Chapter Five

Feminism With Passion

“What an amazing experience to be at the
Women's Conference in China with tens of thousands
of women from all over the world!”
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mwaw i sixteenth-century Brazil, the Jesuit priest Antdnio
Vieira preached that a woman should only leave her home three
times in her life—when she was baptized, married, and buried.

Since then, Brazilian women have certainly gotten out of the
house. We've struggled for the right to education, and today 60
percent of university graduates are women, We've struggled for the
right to work, and roday almost half of the workforce are WOImen.
We've struggled for the right to vorte, and today we are even run-
ning for office and winning elections.

Women in Brazil have come a long way, but not far enough.
We're still relegated to less prestigious professions— teachers, sec~
retaries, clerical and domestic workers—and we earn half the pay
that men do. We may be winning elections, but only six percent of
the congressional representatives are women,

While few men today dare to openly defend the idea that
women are inferior, sexism still permeates our society. In the
media, women are portraved as sexual objects and their bodies are
used zo sell all kinds of products. Sometimes sexist atticudes appear
In more subtle ways—disguised in our schoolbooks or in the
words of popular songs. The message 15 that girls should be well
behaved, cute, and sweet, and boys should be smart, sharp, and
compenitive,

Gender roles are not natural or determined by biological differ-
ences. They're socially constructed roles, and vary according to the
culture and the time period. Intuitively, I have always questioned
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a besta—an arrogant nigger. That’s because I don't like Mo mo:MM
orders. | can’t stand someone telling me how to act or Ué at nmrmT.
Breaking out of traditional gender roles has always been a
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lenge in my personal relationships. My second husband Bela was
wonderful, but sometimes he found it hard to adapt to a wife who
was truly his equal. He would admit that he was sexist and he'd say,
“Give me time, Bené, I'm trying to change” We had some difficulr
moments because I felt a kind of competition, particularly when it
came to our political careers. We tried to keep our own political
spaces, but many people saw me as Bola’s wife. When I was run-
ning for Congress in 1986, we had a fight because after he had
agreed to coordinate my campaign, he decided to become 2 can-
didate himself for deputy governor of Rio. § thought it was a bad
decision because it would Jeopardize my campaign. And he felt Jike
I'wanted him to renounce his own career for mine. So [ ended up
agreeing that we should both run.

It was difficult for Bola to accept that he wasn’t the traditional
head of the family. I'm sure he felt like a married man, but [ don’t
think he ever really felt like his house was his home. Thar’s because
when we got married he came to live in my house, which was
awkward for him, and also because my salary was higher than his
was. If I went out to buy something for the house, he’d sav, “You
should have told me and I would have paid half” But because I
carned more money, [ didnt think it was fair to ask him to share
all the expenses. While I tried hard to make him feel comfortable,
he never got used to it. His first wife, Baleca, was 2 wonderful
woman who took care of him. QOur relationship was different. T was
devoted to our marriage, but I didn’t have time to be a traditional
housewife. Some nights we'd come back from work at the same
time and he'd sit down and pick up the newspaper or turn on the
television, waiting for me to cook dinper. But I was used to shar-
ing the houschold tasks with my first husband Mansinho. So we
both had a lot of adapting to do.

Now, in my relationship with Pitanga, it’s easier for me to keep
my independence and mdividuality. In 1993, right after our hon-
eymoon, he moved in with me in Chapéu Mangueira. He was easy

103




BENEDITA

to live with because he was used to taking care of a household.
When Pitanga and his wife separated, his two children Rocco and
Camila stayed with him and he raised them on his own. Every man
should have the experience of bringing up children, particularly
mmcwwﬂwa. It’s the best cure for breaking down gender mﬁmwwoa%om.

Pitanga is very good to me and my children. When I'm angry,
he let’s me vell and scream and just listens. Then he says, “Don’t get
so worked up, Bené. Lets talk about this calmly” Somenimes he
complains about me being too independent. When 1 _nm<w the
house early in the morning while he’s stll asleep, he says, “Why
didn’t you wake me up? You took a cab? That’s ridiculous, I could
have driven you. You know I like to spend ume with you.”

Sure, I'm independent, bur 1 do like to do special things for
Pitanga when I get the time. Pitanga likes it when I cook and serve
hirn his food. He jokes around with me and says, “You mommwm 50
hard to be liberated and then you end up serving me” But [ don't
feel oppressed when I cook for him. I enjoy it and wish I had time
to do it more often. Sometimes Pitanga drives me around to my
appointments—not because he has to but because he wants .8.
Doing things for each other 1s simply part of building and main-
taining a good relationship. .

Many times women in positions of power feel they have to act like
men to gain respect. We have an expression to describe someons
who is assertive. We say they “pée o pau na mesa,” which lirerally
means they “put their dick on the table” I consider muyself a femunist,
but I don't want to have to act like a man to gain respect. I believe 1
can be assertive and a true feminist without losing my femininity.

I also dont think that ferninist women have to be stff and hide
their emotions. Swrong women are women who know how to laugh
and cry, women who love with passion, women who nurture. I'm
an extrernely warm and caring lover. I have a very strong personal-
ity but in the privacy of my own home, I expressail my feelings,
inciuding those considered by some to be a sign of weakness.
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I know how to flirt and use my charm. I like to dress well and i
know that men admire well-dressed women. I admire men who
look sharp, too. Sometimes when I see an actractive man, [ think of
the romantc song Girl from Ipanema that gocs, Olha que coisa mais
linda, mais cheia de graga—TLook at that beautiful thing, how full of
charm. . .. I certainly appreciate a handsome man, a muscular body.
But that doesnt mean that I would ever use a man as a sexual object,
like men do to women. The most important thing in a relationship
is to feel an intellectual affinity. When thar happens, that first impres-
sion based solely on physical attraction becomes secondary.

And just because I look at other men doesnt mean P'm unfaith-
ful to Pitanga. I'm faithful to him because I respect and trust him.
For me, fidelity has to be a mutual agreement. I can’t stand this
double standard where people think it acceptable for men to
cheat on their partners, but if women do it a big scandal. If it’s
adultery when 2 woman sleeps with another man, then its adul-
tery when a man sleeps with another woman.

In Brazil, the concept of “conjugal fidelity” is actually written into
the Civil Code. It’s supposed to work both ways, but in reality it only
applies to women and so it becomes an instrument to preserve male
domination. That’s why I'm uying to change the wording of the
Civil Code, eliminating any reference to “comjugal fidelity” and
replacing it with “mutual respect and consideration”” The latrer is a
more advanced concept and reflects wornen’s struggle for juridical
equality. It also reflects my own feelings that the most important ele-
ment for a good partnership is not fidelity but mutual respect.

You wouldn't believe the controversy that my suggested revision
provoked. Some men in Congress were scandalized and said, “If
you're going to get rid of fidelity, you might just as well get rid of
marriage.” They accused me of advocating free love and attacking
marriage as an insttution. But I really believe that fidelity in mar-
riage should come from reciprocal love, not from the imposition of
punitive laws or obsolete rules that are only zpplied te women.
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I have a very liberated amitude when it comes to sex. [ always
talked to my children about everything. When they wanted (o
know how babies were-born, my husband didn’t know what to tell
ther, so I explained everything. I gave them all kinds of informa-
tion about sex. One time my son came home with gonorrhea and
my husband was horrified. I was the one who had to take care of
him, and I had no problem with that. I also don’t have a T.wzm up
about my body or nudity. Even today, I take off my clothes in front
of my children. -

I never put pressure on my daughter to be a virgin when she
married, even though that kind of pressure was very common
when [ was growing up. Most parents were really uptight. They
were constantly fretting over whether their daughters “pularam “
cerca’—jumped the fence. If the girls got caught with _.&m:
boyiriends, the parents would create a big scandal and sometimes
even throw their daughters out of the house. My parents had chis
type of mentality and my sisters suffered because of it. One of my
sisters became a prostitute and had to leave the house. I felt sorry
for her and we continued to have a good relationship.

Although I've always tried to pass these liberal values on to my
children, my daughter Nilcea is more conservative than H am. My
granddaughter Ana Benedita, however, takes after me. Nilcea says,
“This child is going to give us a headache” And I say, “Of course
she is, ela vai botar pra quebrar — she’s going to drive us crazy” She’s
already very assertive and I'm sure she’s going to be a very inde-
pendent woman. But I want her to go out in the world with her
eyes open to the difficulties that women face.

One of the real difficulties that many women confront is sexual
harassment. Sure, it’s nice to feel desired by a man. A sexual
advance, if it's done respectfully, makes you feel good and is simply
part of the game between the sexes. I'm ot offended if a man
admires me sexually, but [ won't accept an aggressive come-orn. 1
know how to throw a bucket of cold water on a guy’s advances
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when [ have to, but not all womnen are able to protect themselves,
Many times women have to perform sexual favors in order to get
a job. And to get ahead professionally, they have to put up with
come-ons and lewd behavior from their bosses.

Sexual harassment not only exists in the workplace, but any
place where men and women get together. When men first look
at women, theyre usually undressing them witch their eyes. Men
feel powerful through sex, especially if they have sex with a lot of
different women.

Many men want o have their “mulher de casa”—woman at
home-—and “mulher da rua” ~—woman on the street. The prosti-
tute is seen as someone with whom they can be more sexually 1nci-
mate and get greater sexual pleasure. Their wives are expected to
be more modest. Taboos and dogmas don't allow the wives to fully
explore their sexuality. This pushes the men to play ourt their sex-
ual fantasies with prostitutes, whom they feel they can exploir in
whatever ways they please.

Black women bear the brunt of this exploitation, particularly
when it come to white men. There is this impression that black
women are “mais quentes”—hotter, 50 men feel free to exploit
them more. Black women are considered more pleasing sexually,
but these men usually don't want to make a commitment to ther.
Black women are considered good enough for screwing, but not
good enough to marry.

These sexist attitudes lead to one of the most serious problems
in Brazil today, which is violence against women. When [ was a
federal deputy, [ helped organize a special Congressional commis-
sion to investigate this issue and we were shocked by our findings.
We discovered that over 300 cases of violence against women were
reported every day. In fact, we discovered that Brazil was the world
champion in terms of viclence against women!

A large part of the violent crimes against women are cornmit-
ted by their husbands and lovers. Seventy percent of the violence
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against Brazilian women takes place in the home. We found case
after case of girs impregnated by their own fathers and stepfathers,
and women who are beaten by their husbands every day.

[ myself had horrible fights with my first husband, Mansinho. M.m
he was drunk and we had an argument, he'd lose control and hit
me. ['d defend myself and hit him back. It was terrible. One nwbo
we had such a bad fight thar I fainted. My father, who lived 2:&
us, panicked because he thought I was dead. He wried to kil
Mansinho, My children started crying and screamed, “Help my
mother. Dor'’t kill my father”

You might wonder why [ just didnt leave him. H. vw.m Uo.mm
brought up to believe that marriage was for life. And I did like him
and he was a good father to our children. These awful fights .wﬁmammm
after he'd lost his job and was going through a crisis. One e he
hit Leleco and bruised him badly. When I came home I found
Leleco rolled up iz a ball in the corner, crying. [ reahized just how
sick Mansinho was, because I knew he really adored his son.
Another time he hit Nilcea. She ran out of the house m the mid-
dle of the night with one shoe on and one shoe off, and came w0
the hospital where I was working. [ told my supervisor what hap-
pened and asked 1f I could leave. She was reluctant but she let me
go home. When I got home, | had a long conversaton with
W\Hmsmwbvo. I told him he couldn’t hit his daughter like that. He fele
bzdly and came to the bus stop with me so I wouldn't be alene so
fate m; night. I think I never left him because I felt sorry for him—
he was really a sick man.

This problem of domestic violence became a priority for the
women’s movement in Brazil. To deal with this issue, women suc-
cessfully fought for the establishment of womens police stations,
delegacias da wmulhes, run by and for women. There are now 182 of
_..?wwom stations, located in several states. They take care of the phys-
ical and psychological needs of women who have been raped.
Regular police statons don't offer this kind of help—abused
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women usually feel indmidated and humiliated when they o to a
regular police station after they've been raped, or after other forms
of domestic violence.

The number of reported cases of sexual abuse has risen greatdy
since these women’s police stations were started. Women who had
remained silent for years decided to denounce their aggressors,
even if it meant running the risk of further marital contlict. Due
to the success of these police stations, I made a proposal to expand
them throughout the country. But unfortunately, its up to the
individual states to allocate the money, and many state governors
are not comumnitted to chis project.

While these police stations are helpful in that they provide
women with a place where they can file complaints against their
abusers, they don’t prevent women from being abused. Men may
be intimidated by the fact that they have to testify in court, but the
court system works in their favor. Just look at the record for men
who kill their wives—80 percent of them are found not guiley
because they committed the crime “in defense of their honor”

At the same time I was mvestigating violence against women, [
was also participating in a Congressional committee on another
viclation of women’s rights: mass sterilization. We were astonished
to discover how many Brazilian women were being sterilized, We
found that unlike other countries, where a range of birth contro]
methods are used and sterilization is rather uncommon, in Brazil
sterilization is the number one method of birth control. Of the 70
percent of women between 15 and 45 who used some kind of
birth control, 44 percent were sterilized. In the developed coun-
tries, the average is 5 percent.

The rate was highest among poor, black, and indigenous
women. In some states, like the mpoverished northeast province
of Maranhio, the rate was an astounding 80 percent! The high
incidence of sterilization among black women has been
denounced by the black movement as a racist policy,
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Sometimes gitls as young as 13 arxe sterilized. [ was sterilized

when 1 was 22 because I felt at the time that I had no other choice.
I regretted it later when I wanted to have another child. If it wasn't
for being poor, I would have had more children, since for me, chil-
dren are a blessing. In my case, [ knew that I was being sterilized.
But many women don't even know what’s happening to them or
don’t guite understand that it’s irreversible.

The mass sterilization of Brazilian women is something new.
Before the 1970s, only 3 percent of Brazilian women were steril-
ized. After thar, foreign governments and organizations invested
large sums of money to conirol Brazil’s population growth. The
World Bank aione gave Brazil over 600 million dollars to set up
family planning institutions in seven of the poorest states in the
country. Instead of providing women with different family plan-
ning options, the main method of birth control promoted by these
institutions was sterilization.

Some people say that I'm paranoid when [ say that the First
World is imposing these population programs on the Third World.
But I really believe that the rich countries are determined 1o
reduce the population of the poor countries, even if these coun-
tries aren’t overpopulated. Look at the case of Brazil. ks larger than
the continental United States, but our population of 160 million is
much smaller than the 230 million in the United States.

First we were told that we had to reduce our population to pull
ourselves out of poverty. But sterilization doesn't guarantee that a
woman will find a job, a school for her kids, or a decent house to
live m.

Next we were told that we had to reduce our population
because we were destroying the environment by depleting the
earth’s resources. But the world’s environmental crisis has more o
do with the consumerism of the developed countries than too
many people in poor countries. The richest«20 percent of the
world’s population produces about 75 percent of the world’s pol-
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ans. Here in Brazil, its not the poor who are destroving the
environment. [t the big timber and mining companies \MBM the
large cattle ranchers. ,

H,q.w .Doﬂ saying that we dont want to plan our families. We do. In
the Q.mmm, many poor women prefer to have small families, and they
need information on the best methods available. In the countryside
it’s different. People often want to have lots of children because nw&:‘
&wmw start working by the time they're seven and contribute to the
mBq.EM% income. These people should not be forced to have fewer
M@ERS because some foreign agency wants them to. There’s a big
ifference between family planning and population control.

e/w\m need to provide women with different birth control
options, and we alse need to educate men. Women should not
have the sole responsibility for fanuly planning, and we have to
encourage men to consider options like vasectomies, which are less
risky than sterilization for women.

A high rate of population growth has to be seen as a Symiptom
of a larger problem, which is poverty. Its been proven the world
over that population growth goes down as people—especially
women—become better educated and their standard of living
goes up. While mrm. rich countries want to get rid of the poor, QM
m the poor countries want to get rid of poverty.

ﬁaom.w amzwm. n.vm mass sterilization, violence against women, and
gender inequalities became the focus of my work during my first
term in Congress. The years I worked mtensively on %Mmm prob-
lems, _m.oE 1986 to 1988, were the best moments of my life. We
were Just coming out of the dictatorship and we were in the
process of writing 2 new constitution. Women’s groups around the
country were mobilizing, and we worked like mad to make sure
that our rights were included in the new consticution.

Since Brazils independence in September 7, 1822, we've had
seven constitutions and none of them included women’s rights. In
fact, there were parts of the old constitutions that were Wﬁwb&%
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sexist. Women who werent faithful to their husbands didnt have
the right of inheritance. Women didn't have the right to bring
charges against their husbands, even if their husbands beat them.

Today, Brazil’s Constitution 15 among the most progressive in the
world in terms of women’s rights. It declares discrimination against
women illegal, and says women must receive equal pay for equal
work. It guarantees 120 days of marernity leave for women and
eight days of paternity leave for men. It says the state has the
responsibility to guarantee that people receive information and
access to non-coercive family planning.

We worked hard to get language in the Constitution that guar-
antees the rights of domestic workers—an issue that is very dear
to me. The Constitution spells out that domestic workers should
have the same rights as other workers—including the right to earn
the legally specified minimum wage, and the right to paid vacations
and paid holidays.

I also fought to guarantee the rights of women prisoners.
Women in prison now have the right to keep their children with
them during the months the children are breast-feeding. And we
won the right for women prisoners to have conjugal visits, which
were previously only granted to men.

But it’s one thing to have good laws on the books, and another
to implement them. Right now, many of the rights guaranteed in
the Constitution are constantly violated. Brazilian sociery must
internalize these rights and demand that they be upheld.

Look ar the continued discrimination against women in the
work force. Although it’s illegal, women are sall fired for getting
pregnant. Many companies ask for 2 pregnancy test before hiring a
woman, and won't hire her if the test is positive. It’s stll hard for
women to get promoted ro managerial positions, and when they
do, they get paid less than men.

Brazils three mullion domestic workers are still terribly exploited.
They receive miserable wages and are forced to work long hours.
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When they work as live-in maids, they often live in wuly slave-like
conditions. If they are young girls who want to study, its usuaily
impossible for them to combime their work with school. Employers
continue to treat mads as second-class human beings.

And we shouldn’t forget that on top of diserimination at work,
women go home to face the double shift of household chores and
taking care of the children. The poorest and most overworked
wormen are those in single-parent households: in Brazil, one in five
households is headed by a woman.

At the political level, there is still very litde space for women in
Congress. When we organize investigations into “wornen’s issues”
such as violence against women or mass sterilization, they are given
short shrift. The major decision-making power remains concen-
trated in the hands of a small group of men. As I've said time and
time again, power is siilll male, white, and rich.

That accounts for the fact that every time we take two steps for-
ward, we're forced to take one step back. Right now we're faced
with the risk of another backlash from the new conservative wave
that is permeating Brazilian society. Theye talking about restrict-
ing the small gains we’ve made, such as the right to abortion in the
case of rape, which 1s presently the only situation in which abor-
tion is permitted.

Whether in the home, the workplace or the halls of Congress,
women still have little power. We worked so hard to get a
Constitution that’s strong on women's rights, but for the majority
of poor women, the constitutional rights we won are pretty mean-
ingless. Poor women are still faced with the daily dilenuna of how
to survive and feed their children. The girls born and raised i the
Javelas still face few career options apart from crime or prostitution.

In the beginning, the women’s movement, which started out as
a middle class movement, had a hard time relating to poor women.
They didnt understand that the Issues most important to poor

women in the favelas were how to get running water, how to get
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our husbands out of the bars, how to get a job. Issues about our
bodies and sexuality weren't priorites, hike they were for wealthier
women. The right to aborton—which has always been a key issue
for middle class women—was secondary for us. It’s true that poor
women were dying from botched aboruons, but our day-to-day
poverty was so grinding that coping with our daily needs came first.

The gap between poor and middle class women became really
clear to me in 1968. That year, my house was destroyed by a storm
and we were left homeless. Desperate, I asked for help from some
of the women in the feminist movement who worked with us in
the favelas. I was shocked when they said they couldn’t help me.
They were interested in ralking to us about wormen’s rights, but
their idea of sisterhood didn't include helping a sister in need. It
made me realize that we women in the favelas needed our own
space to discuss our problems, like how to get a roof over our heads
and shees for our children. We started o get together to talk and
help each other in everything from taking care of our children to
doing each other’s nails and hair. We concentrated on our day-to-
day problems, but eventually we started to talk about evervthing
from social issues to our bodies and our sexuality.

Today, the women’s movement is much broader and there is
grearer understanding and solidarity across classes. Now there are
wornen’s groups all over Brazil focusing on all kinds of issues—
women’s health, reproductive rights, domestic violence, affirmative
acnion. These issues not only cross class lines, but international
boundaries. They are problems that affect women in every part of
the world. That’s why we need to work together on an interna-
tional level to find creative ways to guarantee women's rights. This
became clear to me when I had the great opportunity to attend the
Fourth International Women’s Conference in China in 1995.

[t was an amazing experience to be with tens of thousands of
women from all over the world! It’s shameful how litdle media cov-
erage there was of the conference in Brazil, given the historic
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nature of the meeting and the fact that Brazi! sent the largest gov-
ernmental and non-governmental delegation of any country.

There were plenty of controversial issues at the conference,
especially issues related to sexual and reproductive rights.
Sometimes we stayed up until 2 or 3 i the morning debating. In
these discussions, there were two camps—those who wanted to
expand women’s rights, and those who wanted to respect tradi-
tionzal customs and preserve the status quo.

The Brazilian delegation fit squarely in the first camp —it was
extremely progressive in its positions and had a great impace on the
debates. We tended to have the same positions as women from
Europe, the United States, and Canadz. The more conservative
women were Muslim women from countries like Irag, Morocco,
and Sudan, as well as Catholic delegates from the Vatican and its
allies like Argentina and Guatemala. They often looked at issues
from a purely religious context, instead of a world context in
which there are a lot of different ethnic groups, cultures, religions,
and even people with no religious beliefs at all.

The progressive delegations wanted to have women’s rights con-
sidered universal, fundamental human rights that should be guar-
anteed by governments everywhere. The conservatives wanzed to
qualify those rights, taking into account cultural and religious dif-
ferences. The Muslims, for example, dont believe that women
should have the right to inheritance because it goes against their
religion. The liberals wanted to press governments to guarantee
that adolescents have access to sex education. The conservatives
wanted to leave it up to the parents to decide how and when their
children should receive this information. .

Another source of tension was between women from rich and
poor countries. Delegates from rich countries wanted to focus on
sexual rights instead of the most pressing issue confronting women,
which is poverty. We pointed out that it was insensitive for the rich
countries to focus on sexual freedom when so many women stiil
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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 people in the
world are women, and over two-thirds of the world’s illiterate are
women. Women still earn less than men, and they continue to be
the last hired and the first ired. The world over, women still have
less access to political and economic decision-making.

Even the nations that define themselves as advanced democracies
have not eliminated sex discriminatdon. Looking at the world from
a woman’s perspective, no country in the world is 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 fight for
women's rights is not 2 war between the sexes, but a struggle to
create 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 womens rally. Somehow, as I

spoke, | had a premonition that my daughter Nilceia was going to
give birth to a baby girh. 1 told the crowd: “Another Benedita 1s
coming into the world. I know that she and many others will keep
our struggle zlive!” After that, Nilcea didn’t have a choice but to
name her daughter after me. Her name is Ana Benedita. She, as
well as my other grandchildren, is a great inspiration in my life.

Chapter Six

Exploding the Myth of
Racial Harmony

o g ‘
Benedita, on a visit to the United States, met with
Reverend Jesse Jackson
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