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Abstract 

 
This paper explores the acrimonious side of translocal interactions on the web by reflecting on ‘Lusophony’ both as 
a colonial mindset and as textual practices lived out in the here-and-now by individuals of ‘Lusophone’ origin. 
Concentrating on their online interactions, it scrutinizes emerging conflictual discourse, approached through the lens 
of entextualization, Freudian narcissism of minor differences, and orders of indexicality. The analysis describes the 
pragmatics of entextualization and rancorous language games, depicting the ‘Lusophone’ territory as a semiotic 
battlefield where modernist ideologies and virulent linguistic actions are the weapons patrolling identity borders, a 
modus operandi related to wider social processes. 

 
 
 
The negotiation of cultural differences in digital semiotic encounters 
 
In our digital age, persons contact countless of others “in semiotic encounters of varying degrees of 
directness, immediacy, mutual awareness, and possible reciprocation” (Agha, 2007: 10). Although 
we cannot claim the universality of virtual experiences, Web 2.0 technologies (for example, wikis, 
blogs, and social platforms) have been proliferating. One of the consequences of such propagation is 
the escalating integration of cyberculture into everyday social, cultural, political and economic life. 
Engendering the cultivation of new modes of communication and new forms of collectivity, 
citizenship, political action and solidarity (Chouliaraki, 2010; Koh and Luke, 2011), they deserve 
analytical attention, if for no other reason than the scalar dimension of contemporary online 
phenomena.  
 
At first sight, this kind of increased mobility may enhance social networks and contact. However, 
many authors have been cautious in asserting that connectivity is the natural outcome of networking. 
As Bauman (2007) and Myers (2010), among others, warn us, ambivalent processes take place in 
‘electronic life’, alternating narcissistic self-assertion, voyeuristic self-marketing, and serious 
engagement in public debate, including crucial issues of our social lives (nationality, sexuality, race 
etc.) which have been increasingly put under suspicion. My current research has joined this reflection 
by concentrating on contemporary national-transnational dialogues and identity-alterity construction 
taking place in virtual contexts – an environment encompassing all sorts of encounters and 
misencounters. My methodological strategy is to follow text trajectories on the web, scrutinizing the 
continued insertion of texts in new semiotic contexts and the frictional state they occasion. 
 
In this paper, my interest is to explore more thoroughly the acrimonious side of translocal 
interactions on the web and the spatiotemporal scales they orient to. I do so by reflecting on 
‘Lusophony’ both as a category dating back to colonial times and as textual practices lived out in the 
here-and-now by individuals of ‘Lusophone’ origin (from Brazil and Portugal). I concentrate on their 

                                                           
1
 A version of this paper will integrate the volume “Global Portuguese: linguistic ideologies in Late Modernity”, edited 

by Luiz Paulo Moita-Lopes. The volume is part of the Series Routledge Critical Studies in Multilingualism, edited by 
Marilyn Martin Jones and Joan Pujolar. 
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interaction in Carta Capital website – the official site of a Brazilian weekly publication – and I 
observe aggressive and conflictual discourse practices 2 that emerge there. By carrying out the 
analysis through the lens of Freudian narcissism of minor differences, entextualization and orders of 
indexicality, I detect the pragmatics of rancorous language games. Their repetition in the focused 
local context, I argue, makes visible competing value systems which call into question the very idea 
of Lusophony, depicting the so-called Lusophone territory as a semiotic battlefield where orienting 
modernist ideologies and virulent linguistic actions are the weapons used to patrol identity borders, a 
modus operandi related to wider societal processes. 
 
 
‘Lusophony’ as a utopian community category 
 
Embedded in the concept of Lusophony is the idea of a supranational linguistic-cultural space 
(Martins 2004), comprising a set of cultural identities of Portuguese-speaking countries which 
encompasses: Angola, Brazil, Cape Verde, East Timor, Equatorial Guinea, Guinea-Bissau, 
Mozambique, Portugal, São Tomé and Príncipe, and the Special Autonomous  Region of Macau 
(China), where Portuguese  figures as the official language; other regions where Portuguese is or was 
spoken in its different variants in conjunction with its creoles; and Mauritius (which is  associated 
with the Community of Portuguese Language Countries - CPLP). In view of such diversity, Martins 
notes that the attribute ‘Lusophone’ implies a ‘hypercollectivity’, evoking a cultural matrix that 
lumps together more than 200 million individuals worldwide under one label.  
 
In fact, Martins (2004:4) argues that as a category defining a political-economic-cultural 
transnational entity, lusophony is nurtured by a “lusocentric fallacy”, a mythical delusion of a 
“shared imaginary life”, and by an ideology of brotherhood and cooperation, in which Portugal 
would emerge as a fixed cultural center around whose margins other peoples and nations gravitate.  
As a mirage maintaining the hierarchy-creating components of the colonial center-periphery 
relationship, the idea of Lusophone cultural identity seems to be too fragile in the current political-
economic scenario. Firstly, the sovereignty of the original matrix is undermined by the regional and 
international projection of ex-colonies like Brazil and by the severe European economic crisis 
affecting the EU. Secondly, contemporary identity practices are becoming ever more tied to mobile 
contexts, to emerging power relations and to new forms of allegiance. Lastly, the naïve utopia of 
cultural integration between Portuguese-speaking peoples is affected by the fact that the symbolic 
Lusophone space embraces radically different communities – feebly cohesive, overflowing with 
exclusion, inequality, oppression and flagrant demographic, cultural and economic imbalance.  
 
Faced with this context, Martins claims that 
 

“lusophony is necessarily a fragmented cultural space. And both the community and the spirit of 
fraternity and sharedness can only be fulfilled through the recognition of that plurality and 
difference and through the thorough mutual knowledge and understanding.”(2004:15) 

 
In fact this view itself retains a lusocentric character, even though it acknowledges the increasing 
transformations that the so-called Lusophone world has been going through. Without closer attention 
to the keen political-economic interests that necessarily underlie the changing ‘Lusophone’ universe, 
the speculative project of a hybrid community remains quite frail – especially if one conceives of it 
as essentially luso or Portuguese. Even so, Martins’ work makes an important revisionist appeal 
since it refuses stereotypical views of a harmonious Lusophone community inviting its members to 

                                                           
2 Violent discourse practices are recurrent in my corpus, which comprises different websites, blogs and social platforms. 
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invest in the interchange of cultural experiences with multiple ‘others’. Many other authors, 
however, regard the overall scenario as quite discouraging.  In digital media, which ought to be a 
preeminent setting for information exchange, experience sharing, solidarity and, potentially, 
convergence of distinct Lusophone realities, mutual unawareness and symbolic violence prevail. In 
fact, studies such Pim et al. 2007, show that ignorance and tensions derived by the shock of 
‘otherness’ reign in the so-called ‘family clan’. 
 
 
Animosity amidst sociocultural ‘communion’ 
 
Relating contact with otherness to hostility is of course nothing new. Following for example Fanon’s 
seminal work (1952/2008), concepts of hatred, violence and anger have been used by theorists in the 
field of Postcolonial Studies to portray the tensions between (post)colonizers and (post)colonized 
negotiating cultural identity / difference. Here is how, for instance, Homi Bhabha describes 
intersubjectivity in imagined cultural borderlines: 
 

“It is in the emergence of the interstices - the overlap and displacement of domains of difference 
- that the intersubjective and collective experiences of nationness, community interest, or cultural 
value are negotiated […] How do strategies of representation or empowerment come to be 
formulated in the competing claims of communities where, despite shared histories of 
deprivation and discrimination, the exchange of values, meanings and priorities may not always 
be collaborative and dialogical, but may be profoundly antagonistic, conflictual and even 
incommensurable?” (2005: 2) 
 

Bhabha’s observation addresses the not always amicable character of cultural exchanges. In fact, 
long before him, Freud (1930/2002) depicted discontent and uneasiness as inherent qualities of 
civilization as a whole, shedding light both on the hardships involved in alterity recognition and on 
the senses of aversion and strong resentment embedded in the relationship with otherness. 
 
From the Freudian perspective, alterity is always lived as menace and civilization has to develop 
strategies to handle the opposing energies that form the basis of every relation among people. Freud 
termed one of these strategies the “narcissism of minor differences” (2002:71), alluding to the way 
small cultural groups use hostility against ‘intruders’ as a safety valve to drain destructive instincts. 
The phenomenon is easily perceivable in any kind of community – configured around notions of 
ethnicity, gender, sexuality, class, age etc. – whose members project cohesion upon diversity, 
designing boundaries and parameters for inclusion and exclusion which separate insiders from 
outsiders.  So constant feuds between adjoining communities, involving for example ridicule, 
sarcasm, irony and other forms of symbolic violence such as the use of offensive language, can be 
seen as convenient tricks or as economical discharges of our impetus toward cruelty. 
 
This unifying maneuver is part and parcel of the production of collective subjectivity. We detect 
specific attributes in a group, institution or belief and identify with them, constructing a sense of 
unity. Then, based on these similarities, we construct radical difference and conceive of ourselves as 
unique individuals, developing an obsession with identity by firmly and excessively clinging to 
minor differences, i.e. by constantly differentiating the self from that which in fact is similar and 
familiar. Here lies the embryo for the constitution of a sense of ‘we’ at the expense of ‘they’, i.e. the 
projected ‘foreigner’. Minor differences are thus details that unify a mass of people – ensuring 
identification of its members with one another – and differentiate it from other groupings, creating 
neat antinomies. It is a form of categorization and homogenization whose maintenance rests on the 
suspension of specificities among individuals; but such peculiarities return in strife between, for 
example, gangs, rival factions, or different nations. Humans attach themselves to these slight but 
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significant particularities to prevent the other from being similar to them, turning their ‘terms of 
endearment’ into everyday battles to police identity borders and protect them from annihilation. 
Proximity and distance have to be balanced as imbalance tends to generate hatred, antagonism and 
collision. 
 
Grounded in modernist vogue, Freud attributes this foundational double bind to instinctual 
psychological life, whereas postcolonial writers 3 attribute it to ideological phenomena occurring in 
the contact zone (Pratt, 1987), at the imagined geographic, identity, knowledge and linguistic 
frontiers where modernist modes of thinking clash with alternative contemporary ideas. But 
regardless of the approach adopted, all attest to pervasive animosity in sociocultural ‘communion’, 
and if so-called ‘lusophony’ is analysed in the light of this belligerence, many questions come to the 
fore: How is it possible to identify with a Lusophone ‘brotherhood’ without getting closer to it? 
When and if members are brought side by side, how do they face the shock of encountering plural 
alterities, whose identity practices may rule out the desire of integration? 
 
There are no straightforward or obvious pathways to approach this complex scenario. But I shall try 
to elucidate it (1) by moving away from Freud’s mentalist internal perspective and instead 
considering concrete, external, discourse practices in the contact zone; and (2) by resignifying the 
idea of culture, approaching it as a textual phenomenon involving ceaseless entextualization 
processes (Silverstein and Urban, 1996).  I start by tackling the latter. 
 
 
‘Lusophony’ as a textual phenomenon: text trajectories and entextualization processes  
 
Silverstein and Urban (1986:1) argue that in the wake of Geertz’s portrayal of culture as a semantic 
weft and as an articulated ensemble of texts, the study of textuality and textualization processes has 
gained momentum in linguistic anthropology and the social sciences more generally.  Initially, the 
idea of text allowed analysts to study culture through textual fragments that could be extracted from 
their original context, objectified and conceptualized as representing a specific cultural order.  As 
Silverstein and Urban note, this objectifying act produced the perception that “despatialized” and 
“detemporalized” meanings could “be clearly transmitted across social boundaries such as 
generations, without regard to the recontextualizations it might undergo” (1986:1). As autonomous 
referential objects, separated from spatiotemporal idiosyncrasies, cultural texts and cultural traditions 
could thus be shared, transmitted and repeated over time.  But Silverstein and Urban go a step 
further, and argue that this misses out larger, more complex and more dynamic textualization 
processes that require new theoretical-analytical tools.  In my own characterization of ‘lusophony’ as 
textual practices, three of these tools are particularly valuable: text trajectories, entextualization and 
orders of indexicality. 
 
Text trajectories is the concept used by Blommaert (2005) to foreground two related features of 
textualization: multi-sitedness and time-space scaling.  These are important dimensions of context 
with a complexity that cannot be captured by focusing on specific, decontextualized and episodic 
textual fragments.  Instead, wider processes of semiosis need to be considered.  Semiotic activity – 
emergent social action involving a plethora of signs of which language is just a piece – generally 
connects people to each other, establishes relationships and generates identity-othering processes in 
dynamic contexts of use. At the same time, in spite of the situated and transient nature of ongoing 
semiotic action, more enduring material texts can be produced in concretised clusters of signs 
(linguistic, imagetic, audio or gestural), transforming aspects of the ongoing discourse into more 

                                                           
3 See, for example, Pratt (1987) and Lyotard (1984). 
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lasting physical entities that can be separated from the interactional scenario and reintroduced into 
other ones.  
 
Although the production and interpretation of texts is “one-time and unique”, fundamentally tied to 
specific contexts (Blommaert, 2006: 3), texts are mobile and it is in their nature to move around. This 
involves a dual form of transit.  Texts can be continuously inserted in new semiotic locales (as stated 
above) but each time that happens, communicators make sense of them by resorting to a long-
standing history of use, habitualized communicative ways and interactional traditions. So they 
operate on two intermingled levels: the fleeting and synchronic here-and-now of local 
communication and the longue durée temporality of the prior sociohistorical repertoires that they 
bring in to semiotic encounters. So the movement of texts develops along space-time, local-
translocal flows (Blommaert, 2006). 
 
This travel is propelled by constant processes of entextualization (Bauman and Briggs, 1990/ 2009; 
Silverstein and Urban, 1996), a pragmatic concept in linguistic anthropology that captures the 
susceptibility of texts to decontextualisation – their susceptibility to being decentered from their 
original production context and relocated in new communication environments, becoming part of a 
new discourse, a new moment of sign usage. Entextualisation is the process of detaching discourse 
from its contextual anchors and “of making a stretch of linguistic production into a unit – a text – that 
can be lifted out of its interactional setting” (Bauman and Briggs, [1990] 2009: 608). In every phase 
of textual transit, discourse undergoes transformations and reconstructions so that each time it is 
iterated in a new pragmatic environ, it acquires new meaning contours which become part of its 
natural history of use (Silverstein and Urban, 1986). Iterability is thus interlaced with change – a 
central characteristic of semiotic phenomena: the possibility of signs being infinitely recycled and 
reused, but never merely replicated, as recasting simultaneously accommodates traces of repetition 
and novelty, sameness and difference. This semantic dynamism can be related to the fact that 
recontextualization always involves new contextual configurations – new interlocutors, with 
different modes of interacting with signs, with different histories of socialization, responding to 
volatile interactional demands. 
 
So simply equating culture with the texts it produces is insufficient.  The ‘text received’ in any 
specific territory is always the outcome of multiple entextualization journeys across contexts, 
involving sedimentation and its emergent reconfiguration in a new space-time. This new space-time 
itself cannot be viewed as a pre-configured enclave awaiting the landing of the text. Its meaning 
topography is built upon a cemented-fluid soil processually crafted along textual performances as 
members of cultural groups actively “perform their culture by creating ‘texts’ of various sorts” 
(Coupland 2007:107).  The relationship between culture, cultural identification and texts is clearly 
articulated by Coupland when he states that 
 

“cultural belonging is itself an active, iterative, reconstructive process. It is not simply the 
perpetuation of an identity state... A sense of culture resides in local processes of enacting or 
reconstituting culture.” (2007:107) 

 
This transformable quality leads to a different perspective. Firstly, it characterizes culture as an open 
project which is modifiable through human textual activities (Agha, 2007), even though it 
encompasses the more durable forms of social organization conventionally invoked by the 
designation ‘social structure’ (a perspective that wards off any kind of relativism). Secondly, it points 
to the fact that the cultural analyst has to shift the analytical emphasis from an enquiry into the 
meaning of texts (spoken, written, visual, multimodal etc.) to entextualizations-in-interaction, with a 
focus on the emerging meaning-effects that they produce and their resignification potential. Thirdly, 
if textual activity is always embedded in “larger economies of communication” (Blommaert 2005: 
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57) and if “larger scale formations live through smaller scale activities [and everyday semiosis]” 
(Agha, 2007: 21), the consideration of concrete and situated semiotic practices across different 
contexts takes center stage. 
 
Lastly, this interest compels theorists to focus more sharply on the ways in which recontextualization 
processes are constrained, analyzing recontextualisation in conjunction with normativity patterns, 
value schemes and stratification systems. Blommaert 2005 employs the concept of orders of 
indexicality to foreground the creativity-determination dialectics involved in textual mobility. On the 
one hand, texts can be replayed in new space-time environments and acquire fresh configurations; on 
the other, they do not move in a social vacuum and their transposition from one place to another 
occurs amidst rules, identity codes, cultural expectations, valorization regimes, and so forth, which 
curb their form and function, so that when signs of identity are taken up in new contexts, their 
recontextualizations change their meaning. By way of example, well-known signs of Brazilian 
national identity – curvy brunette women exposing their bodies under intense tropical sun, widely 
publicized icons of beauty in the country – may be appraised very negatively when embedded in a 
new surrounds. So in their journeys, texts always have to deal with hierarchization criteria. The 
meanings attributed to them, and the way these meanings act in new semantic environments, change 
and may be rated higher or inferior to others, according to situated ranking parameters. Textual 
itineraries are often impacted by rival orders of indexicality, so textual friction is an important point 
of departure in the analysis of recontextualization processes. 
 
Within this framework, I shall attempt to recenter the concepts of Lusophony and of Freudian 
narcissism of minor differences, seeing the conflictual negotiation of cultural differences not as 
foundational phenomena but as a sociocultural-textual activity related to human ways with signs, 
texts and discourse. More specifically, I shall explore this perspective by examining semiotic activity 
in a digital environment connecting two cultural groupings, Brazilians and Portuguese. 
 
 
Textual life on the web: The narcissism of small differences in a virtual ‘Lusophone’ territory 
 
What happens to texts when they penetrate virtual communication landscapes (the context under 
scrutiny here)? Their circulation and transposition potentials increase exponentially as the following 
example indicates. 
 
In 2010, Focus magazine – the now-discontinued Portuguese counterpart of a ‘franchise’ headlined 
by a German publication of the same name – published its 565th edition. The cover of this specific 
issue – a “multi-channel sign configuration” (Agha, 2007: 6) – featured the image of a brunette 
model’s backside in a tiny string-style bikini, drawing the readers’ attention to a close-up of her 
rather large bum, framed by three headlines: “Men love her; women hate her. The well-kept secrets 
of Brazilian women: 2216 weddings to Portuguese men in 2009 only. The 10 do’s and don’ts of their 
strategies to seduce men.” This foregrounded the magazine’s main report on Brazilian women living 
in Portugal4.  
 
Constituting a portion of discourse, the text is itself the outcome of entextualized, historically-
sedimented colonial ideologies (of gender, race and sexuality) concerning the relationship between 
Brazilians and Portuguese. It spread, as many texts do, precipitating in varied semiotic events. But on 

                                                           
4 The image can be accessed at 
https://docs.google.com/a/globo.com/file/d/0B5ZPyAsOveEJYzFlYjRjZDYtYzZjMi00N2M0LThkNzgtNGJhNzZmOD
BlMjYx/edit?hl=en .  
 

https://docs.google.com/a/globo.com/file/d/0B5ZPyAsOveEJYzFlYjRjZDYtYzZjMi00N2M0LThkNzgtNGJhNzZmODBlMjYx/edit?hl=en
https://docs.google.com/a/globo.com/file/d/0B5ZPyAsOveEJYzFlYjRjZDYtYzZjMi00N2M0LThkNzgtNGJhNzZmODBlMjYx/edit?hl=en
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reaching the web, it gained accelerated motion, disseminated over websites, blogs, discussion forums 
and social platforms – a huge labyrinthine net of destinations – being repeatedly re-entextualized in a 
myriad of subgenres such as news pieces, chats, comments, and other digital ‘terminals’. The 
replication of the magazine cover in these different online environments sparked outrage among 
worldwide-spread Brazilian and Portuguese interlocutors, generating intense virtual debates on 
cultural differences and (post)colonial relationships. 
 
I started tracking down part of the rhizomatic path trodden by this particular text in previous work 
(Fabrício, in press) when I was able to analyze but a fragment of its journey, with a focus on the 
sexualized, exoticized and modernist othering processes at play in the postcolonial ‘Lusophone’ 
world against the background of changing geopolitical-economic practices in the present globalized 
scenario. My analysis of the selected itinerary indicated that far from being harmonious, the identity 
performances of Portuguese and Brazilian nationals enacted on three different digital ‘stops’ 
simultaneously articulated habitualized historic rivalries, mutual totalizing colonial typifications, and 
more creative (re)constructions. In the present paper, my target is another ‘station’ in that mazy 
pathway, the Carta Capital website.  
 
Carta Capital is quite different from Focus magazine, which can be said to be a highly conservative 
news product. It is a Brazilian weekly publication whose purpose is to approach information in a 
critical fashion. As announced in its official website, the magazine provides 
 

compulsory reading for those who seek not only unique and qualified information but also a 
critical appraisal of political, economic and cultural affairs in Brazil and in other parts of the 
world… The readership community is highly qualified and enjoys knowing the truth about 
factual news and exploring independent perspectives and opinions standing out from market 
commonsense.5 

 
The discourse employed clearly indexes the magazine’s target audience, constructing it as an 
intellectual elite – critical, independent and self-reliant. The website follows the same critical 
editorial guidelines, reentextualizing main features of the print version of the magazine and posting 
exclusive opinion articles on polemic topics. These choices suggest stance-taking as the type of 
subsequent activity expected of its readers, who are encouraged to discuss the news pieces available 
online using the comments section.  
 
When the Focus magazine cover, as a textual artifact, precipitated in this environment, it got 
(re)inserted in an opinion article 6 on Portuguese media texts and their constant recycling of the 
stigma of prostitution associated to Brazilian women residing in Portugal. There it shared space with 
other entextualizations: 1) a televisual text (a popular Portuguese soap opera) whose main and only 
female character is a Brazilian whore and ‘sex maniac’; 2) a manifesto (“Manifesto opposing 
prejudice against Brazilian Women”), whose complete text could be accessed through a hyperlink; 3) 
interviews with the president of a Portuguese social entity and with a Portuguese anthropologist; and 
4) data produced by an institution committed to migration and human rights.  An underlying 
analytical and disapproving tone unified these different but intertwined voices, taking both the TV 
program and the cover of Focus magazine to be compelling examples of the negative role the media 
play in the creation and maintenance of gender and sexual stereotypes. The key point of their 
criticism was that despite the implied disrespect, the association of Brazilian women with sexuality is 

                                                           
5 Information retrieved from <http://www.cartacapital.com.br/editora/cartacapital> in December, 2013. 
6 The article entitled “Prostitute, Brazilian and Success on TV”  was published in September, 2011, and can be accessed 
at http://www.cartacapital.com.br/sociedade/prostituta-brasileira-e-sucesso-na-tv-portuguesa 

http://www.cartacapital.com.br/sociedade/prostituta-brasileira-e-sucesso-na-tv-portuguesa
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old news in the European context at large, owing among other factors to the presence of Brazilian 
prostitutes living and working in the continent.  
 
The article was in itself a net of recentered texts within a semiotic event, a communication chain 
involving journalists, editors, designers etc.  But after being uploaded to Carta Capital website as an 
end-product, it generated a new semiotic encounter congregating the different interlocutors who 
gradually joined the debate through the comments section. Sixty-four readers, two of them 
Portuguese, took part in the interaction by making posts which amounted eighty-two contributions. I 
now turn to some of these posts to explore their (dis)alignments in response to the textual material, 
bearing in mind that “any act of responding to a message recontextualizes that to which it is a 
response” (Agha, 2011:166). My selection criteria have favoured the cultural clashes produced in 
entextualization processes. 

 

 

Virulent and rancorous exchanges  
 
Strong resentment, cynicism, and verbal fencing. These form a significant part of the 
recontextualizations in Carta Capital, of which the following excerpts are representative:7 
 

 (01) Carla Brito   
come again...what country is it? Oh…it’s Portugal…thought the problem concerned a major 
global economy…no comment!!!! 
 

 (02) Ricardo pontes  
(...) I’ve never visited, and never will, that little piece of land full of ‘cutrucas’, which   
Europeans name Europe’s ‘black point’. When they arrive here, they pass for ‘nice guys’, 
but, deep down, they’re tricksters. 
 

  (03) JOSÉ SANTOS PEREIRA  
ENGLISH NEWSPAPERS, LIKE FINANTIAL TIMES, SAY THAT THE ONLY WAY 
OUT FOR PORTUGAL AS TO ITS CURRENT STATE OF BANKRUPTCY IS BEING 
ANNEXED BY BRAZIL.SO BRAZILIANS LET’S PUT AN END TO THAT 
INFERIORITY COMPLEX (...) NOWADAYS, BRAZIL IS ON TOP, LET’S NOT KICK 
PORTUGUESE DEAD DOGS. 

 
 (04) luiz al  

Never mind, let Portugal sink, that thing is just like the ground of the chicken house, the 
Portuguese who swarmed to Brazil in the past were worthy of something, fucked us for 400 
years, forget about them, they are a mediocre country. 
 

 (05) Paulo Roberto Ferreira    
I am Brazilian, a Portuguese citizen, I have lived in Lisbon for the past 6 months and watched 
the TV series launch. It’s pathetic as far as commonsense is concerned. And if it catches the 
public eye it merely reflects Portuguese society. Would all that economic crisis be somehow 
related to this 19th century mindset!? Wouldn’t that be a defense strategy of the Portuguese 
people? Would it be one more example of Portuguese very low self-esteem? I myself, 

                                                           
7
 Although the website under scrutiny is public, participants’ names have been changed to preserve their anonymity. 

Typos and punctuation are maintained and excerpts are organized chronologically. The numbers in brackets are meant to 
make it easier to refer to them separately. All interactions occurred in Portuguese, and their translation into English is 
mine. 
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Brazilian, Portuguese, believe so. That’s why I came back to SP. And that’s why all my 
Portuguese friends want to come over here. And that’s why Portuguese TV sucks. And that’s 
why that country will still undergo a lot of suffering. But … as fados say … suffering is 
living. Go on suffering over there, my tuga friends. 
 

 (06) Pedro Alvares   
The character in question IS NOT BRAZILIAN, but a Portuguese hooker putting on a fake 
accent. When she talks with another character in private, she drops the phony Brazilian 
accent (...) many commentators who have left their spit around here display loutish prejudice: 
they’ve heard about Portugal, Brazilian women, prostitution, added 1+1+1, and the sum 
equaled 4. Wrong-footing. Over here we can see how the program has reached its goals: 
bringing prejudice to light and ridiculing the prejudiced; curiously the strategy is more 
efficient in Brazil than in Portugal. 
 

 (07) Almir Cunha    
I saw a photo-reportage on cod fishing in the North Sea in the late 19th century. The 
Portuguese women stayed in the ship’s hold gutting and piling fish up. They had no shower 
for over a month, next to the storage area, so we can get a sense of what a Portuguese woman 
is like, no way one can have sex with them 

 
The interaction develops according to a retaliatory frame, triggered by the media portrayal of 
Brazilian women as hookers, a position the article on Carta Capital website strongly criticizes. 
However, it is curious how most contributors seem to be reacting to projected interlocutors who are 
neither the article’s author nor anyone involved its textual population (Talbot, 1992). From the very 
beginning of the interaction, they address two abstract essentialized entities: ‘the Portuguese’ and 
‘Portugal’, which form a kind of  ‘overarching’ addressee cued by different deictics, Portugal / 
country / that thing / there and the Portuguese / they /them / Portuguese society / tuga (a term used in 
Portugal to refer to the Portuguese). People and nation are equated and ‘othered’ in opposition to a 
‘Brazilian’ identity, establishing a familiar relational construction in which one identity forges its 
existence by distinguishing something outside itself, i.e. another identity which, albeit different, 
provides the very conditions for it to exist. 
 
Brazilians are thus constructed as a form of life which finds self-assertion in alienating ‘the other’,  
their ‘Lusophone brothers’, and claims superiority and advantage in relation to alterity – attributes 
that have to be protected against assaults. Here we can witness the narcissism of minor differences in 
full swing as an ‘us vs. them’ power combat provides the interface between self and other. Upon 
feeling attacked, Brazilians, like an opposing ‘troop’, strike back. By reanimating the biblical 
principle of ‘an eye for an eye, a tooth for a tooth’ and the militaristic motto ‘the best defense is 
offence’, most contributors bring the projected adversary under heavy semiotic attack. Truculent 
lexicon, capital letters and punctuation emphasizing tension, and the recycling of sedimented signs of 
identity are the weapons employed on the battlefield. 
  
Firstly, different lexical items and expressions construct ‘Portugal - the Portuguese’ as a retrograde, 
bigoted, sexist, prejudiced, corrupt, stupid and poor community, whose members lack sensuality and 
self-worth: that little piece of land, cutrucas (derrogatory adjective used by Brazilians to refer to the 
Portuguese as ignorant), Europe’s ‘black point’ and tricksters (in 02); STATE OF BANKRUPTCY 
and PORTUGUESE DEAD DOGS (in 3); the ground of the chicken house and mediocre country (in 
04); 19th century mindset and the Portuguese very low self-esteem (in 05); and, no one can have sex 
with them (in 07). These signs, likening participants around a similar stance, group interlocutors as 
Brazilian nationals who endorse the same point of view. Each time they align themselves in 
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agreement with each other and with the adversarial frame in play, they recontextualize the magazine 
article as a manifesto against the imagined ‘enemy’, the Portuguese. 
 
This move is made possible through signs of identity which index a rivalry remounting the colonial 
heritage shared by Brazil and Portugal, apparently influencing participants’ identification as 
members of a community of ‘ex-colonized’, who are now in position to take revenge – a disposition 
indexed by “fucked us for 400 years” (04). Shifting from the immediate local encounter to larger 
cultural formations, the interactants reconstruct the historic relationship between the two countries 
against the current European economic scenario; amidst a global crisis redefining the nation’s 
leadership, Brazil would be outranking Portugal, as José (03) emphatically attests (ENGLISH 
NEWSPAPERS, LIKE FINANTIAL TIMES, SAY THAT THE ONLY WAY OUT FOR PORTUGAL AS 
TO ITS CURRENT STATE OF BANKRUPTCY IS BEING ANNEXED BY BRAZIL). Carla’s post (01) 
excludes Portugal from the ‘major global economy’ group and establishes the pervasively ironic key, 
signaled by “come again … what country?” As the other interlocutors follow suit, the trading of 
barbs escalates, gradually acquiring a more violent performative force, indexed by propositions such 
as, among others,  LET’S NOT KICK PORTUGUESE DEAD DOGS (03), let Portugal sink (04), and 
Go on suffering over there (05). 
 
These continuous recontextualizations require sense-making, and participants seem to interpret them 
according to a large-scale orientation toward remarkably stable ideologies concerning community, 
identity and language.  Besides having recourse to identity stereotypes, when conceiving of nation 
and ethnicity they appear to be dealing with communication as the transmission of messages, where 
meaning is reduced to denotational and referential content. Consider, for instance, the way most 
participants take information related to the TV Program and the cover of Focus Magazine at face 
value and reanimate it in their propositions. They fall prey to the circulating bias, approach it as 
transparent and truthful descriptions of reality, and respond to it without questioning its social 
crafting, a process dependent upon naturalizations which comprise many inconsistencies and logical 
leaps. This is the epistemological trap the Portuguese participant, Pedro Alvares (06), seems to be 
pointing out when he detects that his Brazilian conversational partners “added 1+1+1, and the sum 
equaled 4”. Besides affirming that they are completely oblivious to the soap opera’s plot, he says that 
they have missed out the critical purpose of the program, deriving fixed truths about the Portuguese 
and Portugal, based on crystallized signs of identity.  
 
His comment is in fact a recentering of a previous post, by Paulo Roberto Ferreira (05), the only 
participant who refers to the TV series, qualifying it as “pathetic” and as a mirror of Portuguese 
society’s narrow-mindedness. Pedro reciprocates, maintaining the tit-for-tat frame. Not only does he 
characterize previous comments as “spit” and “loutish prejudice” but also reshapes Paulo’s deictic 
formulation – “over here” (i.e. Brazil and its open-minded people) vs. “over there” (i.e. Portugal and 
the reactionary “tugas”) – in terms of the exposure of sheer ridicule, misfiring, and ignorance. The 
reaction could be said to be a counter-attack to the recontextualization of the sign “tuga” next to the 
co-text “that country will still undergo a lot of suffering”. Side by side, these propositions index a 
history of Colonial war around the 1960s, during which Portuguese colonies at large referred to the 
colonizers in a derogatory fashion as “tugas”. The conversationalists thus share the same orienting 
ideology expressed in the metaphor “argument is war” (Lakoff and Johnson,1980/2003) and 
operationalize it through the habitualized semiotic wrestling which affirms one’s singularities by 
attacking the ‘menacing’ other. 
 
Furthermore, the Old Testament’s prescription only works because the extextualization of the law of 
Thalion rests upon familiar thematic oppositions. Once summoned, they set boundaries and declare 
where participants fit in the social world, their preservation demanding constant monitoring.  This 
course of action becomes clearer in other excerpts. 
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 Policing the borderland in the negotiation of cultural differences  
 
The above remarks bring to the forefront the struggles involved in all signifying practices, most 
notably in identity-alterity negotiation. The production of meaning regarding who ‘we’ and ‘others’ 
are defines and divides ourselves, deciding who is to be included inside or outside the symbolic walls 
and barriers we erect not just between nations and ethnic groups but between genders, sexualities, 
class, age etc. However, although the established perimeters have concrete material effects in 
differentiating people and constructing parameters for social inclusion or exclusion, their marked 
limits are not stable. They owe the perceived solidity to constant patrolling and policing practices, a 
habitus (in the sense used by Bourdieu, 1991) ingrained and embodied in our semiotic activities. Our 
‘Lusophone’ interactants, too, seem to have incorporated this social capital. 
 

 (08) Mário    
... Being associated with the possibility of affording oneself work in the pleasure industry is a 
luxury for a certain few, it is for handsome men and women, there are gorgeous Portuguese 
women, but there are many mustachioed ones….imagine a world where the female workers 
in the pleasure industry were ALL mustachioed Portuguese and americanly obese? WORLD 
WAR III WOULD BREAK OUT MUCH FASTER THAN EVER IMAGINED! Brazilian 
men are beautiful, Brazilian women are beautiful, let’s pay the price for that, it is the 
compliment of the ugly … 
 

 (09) Igor        
...  the invention of the mulatas by the Portuguese is caught in their throat and the Brazilian 
invasion in Portugal, it really impacts the minds of those insecure Portuguese women and 
fruity males. That’s why they stoop so low. 
 

 (10) naldo silva   
… Portugal is a retrograde, macho, corrupt, prejudiced COUNTRY, being considered the 
most prejudiced country in Europe. 
Portuguese people have free transit in Brazil, come and go as they please, we are ill-treated at 
the airport … a piece of advice to my fellow-countrymen, don’t spend your vacation in 
Portugal … kisses 
 

 (11) Antônio de Pádua                
... the truth is Brazilians themselves, especially Brazilian authorities, are to be blamed for 
welcoming this kind of second-rate people (and others like the Spanish) in our immigration 
service as if they were God. Over there, we are crap and here they are the cream of the crop. 
It’s high time we grew ashamed and offered them equal treatment … 

 
As entextualizations proceed, the repetition of acid remarks and detrimental signs keeps positioning 
the projected Portuguese interlocutors equated with their country in an extremely unfavorable light in 
relation to Brazilians, as retrograde, macho, corrupt and prejudiced (10). But this time, the strategy 
helps participants to make sense of the cultural experience of prejudice.  Calling into play a wider 
scale-level, three of them approach prejudiced practices beyond the cultural texts mentioned in Carta 
Capital. They interpret them in terms of a natural Portuguese-taking-revenge-against-Brazilians 
move, which can be explained by prevalent features in the Portuguese culture. The following 
contributions go in this direction, indexing this orienting ideology: let’s pay the price for that (08), 
the invention of the mulatas by the Portuguese is caught in their throat (09), and That’s why they 
stoop so low (10). 
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Vengeance, however, is clearly a game being played by most Brazilians. And their vendetta has 
specific targets: stigmatized subjectivities, ranked lower than others. Interlocutors join together in 
composing an intersubjective stance which lies once again in acclaiming Brazilians at the expense of 
the Portuguese. This persistent maneuver is entextualized differently, though. It reanimates gender, 
sexuality and racial matrices, positioning Brazilians as gatekeepers who are to police the co-
constructed borders. 
 
Linguistic signs such as mustachioed Portuguese and americanly obese (08), and insecure 
Portuguese women / fruity males (09) index the main rule guiding the game: reasserting naturalized 
boundaries between beautiful and ugly, male and female, heterosexual and homosexual. Players 
align themselves in agreement with each other, reframing the debate as a battle for control over who 
is entitled to pledge allegiance to each territory. Their moves are realized semiotically through 
resource choices that devalue those branded as ‘others’ – the Portuguese, in the case at hand. The 
emerging context produces the portraiture of two opposing groups. In one of them, the “beautiful” 
(08) and sensuous Brazilian men and women, the “mulatas” (09), the “industry of pleasure” (08) and 
heteronormativity are valorized items. Such borders are not to be transgressed, and trespassers are 
not tolerated, i.e. “the ugly” (08), “mustachioed”, “fat” and “asexual” Portuguese. Mário’s (08) 
emphatic assertion (signaled by the use of capital letters) indicates the threat hovering over intruders’ 
heads: WORLD WAR III WOULD BREAK OUT MUCH FASTER THAN EVER IMAGINED! 
 
The symbolic violence at play makes visible the order of indexicality that Brazilian ‘combatants’ 
seem to be orienting to in their attack on the Portuguese. However, when projecting Brazilian women 
as valued attributes on the sexual market, they recycle the very retrograde colonial mindset they 
seem to be reacting against (the stigma of hyper sexuality shaping colonial subjects as voluptuous) 
and end up reifying the idea of an exotic and tropical alterity available for consumption by European 
whites. One of the contradictory effects of such entextualizing moves is to align Brazilian 
interlocutors in agreement with 1) the essentializing triad “dark-skin, sensuality and prostitution” that 
they detected in the Portuguese soap-opera and on the cover of Focus magazine (and which have led 
them to strong counter-reaction); and with 2) the order of indexicality of submission that it implies. 
This movement is clarified when participants engage in policing national boundaries, and the 
gatekeepers seem to take great pride in asserting their superiority, completely unaware of the 
laminated place-time layers entangled in the ongoing virtual conversation, of the modernist 
discourses being recycled, and of the reworking of colonial hierarchies. 
 
Taking for granted the ideological construction of the nation-state and the borders set up to delineate 
its space, interactants refer to named nations and peoples. Antonio (11), for instance, qualifies the 
Portuguese as a second-rate people, an attribute extended to other Europeans (others like the 
Spanish); and naldo silva (10) advises his fellow-countrymen not to spend their vacation in Portugal. 
These geographical references come along with different signs indexing not only concern with the 
crossing of boundary limits – have free transit in Brazil, come and go as they please, and welcoming 
this kind of second-rate people – but also awareness of institutional gatekeeping realms, i.e. the 
policing apparatus of modernist governmentality (Foucault, 1991): authorities (11), immigration 
service (11) and the airport (10). 
 
The orientation to territorial delimitations is further scaled within the time-space dimension of the 
more recent history of migration movements between Portugal and Brazil – more specifically, in the 
contrary flux of Brazilians crossing the Atlantic to settle in Portugal around the 80s and 90s, a 
reversal of the five-hundred year steady migration from Portugal to Brazil produced by the 
Portuguese economic crisis. Moreover, it reframes the whole discussion against current news reports 
involving ill-treatment of Brazilian ‘border-crossers’ as well as against the wider background of 
immigration control in the contemporary world. Finally, it also re-enacts the violent trade-off 
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between the ‘Lusophone’ communities whose members reciprocate with resentful gestures, a 
position summarized by Antônio (11) in “Over there, we are crap, and over here they are the cream 
of the crop. It’s high time we grew ashamed and offered them equal treatment”. 
 
All in all, under the lex talionis approach and succumbing to the thoughtlessness of habitus, 
interlocutors display what Freud has termed “the psychological poverty” of group formation and 
bonding, chiefly constituted according to belligerent frames of reference. Similarly, if approached as 
the expression of an inner mental structure, they project a bleak scenario upon humans and their 
threatening forms of life. However, if regarded as the outcome of the historical and incessant 
recycling of textual, ideological and identity practices, one can hope for potential innovation. As 
texts travel and get continuously entextualized in new space-time locales, like rolling objects 
continuously kicking on familiar and unfamiliar grounds, their shapes change as an outcome of 
constant collision. This metaphor hints at the idea of renewal, a possibility present in the 
entextualizations of a few participants in Carta Capital who adopted more critical stances. 
 

 Carla  
... I think it’s wrong to judge the Portuguese according to such generalizations... in Portugal 
there aren’t only prejudiced people! … Ignorant people are everywhere, and whoever has this 
kind of attitude is misinformed.. 
 

  Camila  
… One shouldn’t fight fire with fire, unless one wants to set everything on fire.... 
 

Alignments along these lines seem to recontextualize most participants’ contributions as ignorant of 
the saying “An eye for an eye makes the whole world blind”, and they reframe the discussion in 
terms of a more reflexive debate, resisting and reworking common sense approaches to 
argumentation. 
 
  
The pragmatics of entextualization 
 
In my analysis, I have observed the pragmatics of entextualization. Firstly, I spotted its ideological 
aspect: entextualization processes are guided by ideologies. My investigation detected that the 
entextualized texts were interlaced with modernist ideologies, dominated by a linguistics of 
community (Pratt, 1987), conceiving cultural identity and language as static, isomorphic, 
standardized, timeless and linked to the idea of nation states and national belonging. Although the 
virtual place brought together varied voices, the ‘Lusophone’ participants were still confined within 
fixed boundaries, delineating community, self and other in ways which led them to reanimate 
national, racial and sexual matrices for interpreting identity-alterity dialectics and patrol their 
imagined barriers.  
 
Secondly, as a corollary, the contact of two ‘national’ territories ‘united’ by the Portuguese language 
was not cordial, and this problematized the idea of a Lusophone fraternity. Much to the contrary, the 
entextualizing practices of the ‘brotherhood’ members were mostly linked to naturalized ideologies 
which increased tension and attrition, especially when cultural identities and differences were 
negotiated through a limited repertoire of typifications, stigmatizations and stereotypes, characterized 
as habitualized semiotic practices. But thirdly, textual collision also gave rise to subtle 
transformation – another effect of entextualization. The relaying of media texts promoted some level 
of meaning reorganization amidst the echoing of naturalized discourse.  
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Taken together, these three effects of entextualization practices – ideological orientation, intensified 
textual friction, and repetition-transformation dynamics – can put an alternative spotlight on the 
understanding of broad categories such as Lusophony, cultural conflicts and the narcissism of minor 
differences. These do not have to be abandoned, but they can be reconceptualized and become novel 
meanings, as Deleuze’s practical philosophy suggests (1968/2004). For instance, instead of 
approaching Lusophony as an all-encompassing and homogenizing label, one can project it as a 
space of multiplicity whose diversity may generate forms of political action which do not appeal to 
the customary hierarchizing and asymmetrical practices. By the same token, rather than attributing 
cultural branding, reproduction and contention to natural human pulses toward violence, destruction 
and self-preservation, one can conceive of them as habitual semiotic acts organizing individuals vis-
à-vis collectivity. What are the gains of creating intelligibility about cultural identity through such an 
angle? 
 
Recreated as learned social conduct, identities become inseparable from practice. They only live 
through everyday communication events and participation frameworks (Agha, 2007), during which 
participants sustain positions and footholds, addressing both the local and translocal orders. When 
these stances are iterated over time, we come to perceive them as a homogeneous whole. Identity 
condensations such as ‘Brazilian’, ‘Portuguese’ or ‘Lusophone’ are then semiotic phenomena – in 
the form of recontextualized texts, intertwined with social action – and the narcissism of minor 
differences becomes a modus vivendi discursively forged in processes of socialization. Their 
semiotic nature would make them prone to reterritorialization: they can be infinitely remade, 
emerging in ever new forms, content and status. As they do not find correspondence or anchorage in 
a given reality, they exist as orienting ideologies and as temporary outcomes. These would be the 
processes at work in the production of an intersubjectivity named ‘Lusophony’, whose survival as an 
intelligible reference rests on it being constantly acted out in textual practices of (dis)identification. 
Therefore, to make sense in late modernity, ‘Lusophony’ as a static modern descriptor will have to 
reinvent itself or run the risk of becoming meaningless amidst contemporary fluxes. 
 
 
A final word 
 
This paper has explored the idea of Lusophony and the language of aggression and conflict from a 
pragmatic perspective, focusing on heated and fierce exchanges between Lusophone interlocutors 
(Brazilians and Portuguese), interacting on a critical website which encourages public debate. 
Nonetheless, despite the reflexive guidelines made explicit in the website’s profile, the discussion 
developed according to mutual forms of other-denigration, which successively entextualized blow-
counterblow performances. 
 
The local context that emerges is one in which participants, unable to house otherness and escape the 
enclosure of modernist ideologies, get trapped and drown in repetition. Operating a scale jump, 
though, one can think of the wider effects of this ‘territorialized’ encounter. Perhaps the retaliation, 
so meagerly justified, indexes the procedures driving both public participation in community-
political-social life and contemporary identification practices. Z. Bauman’s critical appraisal of what 
he terms the present ‘liquid’ moment of modernity (2000; 2004) helps us to track some of those 
prevailing rules. More and more people are being socialized into principles of individualism and 
‘nowness’ that produce subjects deaf and blind to the presence of others. And the condition of 
immediacy in times of exacerbated contact, especially on the web, reconfigures communication in 
the public realm. Texts, semiotic signs, ideas and opinions tend to be simply tossed out in 
fragmented ways, framing open debates as TV ‘talk-shows’ (Z. Bauman, 2004). The latter, restricted 
to empty babbling, occur irrespective of their meaning-effects upon a collectivity, postponing ad 
infinitum any reflective or ethical horizon. Ethics is thus doomed to fallacy among a profusion of 
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instantaneous entextualizations whose content or social repercussions neither seem to matter nor to 
entail any sense of responsibility. The ‘disconnected connectivity’ packing commentary sections on 
the Internet, such as the case explored here, indicates this recurrent trait in many interactions 
involving networked people. However, here and there, repetition is interrupted and new meaning-
organization may arise. 
 
This oxymoron leads me to ponder, in a Wittgensteinian vein: Could there be any other ways of re-
imagining the textual games we have been playing? Could we learn more ethical forms to produce 
social life, other than the limited and suffocating ideological repertoire entextualized by interlocutors 
like those described in this paper? Can the encapsulating modernist zeitgeist be reconstructed? One 
of the participants suggests that lessons in civility should show the fly the way out of the bottle: 
     

... If we fight the ignorance of certain Portuguese citizens and uncivilized Europeans with the 
same weapons they use to downgrade us, we will be leveling ourselves down and we will get 
nowhere. Maybe they will take some time to understand what actual civility is, but who knows if 
we can teach them? 

 
Who knows …? Let us not forget that agency can always insinuate itself through the cracks of 
meaning made possible by ceaseless entextualization. 
 
 
 

--------------------- 
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