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live in misery and have no economic independence.

For all the women at the conference, one thing was clear: in spite
of the gains made throughout the world, no country treats women
the same way men are treated. In no society do women enjoy the
same opportunities as men. Seventy percent of poor peopie in the
world are women, and over two-thirds of the worlds illiterate are
women. Wormen stll earn less than men, and they continue to be
the last hired and the first fired. The world over, women stil] have
less access to political and economic decision-making,

Even the nations that define themselves as advanced democracies
have not eliminated sex discrimination, Looking at the world from
4 woman's perspective, no country in the world js democratic.

That’s why whoever we are, wherever we live, we women can't
let down our guard. We must keep on fighting to gain new
ground. And at the same time we organize women, we can’t for-
get our responsibility to educate men. Because the figh: for
women’s rights is not a war berween the sexes, but a struggle to
“reate a true partnership with men. I'm convinced that the more
rights we gain as women, the freer men will be. Equality between
the sexes is the key to a better world for all of us.

I feel full of hope when I look at my granddaughter and
remember the day she was born. On March 8, 1985, International
Women’s Day, | was speaking at a women’ rally. Somehow, as |
spoke, I had a premonition that my daughter Nilceia was going to
give birth to a baby girl. I rold the crowd: “Another Benedira is
coming into the world. I know that she and many others will keep
our struggle alive!l” Afier thar, Nilcea didn's have a choice but to

name her daughter afier me. Her name is Ana Benedita. She, as
well as my other grandchildren, is a great Inspiration in my life.
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Racial Harmony

7l 8
Benedita, on a visit to the United States, met with
Reverend Jesse Jackson

Rick Reinhard

Photo by



Miscigenagdo, que maravilha
garantiu a presenga de todas as efnias
reservou para cada
uma fungio
.J‘E. maras vivas, verdes cabocla
vivem os povos da floresta
nas_favelas a negrada
nas penftencidrias abarrotadas
nas was famintos pedintes
Miscigenagio, que maravilha
me esmero
me curto
me quero
gerente de banco,
generdl,
governador,
presidente, prefeito, senador.
Veja gue beleza
ndo hi racismo, nio ha
Universidade aberta para toda gente
capa de revista ’
manchete de primeira pdgina
sucesso no jornal nacional
me vejo toda na televisdo,
Imaginem se nessa term hd
discriminagio!

gaommm:maos, how marvelous
1t guaranteed the presence of all
, ethnicities
1t reserved a special role
for sach one.
H.s the hiving green jungle
live the abocla, the people of the
forest
.Hro blacks in the favelas
in the overcrowded jails
in .ﬁ_.ﬁ streets hungry beggars.
Miscegenation, how marvelous
I primp
I delight myself
I 'love myself
bank manager,
general,
governor,
president, mayor, senator.
Lock how great
there’s no racism, none at all.
Open .nm?amwmn% for everyone
magazine cover
front page headline
sensation in the national news
I see myself on TV,
How can you say there’s
discrimination here!

——Benediza da Silva

> foreign visitor COming to Brazil for the first time might ask

herself: Where are all the black people?
Starting with the plane, it would be difficult for our visitor to

find black passengers Or even crew members. In the airport she’ll
see few blacks, perhaps some poOIters and raxi drivers. Arriving at
the hotel, she’ll have a hard tume finding blacks eating in the restau-
rant or relaxing by the pool.

[f she starts flipping through a magazine in her roo
ads. If she switches on the television,

ngle black performer. I’s evenn moie

m, she won't

see any black models in the
she probably wont see 2 s1
unlikely that she’ll see blacks in the commercials.

But as soon as she steps outside and starts to wajk around, she’s
Her first encounter will probably be

certain to see more blacks.
pare change, or for

with black street children, wheo will ask her fors

the leftovers on her piate.

So how can people say that Brazil is the
democracy? Many white people insist there’s no racism here. You'll
Wear them say, “1 have a black friend who comes over the house all
e homes of whites, blacks are usually present

world’s largest racial

the time” But in th

only as servants or gardeners.
The truth is that racial democ

books and official speeches. The elites in Brazil have promoted this

myth of racial barmony tO make people accept certain forms of

ny the need for affirmative action.

acism in the United

racy in Brazil only exists in school

discrimination and to de
OFf course, if we compare racism in Braziltot
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WSRM or moa& Africa, we'll ind major differences. These countries
mwwnww memﬂ.w 1nto separate ghettos, &.gm% created segregated schools
ck children, they made blacks ride on separate busses or in the
back of .%.m bus, and so on. In Brazil, none of these mechanisms of
mmmaommzww were imposed by law. But if we compare the color of the
residents in the favela Mangueira with the color of the residents in
Em.:xnoﬁo Ipanema, or the color of the passengers in the crowded
trains from the poor suburbs with the color of the passengers on th
downtown subway, we find virtually the same mmWHQOQOM )
Many wnﬁw&mmm argue that this separation Hmmmuna Qmmm differ-
ences, not racism. Even some people on the left think that we
shouldn focus on the issue of race because the major issue is .
of class. They say that if we built a society with a fair &mﬂiwc%mm
of a.ﬁw&%u the position of blacks would automatically improve Wos
I disagree. Blacks suffer because they are poor, but 90@ oo
because they are black. “ TR
I remember one time w. icipating i
All the other panelists S.waw MM%MM mMUWMMMHMHW WE - wm .an.

. . omen who insisted
that m:u.,m. was no racism In Brazil. The debate became verv heated
and .Qdocos&. At one point, one of the women zccused Bm of :
Mwoﬂbm /w,ﬂwﬁwmm racism because I said we needed affirmative mn&ow M)MM

acks, i i
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e, I res ¢ poem our loud. [ said:

Ners
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com isso accept this

vou gritar, soltar minha § i
gritar, voz e I'm going to shout, let my voice

Cry out NHMQ. Emwﬁﬂ B%M@Hm mhmﬂ
. -
mw&ua continuar a mmmu Emm_mmwmu mwo H can conunue to Uﬂ a @NNOW

neora.
g werman.

e fazer livre
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[ was born biack and female, but this racist society so excluded
me that at one point in my life I really wanted to be a white man.
When 1 was a child, I would go to the homes of the rich to deliver
my mother’s laundry, and people would say, “You cant come in. this
door, you have to go around to the back door”” T was always taught
that my place was with the poor, the blacks, the marginalized. It
made it very hard for me to appreciate my own self-worth.

Throughout my youth, T felt the color of my skin was the color
of evil. 1 remember once [ wanted to be an angel in the school pro-
cession, and the teachers said I couldn’t be an angel because there
were no black angels. Black represented everything dark, ugly, and
sinful, while light represented everything pretty and virtuous.
That’s the way things were portrayed to me.

According to the media, beautiful women were light-skinned. |
could never hope to fit this standard. When 1 was in school the
other kids would calt me nega maluca — an ugly nigger. I was big
and black and had “hard hair”” I longed to have straight hair. I fel
so ugly and rejected. I'd uy to hide my hair under a scarf.

When I was in elementary school, T was a very dedicared stu-
dent. I had very neat handwriting and I took such good care of my
notebooks. I would take pieces of newspaper and cover the note-
books carefully so they would be udy and preuy. I'd sit up frone
and pay close attention to the teacher. One day, at the end of the
year, the teacher told me that [ had received the best grade in the
class. T went home all excited and invited my mother to go to our
graduation party. She was s0 proud and on the day of the party, we
got all dressed up and went to school. When we got there, the
teacher said that there had been a mistake and that 1 wasn't the best
student afier all. From then on, I felt rejected and discriminated
against. | went from sitting in the first row, to the second, third, and
fourth, and finally I ended up sitting way in the back. My hand-

writing got smaller and smaller, and 1t became so small that the

teacher could hardly read it.
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E hated being a black girl and dreamed of being something that

I waso’t. One day, I was so distraught that I took a tub that ny
mother used tc wash clothes, filled it with bleach and water,
took a bath in it o see if I could make my skin lighter.

People who reject their blackness are Like the Jabuticaba, which

15 a native Brazilian fruic that is black on the outside and white on
the inside. Racism is so internalized that many blacks refuse to call
themselves black. That’s why there are literally dozens and dozens
of terms for describing someone with dark skin ~—mulato, feijiozi-
nho, criolo, pardo, café com leite, marrom, bonthom,

This mentality affects the way people respond to surveys on race
and makes it hard to get an accurate picture of just how large the
black population in Brazil really is. The government census says
that blacks make up 44 percent of the population, but many black
groups and academics dispute this and say the figure is much
higher. A UNESCO study says blacks make up 70 percent of the
population, which is probably closer to the truth.

There are other reasons why the definition of race is so com-
plex in Brazil. In the United Stares, anyone who has black blood is
censidered black, even if they have light skin and light hair. But in
Brazil, 2 person’s race is not determined solely by their origin. A
person with black ancestry who has light skin may be considerad
white, particularly if he has a good job, lives in a middle or
class neighborhood and is well-educated.

For exarmple, my stepdaughter Camila Pitanga is certainly black
in terms of her roots—both her father and mother are black. But
she’s light-skinned, middle class and has a good job, so people don’t
consider her black. But if 4 person with the same physical charac-
teristics was poor and illiterate, lived in the JSavela, danced samba

and was 2 believer in Umbanda, she would be considered black. So

people are “lighter” or “darker” depending on their economic and
social status.

and

upper-

Its ironic that despite the pervasive discrimination against blacks,
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families, chrown out on the streets and forced to fend for them-
selves. The streej children of today are the legacy of this law.

In 1888, Princess Isabel signed the law that finally abolished
slavery. But contrary to what official textbooks say, that process did
not occur peacefully. Cur schoolbooks glorify the white colonists
and explorers, but say little about Brazils long history of slave
revolts and the creation. of quilombos, or townships made up of run-
away slaves. Palmares in northeast Brazil, the best-known guilombo,
was a2 multiracial society where runaway slaves, as well as poor
Indians and whites, lived together in harmeny. They built a thriv-
ing community with their own agriculture and through trade with
neighboring villages. They had a strict moral code and their own
justice system.

The Portuguese Crown was intent on destroying Palmares, since
its reputation was spreading throughout the country and inspiring
other slaves to organize. The colonizers sent 17 military expeditions
to Palmares, but all of them failed. The people resisted heroically for
almost a century. The Portugnese also tried repeatedly to co-opt
their leader Zumbi, offering him land, freedom, and other benefits
if he would dismantle the guilombo, But Zumbi was incorruptible.

It was only in 1696, with the use of cannons, that the mercenar-
ies sent by the Portuguese finally managed to destroy Palmares.

Zumbi was captured and executed. As a warning to others, his head

was placed in the center of Recife unul it decomposed. But

Zumbi’s stature only grew in the eves of the people, and he became

a legend. Zumbi is today considered a hero of the black movement.

Today we also recognize the role of black women in resisting
slavery. Black women played a major role in the slave rebellions and
in building the quilombos. In the eighteenth century, for example,

Rainha Tereza was the queen of the quilombe Quariteré for two

decades, Born in Angola and forced into slavery in Brazil, she led

a group of Indians and blacks to run away and start a quilombo near

the border of Bolivia. During her rule, she organized a well-devel-
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oped defense and agricultural system. The Portuguese destroyed
the quilombo in 1770, murdering and imprisoning its inhabitants.
Tereza was captured, and she killed herself by taking poison.

Even after the abolition of slavery, blacks continued to live in
miserable conditions. The majority had no zccess to education.
The few who were lucky enough to get a piece of Jand had no
resources to work the land. The landless were unable to find decent
Jjobs because they couldn’t compete with the more educated work-
ers coming from Europe. Many families fell apart, and women
often became the sole support of the family, usually working as
domestic servants.

This disadvantaged position continues today. Blacks get less edu-
cauomn, earn less, eat more poorly, and die earlier than whites. Life
expectancy for blacks is eight vears shorter than for whites. Hliteracy
for blacks is 37 percent compared to 15 percent for whites. Even
during the days of apartheid in South Africa, there were more
blacks in South African universities than in Brazilian ones.

Blacks are virtually absent from senior government. There is
one Cabinet minister of mixed descent, and none of the COUNEry’s
23 state governors are black. Of the 559 members of Congress,
only 7 consider themselves black. In the Armed Forces, youw'll ind
few or no blacks amaong the generals, admirals, and colonels. In the
business world, 82 percent of businessmen and high-level adminis-
trators are white.

While blacks make up the poorest sector of the popuiztion,
black women are at the bowom of the ladder. Ninery percent of
black women have only completed elementary school and their
presence in the university is negligible. While black women have
always been in the workforce, we are seen as ignorant and only
capable of the most menial jobs. Our role is to clean the houses of
white people and take care of their children. .

Few people recognize how the lzbor of black women has con-
tributed to the emancipation of white women. When white
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women began to integrate themselves into the workforce, it was
black women—working as maids, cooks, and nannies—who
made this possible.

Despite the fact that black women entered the workforce long
before white women, they earn 48 percent less than white women
in the same professions. Only two percent of black women have
professional jobs; the majority are employed in agricultural labor or
services. Eighty percent of domestic workers are black.

Even as nannies, we're discriminated against. It wasn't long ago
that people would put ads in the papers saying: “Looking for a
white nanny” The black movement fought to make this type of
language illegal. Now the ads say “good appearance necessary,”’
which is 2 euphemism for light skin.

When blacks do manage to move up the social and economic
ladder, they still can® escape racism. Successful blacks are consid-
ered arrogant and uppity. That’s why blacks still don’t feel com-
fortable in roles traditionally occupied by whites. The idea persists
that blacks should know their place— that they should stick to the
favelas and the poorest paying jobs.

There are exceptions, of course, like the great soccer plaver Pelé.
Pelé says he never felt discriminated against. But he’s a millionaire
and his life is totally different from the lives of the vast majority of
black Brazilians. Pelé was educated and trained by the white elite,
His social circle is mostly white, which is not the case for the
majority of blacks. So naturally he doesn’t feel the same kind of dis-
crimination that most blacks do.

Sometimes this discrimination is totally blatant, as when blacks
are abused by the police. This happened to my own son, who was
arrested and beaten simply because the police mistook him for
someone else. They didn't believe him when he said he was Iy son,
because a black couldn’t possibly be the son of a COnEressperson.

[ encounter this mentality all the time. Once, Pitannga and [ were
driving in Brasfliz in 2 car with official license piates when the
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police stopped us and made us get out of the car with our hands

on our heads. They were suspicious of us because We were two

blacks driving around in an official car.

When people don’t know who [ am and see me In my car with
the driver, they think that I'm a maid out doing chores for my boss,
Sometimes when I open the door to my apartment 1n Brazilia,
people ask me to call the owner, Benedita da Silva. One dme a
government driver rang the bell and said, “Tell your boss that I'm
waiting downstairs for her”

When I was first elected to Congress, I would get in the con-
gressional elevator and the guards would stop me and say, “Sorry,
this is only for congresspeople” And I'd answer, “Oh, what a coin-
cidence. I'm a congresswoman.” They would get so embarrassed
and apologize. The same thing would happen with my black

friends. One day, Hermogenes came to visit me in Brasilia and the
securiry guard was shocked when he saw this big, black guy with
dreadlocks coming in. I think he must have been even more star-
tled when 1 told him that Hermogenes was my political advisor.

The other day, I went to a store to buy my grandchild a bireh-
day present and the security guard stopped me to check my bag. I
noticed that plenty of white customers walked in and out carrying
big bags, but nobody checked them. It was embarrassing because
cveryone was staring at me like | was 2 thief.

I've lost count of the times I've been stopped before entering a
building and asked for identification. One time our party president
Lula and I had 2 meetung at the office of one of our supporters. [
got there early and the doorman stopped me in the lobby. It was
only after the arrival of Lula, who's white, that the doorman
allowed me to go up.

The racist nature of our society became really clear during my
campaign for mayor of Rio. Once the elites of Rio understood
that there was a real possibility that a black woman could become
mayor, they panicked. They felt so threatened by the idea that their
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city would be run by someone who came from the EMHWNO“M MM
poor, black community that they cast aside the myt om o
democracy and began their racist mﬁﬂmn.wm. [ started to get nasty e
ters and threatening phone calls. White men u05 the wz.a.mﬁ éw.w
yell at me and make obscene gestures. Theyd mvocﬁ mwﬁmw: MH mw,
“Your m?om is in the favela)” “Get gnw. to the W:.M»Mwb, ommanﬂm M
monkey, go back to your tree.” People joked that 1 vﬁsm.? o %
d change the big statue of Christ that overiooks the cty
ing Kong.
mﬁm%m%m”m Wﬁm onm racism surfaced during my 1994 mobmnom Mmom. [
received anonymous threatening phone calls and momﬁa. o MMHHM
saying disgusting things mwﬂzaﬂw. should go back to ﬂ. e Mﬂ.ﬁ e
slaves when we could whip the niggers to keep them n their p « g
Some of these threats are probably coming m.‘oy.d Bmaﬁ mex MMM
groups. There are so-calied mwwmvw.m& maomﬁw HAE mmo au M o
example, that have been threatening anti-racist fuman am "
groups. People tell me 1 should be more nmﬂamw_ Gmwwcmo Mou& 2
these guys are really crazy. They say I shouldn’t wa Mnoq he
screets and in the favelas by myself, that I should ask the UOM o
ment for protection. But I never wémbnm@ to have a Uo&\mcmw Hmmcmm
although [ must admit that sometimes the attacks scare me,
intimidated. o
N WM _,M”Mm frustrating to go to the police to report a Eo%n.ﬁﬁs
dent, because they don't take it seriously. Before I was a po HMvaF
they'd say to me, “My advice is that you just monmmm ,&uocn :‘.r ON MM
a poor woman, and this will never go mb%ﬁuwﬂmm. ‘E ow they o
me, “Oh, don’t make a big deal about ic. You're an m.bwozmwﬂ m:
lic official. You shouldn't lower yourself mo.m such a small thing. )
Sometimes the racism is subtle, but it still hurts. 1 remember the
dav I took office as 2 newly elected senator. All of us mmﬁmmﬁm éwH
in \aan Congress building, celebrating the momentous OOSMHMB ”w ;
our families. A group of people passed by my office a0 ; mM <H
them sav, “Look, this is going to be the office of Benedita da Silva.
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.Hrmwm,: be all kinds of goings on here, they’ll even be makine off
ings S.ﬂra gods and dancing samba” They all had 2 qowua HMSN&@T
Their comments didn’t Just mock black culture, Ucuﬁ EoonM H.bm
as a senator. | doubt someone wonld go by the office of a whis
senator mﬁﬁ say, “I bet there’ll be all kinds of classical anmwn mmM
opera oom.ﬁdm‘ocm of here” If they did, they certainly wouldn’t say
1t a pejorative way, Unfortunately, black culture i still co .auu
ered second class. -
This kind of .Emwﬁmra\ Is also reflected in the press. In Januar
w.ow.ﬂ the magazine Vja published an article accusing me of :@«&M
tonisino descarado ¢ oportunismo sem Emﬁ.&:lfmrmﬁmwwmm exhibiti
1sm and blatant opportunism. They said that the fact mrmm HHMHM
m@hmmﬁa in the popular TV show O Rei do Gado —the Ommm
King—showed a lack of respect for my constituents and said th .
I had m@ﬁmmw& as a witness in the murder trial of the famous %Mw
ﬁm.m Daniela Peres only so that I could be in the spotlight. They
.nr_mma me for abusing official priviieges, like using the /n\u:u HooHW
in ﬂ.?w airport, spending a weekend in the beach HMmo: Angra d :
Reis, and taking trips abroad. They also chastised me mOnM /1 o
translated my resumé into English, French, and Spanish e
The article was so nasty that it elicited a public ocﬂnw.. like thi
letter that says, “Al politicians are self-promoters, some Mﬂmsan M 5
Eb.am on this. So singling out Benedita da maa“m is &Sww oo?
racism. The article implies that because the senaror is wﬂwwuﬂom
comes .m,ﬂ.umg the favela, that’s where she should stay. The wmbmnow Mﬂ
M&\ Opinion, 15 an example to poor blacks that they, too m&oﬂwa
m<m,. wnnm.mm to places usually reserved for whites. So ‘ér%m if she
wmwomwmm ina TV show. You consider this disrespectful to her )
stituents, but I haven’t calked to anyone who feels that way, Ye nomm:
say that she asked to be a witness ar Danielfa’s murder EM %H o
fool knows that pecple don't become witnesses m%Ew?vU@nmﬂmﬁ
M,&Q want to—they must be summoned by the court. And if mrM
senator spent a weekend at Angra dos Reis with socialites and
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artists, so what? You think she should only go there to do the
socialites’ laundry? And this comment about using the VIP room
and porters at the airport. How absurd! Do you think she should
carry her bags on her head? When other politicians travel abroad,
its considered 2 benefit for our country. Why isnt that true for
Benedita da Silva?”

To fight against the racism that still permeates our society, we've
been trving to build a strong black movement. But due to the
complexities of race issues in Brazil and the reluctance of many
blacks to embrace their own identity, this has been difficelt. It was
particularly difficult during the dictatorship, because the 1967 Law
of National Security prohibited even the discussion of racism.
After the dictatorship, groups promoting black culture and black
rights began to crop up all over the country. Today there are hun-

dreds of these groups. Some organizations focus primarily on cul-

tural identity—music groups, dance ensembles, religious

orgenizations. Others focus more on research and advocacy in
order to influence policy. And there are a number of wonderful
black women's groups around the country that work on a range of
issues from health to political representation to education.

One of the issues the black movement successfully organized
around was ensuring that the 1988 Constitution protected our
rights. We managed to pass an amendment that made racial preju-
dice a crime without bail and with no statute of limitation. This
law hasnt modified peopie’s behavior, but at least it gives us Jegal
support. For the first time, we have the possibility of punishing
those who commuit racist aces.

We also managed to get lands that were once quilombos turned
into national historical sites. And high schools must now include a
curriculum on black culture, slavery, and the history of Africa. But
we have not been successful in our efforts to win recognition for
the principle of affirmative action, which is something we must

continue to fight for.
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. I've been working with the black movement to push for legisla-
tion that would require that 40 percent of the actors in both &HM TV
mwo%m mb.& the commercials be black. When you watch TV in Brazil
you d think we were a European country, full of people who ﬁoom
like Scandinavians. In the commercials, you see pretty white men
and women eating yogurt, driving shiny new cars, opening savings
accounts, and dousing themselves with perfume and %MQOEHM
mmﬁw. you ever seen 2 black person sipping whiskey in a2 TV noﬁu.
mercial? You'd think that blacks only drink moonshine. Have
ever seen a black child in an ad for children’s toys? HW@. onl ﬂw“.ﬁ
u\ow see blacks in commercials is when there’s 2 family EESBW ca i
paign and they’re trying to convince us to have less children S

In TV shows blacks are rarely the main characters. They .zwmmz

appear as waiters, criminals, security guards or maids. You rarely me
black doctors, lawyers, poets or philosophers. The TV mxmnmkaqw
say that blacks are not good for ratings, but the soz -o e M
Proxima Vitima, the Next Victim, porteayed a black mmgm‘w mwnw.ma
very popular. This helped us gain more support for our proposal WM
increase the visibility of blacks in the media. But we've mwo%c -
tered swong resistance from the TV networks and we still QoMum
have enough strength in Congress to pass legislation.

The nerworks say that if they accept a quota for blacks, then
Japanese, Italians, and every other ethnic group are going ﬁo“ Wang
a @,monP too. Our response is that we're not a wmumw nmwvzoagfs
were more than half the population. And these other ethnic
groups did not come here on slave ships. That's why I think it
totally _.z.m.nmma to have affirmative action measures for the QMM
community. We're now introducing affrmative action measures for
women within our political parties and we must do the same with
respect to blacks. These measures will give us more access to edu
cational and job opportunities, and will better reflect the eth ,
plurality of our society. s

Look at the United States. Although the black population there
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is a minoricy, I think that blacks in the U.S. have struggled and
achieved more. This is true not only from an economic standpoint
but from an organizational standpoint as well. American blacks
have been more successful than we have in gaining access to all lev-
els of educationt. Proportionally, the number of illiterate blacks in
the United States is much lower, and the number of blacks in the
university is much higher. Biacks in the U.S. are better represented
in the media and in cultural institutions. There are more politicians
who represent the black community—from Jesse Jackson to the
Congressional Black Caucus to mayors and local officials. And
there is a black middle class—even 2 black elite—-that has race
consciousness and supports the black movement.

On the other hand, I think that the deepest wound in the
United States continues to be the racial division. In the United
States, even with its advanced economiy and technology, the black
population is extremely marginalized. This marginalization leads o
racial violence, like the uprisings in Los Angeles after the incident
in which the police who beat Rodney King were absolved of
wrongdoing. The racial conflicts in the United States should be a
warning to all of us. When marginalized people perceive thelr
government institutions, particularly the justice syster, as biased,
they will rise up against them.

Take the case of Mumiz Abu Jamal, a black man in the United
States who is on death row, accused of killing a police officer. Many
people in the United States and all over the world think that racism
is at the heart of his case. There were so many inconsistencies 11
the trial, but the government has refused to call 2 new one. Mumia
says that ail black prisoners are prisoners of 2 political system based
on the devaluation of black people. His case also reflects the dis-
criminatory way in which the death penalty is applied to people of
color in the United States.

Both Brazil and the United States live in constant racial conflict.
[t doesn’t help o try to sweep these problems under the rug. Both
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countries are like powder kegs ready to explode and the responsi-
bility lies with the politicians who shut their doors on the poor,
refusing to help them get access to the minimum conditions of
housing, work, food, and education. We must change our priori-
ties. Instead of investing enormous sums of money building pris-
ons, we should invest in supporting the marginalized minorities
and in reactivating our econornies.

Given the similarities between both countries, 1ts critical to
build relations berween blacks in the United States and Brazil. I'm
very interested in understanding the achievements of the
American blacks, what they have gained through affirmative
action, and also understanding the current backlash against affir-
mative action. We must search together for forms of resistance
based in our African cultural roots. We must exchange experiences
that can strengthen our struggles and search for ways to unify
blacks in the Americas.

White people start to feel threatened when they hear blacks ralk
about unity. When we question the dominant structures and
dermnand greater participation, they accuse us of reverse racism. My
opponent in the Rio mayoral race used to accuse me of polarizing
society between rich and poor, white and black. But I didn’t invent
this polarization. Come on now. It’s ridiculous to label blacks as
racists because we want more opportunities in the workplace. It’s
ridiculous to label blacks as racists because we want to earn a liv-
able wage, or because we want our culture respected.

I'm not trying to be divisive. On the contrary, fighting racism is
a way to unify us. For this is not a problem that just affects blacks,
it affects the whole society we live in. The struggle against racism
1s not a struggle against whites; it’s a struggle to build a society
where the different cultures live in harmony.

My great-grandmother Maria Rosa understood this. Every May
13, the day we celebrated the abolition of slavery, my mother would
have a big reunion in our house with all the relatives. My great-
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grandmother would remind s how our family had been torm apart
by slavery—sgme of her children had been sold and she never found
out what happened to them. She'd tell us how mmportant it was for
the rest of us to stay together and fight for our rights. “Blacks must
have pride andiseif-respect.” she’d say. “Blacks must resist!”

She didnt say these things with a feeling of hatred against
whites, but with love and warmth. How could she hate whites?
Black women ike my great-grandmother nursed many white
babies and cared for them like their own children. No, my great-
grandmother never preached hatred. Even though we were
brought here on slave ships, she taught us to love this country and

all its people.



