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That the perception of Brazilian women by European culture has been complex is an understatement, to say the least.  In this essay, I will examine how the perceptions have changed, from that of Amazonian cannibals in the early sixteenth century to the Jewish “women of the open door” of the early twentieth century.  At the center of these perceptions is race combined with a projection of sexual behavior (whether real or imagined) which is used as an essentialist trait to define and condemn women in what still may be described as a repressive Brazilian society.

Brazil has a reputation in the tourism as an erotic paradise, with a sexually free culture.  The icon of this “hot sexuality” in Brazil is the mulata, the mixed race woman.
  This may be attributed, in a small part, to the popular song, “Girl from Ipanema” with its image of a girl on a beach, and the legendary carnival celebrations in Rio de Janeiro.  Recently, a book and an article have been written about the sex/tourism industry in Brazil:  “Blame It On Rio” by Jelani Cobb published in the August, 2006, issue of Essence Magazine, and the book by Jewel Woods and Karen Hunter, Don’t Blame it on Rio: The Real Deal Behind Why Men Go To Brazil for Sex.  The Brazilian government is not thrilled with the salacious images painted by these publications, as there is another Brazil; one in which women’s status is based upon rumors about sexual propriety, and negative judgments intertwine with hierarchies of color in the creation of social identity.


When I began my research for this paper, I was focusing on the early twentieth century, the period right after the end of the abolition of slavery, 1888, through the 1920’s.  The narratives I read were surprising to me in their description of the repression of women and their roles in society, even given the time in which the stories were being related.  Upon broadening my research, what astonished me was how little has really changed.

When Columbus named the indigenous peoples of the Americas “Indians” upon his first discovery of the New World, this opened the door to categorization and labeling that broadened and deepened into an “otherness”.  This included, especially for the peoples in the Brazilian region, linguistic differences in the oft repeated claim that, because the indigenous Brazilian alphabets lacked the letters f, l, and r, the peoples must also lack the cultural awareness of “fé, lei e rei,” or faith, law, and king.
  Whether this lack was an attempt to explain the imaginings of sixteenth century travel writers’ descriptions of the savages’ barbarous way of life, or a justification for the barbarity imposed upon the Brazilian natives by the European visitors, remains to be determined.  Nevertheless, the construction of an image of a “cannibal woman”, an exotic “man-eater”, as it were, is the height of titillating fantasy, and is one that had already been constructed in European romantic literature and mythology as witches, the “Wildman”, and Amazons.


One of the primary sources for this image of Brazilian cannibal women was provided by Hans Staden, a German artillery expert working for the Portuguese near what is now São Paulo.
  A Tupí raiding party whose custom “it was, according to Staden, to retain enemy prisoners for ritual cannibalism”, captured Staden in 1552.  Staden wrote detailed descriptions of the accounts of the rituals of torture, death, and consumption in which the women played a central role.  Although many historians accept Staden’s account as authentic, there are inconsistencies with other accounts of the Tupinambá, and his stories strongly resemble European mythology of witches’ secret rituals.  
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Staden published his narrative, The Captivity of Hans Staden of Hesse, in A.D. 1547-1555, Among the Wild Tribes of Eastern Brazil, in 1557 along with a set of woodcuts that vividly portrayed the cannibal women dancing and feasting.  Even more fanciful engravings by Theodor de Bry accompanied later editions.  These new images added detail beyond what was described in Staden’s written account, exaggerating the women’s gestures, and suggesting a perverse sexuality associated with their actions.  The publication caused a sensation in Europe, and provided the popular European audience with their first look at the “authentic” lives of the Amerindians.

This also served as justification for brutality visited on the natives of Brazil upon their resistance to the imposition of Christianity.  Since the natives were not going to be compliant with the needs of the Portuguese colonists, this perception of cannibalism rationalized the use of “just war” to gather and enslave prisoners in order to convert and “civilize” them.  In essence, the Portuguese colonizers were creating an “other” in the Brazilian Indian women by demonizing them in painting this fearful portrait of them.  This notion of “otherness” would continue with the introduction of slaves from Africa, resulting in an extremely complex system of race entwined with sexual mores.

In nineteenth century Brazil, the private and public arenas constituted zones known as “house” and “street.”  The private zone, or house, signified safe and private spaces, and was traditionally a woman’s domain.  The street called up crowded, noisy, dirty, and potentially dangerous public spaces, corresponding roughly with the male domain, as this was the space where politics were discussed and business was transacted.
  The commerce of the street was a daytime matter, and everyone could legitimately transact business or simply pass time with their neighbors.  

After dark, however, was another story.  Until as late as 1878, the ringing of church bells at ten o’clock in the evening summoned people home.  Anyone caught on the street “without a clear reason…” was subject to jail or fines, and “…slaves carried written notes from their masters.”
  Brazil was still under the 1830 penal code, established to civilize Brazil even further after its independence in 1822.  This code followed European juridical evolution in that it protected the sanctity of the family and home life by maintaining strict guidelines for feminine virtue, criminalizing the act of rape, but only if it involved violence, if the woman were younger than eighteen, or if “she were honest and could prove that she had been seduced.”
  
Honor was a gendered concept in Brazil in that, prior to the abolition of slavery in 1888, white men in Brazil considered they possessed this honor, and distinguished themselves from the rest of the population.  This sense of honor was gained through the “honesty” of women:    

 “an honest woman honored her superiors, whether fathers, brothers, and husbands, or employers.  A cuckolded man lost honor and was left humiliated and powerless; a dishonest woman (in both popular conception and legal terminology) was a prostitute.”


This concept of male honor as control of female sexuality was clarified in the Philippine Code, which the Portuguese Crown used to govern its colonies.  Women were considered naturally passive and weak in intellect.  Authorities were more likely to consider women degenerate, or mentally ill, than criminal.  At the same time, they were placed as the guardians of morality in the home, and were responsible for taming the male’s aggressive sexual instincts and channeling that aggressive energy into productive work.  This concept was hardly unique to Brazil, as it had its roots in eighteenth century European society, as women were classified as either mother or prostitute, with no middle ground between the honest ideal and its dishonest inverse.  In Brazil, however, these distinctions were burdened with class bias.  

Under the republican Penal Code of 1830, the deflowering of an honest (i.e. sexually chaste) woman under the age of seventeen carried a “penalty” of marrying the young woman or providing her with a dowry (commensurate with the value of her lost asset) and leaving the region for one to four years.  This clearly implies that virginity had an economic value.  The change in the Brazilian penal code of 1890 involved replacing the exile with a one-to-four-year prison sentence.
  For the crime of deflowering, the age limit for offended girls was also extended from seventeen to twenty-one.  The intention of establishing the family as the foundation of social order was evident in the title of the code’s section on sexual crime:  “Of Crimes Against the security of Family Honor and Honesty and of Offense of Public Morality.”
  The Penal Code delineated means by which a woman might be deflowered (seduction, deceit, or fraud) but did not define them.  Even defining the terms deflowering or virginity were problematic, as they carried a subjective nature, being held as synonymous with “honesty.”  A would-be victim in a defloration case, could easily be put on the defensive, to prove whether she deserved to have her honor offended in the first place.    

Elements of subjective interpretation were inevitable in the determination of honesty.  Honor was defined differently for poor women, whose presence in public spaces, or “the street”, was essential to the economic survival of the family.
  When a woman of the privileged classes would appear in public, a servant, a relative, or her children always accompanied her.  This appearance of propriety was of the utmost importance.  If a young woman was seen to be out at night alone, dressed in carnival costumes, took the company of boys, or even lived in the “wrong” neighborhood, her honesty would be more difficult to prove.  Thus, not only sexual behavior, but social actions were cited as proof of a woman’s possession or lack of virtue.


Within the paternalistic master/slave relationship that many poor women still had while working as domestic servants (even after the abolition of slavery), many were still at the sexual disposal of the patriarch of the family.  Likewise, domestic servants were viewed with suspicion, as being inherently dishonest, lazy, and disliking work.  Honesty, being synonymous with moral and sexual purity, cleanliness, and whiteness, was a concept that was clearly at odds with the supposedly democratic principles of the Republican government at the end of the nineteenth century.  

In the Amazonian region at the time, prices and demand for wild rubber brought increased population and a financial boom that transformed cities such as Belém and Manaus into modern urban centers.  At the turn of the twentieth century, two other cities in the region, Pará and Amazonas had the highest per capita incomes in the Western Hemisphere.
  French was the preferred language, the most popular café in Belém the Moulin Rouge, and prostitution was widespread.  Members of this newly rising upper and middle class in the Amazon consciously imitated contemporary European cultural and social trends.  Women of color – mulatas or pretas – were fine for dalliances, but to be seen on the arm of a finely dressed white, foreign female was the height of achievement.  Many of these women in this region were Jews from Poland, Austria-Hungary or Rumania, escaping persecution and violence as a result of anti-semitic discrimination and prejudice across Central and Eastern Europe.  The date the first Jewish prostitutes arrived in the Amazon is unknown, but by 1897, Polish Jewesses were the preferred mistresses of the wealthy men in the Amazonian region.

Perceptions of color and judgments of sexual reputation can form a barrier on women gaining employment and in protecting them from violence and sexual aggression.  Until 1999, “legitimate defense of honor” was an acceptable defense [for the use of violence against a woman] in Brazilian courts.
  How much has really changed?  While color is not the only factor in consideration, it is closely intertwined with judgments of sexual propriety, and stigmatization with a disreputable status puts a woman at risk of sexual harassment, rape, and ostracism by other women.  

In conclusion, if one follows Gilberto Freyre’s theory of “racial democracy”, Brazilians use color, judgments of complexion, hair type, and facial features, to place people on a continuum from European to more African in appearance.  This is in contrast to the United States’ rigid “one-drop” rule of descent, in which citizens are considered either black or white.  Brazilian Portuguese contains hundreds of terms that describe appearance types.  Encoded in some of these terms, especially within those on the darker end of the color scale, are triggers for structural disadvantages and interpersonal discrimination.  Terms for color interact with, and are used much like, those used for women with damaged sexual reputations, economic class and family status.  Likewise, color is a primary concern in considering the suitability of marriage or sexual partners.

Brazilians tend not to self-identify as black, and discredit African appearance as ugliness.  Examples of terms used include:  mau or ruim (bad) hair, to describe heavy, kinky or nappy hair; possessing a bunda boa (nice rear) had negative connotations for the potential of bearing meninos pretos (black children).  Northeast Brazilians use a term which includes a stereotype of character in hot-blooded, or de sangue quente, and therefore passionate, with more generosity, anger, jealousy and desire than other nationalities.
  While a positive attribute intertwined with stereotypes of race, hot blood contributes toward the sexualized image of Brazilians in general, and Afro-Brazilians in particular.  

Women judged as dark are more vulnerable to accusations of sexual misconduct.  Conversely, women suspected of sexual misbehavior are likely to be described as darker in appearance.  
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