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Rulers of the Luso-Brazilian world from the sixteenth century used various terms to cat-
egorize individuals. In sixteenth-century Portugal, the Catholic Church accused persons
of Jewish background, Moors, and New Christians (Jews who had converted to Chris-
tianity) of having impure blood. In this manner, elites maintained social hierarchies
and marginalized these groups. Portuguese explorers, slave traders, and settlers carried
these biases with them as the empire expanded. They claimed that Africans whom they
enslaved possessed impure blood. As the slaveholding colony of Brazil increased in popu-
lation in the seventeenth century, the words mzulato and mestizo became common. These
terms suggested persons of mixed race and also connoted inferiority due to impure blood.
Colonizers of Brazil used these terms to discriminate and demean. Author Larissa Viana
writes, “In the colonial environment, the binary term mulatto-impure inserted itself into
the laws and daily life as a way to impede possible pretensions [by persons of mixed race]
of upward social mobility” (p. 224).

From the early seventeenth century, the word pardo became common in documents.
Viana takes on the daunting task of defining this fluid term that had no fixed meaning. It
was a term employed to respond to the ever-changing social conditions of a slave regime.
Often pardo implied that a person was of mixed race (like mestizo or mulato), as distinct
from a person who was black or white. It suggested that one’s skin was dark or brown.
The word pardo could also denote social status with no reference to racial characteristics.
For example, some black persons born in Brazil claimed themselves to be pardos. To be
described as a pardo affirmed one’s status in a hierarchical society where institutions
(the Catholic Church, colonial bureaucracies, family) traditionally defined one’s position
through birth, religion, origin, and wealth.

O idioma da mesticagern analyzes various Catholic brotherhoods throughout Bra-
zil from the sixteenth to the eighteenth centuries composed of pardos (several included
women as members). By using the term pardo, members sought to distinguish themselves
from black, white, and creole (persons born in Brazil) brotherhoods. Pardo brotherhoods
provided “ties of solidarity and networks of protection with other persons born in the
colony, with whom they could share their experiences and prospects” (p. 226). Similar
to black brotherhoods, pardo brotherhoods adopted Catholic virgins to venerate and for
protection. In 1628, for example, members of a pardo brotherhood in Salvador, Bahia,
placed an image of the Virgin of Guadalupe in their chapel. Although we do not know
the specific reasons behind this selection, it is likely that devotees found appealing the
dark or mixed race appearance of this virgin. In 1745, members of a pardo brotherhood
in Recife, Pernambuco, enshrined the first pardo saint at their Catholic church. Named
Gongalo Garecia, this image had been transported from Portugal to Brazil by a “pardo
man” named Antdnio Ferreira who claimed to have been inspired by this “saint of his
[Ferreira’s dark] color” (p. 125).
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This book is subaltern history at its best. Viana employs a wide range of documents
to probe the subtleties of colonial society in Brazil. She emphasizes that persons of color
invoked the term pardo as a form of self defense and self-affirmation. By defining oneself
as a pardo, an individual moved away from social stigmas associated with enslavement.
By joining a pardo brotherhood, one could share one’s insights and dreams with others.
The pardo brotherhoods offered succor in a racist environment. By analyzing the terms
used in the colonial period, one gains insight into the origins of racial discrimination and
categorization (mesticagem, preto, negro, mulato, pardo, criolo) common in modern Brazil.

The book is also a historiographical tour de force. Viana meticulously analyzes the
ways in which observers and historians have described pardos. By entering the world of
pardos, one gets a real sense of the daily struggles and survival strategies of common folk
of mixed race in Brazil. This book is worth your time, but you will have to read it at least
twice to absorb all of the information and rich insights it provides.
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