearticulated by the
pod Ricardo Aleixo. He was bom in the capital of the state of Minas Gerais, in 1960.He
is poe, songwriter, multimedia performer, editor and cultural activist.” Unlike Rodrigues,
hisworks are notusudly linked to any group. | said usudly because sometimes he makes
paternshipswith others pods aroundthe county to struggle for better conditionsfor the
poery field, for ingance, with themovement called Literatura Urgente,® by which hegot
togaher with pods linked to the movement known as “Literatura de Invengdo ™.

Althoughtmod of hislifeis dedicated to the struggle agang racism and to
promote racial diversity (hehas been the coordinaor of the Festival Internaciond de Arte
NegraDBFAN, in Belo Horizonte/MG). His booksalways bring some elements of the
African heritage, such as signsof candonble@ influence, he does not call himself a black
pod, nather does he states tha wha he does can be consdered a typical African-
Brazilian podry. In his statements, he does podry; tha isall. He does notget used to
being arepresentative speaker of black people in hiswritings heworksindividudly
more than as part of a collective. In every bookhe portrays a hugeknowliedge of

internaiond literature, and heis aways talking about pods who have influenced him,
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mog of whomare French one but also some Americans Africansand Brazilians such as
those fromthe Concrete Poetry Movement. He has a strong concern aboutthe aesthetic
and heisvery carefully to link words, the soundsand images tha come from them. Such
deep concern aboutaesthetics drives him to criticize thework of pods labded as African-
Brazilian pods asif they were excessively focused on thethemes of thar works and less
worried abouttheliterary perspective of the poems. However, such European influence
and his degp concentration onits aesthetic paradigms is oneof the characteristics which
pods from Cadernos Negros try to avoid, since they consder it an impostive imposed

aesthetic, which does not represent the cultural diversity of theworld.?

Two different ways to claim for a new appoach

Althoughboth Aleixo and Rodrigues have been working in opposte directions
regarding method it isimpossible to ignare tha both represent African-Brazilian voices
speaking for themselves, aboutthemselves and about several aspects of thar perspectives
in Brazil sodety, and also as pat of thedynamic African diaspora experience. However,
in according with semiotics paradigms, the self-nomination isimportant butit cannot
prevail over what is pointed out in thetext, once the text has the elements which indicate
theethosof itsarticulator. In linewith such semiotcs approach, this work does notfollow
the strict opinion of the authors, when they say @ am thisQ Q am thaQ and so on.

Ingead of following exclugvely tho statements, this work seeks to apprehend how both
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draw ther pesond struggle and howthey emphasize the aspirationsof black people in
Brazil. My assumptionis tha even thoughboth follow different approachs what they are
pursuing are vastly related.

To follow this suppostion, | chose onepoem by Abdardo Rodrigues (an
element of literary semiotics), and theimagetha Ricardo Aleixo has used as the cover of
his bookand oneof theelements in his exhibitionas well; which is categorized as plastic
semiotics. | expect to accentuae the convegence of voices between the poem andthe
image First, | will introduce the image of the Scriptura Continua, *°, by Ricardo Aleixo.

Afterward, | will draw attention to the poem Zumbi, by Abdardo Rodrigues.

Image (anexo)

In semiotics, the meaning is broughtto light by therelationship between at |east
two elements with a small portion of meaning. There are severa of them, such as life
versusdeath, light versusdark, culture versusnature, and so on. Therefore, the basic
semantic category indicated in theimageis freedom versusoppression, andit is oriented
by some postive and some negative values dgpending on which oneis more and less
emphasized.

Following this reasoning and observing the details from thevisud expression, it
notices tha there is a changefrom negaive domnation to postive freedom which is
undelined according to theimprisional globeto the keyboad keys of atypewriter ina
sort of string, or rope Theglobeisimmobilized, fixed into the bodyof tha machine

thoughthe keyboad keys stress theidea of freedom once they stimulate the movement of
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going and coming from and to the globe withoutany person beng aroundto manipulate
it. But everythingis asign effect.

Also, a aglance someonemigh bilieve that the globo shgpes an accurate image
once eit appearsto bein its standat postion, neverthdessit is only an intriguing effect f
reality. In fact, it isin the opposte postion, which it seemsto invite theaudience to
rethink the symboism of world@ geography, such as the powerfull counties and those
with less power, some of which arein the northern portion of theworld. If there is power
and privileges in northean areas such as North America, Europeand northerns Africa,
which isusudly highly-euphoic. In regarding Brazil such assertiveness does not apply
once oneof thepoorest regionsof thecounty islocated exactly in the north and north-
eastern region, unlike the south and the southesat that accumulate a hugeamountof

wealth. It seemstha proximity to the Equéaor resultsin aloss of prestige

Another intriguing pointindicated in theimageisitscircle shgpe Itis
commongense to attribute the cyclical symbolism to the semantic category of ending
versus beginning. It remindsapregnant phase, when thegestationd bdly meansthe
possilility of thebirth of another life, anew lifeiscoming soon. Such pogulationis
assodated with thetitle of thebookitself andtheideathat it portrays, MiquinaZero
(Zero Machine). Either in saloonsor in barbershops, that sort of machineislikely used to
erase a hugeamountof hair, to cut off as much har as much possible. Itsfundionis
exactly to make sure that theold har is going to be removed, so anothe har, anew one
isgoing to becoming soon. Themagjority of the cusomers desiresto changether

appearance.



If such an element is taken as a metaphor, it is posibleto say that anew
changehas been claimed. Thus when the author of the enundation bringsto lightsuch
an image, heisinviting the audience notonly to rebuild the history, to highlightwha has
been silenced or wha has nothad hight-status, but specially heisinviting theaudience to
changethe postion of theworld so tha has been invisible can become prominent,
exalted, for ingance, the African continent. Because theglobeisin its upturned postion,
thekeyboad istoudching exactly the southern part of the continent, which suppots the
idea of how crudal it isto create another discourse aboutAfricaand, paticularly, to
undescore the history and culture of African participaionin Brazilian sodety. Now, let

uscomprehend how the poe Abdardo Rodrigues points out his purpos.

ZUMBI
As pdavras est<o como cercas
em nossos bras 0s
Precisamosddas.
N<o deouro,
mas daNoite
dosilendo nogrito
em m«o feito lanea
navoz feito barco
no barco feito n—s
no n—s$eito eu.

No feto

Sim,
20 denovanbro

Zumacans<o
guareira™
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Thepoan reiterates the direction of upright with shorter verses. Thefirst verseis
theonly onetha it is extended horizontaly; the othersarein avertical orientation. An
examinaion of thevocabulary demondrates the presence of the same semantic category
asin theAleixo@ figure: fireedom versusopression. Asit isknown, theauthor of the
enundation organizes the discursive strategies according to the game of imagesthat he
bdievestha come from the audience, also those images hethinksthe audience has about
him. Asaresult, hechooss certainsargumentatives procedures and not others. In the
poam, thethree first verses undeline howimportant are thewords linked to theidea of

freedomand oppression.

As palavras estdo como cercas / Em nossos bragos / Precisamos delas

At a glance, there is an appaent contradiction: once the words represent
something tha imprision why should someoneneed them? Such ambiguity does not hold
itself andit isfar from bengadisphoiic element. It isthe opposte, which meansthat the
wordsrepresent a sort of indrument tha can imprision on the onehand; and on the other
hand they contribute in the struggle for the freedom. In other words the poem consders
the domain of the word (spoken or written, it does not matter) a important tool in the
affirmation of the freedom, a basic element to buld the founddion of the new sodety.
This new sodety is conqueed after a ample struggle which elements QyritoQ GaneaQ
varcoO demogrates a body that is availabe to fight to achieve the goals. GGritoO
emphasizes a presence of a loud voice in oppostion to weak voices. The word GetoO
predicts the birth of something new, anew life, anew perspective, the beginning of anew

history. By the end, the verse @0 de novembroOis related to the title ZumbiQ



November 20" isthe Naciond Day of Black Congiousess, in Brazil, to honorthe leader
of Quilombo de Palmares, named as Zumbi dosPalmares. That is the key of the poem,
which is dedicated to honora Zumbi as well. According to the history, the quilombo of
Pamares dated from 1606 or earlier; it was “an organized settlement to which blacks
escaped eslavement and white assimilation in colonial Brazil. (...) As a symbol of
freedom, Palmares, unlike the others quilombos, was not only a refuge for slaved
Africans; it was also a free society for other marginalized peoples of Brazil, including
Amerindians and poor whites. (...) Palmares prevailed as a Black Republic for almost
one hundred years. (...) In November 1965 Palmares was destroyed. Zumbi, the war
minister, was wonded, captured alive, and decapited by bandeirantes from Sio Paulo.”"

To showthat it is possible to biuld a sodet in which people from different racia heritage
can live peacefully, according to the experience in Palmares, the black movement in
Brasil struggles to keep the Zumbi® ideal alive. The settlement of such a dae to honor
the leader is also an oppostion of the date celebrated in May 13", when government
congders tha the edavery was officially ended. In desagreement with such celebration,
and to purpueanother pottion of the history that the officia facts do not cover, the black
movement provides many activities aroun tha date aming to bring to the surface a

invisible or sometimes steryotiped history of the African descendentsin brazilian sodety.

Thus athoughboth Ricardo Aleixo and Abdardo Rodrigues follow diffentes strategies
of enundationin ther literary work, in truethey both are claiming for the birth of a new

perspective, in which highlights what has been putunde the carpet for so long.
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