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Whether or not you’re familiar with Brazil-
ian culture, you’re likely to know that every 
year the country stops for five days to enjoy 
Carnival. Traditionally a celebration to mark 
the first day of lent, Carnival has become far 
removed from the original idea of abstaining 
from luxuries. The huge street parties are 
charged with Samba rhythms, parades of col-
ourful costumes, and millions of people. But 
this annual celebration also includes some 
problematic traditions. 

Brazil’s biggest TV network, Globo, is respon-
sible for one of these traditions. Every year 
Brazilians will see the network’s Carnival 
beauty queen dancing during advert breaks 
with nothing but body paint and heels on. 
Known as the Globeleza (a fusion of the net-
works name and the Portuguese for beauty), 
this young beautiful naked dancer has be-
come a staple of the TV network’s Carnival 
tradition. 

The story of a young woman called 
Nayara Justino…

Gabriela de Oliveira

The original Globeleza, Valéria Valenssa, 
the wife of a Globo network designer, ful-
filled this role from 1991-2004, becoming a 
well-known icon of a Brazilian beauty and 
carnival festivities. The position of Globe-
leza subsequently became an on-screen 
competition where viewers call in and vote 
for their favourite Carnival beauty queen. 
It is clear that this tradition highlights 
over-sexualisation of women in Brazil; 
something that reflects profound gender 
inequality in the country. Unless you are 
familiar with the tradition however, it may 
not be obvious that it exposes profound 
racial inequality in the country.

Globeleza has never been white. 
Valéria Valenssa and her successors have 
all been young beautiful mulattas (mixed-
race women) who are praised for their 
beauty, physique and ability to do Brazil’s 
traditional samba dance. The fact that this 

tradition is reserved for women of colour, de-
spite images of beauty being dominated by 
white women in Brazil, demonstrates the dis-
parity between the treatment of white and 
non-white women in the country. 

This disparity was brutally exposed in 2013 
by the experience of Nayara Justino. Justino 
was the first black woman (rather than mu-
latta) to be voted Globeleza. For Carnival in 
2014, Globo advert breaks were vibrant im-
ages of Justino dancing with the usual body 
paint and heels on. However, very quickly 
this twenty-one year old became the target 
of an outpour of racist slurs on social media 
denouncing her as ‘too black’ to be Carnival 
beauty queen. In a short documentary made 
by The Guardian, Justino describes how this 
racism impacted her profoundly. Her depres-
sion onset when she found out the network 
was looking for another Globeleza to replace 
her. 

Soon enough, Justino was told she would no 
longer be Globeleza, but never given a reason 
as to why. The following Carnival, a light-
skinned mulatta by the name of Erika Moura 
was dancing on Globo’s TV advert breaks, de-
spite not having been voted in by the public. 
To put this into context, it is important to ac-
knowledge that Brazil is one of the most eth-
nically mixed countries in the world. During 
the Trans-Atlantic slave trade, Brazil (then un-
der the colonial power of the Portuguese) en-
slaved more Africans than any other country 
in the world. This is reflected in the country’s 
ethnic composition, which in the 2010 census, 
showed that 50.7 % of the population identify 
themselves as black or mixed-race. 

http://www.ibtimes.com/brazil-carnival-2016-videos-photos-rio-de-janeiro-recife-salvador-2298095
http://www.huffingtonpost.com/lorena-monique/mulata-globeleza_b_9097784.html
https://www.theguardian.com/news/video/2016/feb/09/brazilian-carnival-queen-too-black-nayara-justino-video
https://www.theguardian.com/world/2011/nov/17/brazil-census-african-brazilians-majority
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So how can such a diverse country have 
such distorted ideas about race? 
Inequality is a huge problem in Brazil, despite 
recent improvements. The country’s colonial 
legacy is reflected in racial inequality: statis-
tics continuously confirm that the poorest 
Brazilians are disproportionately black. This 
economic and social inequality is particularly 
severe for women of colour in Brazil. Rates of 
unemployment, femicide, domestic violence 
and domestic workers are highest amongst 
this group.

This systemic racism has had a long-term 
impact on social attitudes towards black Bra-
zilians: attitudes reflected in the events sur-
rounding the Globeleza competition. When 
describing her shock and sadness at the dis-
crimination she experienced, Justino noted, 
“the comments came from black people too”. 
This demonstrates that profound economic 
and cultural racism has also impacted the 
way black Brazilians perceive their own com-
munity; Justino describes this impact as re-
sulting in “shame” amongst black Brazilians. 
Justino, however, has not allowed this expe-
rience to impose ‘shame’ on her. She has con-
tinued to pursue a career in modelling and 
acting, and has since been cast in a popular 

To follow Nayara Justino on Instagram @nayarajustinooficial
To follow Lupita Nyong’o on Twitter @Lupita_Nyong’o
To read stories and experiences of black women of all ages and backgrounds (in English) see: 
http://blackwomenconfessions.tumblr.com
For an entertainment podcast that speaks on issues of racism and feminism from the perspec-
tive of black women in United States of America: https://www.buzzfeed.com/anotherround
To read more on colourism: http://www.newstatesman.com/society/2013/10/colourism-why-
even-black-people-have-problem-dark-skin

novela (soap opera). Justino has also used her 
story and her platform to stimulate discus-
sion about racism in Brazil. 

In July 2016, Justino partook in a panel dis-
cussion on ‘colourism’, which refers to prej-
udice or discrimination against people of 
colour amongst those from the same ethnic 
or racial group. Her activism has since been 
praised on social media by other black wom-
en in the public sphere such as the American 
Oscar-winning actress Lupita Nyong’o, who 
posted Justino’s picture and story with a 
poem named “It couldn’t be done”. Nyong’o’s 
online support for Justino gave her story more 
exposure in the international media and is an 
example of how social media can be used as a 
platform for black women to speak out. 

In a country with such deeply entrenched 
historic and systemic racism, Justino’s story is 
one of many injustices. Although only a small 
step forward, Nayara Justino, Lupita Nyong’o 
and other black women have begun to find 
space in the public sphere, where they are 
challenging racism, colourism, and patriarchy. 
If you want to live in a more equal society, lis-
ten to them. 

https://www.weforum.org/agenda/2015/09/is-brazil-making-progress-on-inequality/
http://minorityrights.org/minorities/afro-brazilians/
http://www.telesurtv.net/english/news/Brazil-Sharp-Increase-in-Murders-of-Black-Women--20151111-0032.html
https://www.researchgate.net/publication/268094126_Black_women_victimization_of_domestic_violence_in_Brazil
https://blackwomenofbrazil.co/2013/02/08/brazil-has-most-maids-of-any-country-in-the-world-a-legacy-of-slavery-oppression-and-social-inequality-middle-and-upper-classes-want-to-keep-it-that-way/
https://www.instagram.com/nayarajustinooficial/?hl=en
https://www.instagram.com/nayarajustinooficial/?hl=en
https://www.buzzfeed.com/anotherround
http://www.newstatesman.com/society/2013/10/colourism-why-even-black-people-have-problem-dark-skin
http://www.newstatesman.com/society/2013/10/colourism-why-even-black-people-have-problem-dark-skin
https://www.facebook.com/NayaraJustinoGlobeleza/photos/a.497151353717467.1073741829.495594063873196/964578090308122/?type=3&theater
https://www.facebook.com/NayaraJustinoGlobeleza/photos/a.497151353717467.1073741829.495594063873196/964578090308122/?type=3&theater
http://kikispeakshermind.com/2016/02/18/lupita-nyongo-posted-an-inspirational-poem-for-nayara-justino/
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