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ABSTRACT
This work registers a research carried out with quilombola children, preadolescents 
and elderly people presenting the following topic: the construction processes of 
black and quilombola identities and self-affirmation. The research aimed to identify 
racial- and cultural-defined factors of these individuals’ identities; presenting the 
relations between racial identity and quilombola identity, in order to comprehend 
how such social constructions are related to each other and how they are managed 
by individuals from different generations. The research was conducted at the qui-
lombola community Serra das Viúvas (Alagoas). A qualitative research was carried 
out with group workshops inspired by focal groups. A group of two elderly people 
and 37 children and preadolescents participated in the research. The results show 
generational factors involved in racial self-affirmation, as well as in being a qui-
lombola, factors which were presented differently by young and elder participants.
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IDENTIDADE NEGRA/QUILOMBOLA: DIÁLOGOS 
INTERGERACIONAIS DE AUTOAFIRMAÇÃO EM 
UMA COMUNIDADE DO SERTÃO NORDESTINO

RESUMO
Este trabalho registra pesquisa realizada com crianças, pré-adolescentes e 
idosos quilombolas, voltando-se à seguinte temática: processos de cons-
trução e autoafirmação das identidades negra e quilombola. O objetivo foi 
conhecer alguns elementos raciais e culturais evocados por esses indivíduos, 
ressaltando as relações entre identidade racial e identidade quilombola, a 
fim de compreender como tais construções sociais se relacionam e como 
são manejadas por sujeitos de diferentes gerações. A pesquisa foi realizada 
na comunidade quilombola Serra das Viúvas (Alagoas). Trata-se de uma 
pesquisa de cunho qualitativo, com realização de oficinas inspiradas nos 
grupos focais. Participaram dois idosos e 37 crianças e pré-adolescentes. 
Os resultados demonstraram elementos geracionais da autoafirmação 
racial, bem como do ser quilombola, apresentados diferentemente pelos/
as participantes mais velhos/as e mais jovens.

PALAVRAS-CHAVE
identidade negra; identidade quilombola; geração; branqueamento.

IDENTIDAD NEGRA/AFRODESCENDIENTE (QUILOMBOLA): 
DIALOGOS INTERGENERACIONALES DE AUTOAFIRMACIÓN 
EN UNA COMUNIDAD DEL SERTÃO DE NORESTE DE BRASIL

RESUMEN
Este trabajo registra la investigación realizada junto a niños, preadolescentes, 
y personas mayores afrodescendientes, volviendo al siguiente tema: procesos 
de construcción y autoafirmación de las identidades negras y afrodescen-
dientes. El objetivo fue conocer algunos elementos raciales y culturales de la 
identidad de estos individuos; evidenciando las relaciones entre la identidad 
racial y la identidad afrodescendiente, para comprender cómo estas construc-
ciones sociales se relacionan y cómo son gestionadas por sujetos de distintas 
generaciones. La investigación fue realizada en la comunidad afrodescendien-
te Serra das Viúvas (Alagoas). Se trata de una investigación cualitativa con 
talleres inspirados en grupos focales. Han participado 2 personas mayores y 
37 niños, niñas y preadolescentes. Los resultados demuestran cómo las per-
sonas vienen construyendo su negritud, desde la identificación de elementos 
generacionales de autoafirmación racial, además de ser afrodescendiente, 
presentados distintamente por los participantes mayores y menores.

PALABRAS CLAVE
identidad negra; identidad afrodescendiente; generación; blanqueamiento.
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INTRODUCTION

When observing the profile photos of the children who are part of 
the WhatsApp group, we noticed that some of them use caricatures 

produced by an app. In the Dollify app, users provide information about 
themselves to create a character as similar to themselves as possible. We 
realized that the images used by the children do not present traits that 
are faithful to their true looks. The characters have light skin, straight 
hair, and other characteristics that, in addition to not resembling the 

children, are quite far from black racial identity.
(Passage from the authors’ fieldwork report)

The previuous excerpt registers our observation and concerns about the 
self-representation of quilombola children and preadolescents on a cellphone app. 
This episode instigated the execution of this study, which focuses on the construction 
of Black racial and quilombola cultural identities. By denying some qualities of their 
appearance and attributing to themselves characteristics that do not match their real 
physical appearances, are we observing a reaffirmation of the social valorization of 
the white racial standard? How does the racial factor relate to quilombola identity?

The situation occurred during the period of our virtual interaction with chil-
dren and preadolescents living in a quilombola community in Brazil’s northeastern 
sertão [semi-arid interior]. They were participating in field activities carried out 
in a university research-extension project1 that guided our encounters with them. 
The general theme of the project was the young people’s perspective on their own 
community. During field activities, several other issues arose in comments by the 
participants related to the problem specifically addressed here. This study presents 
a profile of the data generated in the broader context of the project, which was 
carried out in 2019, before the coronavirus pandemic.

The objective of this study was to learn about racial and cultural elements 
evoked by children, preadolescents, and elderly from a quilombola community. 
Throughout our period of interaction with the community, some factors specific to 
that locality were presented to us by the residents, that show their feeling of belong-
ing as a quilombola group. Some of these factors are cultural practices transmitted 
to new generations through various customs, beliefs, and activities, and memory is 
an important factor in this construction and transmission (Valentim and Trindade, 
2011). Considering that the research participants were quilombola residents, we 
were also interested in identifying in their discourses relationships between racial 
identity and quilombola identity; to understand how these social constructions are 
related and how they are managed by subjects of different generations.

1 Project entitled “Reading Group in Childhood Studies (GLEI): the look of children of 
traditional peoples and communities”, coordinated by the second author and executed 
within the scope of the Center for Studies and Research on Diversity and Education 
of the Sertão Alagoano (NUDES), UFAL — Campus do Sertão.
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The research allowed us to discover how children and preadolescents per-
ceived themselves, how they wanted to represent themselves and how they tended 
to neglect in their appearance characteristics associated with the Black race. An ex-
ample of this is that, although most of the children participating in the project had 
curly hair, dark black skin, and other aspects that reveal their blackness, the girls 
(especially) drew themselves as girls with straight hair, light skin, and used beige 
crayons to color their bodies, etc.

Practices like these have already been reported by other researchers (Fazzi, 
2012; Máximo et al., 2012; Oliveira, 2017; Silva e Vieira, 2018; Freitas, 2019; Ol-
iveira e Mattos, 2019; Silva et al., 2020), whose work has highlighted how Black 
individuals, especially women, seek alternatives that distance them from their Black 
racial identity.

Máximo et al. (2012), for example, investigated the racial preference of chil-
dren when they face issues involving beauty, morals, social aptitudes and competitive 
situations, in a public school in João Pessoa, Paraíba. The study had the participation 
of 161 elementary school students, who were shown photos containing images of 
Black and white children. The researchers use in their work the terms ‘white’, ‘black’ 
and ‘moreno’ [brown skinned], although the latter term is now widely considered 
to be inadequate for identifying race even if it is still quite present in everyday 
language about color in Brazil (Piza and Rosemberg, 2014). The objective of their 
study was for each child to say which photo he/she thought they was most similar 
in appearance to him/herself and to attribute to each of the children in the photos 
the conditions previously mentioned. 

An example of the situation adopted was the researchers’ request for 
children to indicate, among the photos used, which they found the most beau-
tiful, among other attributes. The participating children chose the pictures of 
white children as the most beautiful ones, and also as the most communicative 
and intelligent. In contrast, photos of Black children were attributed socially 
undesirable characteristics. In addition, the Black children participating in the 
research did not feel represented by the Black children in the photos, although 
they had similar phenotypical characteristics. The participants self-categorized 
themselves racially as white (Máximo et al., 2012). The study concluded that 
“[…] lack children generally have a negative emotional evaluation of their racial 
belonging” (ibidem, p. 521, our translation) .

Fazzi (2012), for example, investigated the racial representation and 
self-representation of children and revealed different situations of discrimina-
tion and prejudice in the school environment. The study was conducted in two 
municipal schools in Belo Horizonte, Minas Gerais. Children between six and 
14 participated in the research. During the interviews conducted by Fazzi, the 
children with black skin, when referring to themselves or their peers, used the 
terms moreno/a [brown], moreno/a-claro/a [light brown], among others, and re-
lated the terms preto and negro [which both mean black] to socially undesirable 
characteristics, such as ugliness.

Acts of poor conduct, such as theft, were also associated with blackness. 
In the interviews, the researcher also used, among other resources, the ‘robbery 

4  Revista Brasileira de Educação  v. 28 e280109  2023

Maria Thaís Mota do Nascimento and Suzana Santos Libardi



game’. In this context, a hypothetical situation was mentioned to the children, 
according to which two dolls, one white and one non-white, had been robbed 
while walking home. The children were then shown two dolls that had very 
similar physical characteristics: they were the same size, wore the same type 
of clothes and shoes and wore the same hat. The two dolls were differentiated 
by their skin color; one was white and the other non-white. The children, at 
the request of the researcher, had to choose which of the dolls shown would 
represent the thief in the game. Most children associated the role of the thief 
with the non-white doll. 

These situations highlight aspects of the process of racial identity construc-
tion in children, and have also been found in studies with youth (Paulino and 
Mattos, 2021). Considering, therefore, that these attempts to come closer to the 
socially valued white racial identity can occur in different periods of an individual’s 
life, in this study we consider individuals from different generations. 

Although the elderly, preadolescents and children involved in this study 
live in the same community and experience daily events in common, it should be 
emphasized that the identity and racial construction of each one is particular and 
also permeated by other social markers, such as generation/age, class, gender, and 
level of education. Given the generational factor, the way children experience the 
reality of racism in which they are inserted is different from the experiences of 
youth, adults and the elderly regarding this same reality. These factors are therefore 
essential in racial construction, since talking about identity involves the way each 
individual perceives him/herself and is perceived in a given sociocultural context 
(Oliveira, 2017) during life.

The racial dimension reflects a concrete example of this construction, since 
race is a social category (Munanga, 2003) experienced through collective influences, 
to which different representations and meanings can be attributed. Based on the 
structural racism of our society, the historically shared representations about the 
Black race are mostly negative. This can thus produce a subjectively arduous process 
for the Black and brown population, which makes it difficult for individuals to 
positively affirm their own racial identity.

Thus, the research presented here is important, given that the racist context 
imposes violence on the construction of Black identity; violence that must be de-
nounced. Based on the convergences and divergences presented by the participants 
— children, preadolescents and elderly quilombolas —, we were able to identify 
important generational elements of the racial self-affirmation process.

This is a qualitative study, whose methodology included workshops based 
on focus groups. The workshops initiated some activities carried out with the par-
ticipants. In the following section we will present our encounters, as a university 
team, with the participating community and the method adopted in the research.

TO BE IN THE QUILOMBO: PROMOTING ENCOUNTERS

Being in the quilombo enabled an encounter of alterities, between us, non-qui-
lombola adults, researchers and extension workers, and the quilombo residents, 
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children, preadolescents and elderly. Our research-extension team included Black 
and white people, undergraduate students and a university professor. The racial 
issue obviously permeated the encounter and marked our view of it. In addition, 
the generational position of all those involved was also important and had to be 
considered in all research contexts, especially in research with children (Pereira 
and Nascimento, 2011).

Although all of the researchers were adults, the relationship that the children 
and preadolescents developed with the second author of this paper was affected by 
hierarchical issues related to teaching, which resulted in less interaction. Because 
she was a university professor, it was evident that some participants considered her 
to be in a position of authority in relation to the other researchers, despite our best 
efforts to minimize this hierarchy by using horizontal practices. In contrast, some 
participants felt comfortable to exchange more with the first author and other 
team members (non-teachers) in the proposed activities and to build ties that went 
beyond what was proposed in our meetings, such as invitations to dance. Some of 
the girls participating in the project, who were preadolescents, brought up more 
intimate subjects in informal conversations, such as dating, and aspects related to 
sexual orientation and sexuality.

For each researcher, the racial issue is present in our relationship with the 
research carried out from the places we occupy. For the first author, a Black woman, 
this work touches on reflections regarding her relationship with herself, since it 
discusses issues she experienced herself throughout her personal life, which were 
also perceived in some experiences of the participating children and preadolescents 
— such as straightening the hair and other subtle actions related to the image of 
young Black women in Brazil. For the second author, a white woman and supervisor 
of the study, approximation to the racial theme has introduced her to racial literacy, 
to white privileges due to color, and has encouraged her to pay attention to the role 
of whites in the problematic of race relations.

The older residents who participated in the research explicitly identified 
themselves as Black during our interactions, and in their conversations with the 
children and preadolescents during the field activities. The racial self-identification 
of the younger participants was contemplated in a way that would not steer respons-
es — and which is presented below — in an effort to listen to their perceptions of 
themselves at that time in their lives.

We were always careful to avoid reproducing in the fieldwork possible sym-
bolic violence to which these quilombola populations are already exposed to in their 
daily lives, and to use research strategies and procedures to develop a positive sense 
of Black identity and image among the young. These aspects must be increasingly 
problematized in childhood studies, and are also important for thinking about ethics, 
in a broader sense, in research with children (Prado and Freitas, 2020).

ABOUT THE TERRITORY AND FIELD ACTIVITIES

The study was conducted in the alto sertão region of the state of Alagoas. 
In general, the quilombola communities in this region of the state are still expe-
riencing the impact of the historical processes of colonization and deterritori-
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alization (Farias, Nascimento, and Botelho, 2007) that affected their ancestors. 
This means that they are poor and working class communities that seek formal 
social recognition — the vast majority of communities in the region are not legally 
recognized as quilombos — and gain little attention from the state and a minimal 
provision of the basic services to which they are entitled.

The quilombola community Serra das Viúvas is a rural Black community 
(Souza, 2015) located in the rural portion of the city of Água Branca, approx-
imately 3 km from the urban area. Due to its location, in the hill region of 
the municipality, there is a certain difficulty of access (Figure 1), especially in 
rainy periods.

Figure 1 – Children in the community of Serra das Viúvas.
Source: Elaborated by the authors.
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This community was certified and legally recognized by the federal gov-
ernment’s Fundação Cultural Palmares as a quilombola community in 2009, and 
now has about 226 inhabitants, in 86 families (Souza, 2020). The income of these 
families comes from the sale of products from family farming, animal husbandry, 
social programs that benefit the community, such as the Bolsa Família [Family 
Grant] Program and the National Program for Strengthening Family Farming 
(Pronaf ), as well as the social security pensions of elderly residents (Alagoas, 2015).

Many male youth and adults from the community migrate seasonally to 
the South and Southeast of the country in search of employment, mainly in con-
struction, to provide income for their families. Another source of income in the 
community is related to handicrafts (Figure 2), an activity in which women are 
engaged to provide a source of non-fixed income (Pérez et al., 2020).

Figure 2 – Children and an older resident of the community making crafts with licuri.
Source: Elaborated by the authors.
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The handicrafts are made from raw material extracted from the com-
munity itself: the licuri (or ouricuri) thatch. The making and sale of handicraft 
products — hair bands, hats, bags, table decorations, puffs, napkin holders, 
among others — is managed by the Association of Quilombola Women Artisans 
of the Serra das Viúvas (AMAQUI), which was registered in 2010.

The children of Serra have access to a municipal school located in the 
community itself, which was inaugurated in 2002. The school is a multigrade 
elementary school, which requires children and adolescents to move to other 
schools in neighboring communities or to the urban area as they advance in their 
education. In the Serra region there is also a Catholic church, several fields for 
planting and two community manioc flour mills. According to the participating 
children and pre-teens, residents divide themselves geographically for the use of 
these flour mills. In addition, the community has several cisterns for capturing 
and storing rainwater. Since there was no piped water in the community until 
that moment, the water consumed came from the cisterns, water tankers and 
local springs (Vieira et al., 2019).

The first formal contact of the research project with the community took 
place during an AMAQUI meeting. Our trip to the meeting was scheduled 
in advance with the community leaders. We took advantage of the date of the 
Association’s regular meeting to present our objectives to the mothers and 
grandmothers responsible for the children and adolescents living there.

At the time, we observed a decision-making process by the women 
about the choice of color for the Association’s new T-shirt. We noticed that 
the arguments presented were based on their skin colors, since the under-
standing was that the choice of color for the T-shirt should consider, in some 
way, the skin color of those who wore them. The yellow color, suggested 
during the meeting, was not well accepted by some members, who claimed it 
was not a color favorable to morena [brown] skin. Some of the women there 
felt certain colors would not be welcome because, when associated with their 
skin tone — some have dark black skin — they would not be appropriate 
and/or pretty; they would look good only when worn by white people. Other 
colors were suggested for the T-shirt, and the debate about its contrast with 
skin tones expanded beyond the initial task of choosing the color for the 
Association’s new T-shirt. 

In the dialog, some participants described themselves as morena [brown], 
negra [black], and white, among other terms, and this information was viewed as 
important for the aesthetic decision of the group. After some time in discussion 
about skin tone and what would or would not be pretty, it was very interesting to 
notice that the issue was concluded with an attitude of self-valorization by one 
of the members, who said that the color of the shirt was secondary, claiming that 
any color “would look beautiful” on her and minimizing the importance of the 
debate about skin color. She was applauded by her companions. This discussion 
was related to the tension that pervades the process of racial self-identification 
for Black people, including among adults — and how this can reverberate in the 
construction of children’s racial identity.
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In the remainder of the meeting, we suggested that the children be 
invited to participate in biweekly meetings in the form of group workshops, 
during which we would carry out activities that addressed the quilombo and 
specific aspects of childhood and adolescence in that community. We made 
the schedule considering available days and times to fulfill the formalities 
of the project.2

In addition to consent from the guardians, we were mainly concerned 
with the acceptance of the children and preadolescents themselves, and whether 
they would be interested and engaged in the proposed activities — as discussed 
by Prado and Freitas (2020), who warn that their consent should be attained 
with care through the procedures adopted at the beginning of and throughout 
the intervention. When they were invited, they were duly informed about the 
objectives of the project, which were further detailed on our first day of group 
activity with them. 

Children and pre-teens aged between four and 12 years participated in 
the 11 workshops, totaling 37 young people involved in the activities carried out, 
25 girls and 12 boys. On average, 15 children and/or preadolescents participated 
regularly in each workshop. Irregularity in attendance was due to the times of the 
activities. Although the plans were based on the participants’ and project executors’ 
availability, our trip to Serra depended on transportation provided by the university, 
which limited the flexibility of scheduling.

Thus, depending on the time, some children and/or preadolescents could 
not participate, either because they were in class at school or because they were 
involved in personal demands. In addition, on the days when we held workshops 
in the morning, the community school teacher released the class to participate 
in our activities; at first, at the request of the community leadership, later, at the 
request of the children themselves — according to the teacher. Thus, the number 
of participants in the workshops varied. This data illustrates engagement in the 
workshops, although we know that the number of participants does not necessarily 
guarantee qualified participation.

The meetings took place at the AMAQUI office, a place provided by the 
community leaders. However, a few times we were invited by children and/or 
preadolescents to outdoor activities, such as walks (Figure 3), for example. We ad-
opted a flexible approach to our planning and activities, so that the interests of 
the participants were given priority regarding games, customs, places where they 
wanted to be and/or show us, etc.

The planning of each workshop was based on a written program. As men-
tioned, this planned script was always subject to changes and improvisations, 
depending on the demands raised by the participants. Each script addressed a 

2 At the time, we agreed that we would go to their homes to conduct a household survey 
and use the Free and Informed Consent Terms (FICT), which maintains the iden-
tity and personal data of research participants anonynous and protects their image 
throughout the fieldwork carried out in the community, and in the data later dissemi-
nated in papers based on our intervention.

10  Revista Brasileira de Educação  v. 28 e280109  2023

Maria Thaís Mota do Nascimento and Suzana Santos Libardi



central theme — the focus of the meeting — and suggested specific activities, a 
list of materials needed and the time allotted for each activity. Conversation circles, 
reading and textual production, drawing, and games were carried out and dialogues 
with the older subjects (initiated as interviews) were mediated by the children and 
preadolescent participants themselves. The type of focus group helped guide the 
workshops, with the aim of hearing and registering the participants’ views on the 
topics discussed. These activities are detailed in the following section, where we 
present them together with the participants’ discourses in these research contexts.

During the 11 meetings, the activities carried out in the workshops allowed us to: 
• get to know the children, preadolescents and their families; 
• get to know some older people in the community and stories they told 

about their childhood; 
• understand the sense/significance of quilombola identity grasped by the 

children, preadolescents and the elders; 
• promote intergenerational dialogues about childhood experiences of the 

past and present; 

Figure 3 – Walk through the community.
Source: Elaborated by the authors.
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• discuss stories that thematize racial identity; and 
• create a dialogue between quilombola children and preadolescents from 

different communities.

The theme of Black/quilombola identity appeared specifically in the work-
shops where older residents were present. We noticed that their comments were 
directly related to the discourse of the young participants. Thus, the intergenerational 
character of the research grew in importance, so that the dialogue between gener-
ations revealed similarities and disparities between the perspectives of the elderly, 
the preadolescents and the children. Among the elders, two residents participated, a 
man and a woman, who were the grandparents of four children who were frequent 
participants in the workshops.

At the end of each workshop, we prepared a field report containing a de-
tailed description of the activities conducted in the community and, mainly, of the 
participants’ voices and opinions on the topics covered.

In the following section we describe the most important situations that oc-
curred in the group, either only with the children and/or preadolescents, or involving 
the elder participants. The most pertinent excerpts and situations presented in the 
reports were selected to promote a reflection on the construction of racial identity 
from a generational perspective.

INTERGENERATIONAL DIALOGS OF SELF-AFFIRMATION

In this section, we present the reflections that emerged through the field-
work in the quilombola community mentioned above. The data are grouped into 
two subsections, which deal with Black and quilombola identity, respectively, from 
the perspective of the participants. First, we highlight how the theme of racial 
identity was portrayed in the community by the children and preadolescents. Then, 
we present its relationship with quilombola identity, as defined by participants from 
different generations.

DISCUSSING BLACK IDENTITY

In one of the workshops, aimed at discussing stories that thematize racial 
identity, we had the participants read the book A Cor de Coraline [Coraline’s Color], 
by Alexandre Rampazo (2017). The book problematizes “skin-colored” pencils, 
while simultaneously reflecting on racial identity and representativeness. Using 
illustrations, the book’s content the is presented by developing suspense around 
Coraline’s true skin color. The suspense worked to our advantage. At a strategic 
moment in the narrative, we paused the reading and proposed that the children 
and pre-teens try to discover the protagonist’s skin color. We provided each of the 
children with pictures of the character (without color), as found in the book, as 
well as coloring materials — colored pencils, crayons, felt-tip pens — and watched 
as the activity unfolded.
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While conducting the task, we noticed that the children and/or preadoles-
cents changed their minds and had doubts about which color to use. At one point, 
one of the older children looked at the book cover (Figure 4) and, seeing Coraline’s 
curly hair, said that the character should be brown, because “look at her Black 
person’s hair” (excerpt from authors’ fieldwork report, 6th workshop).

We did not necessarily perceive a negative tone in the way the statement was 
made. For the participant, thinking about Coraline’s skin color triggered another 
phenotypic factor: hair texture. Most of the women with whom the participants 
interact with in the community are Black and have kinky or frizzy hair, causing 
not only this girl, but also others, to associate Coraline’s hair texture with her skin 
tone — which is also related to the complex social processes of racial identification 
in Brazil, where color, other factors of appearance and social markers are considered, 
composing aspects of discrimination in the complex social dynamics of racism 
(Gomes, 2020).

However, despite the association of hair and skin color, at the end of the activity 
we noticed that the children expected the protagonist to be white. We used guided 

Figure 4 – Cover of the book A Cor de Coraline.
Source: Rampazo (2017).
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drawing by the group to have them reveal what they believed to be the character’s color: 
most painted Coraline with a very light skin tone (Figure 5). This may be due to the 
limited representation of Black people in children’s books and stories (Sousa, 2001), and 
to lack of access by these children to literary works with Black characters. In addition, 
in the audiovisual productions to which children have more access — telenovelas, films, 
cartoons — Black people are mostly portrayed as supporting or secondary characters.

The common use of colored pencils also interfered considerably in the out-
come of the activity: the choice of color used by the children to paint Coraline was 
affected by their daily habits. Most of the children used a beige crayon, claiming 
that it was the “skin-colored” crayon, as described in the following excerpt: 

L.3 looked at all the other children’s drawings and began to color his own, co-
loring Coraline’s skin in beige (with what is better known as a “skin-colored” 
pencil, the one the children used most often to paint her). A member of the 
university team, thinking that he [L] was using that color because he saw the 
other children using it, said his was also pretty and asked if he thought that was 
Coraline’s color. He said yes, “because that’s the color of skin”. Even though his 
own color is Black, he said that the crayon’s beige was the color of skin (excerpt 
from the authors’ fieldwork report, 6th workshop).

3 The researchers responsible for the fieldwork kept the identity of the research partici-
pants anonymous, as determined by the consent agreement. Therefore, we here use only 
initials to identify the children, pre-adolescents, adults and elderly of the community 
and their respective comments.

Figure 5 – Some of the assignments produced by the participating children and preadolescents.
Source: Elaborated by the authors.

14  Revista Brasileira de Educação  v. 28 e280109  2023

Maria Thaís Mota do Nascimento and Suzana Santos Libardi



We observed an absolute naturalization of the idea that there is only one 
skin color, and only one colored pencil to match it. This naturalization highlights 
the way whiteness came to be constituted in Brazil and how it continues to be 
represented and accepted socially as the standard of humanity (Bento, 2014). As a 
result of this standardization, there are phenotypes that are more or less valued in 
our society (Oliveira, 2017), so that whites enjoy the beneficial effects of the positive 
status associated with their color. This helps explain why, until recently, many Black 
Brazilians of different generations tried to neglect traits that showed their Blackness, 
so as to avoid the “other’s” negative, racist gaze. Paulino and Mattos (2021) found 
similar results when conducting workshops at a school, where, in the context of a 
group of Black students, the “skin-colored” pencil was also more highly valued, as 
well as phenotypic traits, of the mouth, for example, associated with white people, 
who are seen to be “more beautiful”.

We believe that the school institution may be responsible for the under-
standing shared by children about the name and use of the “skin-colored” pencil. 
Many of us learned at school that the beige pencil refers to skin color, which shows 
that, although the school is a privileged environment where aspects related to racial 
identity can and should be discussed and problematized, it is possible to perceive 
that these same institutions often reproduce and highlight the valorization of a 
white, Eurocentric aesthetic standard (Cavalleiro, 2001).

This valorization can be seen in the practices that are adopted, or not, in 
schools. Romão (2001) points to the way in which the participation of children in 
Afro-Brazilian culture is affected, given the choice of the institution not to include in 
its curriculum practices that provide this participation, such as capoeira and dancing 
in samba circles. Not being culturally represented in the school environment can 
make Black children more vulnerable to having greater difficulties in accepting 
themselves as Black.

This reality also influences affective relationships in the classroom. White 
children often receive more praise, incentives, affection, and hugs; the opposite 
occurs with Black children, for whom manifestations of affection are not shown 
in the same proportion so as to make them feel as loved, accepted, and welcomed 
in the school environment (Cavalleiro, 2001). As a result of attitudes like this, the 
processes of self-acceptance, inclusion and, consequently, participation are more 
complex for Black children and/or adolescents, when compared to incentives and 
agency among whites (Abramowicz and Oliveira, 2012).

In addition, there is a culture of silencing on the part of teachers and other 
education workers — administrators, coordinators, food workers, security guards, 
among others — regarding discriminatory practices against Black people. Many 
educators still carry the conception that racism is non-existent in the school envi-
ronment (Santos, 2001; Cavalleiro, 2020). Those educators who do consider it as a 
reality to be combated often reinforce the mistaken idea that racism is a problem 
that is exclusive to Black students. Thus, these young people are encouraged to be 
resistant to racism — which is important too — but not sufficient, nor effective in 
creating the means to combat racism and discriminatory practices in institutions 
(Santos, 2001).
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Returning to the activity, at the end of the reading session we showed the 
children the book with the illustration of Coraline with her real skin color (Figure 6). 
Upon seeing the image, some of the children and pre-teens were surprised. One of 
the girls even said there is no one with Coraline’s color. However, in the community 
where they live, there are people — including the children themselves — with a 
black skin tone even darker than that of the character. The questioning reveals, in 
our view, a sense of unfamiliarity that is felt by the children when encountering a 
Black protagonist; which reinforces the importance of representativeness for racial 
affirmation processes among children (Sousa, 2001).

The discussion about skin color was also present in other workshops. To create a 
space for dialog between the youngest and the oldest residents, we proposed an activity 
in which the children and preadolescents portrayed their grandparents by making pup-
pets. The moment of handing over the dolls to the respective grandparents provided an 
opportunity to invite them to participate in future workshops. Among the elders, the 
children chose to represent those who had the most grandchildren participating in the 
workshops. We identified four grandmothers and two grandfathers. To make the dolls, 
the children were divided into subgroups; each made two dolls. We explained that the 
dolls should be as similar as possible to the people they represent and distributed the 
materials we had brought with us: plastic bottles, crepe paper, A4 sheets of paper, felt 
pens, pencils, scissors, glue, adhesive tape, painting materials, and others.

Figure 6 – Coraline’s true color.
Source: Rampazo (2017).
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In one of the subgroups, a discussion about race emerged during the initial 
choice of color to represent the skin color of the grandparents’ dolls, as described 
in the following excerpt:

The workshop facilitator asked about the color of the grandparents, and they 
were categorical in stating that A. and N. are brown [pardo]. At that same 
moment of making the doll, A. passed by the front of the Association building 
and was soon pointed out by the group. A. is black, has very dark skin, but 
the children chose to say it was brown. Regarding the choice of the color of 
representation of Mrs. N., one of her grandchildren took the lead of the group 
and made a series of proposals, among them: to use white paper for the color of 
his grandmother and paint her eyes blue (excerpt from the authors’ fieldwork 
report, 2nd workshop).

Reflecting on what happened, we asked ourselves why the participants 
made such choices. The group represented the grandmother in a way that 
was clearly divergent from her real physical characteristics, portraying her 
with traits completely distant from a Black racial identity (similar to what 
occurred in the situation presented at the beginning of this article), always 
opting for light colors that do not correspond to reality, but to the socially 
valued whitening.

The same children and pre-teens represented the aforementioned grandfather 
with features that were faithful to his appearance. The puppet, in fact, represents 
the man who passed in front of the Association during the workshop. However, 
when naming the grandfather’s color, the children used the term ‘brown’ [pardo]. 
They may not be aware of the formal categories used in Brazil to identify color, and 
used the terms embedded in the informal everyday discourses to which they have 
access. Moreover, because there are various racist terms that belittle Black racial 
identity, children and preadolescents may have used ‘pardo’ because they recognized 
it as an appropriate term to refer to Black people.

We noticed, at other times, that the children were careful not to express 
racist attitudes and speech, such as during the workshop in which we encouraged 
an exchange between them and children from a quilombola community located in 
Campos dos Goytacazes, Rio de Janeiro. They prepared a slide show for us with 
pictures of themselves and their community.

When the photo of some children from this community appeared on 
the slide, slightly positioned with their backs turned to the camera, one of the 
participants from Serra said with surprise: “Ohh, the hair...” (referring to the 
kinky hair of one of the girls in the photo), and did not finish the sentence, 
but we realized that she was going to say something negative about the girl’s 
hair. The other children realized this and, when they heard their colleague, 
they immediately rebutted: “What prejudice!” (Field report no. 6). They spoke 
loudly, scolding her.

It was evident that the children were careful not to use pejorative terms when 
referring to Black people and/or Black phenotypic characteristics. This was either 
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because they understood the negative and violent impact of racial discrimination, 
or because they were instructed in that sense by their school or family, or because 
they themselves had already experienced situations that placed them in a place of 
inferiority based on their color/race.

DISCUSSING QUILOMBOLA IDENTITY

Regarding quilombola identity, it was possible to perceive a disparity in 
the discourses of the different generations. The older residents were interviewed 
in the workshops by the younger ones and by us, the university team. These 
were the intergenerational dialogues that took place in person in the context 
of the project. The focus was on quilombola identity and the experience of 
childhood, past and present.

We asked them what ‘being quilombola’ meant. One interviewee said 
that “to be a quilombola is to be Black” (excerpt from the authors’ fieldwork 
report, 5th workshop), revealing that she saw a great proximity between her 
racial identity and the quilombola identity. Another person related “being qui-
lombola” to cultural elements, respect and traditions, not directly mentioning 
racial aspects.

B. stated that being quilombola is tradition, “it is having respect for what you 
are”, and that many people wanted to be quilombolas too, to also be respec-
ted. [He said] That only today does he recognize himself as such, because 
earlier he did not recognize himself in this way; today, with this culture, he 
affirms himself as a quilombola (excerpt from the authors’ fieldwork report, 
7th workshop).

In other workshops, when we proposed that children and pre-teens list 
aspects related to “being quilombola”, they pointed out actions that were strictly 
linked to community tasks and handicrafts. At the end of the activity, we obtained 
the following list:

It is to be recognized in places. People from outside come to know the commu-
nity; it is to work with vines;

it is to work with thatch, to weave products, brooms, hats, bags, straw wallets; 
it is to be recognized by law;

it is to dance Afro-dance, capoeira; because you learn a lot; 

it is to value yourself. (Excerpt from the authors’ fieldwork report, 4th workshop)

Although the comments of the youngest participants refer to valorization and 
recognition, most of their responses are defined by what they do in the community. 
The discrepancy between these statements and those of older people may be due to 
the collective experiences of each generational group, among other factors.
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The oldest participant shared with us his lifelong hesitation to call 
himself a quilombola. Having closely experienced their people’s struggles and 
resistance — growth, the struggle for community recognition and subsequent 
access to specific public policies —, older people can more easily associate their 
quilombola identity with the local historical process, its advances and setbacks in 
recognition and access to public policies for quilombos. Although the children 
and preadolescents live with the consequences of these political struggles, and 
disputes in the territory are present today, they did not cite aspects of the col-
lective struggle, but associated being a quilombola with the practical tasks they 
perform today in the community.

Meanwhile, we noticed from the list that, in some way, children and pre-
adolescents also spoke of recognition, although they did not raise it as something 
to be sought. For them, recognition appears as something already given a priori. 
Similar results were found by Valentim and Trindade (2011). Children and pre-
adolescents evoked the idea of recognition associated with a duly formalized 
recognition (through laws that guarantee their rights as a traditional community), 
or recognition that comes from the other — quilombola or not — when perceiving 
their people as quilombola.

We thus note that recognition is qualified differently by subjects of the older 
and younger generations. Despite this, both identify it as a central aspect of the 
definition of quilombola identity.

With regard to the list produced by the children and preadolescents, the 
girls were the protagonists in its elaboration. In the community, they are strongly 
engaged in artisanal work, unlike boys. Thus, their definition of themselves as qui-
lombolas was influenced by their daily chores, which are socially organized in the 
locality based on a gender division.

The relationship between quilombola and racial identities is also revealed by 
both generational groups. As described above, one of the older residents directly 
associated race and culture, although we know that not all older residents claim 
to be Black. In the discourse of the children and preadolescents, we identified this 
association when, at the opening of a workshop, we asked them, as we commonly 
did, to recall the previous meeting, in which we had met quilombola children from 
another community. When describing them, they incisively affirmed that “they 
were Blacks” (field report no. 7). When they recalled the children from another 
quilombo, this was the signifier evoked by the children and preadolescents from 
Serra. When referring to themselves, during the months of our coexistence they 
did not use any term that directly defined them as a racially delimited people, 
but, when talking about other children, this marker was present. This does not 
necessarily indicate an attempt to distance themselves from their Black identity. 
Because they had seen the children from the other quilombo only once, in the 
photos, their physical appearance and, therefore, their skin color was one of the few 
references they had to describe them, since all the children who appeared in the 
photos had dark black skin. On the other hand, very few children and preadoles-
cents from Serra have this skin tone. Thus, given the non-homogenization of the 
skin color of its population, it was reasonable for the younger ones to characterize 
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themselves based on community activities. We understand that this points to a 
sense of collectivity involved in quilombola identity, and simultaneously situates 
cultural practices as being more preponderant in quilombola self-affirmation in 
the sertão than racial belonging. 

FINAL CONSIDERATIONS

The research described here focused on the belonging and affiliation of a 
quilombola population to their community. We approached this link considering 
racial and generational issues, to discover the constitutive elements of the process 
of racial construction and self-affirmation of children, preadolescents and elderly 
quilombolas. We believe that the study is important for the community in which 
it was carried out because it contributes to the construction of the collective 
identity of the quilombo residents. Concerning the field of childhood, we sought 
to contribute to the academic debate on racial issues in the context of non-formal 
educational processes.

We noticed that, when representing their grandparents, the children and 
preadolescents did not identify them as pretos or negros [both words meaning black]. 
Although they engaged in the exercise of identifying the Blackness of their elders in 
their speech, they hesitated to verbalize these terms. We understand the hesitation 
to be indicative of the difficulty they have to affirm aspects related to the racial 
identity of older adults. In the WhatsApp exchange — described at the beginning 
of this paper — the children carried out this same process with themselves, by 
claiming that they themselves are white.

The data presented in this text indicate that the children resorted to racial 
whitening in an attempt to distance their people from characteristics that embody 
their Blackness. Whitening is quite common in power relations in Brazil, and is re-
lated to social ascension (Bento, 2014), as it distances Black and brown people from 
Black phenotypic traits. It is therefore necessary to “[…] understand the whitening 
of Black people not as manipulation, but as the construction of a white identity 
that Black people in the process of ascension were coerced to desire” (Bento, 2014, 
p. 54). Thus, whitening is an effect of the racism present in our society (Lima and 
Vala, 2004), which imposes colonizing subjectivation processes on Black people, 
guided by whiteness as the standard of humanity (Schucman, 2010). Whitening, 
therefore, reverberates differently on the subjectivities of Black (black and brown) 
and white people in Brazil.

The problematic of whitening complexifies the processes of constructing the 
racial identity of Black people, while simultaneously giving whites a comfortable 
condition of subjectivation precisely because they are not racially confronted, but, 
to the contrary, are seen positively because of their whiteness (Abramowicz and 
Oliveira, 2012). The privileges granted to whites are broad, from those conditions 
of subjectivation to the doors that open concretely in their life trajectory because 
of their color.

Thus, Black children and preadolescents are more vulnerable to having greater 
difficulties in accepting themselves as Black, which can lead them to resort to efforts 
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at whitening available in society. This is different from what happens with white 
children, who do not go through this, in addition to the fact that, simultaneously, 
there is an affirmation of positivities regarding racial self-acceptance. For this rea-
son, it is important to include whites in racial debates (Bento, 2014), given that it 
is also their responsibility to understand the racial position reserved for whites in 
the structure of racism.

Considering the reality of quilombos in the sertão region of Alagoas, where 
there are many Black residents with lighter skin tones, the construction of quilombola 
racial identities is necessarily related to the culture shared by the community — as 
the children and preadolescents also indicated. Based on the data presented, the 
quilombola identity — through its collective character of necessary community 
militancy and political engagement — is a signifier shared by all, children and 
elders. In our view, it is essential to invest in actions that significantly contribute 
to strengthening the quilombola identity, which also engenders the valorization of 
blackness by different generations.
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