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Marrying in a Racia Democracy: Does race matter?0

The Casefor Brazil

For many decades a myth prevailed that Brazil was aland free of racial conflict.
Thisideology stemmed in pat from the popukbrity of thewritingsof Brazilian sodologist
Gilberto Freyre, in which he deemed the county a Qacial democracyQOin his nove Casa
Grande e_Senzala published in theearly 1930s(Telles 2004) He based his argument on
Brazil® Portuguese colonial heritage, focusng onthe miscegenation that took place
between Portuguese male colonizers and thar African daves, aswell asthe naure of the
Portuguese, whos culture experienced more contact with darker-skinned peoples of
Africathroughoutts history, and therefore were more accusomed to interacting with
them. Thewritingsserved theinterest of promoting an indugve Brazilian nationd
identity, and placed Brazil in stark contrast with the imperial power of the United States,
where Freyre bdieved racial tensonspevaded sodal relations

Starting in the 1950swith studies carried out by UNESCO, soda science
research began to dismantle this myth, revealing great racia inequditiesin Brazilian
sodety. Telles (2004)claims these differences between Freyre and UNESCO arise from
theemphasis of theresearch. For Freyre, theemphasis focused on horzontal
relationships those of friendship and family. The UNESCO studies emphasized vertical
relationships those of labar markets and employment. In examining different sodal
phenomena, opposng condusonswere drawn onthe state of Brazilian racia relations

In dividing forms of relationships between horizontal and vertical types, Telles
seeks to explore racial relationsin which some forms of induson were permitted, such as

miscegendion, while other forms of excluson were exercised, such as davery, in
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Brazilian soaety. Sodal science can notexamineracia relationsonly in theterms of
excluson, as this dichotomousview of being eithe totaly in or outisinadequae in the
case of Brazil. Vertical relationscapture the econamic excluson tha congstently places
nonwhites at the bottom of the class structure. Horizontal relationscapture levels of
sodability, in which a county with ahistory of miscegenaion demondrates |low levels of
sodal distance (Telles 2004)

Current sodal research onrace relationsin Brazil continuesto uncover great
inequditiesin thevertical relationshipsof thelabor-market (Lovel 200Q Telles 2004.
However, this does notimply tha the same persistence of discrimination and prejudice
would exist in persond Charizontal Orelationships Throughthefocus of labor market
inequdity, these studies can not assume tha racialized ideas and prejudice of thelabor
market would trangfer to persond relationships of friendsand family. Therefore, Freyre®3
argument of racial harmony may still hold reason in other contexts, such asintermarriage
In comparison with the United States and South Africa, Anglo-Braziliansand Afro-
Braziliansintermarry more frequently (Telles 2004. These contrasting pictures
necessitate further research on Brazilian racial relaions The study undetaken here
exploresintermarriageto access Freye® argument as well as TellesQto unaver how
sodal ideas of race have meaning for the actors in the marriage market, promoting an
equd or unggud field in the search for apartner.

Oneproblem tha remainsdifficult for soda science to grapple with is tha of
racia classification. Recent research has shown tha when asked how they described thar
complexion, nonwhite Braziliansgenerated a list of 136 colors. Popular discourse for

many years has hed onto theidea of racial demoaracy, and issues of race/racism are
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rarely discussed. When these issues do arise, they quickly turn into discussionsof class
inequdity or generate ange and close thediscussion (Coda-Vargas 2004) However, as
CodaVargas explains thedenia of racism in Brazilian sodety and theresistance to
racia classification systems permits the myth of racial democracy to continue
undhdlenged, void of a US-style Civil Rights Movement based on identity politics.
Brazilian racism perpeudesitself by denyingits own existence.

For many years the Brazilian govenment has resisted any state policy onracial
classification, vehemently defending theracial democracy myth (Htun 2004) This
defense holdsin the white elitesOinterest, maintaining theracial statusquoand their
power. However, in 2001, the Brazilian government enacted an affirmative action policy
of quois in Brazilian universities in ameasure to address racia equdity. This responds
to an emerging Brazilian Black Movement, influenced by transnaiond discourses of civil
rights. This movement has achieved some political gans, however thepolitics of race
still evokes discomfort and oppostion, and mog hold onto theracial democracy idedl
(Coga-Vargas 2004)

Avoiding the assodation of race with class-based arguments that are deduced
from sodal research onlabor market inequdity, one can re-examinethehorizontal
relationshipsin Brazil already explored by Gilberto Freyre. Dueto thedifficulty in
discussing issues of race in Brazilian sodal relationships racist attitudes may be
examined throughpeople® actionswhere onecan see the sodal condrudion of
race/color in Brazil. Oneway to examinethisisthroughthe private lives of intimates.
How are soda condrucionsof race present during the process of mate-selection?By

looking closely at women@® experience in the marriage market, racist attitudes and
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actionsshould emerge more clearly. Afro-Brazilian females typically spend more time
being single than thar white counterpats, bang passed up by both white and Afro-
Brazilian men (Telles 2004)

Withoutofficial racia boundaies, marriage markets still largdy remain racialized
in Brazilian sodety. Despite highe levels of outmarriagein Brazil than intheUS or
South Africa, they are till not as high as would be expected if given to randomchance of
selecting a partner regardless of race. Marriage markets act as a sodal mechanism tha
perpetuates the separation of white and black in Brazilian sodal relations despite no

official consnausof wha white or black is.

Sodological Perspectives on Race

No conenaus of the meaning of race exists for any sodety, but populr concepts
of race are used everyday and aimog everywhere. Nationsand cultures vary in ther
undestanding and enactment of these racial concepts and meanings however the globd
hierarchy of thewhite, European in thedominant postion and the dark-skinned African
at thebottom of thesodal structure remains condant (Winant 2000.

Recent sodologica theories have approached racial inquiry from three directions
each critiqued for redudng the meaning of race to an objective, real sodal structure.

Ethnicity-based theories view race as a culturally groundel framework of
collective identity. This perspective argues tha racial differences can be ameliorated
throughcontact, integration, and assimilation. However, notall minorities groupswill see

assimilation as desirable and structural integration has proved difficult (Winant 2000)



ToddHarvey Marrying in a Racial DemoaracyO

Class-based theories see race as terms for group-based stratification and
econorric competition. Problematic to these account of racial relationsis growing
inequality within minority groups preventing racial cohesion within oneclass, aswell as
the lower-class whitesQinterest in maintaining white supremacy, resisting interracial
solidarity based on class (Winant 2000)

Nation-based theories of race have been discredited dueto thelack of a naion
based racia solidarity in recent decades. Diasporic identities arose dueto transnaiond
correspondence, and these identities generaly lack political commitment (Winant 2000)

Today we find ourselvesin an era committed to the ideals of multiculturalism and
racial equdity in which anew theoretical approach mus grapple with a continuance of
racial classificationsand racia stratification. Winant (2000)argues in favor of Qacial
formation theory, Owhich has three components: the meaning of race and the content of
racia identities as ungable and politically contested, racial formation hgppensat the
intersection of racial QprojectsOcombining discourse and soda structure, and these
intersectionsare differing interpretationsof the meaning of race tha are open to many
types of agency, fromtheindividud to theorganizationd, from thelocal to theglobd
(Winant 2000)

Race serves as an important concept for how we divide ourselves soaaly,
althoughthere are many conflicting ways of looking at it and theorizing over it. Much
sodal inquiry based onrace relationsin Brazil has demondrated clearly tha Brazilian
sodety conssts of racial ideologies tha perpeuate stratification alongracial lines.
However, racial bdiefs and practices often differ as demongrated by Costa-Vargas®

research. Theprevailing ideology of racial democracy, now findngitself in an historical
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era committed to racial inequdity, has prevented open racial discrimindion, butalong
history of aracialy stratified sodety continues to shgpe sodal interactions especialy
among people of differing racial groups

For the symbolic interactionist, sodety congsts of individuds interacting with
oneanother. Throughthese interactions meaningsof theworld aroundthem are derived,
and then througha process of interpretation by theindividud actor, the use of these
meaningsarisesin ther action (Blumer 1969.

Sodal liferequires ourinteraction with other people, ingitutions and a sodal
structure. Throughthis accountof interaction, ourindividud identities are condructed;
making usracialized, gendered, and sexudized bengs These interactionsare all affected
by ourracid, class, gende, and sexud identities. Who we think we are, and who we are
talking to, shgpe our interactions The use and negotiation of these identities, particularly
race, may besalientin interactionson the marriage market.

According to Simmel, individuds are differentiating entities (Frisby 1984). We
focusnot on the contents of life which aways and everywhere exist, but on the contents
throughwhich we can distinguish ourselves from others. Oneway this can bedoneis
throughthe soda congruct of race, which divides human bengs groups and sodeties
by physcal characteristics tha are determined by our biology.

A largegroupcreates soda ingitutionswhich hdp patern interactionsof
individudsin this group. Thefundioning of thelarge grouptherefore dependson
distinguishing between certain statusgroupsin order to distribute tasks and
responsbilities. By this differentiation of groupsand distribution of tasks, large groups

or sodeties, become stratified. Racial groupsqudify as statusgroups and historically,
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biologically-based arguments judified the placement of dark-skinned people into
exploited postionsin sodety. These postionswere congstently economically
disadvantaged, and prevented upward soda mobility. In Brazil, the mass importation of
millionsof African daves fromthe 1600suntl themid- 1800splaced them at the lowest
tiers of thesoda hierarchy (Andrews 2004)

Thisthesisintendsto further our knowedgeof how Brazilian sodety divides
itself alonga color linewhich favors QvhitenessOover (lacknessOand how this division
is seen and interpreted by individud actorsin thar pursuit of a partner onthe marriage
market. In addressing the marriage market, | will discuss problems of racial classification
in Brazil. | aso intend to andyze theracial compasition of thecity of Belo Horizonte and
theintermarriagerates of those who live in thefavelas and those who do not

Thethesiswill address thefollowing questions

¥ How dowomen, ages 19-29, percelve romantic paringsamong
individuds of diverse racial backgroundsin Belo Horizonte,
Brazil?

This question seeks to address the popular discourse of Brazilian sodety in
regardsto race. It ishypohesized tha, according to a Guttmann scale, that respondents
will typically notrespondwith racist bdiefs, and only will in themos extreme
circumstance, which would beif ther son/daughier married someoneof another race.
This extreme respong will still be minimal, the mgjority denying any racist attitude Our
knowledgeof race, in generd, in the context of an erathe embraces racial equdity, leads
to the prediction tha no onewill openly admit to racia prejudice, and only bendin the

mog extreme situaions such asinterracial romantic paringsof thar sonsand/or
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daughters. Specifically for Brazil, thislinksto theresearch doneby Coga-Vargas, in
which the discourse of racial democracy is so pervasive that it prevents Brazilian sodety
from acknowledging any racia discrimination.
¥ How dowomen ages 19-29in Belo Horizonte differ in ther
perceptionsof the marriage market by race and class?
Thepurpos of this pat of theresearch will explore the difficulties women
expressin finding amarriage patner, and if this differs between black and white women
and sodoeconoric status It is hypahesized that both groupswill express difficulty in
finding partne's, and race will bea more important factor for white women in the
selection of apartner.
¥ Isracia inequdity perpetuaed by the marriage market in Belo
Horizonte?
This question will examinehow soda congrudts of race influence people@
selection of a marriage partner and how marriage serves as either a sodal mechanism of

maintaining distance between races, or a chance for soda mobility amongg groups

Data and Methods

Data comes from two focus groupswhich took place in July of 2006,onein a
private home and oneat theFederal University of Minas Gerais, both located in central
Belo Horizonte. | conduded the groupswith the focus popuktionsof youngwomen,
aged 19-29, of eithe amid-education level, defined as having 6-10 years of schooling, or
advanced education, having at least entered into auniversity program of study.

Theresearch method of focusgroupsdoes not get to private perceptionsand

ideas, however, it is an effective methodto gan data based on groupsand publc
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perceptionsthroughinteractive discussion. Morgan (1996)argues tha past research has
demondrated the richness of data obtained throughthe method dueto participantsOability
to agree and disagree with oneanother, adding depth to the convesation. One speculated
weaknessisthefear of self-disclosure within the group; however, no empirical
investigationssuppott this claim.

| employed asnowbal sampling techniqueto find potential participants. My local
contacts assisted in therecruitment process. Some participants filled outan initial survey
throughemail, which asked for demographic characteristics to place them into the
appropriate focusgroups Those who did nothave email available filled out a written
form of thisinitial survey, which was then used to place them into the appropriate groups
To avoid aselectivity bias, university studentsin thefield of socdology or demography
were not able to participae. Specificaly, the sampling was to generate 8 groups divided
by education levels and self-classification of race. Dueto time andfinanda congraint,
only 2 groupswere completed; onewith white women with some level of university
education, and women who did not self-classify as white with low-level of education,
between the equivalent of 5™- 9" grades in the United States. The separation of education
level was designed to andyze thevariance produced by sodal class. The separation of
racial groupswas designeal to andyze the variance produced by racia categories.

Both groupshad onemodeator and oneperson tha recorded notes. The
modeator lead thegroups and sat at the head of the table, with participants surrounding
therest of thetable. | acted as note-taker and remained quietly in the back of theroom |
madethis decision to attempt to minimize the affect the presence of awhite, American

male, whois of theage of the participants, would have on the convesation. The
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modeators were selected dueto thar experience with previousfocusgroupresearch, and
for persond characteristics of bang women, and white for the group conduded with
white paticipants, and Afro-Brazilian for the group conduded with Afro-Brazilian
participants.

Themodeator used theinterview guideto direct the convesation towardsissues
of mate selection, withoutmentioning how someone@ skin color affects this process. The
design of theinterview guide attempted to follow the myth of racial democracy and an
avoidance of the discussion of race, alowing the participants to address thetopic freely.
However, hdfway throughthediscussion, the guide purposfully directs thediscussion
towardsrace, to access how participants view skin color as afactor in finding partners,
and Brazilian sodal views of interracial relationships

At thebeginning of each group, participants filled out consent forms,
acknowledging tha the group® convesation would be recorded and that information
ganed fromthe convasation would later be used to write areport of theresearch. Tape
recorders and digital voice recording devices were placed on thetables, and paticipants
were indructed tha they could stop therecording at any timeif they felt the need, as well
asexit thegroup

First, issues of howwomen search for potential partners were explored.
Participants were asked to spesk aboutthe places they go to sodalize, thedifficultiesin
finding a partner, and differences between marriage and living togeher.

During the second phase of the groupwe employed an exercise usng phoographs
to elicit conveasation aboutideas of race and dating. | phobgrapheal 8 students of varying

styles, ages, and races. | placed the studentsin front of adull yellow panted wall, and

10
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captured thar imagerather naurally, withoutforcing smiles or poses to increase thar
attractiveness. | developed the phobsto be 460 and the modeator placed these phobs
in themiddle of thetable once we arrived to this part of the conversation.

Themodeator asked the groupto create couples solely based ontheimagesin
the phobgraphs The groupswere given some time to puttogeher thar couples, as they
discussed why each person should go with the other. Once they completed, the modeator
guestioned the participants on ther reasoning for matching certain pars. During this
exercise, themodeator purpofully does not mention race. Race only entersin the
discussionif the paticipants addressiit.

To provokea conveasation onrace, if it had notbeen mentioned, themodeator
creates an interracial couple fromthe pictures. Themodeator then asks what the group
thinksther family, ther friends and older people might think of this relationship. The
conveasationis aso led to address the differences it may make if the couple were jus
going out, living together, or married.

To condude thefocusgroupsbriefly address celebrities and interracial dating,
exploring why it may beeasier for them to have interracial relationshipsover everyday
people.

In order to enlighten wha we know aboutracia discoursein Brazil and how it
manifestsitself in the process of mate selection and perceptionsof interracial couples |
intend to codeboth manifest and latent content of the group convesations with a strong
focusontheexercise involving the phobgraphs Comparisonswill be drawn between the
two groupsand theways in which they address theissue of race when creating couples.

As stated earlier, this content may notbe manifest in theinitial stage of theexercise. This

11
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result is still significant, asit follows previousliterature on the pervasiveness of theracial
democracy discourse in Brazil, which denies the existence of any form of racism. The
datawill be coded for the avoidance or denial of the factor race playsin mate selection,
or theease in which it istalked about

Theinitial phase of thefocusgroups in which general questionsare asked about
ways of sodalizing to find partners, perceptionsof daing, living togeher, and marriage,
will beandyzed to draw comparisonsbetween thetwo groups focusng on both
differences and smilarities. This element will explore theideatha racia relationships
are harmonioussodally, andtha racia groupsare foundfrequenting the same places and
interacting cordially in sodal situaions Astheargument of miscegenation has been used
to suppot theidea of harmonioussodal relationdhips the daa collected here attemptsto
explore how the participants enter relationdhipsand thar expectationsof these
relationships and how this may differ racially.

Initial Andysis
Data derived from thefocusgroupssuppots theview that theideology of racial

democracy prevailsin thedaing market in Belo Horizonte. In both groupsconduded,
race as afactor in choosng partners did notenter the group®convesation until it was
broughtin by the modeator during the pho exercise.

During the phob exercise, thegroup of white femaes condructed racially similar
couples more quickly than the black females. They congructed a black coude, agreeing
tha they had similar styles, and looked goodtogeher. Thewhite couples they
condructed took 5-6 minutes longe to complete, but agreed tha these couples a so fit

togeher better because of style and appearance.
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During the same exercise, thegroup of black females a'so condructed racially
similar couplesin the end; however, they took alonge periodto condruct these couples
and had more disagreement within thegroup as to why each person matched with whom
They reasoned that each couplefit dueto style and appearance agan, withoutmentioning
therace of the personsin thephobs

When the modeator condructed an interracial couple from the photos the groups
differed in ther reactions The group of white females conduded that the couple would
face more problems from family and older generations The group of black females
condudeal tha an interracial coupleis easy to conaeive of, but more difficult to actudly
findinreality, and the couple having success at staying togeher.

In thediscussion of celebrity interracia couples, such as Xuxaand Pele, both
groupsconduded tha thar money and fame allowed them to choos more freely ther

patners, butalso noted tha mog of these relationdhipsdo notlast for many years either.

Conduson

Preliminary andyses appear to suppot the pevasiveness of theracia democracy
ideology in which race is nota debaable issuein Brazilian sodety. Neither group
confirmed that race was an issuein matching couples, butingead spokeof the
individud & style and look Both groupsused skin color and race in condructing couples,

but did notopenly discuss this as areason why theindividuds matched.
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