
COUNTRY REPORT: BRAZIL 

The Black Women's 
Movement in Brazil 

When speaking about the situation of women in Brazil, it is necessary to define 
whether one is speaking of white women, black women or indigenous women. Each 
one lives a different reality, with distinct challenges and achievements. 

Alzira Rufino, founding member of The Black Women's Collective of Baixanda 
Santista in Brazil, spoke in London at the Fighting Sexism: North and South conference 
organised by War on Want. Alzira speaks to us too in these following pages. 

i o l e n c e a g a i n s t 
w o m e n i s a 
w o r l d - w i d e 
p h e n o m e n o n 
a n d i s f o u n d i n 
a l l c u l t u r e s , 
r a c e s a n d s o ­
c i a l c l a s s e s . 
I n B r a z i l , 

v i o l e n c e a g a i n s t w o m e n i s 
p a r t i c u l a r l y s e r i o u s b e c a u s e 
B r a z i l i a n s o c i e t y i s v e r y 
c o n s e r v a t i v e i n r e l a t i o n to w o m e n , 
a n d m a i n t a i n s p a t r o n i s i n g 
a t t i t u d e s a n d b e h a v i o u r t o w a r d s 
b l a c k w o m e n e s p e c i a l l y . 

A p p r o x i m a t e l y 3 0 p e r c e n t o f 
B r a z i l i a n f a m i l i e s a r e hea ' d ed b y 
w o m e n w h o , a l o n e , s u p p o r t t h e i r 
c h i l d r e n a n d o t h e r r e l a t i v e s . T h i s 
r e a l i t y i s p a r t i c u l a r l y t r u e f o r 
b l a c k w o m e n w h o a r e i n t h e 
l o w e s t p o s i t i o n i n the i n c o m e s c a l e 
a n d a r e u n d e r v a l u e d a n d 
d i s c r i m i n a t e d a g a i n s t i n r e l a t i o n 
to w h i t e w o m e n . 

F o r c e n t u r i e s i n L a t i n 
A m e r i c a , b l a c k a n d i n d i g e n o u s 
w o m e n h a v e s u f f e r e d f r o m 
b e l o n g i n g t o a c r u s h e d e t h n i c 
g r o u p . T h e y a r e b r u t a l l y e x p l o i t e d 
by c o l o n i s a t i o n , d e p r i v e d o f t h e i r 

c u l t u r e a n d be l i e f s , a n d s u b j e c t e d 
to a r a c i a l i d e o l o g y t h a t c l a s s i f i e s 
t h e m a s p r i m i t i v e a n d i n f e r i o r 
a c c o r d i n g to w h i t e c u l t u r a l a n d 
r a c i a l s t a n d a r d s . 

Y e t , B r a z i l i a n w o m e n a r e 
r e p u d i a t i n g t h e s o c i a l , e c o n o m i c 
a n d c u l t u r a l d i s a d v a n t a g e s t h a t 
t h e y h a v e b e e n s u b j e c t e d to. T h e y 
a r e d e n o u n c i n g t h e v i o l e n c e d o n e 
to t h e i r h u m a n r i g h t s b y s e x i s m 
a n d r a c i s m . W o m e n a r e a l s o 
d e n o u n c i n g t h e m a t e r i a l a n d 
s p i r i t u a l e v i l s c a u s e d b y e c o n o m i c 
e l i t e s w h o k e e p t h e w o r l d i n a 
s t a t e o f w a r a n d i n p e r m a n e n t 
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Black and indigenous women in Brazil have found their voice. 

d i s e q u i l i b r i u m . L i k e in o t h e r 
S o u t h A m e r i c a n c o u n t r i e s , the 
women's struggle a n d the struggle 
against r a c i s m in B ra z i l are also 
struggles aga inst poverty, w h i c h 
increases women's vu lnerabi l i ty to 
a l l k i n d s of v io lence. 

A l though slow, the mob i l i sa ­
t ion of B ra z i l i an women h a s been 
a b l e to p o s i t i v e l y a f f ec t the 
country ' s pol i t ics . In recent years , 
w o m e n h a v e b e e n e l e c t e d to 
d e c i s i o n - m a k i n g p o s i t i o n s . In 
1988, 107 cit ies were headed by 
women mayors . In 1992 in the 
fo l l ow ing e l ec t i on , t h i s n u m b e r 
rose to 171 a n d i n c l u d e d three 
s t a t e c a p i t a l s . In t h e 1 9 9 4 
e l ec t ions , w o m e n m a d e fu r the r 
advances. There were two women 
candidates for the v ice-presidency 
of the Repub l i c , 10 contenders for 
the posit ion of State Governor and 
12 for the Senate . The biggest 
revelation came w i th the resu l ts 
of the Senate elections: 40 women, 
two of w h o m a r e b l a c k a n d 
be longed to the W o r k e r s Par ty , 

w o n . O n e of the e lec ted b l a c k 
s e n a t o r s is a f o rmer d o m e s t i c 
servant, one a m o n g the B ra z i l i an 
b lack women that make up almost 
8 0 percent of B r a z i l ' s domes t i c 
servants . Most b lack women work 
as househe lps because they are 
e x c l u d e d f rom so -ca l l ed female 
professions. The b lack women's 
v i c t o r y m e a n s t h a t h i s t o r i c 
o b s t a c l e s t h a t h a v e k e p t the 
approx imate ly 32.4 m i l l i on b lack 
w o m e n a t the l o w e s t l e v e l of 
e d u c a t i o n a n d p r o f e s s i o n a l 
achievement cou ld be overcome. 

The prob lem of access to the 
different levels of educat ion needs 
to be ana lyzed if the pos i t ion of 
b l ack women in Braz i l ' s employ­
ment marke t is to be unders tood . 
A t t e m p t s to m a k e s u c h a n 
ana l ys i s is however h indered by 
the l i m i t e d d a t a a v a i l a b l e o n 
Bra z i l i an women. These da ta do 
n o t t a k e i n t o a c c o u n t the 
d i f ferences a m o n g whi te , b l a c k 
a n d ind igenous women in B ra z i l 
so t h e r e e x i s t s no s t a t i s t i c a l 

a n a l y s i s c o n c e r n i n g 
b l a ck a n d i n d i g e n o u s 
women . 

N e v e r t h e l e s s , the 
1982 c e n s u s s h o w e d 
that i n con t ras t to 78 
percent of white women 
comple t ing e lementary 
e d u c a t i o n , o n l y 2 2 
p e r c e n t o f b l a c k 
w o m e n a c h i e v e d t h i s 
level. Of th is n u m b e r , 
o n l y one p e r c e n t 
entered the un ivers i ty . 
What is sad though is 
t h a t d e s p i t e h i g h e r 
d u c a t i o n , m a n y b l ack 
women st i l l end u p as 
servants, unab l e to find 
other types of work. 

f on l y for the fact 
[that ha l f the female 
popu la t i on in Braz i l 

I are b lack a n d ind ig -
•° e n o u s w o m e n , the 
!s pol i t ical a n d economic 
U J 

progress of b l a ck a n d 
™ i n d i g e n o u s w o m e n 

c o u l d r e p r e s e n t a 
democrat ic revo lut ion. 
O n e c a n n o t c l a i m to 

embrace democracy for as long as 
b lack a n d ind igenous women are 
exc luded from power. 

In t h i s c o n t e x t , the 
o r g a n i z a t i o n s of b l a c k a n d 
i n d i g e n o u s w o m e n p l ay a very 
i m p o r t a n t ro l e . T h e y a r e the 
m o u t h p i e c e tha t s p e a k s of the 
real i ty of the exc luded m i l l i ons . 
B l a c k a n d i n d i g e n o u s women ' s 
o r g a n i s a t i o n s a r e p u t t i n g 
pressure on government, b r ing ing 
a w a r e n e s s to s o c i e t y , m a k i n g 
b l a c k a n d i n d i g e n o u s w o m e n 
q u a l i f i e d for d e c i s i o n - m a k i n g 
p o s i t i o n s i n p o l i t i c s a n d the 
economy. Even now, many female 
l e ade r s i n B r a z i l ' s p o l i t i c s are 
p r o d u c t s of t h e w o m e n ' s 
m o v e m e n t . T h e f e m i n i s t 
e x p e r i e n c e t h e y g a i n e d the r e 
c o n t r i b u t e d g r e a t l y to t h e i r 
a s s e r t i v e n e s s a n d v i s i b i l i t y i n 
Braz i l ' s po l i t i ca l a rena . 

Source: Trouble & Strife, Nos. 29/ 
30, Winter 1994/95 
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