Political movements for women’s rights first became significant in Brazil in the early
twentieth century, when groups led primarily by middle- and upper-class, educated women
advocated for the expansion of women’s political rights, the right to education, equal labor
rights and protections, and equality within the family. Members of this early generation of
Brazilian women’s rights leaders were also active in international and Pan-American
feminist organizations. After achieving significant gains in the 1930s, including women’s
suffrage, organized women’s rights groups declined during the Vargas dictatorship (19371945) and they did not regain their former organizational strength until the late 1970s,
when another military dictatorship (1964-1985) began a process of gradual political
opening in preparation for a return to civilian rule. Feminism emerged as a significant
political philosophy within leftist political organizations and the “new social movements”
that mushroomed in the late 1970s. Women from across social classes tended to be
prominent in these grass-roots movements, which formed outside of traditional partisan
politics to struggle against various forms of social inequality and injustice as well as
political repression. Increasingly, many of these movements placed themselves under the
umbrella of human rights and conceived of themselves as non-governmental organizations.
In addition to the spread of feminism within these organizations, a number of autonomous,
self-identified feminist groups emerged during this period. Over the last few decades of the
twentieth century, many of them made connections with and received funding from
international NGOs and foundations.
In her interview, Maria Amelia (“Amelinha”) Teles, a former Communist Party militant and
founder of the feminist group União de Mulheres do Municipio de São Paulo in 1981, offers
her personal story as a window on the emergence of feminism within leftist political
parties during the transition to democracy in the 1970s and 1980s. She speaks of the
development of her feminist consciousness alongside her perception of class oppression,
starting with her experience as the child of working-class communist party militants of
Italian descent and developing as she joined the male-dominated communist party. Her
theoretical understanding and commitment to feminism was cemented when, as a political
prisoner and ex-convict, she found support among largely middle-class, university
educated feminist women.
From the transition to democracy through the end of the century, as Teles and other
feminists joined struggles for amnesty for political prisoners, justice for victims of the
military’s human rights violations, and equal political and civil rights for women, they also
addressed endemic everyday forms of gender violence. In addition to innovative local
responses, Brazilian feminists participated in international women’s rights efforts,
including the Inter-American Convention on the Prevention, Punishment, and Eradication
of Violence Against Women, adopted in 1994 in the Brazilian city Belém do Pará. The
resulting treaty, ratified by Brazil in 1995, solidified the movement in international law to
hold states responsible for violations by private perpetrators if the states fail to effectively
prevent or prosecute them.
Teles’s group in São Paulo was among the first to focus attention on domestic violence,
helping to identify it as a major violation of Brazilian women’s human rights. More recently,
Maria da Penha Maia Fernandes has become the face of the national campaign. In 2002, the

Inter-American Commission for Human Rights found Brazil to have violated her rights
under the Belém do Pará and other conventions for its failure to properly investigate the
attacks she suffered at the hands of her former husband, which left her partially paralyzed,
and for its broader failure to prevent domestic violence. The case resulted in highly
publicized mobilizations of feminist NGOs and state agencies and the creation of a new law
in 2006. Named after Maria da Penha, the law aims to assist victims and end impunity for
perpetrators. In her interview, Maria da Penha discusses the intersection of her personal
life history and her ongoing work through the Maria da Penha Foundation to ensure
enforcement of the law and to educate legal professionals and the public about domestic
violence and the needs of people with disabilities.
Shirely Villela and Iara Amora dos Santos represent the ways feminists have maneuvered
within what some scholars have referred to as the “ngo-ification” of social movements
since the 1980s. Both women are employed by NGOs that receive funding from national
and international organizations to empower working class women through legal or
professional support and education. Villela discusses her own coming of age as a feminist
through her work in the 1980s and 1990s in IBASE, a social rights NGO that brought
together prominent activists, including “historical” feminists (those who formed feminist
groups in the 1960s and 1970s) who worked through the UN and other international
organizations. Villela currently runs a project that offers professionalization in culinary arts
to women in Maré, an impoverished group of neighborhoods in Rio de Janeiro. The project
is supported by the NGO “Networks of Maré,” which itself is supported by various national
and international organizations.
Iara Santos is co-founder of a young women’s group at the House of the Working Woman
(CAMTRA) in downtown Rio de Janeiro, an NGO created in 1997 by her mother, Eleutéria
Amora, who, like Amelinha Teles, developed a feminist perspective while she was a militant
in a leftist political party that opposed the military dictatorship in the 1970s. Santos
discusses her organization’s combination of popular education campaigns regarding AIDS
prevention, reproductive health, contraception, and domestic violence; direct assistance to
women who need legal, emotional, or logistical support, for example, for victims who want
to file a police complaint or secure protection; and lobbying for changes in laws regarding
reproductive rights and other issues.
Although many long-time feminists such as Amelinha Teles have been sensitive to the ways
racism intersects with class and gender discrimination, many black feminists found that
feminist organizations of the 1970s-2000s were composed largely of middle-class white
women who failed to consistently address the specific impact of racism on women of
African descent. Elizabeth Viana and Giovanna Xavier discuss gender oppression from the
perspectives of two generations of black women activists. Viana speaks of her work as a
militant in Black neighborhood organizations and in the anti-racist mobilization that was
part of the wave of social movements that emerged during the transition to democracy in
the late 1970s and 1980s. Over the next few decades, her militancy developed both through
her participation in community groups and in her work as a civil servant who helped
expand citizens’ access to Rio de Janeiro’s municipal council. Her trajectory was
inspirational to Xavier, who met her when both women took a university course that

focused on Afro-Brazilian history and was taught by a black professor – which, they
remarked, was a rarity. Xavier speaks of her own experience growing up as the daughter of
a school teacher, often being the only black child in her private school classroom, and
feeling obliged to “always get the best grades,” “always speak low,” and deal with “the hair
thing.” In college, she joined leftist student movements, but felt alienated when her very
presence was sometimes cited as evidence that racial exclusion was not among Brazil’s
most important political problems. Today a university professor, Xavier participates in
loosely organized black women’s groups and has focused her scholarly work on black
women’s history.
One of the achievements of the Black Movement in Brazil in the 1980s was to ensure that
the 1988 Constitution guaranteed collective property rights to communities that had
descended from the many land occupations by maroons during Brazil’s long history of
slavery (1500-1888). Marilda de Souza Francisco, Angélica Souza Pinheiro, and Luciana
Adriano da Silva participated in the struggle to gain recognition of their poor, rural
community’s claim to such rights, and then to develop viable and meaningful cultural and
economic initiatives that will allow the community to survive. Marilda, a long-time
community leader, speaks of the deep history of the struggle and opportunities it created
for young people such as Marilda and Angélica, who recently graduated from college. The
three women, who had not previously considered whether their work was “feminist,” all
talked about the ways their work as women leaders itself challenged sexist gender norms.
Sexual orientation and gender expression, which once divided feminists, have become
vibrant areas of feminist activism in the early twenty-first century. The increasing visibility
and achievements of transgender and LGBT activists are discussed in the context of
feminism by anthropologist Maria de Fatima Lima Santos and writer/actor/director Laura
Castro. Santos describes how her own rebellion against conservative gender and sexual
norms of the Northeastern state where she was raised led her to pursue a career that
blends feminist, LGBT, and transgender activism with her work as a scholar and educator.
In addition to her work around inclusion and equal access to health care, she speaks
enthusiastically about a new generation of student activists she has encountered in her
classrooms who have mobilized around transgender and sexual rights. Laura Castro was
raised in a more progressive environment in the city of Rio de Janeiro and feminism came
naturally to her; she mentions her mother, a well-known history professor, as inspirational
in this regard. Yet she also sees the process of coming out as a lesbian to her family as part
of her political awakening. When Castro and her life partner (now wife – same sex marriage
was legalized in 2010) were ready to start a family, their search for information on samesex family rights led her to become involved in, and later president of, a same-sex parents’
organization. Her life experiences as a daughter, mother, and now wife have informed her
creative work in a variety of ways, and she sees this work as another form of LGBT and
feminist activism. Like the other feminists interviewed for this archive, Castro thus
describes a seamless relationship among her personal life, her professional life, and her
feminism.
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