
By Colin Darch

R i o  d e  f  a n e i r o ,  B r a z l l - l  h e  p r e s .
. ofterr derisively refer to her as the "Qrreen

o f  t h e  C o n g o , "  b t r t  B e n e d i t a  d a  S i l v a
hasn ' t  le t  tha t  o i  o ther  p re j r rd icc i  s lou '
her historic carrrpaign to becodre the í irst
hlack rvonran elected mayor of this city '

o f  5  mi l l ion .
Backed by a coal i t ion of íour left-wing

part ies, the 5O-year-old da Si lva is hoping
t o  b e s t  n i n e  o t h e r  o p p o n e n t s  w h e n
Braz i l ians  t roop to  the  po l l s  to  vo te  in
municipal elect ions on Oçt. 3. Da Silva, a.
found ing  member  o Í  Braz i l ' s  Workér 's
Itarty, known by i ts Portuguese init ials as
the l) ' f .  is the f irst black woman ever to
bc norninatcd in a rnaior Braz-i l ian may-
oral elcct ion. She garnercd support from
,73 perccnt oÍ the party when i t  held i ts '

cquivalent of a prirnary last Apri l .
.  ln [ Ìrazi l ,  race and gender harr iers to
ít t l l  pol i t ical paÍt icipation are subder than
in the United States, yet they are iust as
pervasive and eííect ive. l f  da Si lva is elect-
ed mayor of Rio de Janeiro, she wil l  have
k i c k e d  c l o w n  a n  i n v i s i b l e  b u t  d u r a b l e
w a l l  i r r  t h e  l : r n d  o Í  s o - c a l l e d  " r a c i a l
denrocracy. "

I t  i s  e s t i r n a t e d  t h a t  1 . 5  p e r c e n t  o Í
Braz i l ' s  80  nr i l l i on  se l Í -descr ibed wh i tes
rvould be corrsidered black by U.S. stan-
dards. Sorrre 60 rni l l ion ot lrers clairn they
are oí Afr ican descerrt-rrraking thenr the
world's secorrd Inrgest black populat ion
aíter Nigeria. But black oíí ice-holders are
a rari ty here.

The realitq of racial
discriminatiorr is stil l iust as
Brazílian as tírc carnival or

l írc samhn.

I t  r v a s  o r r l v  i n  1 9 9 ( ì  t l r r t  r r  h l r r c k ,
Âlhrr i i lo t \ze rcdo, $'ns clcctecl state g()ver-
r ro r  ío r  the  í i rs t  t in re ,  in  the  t iny  s ta te  o f
frspir i to S:rrrto, rrorth of I ì io de .fanciro.
Yet  i r r  t l re  abscr rcc  o f  a  l r igh-pro Í i le  h is -
torv of rìat i()rì i ì l  struggle for pol i t ical arrd
civi l  r ights, rnirrry whites here, even on the
leÍt,  gl ibly ckim that racisrn isn't  arr issue
in  Braz i l .

t ln l i kc  the  [J r r i ted  Sta tes .  where  i t  i s  a t
l c ; r s t  r e c o g r r i z e d  t h a t  r a c i s r n  e x i s t s ,
l l r a z i l ' s  g o v c r r r i r r g  w h i t c  e l i t e  h a s  f o r
decades s t rccess fu l l y  lnar raged to  sweep
rac in l  i ss r res  ur r r le r  the  ca Íper ,  a rg3u ing ,
t h n t  b e c a u s e  Ì ì r o s t  B r a z i l i a n s  l r e  o í
r r r i xed  descent ,  there  is  no  d isc r in r ina-
t io t t .

Braz i l ia r r  soc io log is t  ( ì i l ber to  l - reyre
had an  express ion  fo r  t l r i s  idea- " luso-
t r o p i c a l i s r n " - r v h i c h  m e a r ì s  t h a t  P o r -
trrgtrese-speaking people have an aÍf irr i ty
n' i th the tronics arrd hence nre less racist

than o ther  Europeans,  becar rse  fo rmer
Portuguese colonies l ike Braz.i l  and An-
gola have large mulatto populat ions.

W h i l e  l u s o - t r o p i c a l i s m  w a s  w i d e l y
accepted in the 1960s, the real i ty of racial
discrinrination is st i l l  iust as Brazi l ian as
tlre carnival or the sarnba. 

' l  
here are Íew

peop le  o í  co lo r  in  the  un ivers i t ies  o r  in
senior corporate ÍÌ ìarìagerne rrt .  

' l  
he over-

rvhelrnin2l nrajori ty oí slunr-dwellers are
b lack ,  as  a re  n los t  o f  the  r r r re rup loyed.
Ând jrrst as in the United States, blacks in
Brazi l  are oveÍ-represenred in the prison
popr r la t io r r .

' i1 ' . ;3attc c3.ãÍ € ir i ' t r , i '
Nonet l rc less ,  I ì r : rz i l ' s  i rn r rgc  es  a  rac io l

t l c r n o c r a c v  h a s  h e e r r  w i d e l y  a c c e p t e d .
V/lren Afr ican Natiorral ( ìong,ress Presi-
dent Nelsorr Ìvlandela visi ted the country
i r r  Â t rgus t  1991,  he  enraget l  an t l  d isap-
po in ted  loca l  h lack  mi l i tan ts  by  ca l l ing
Brazi l  an "advanced model" of a nrult ira-
cial society, a conlment he later Íetracted.

One key  d i f fe rence in  the  way rnos t
Brazi l ians see râce has been ternrecl the
" n r u l a t t o  e s c a p e  h a t c h . "  A c c Ò r d i n g  t o' lhonras 

Skidnrore, director oí the (--elrter
for l-at in Arnerican Studies at Rrown tJni-
vcrsity, the IJrr i ted States, broadly speak-
ing, has a hi-racial system in which a per-
sor r  i s  e i ther  h lack  or  rvh i te  .  ln  Braz i l ,
horvever, nrost people think of themselves
as rnulatto, rvi th white and hlack rninori-
t ies at each end of the spectrum.

l r r  tha t  con tex t ,  the  ach ievenìen ts  o f
rnnlrt toes can be i t tr ibuted to their white
ances t ry ,  as  in  t l re  case o í  Braz i l ' s  n ros t
farrrous l9th-cerrtury writer. N{achado de

Assis. During his l i fet ime, de Assis'grow-
ing  reputa t ion  wâs accoÍnpan ied  by  a
p r o g r e s s i v e  " w h i t e n i n g "  o Í  h i s  s o c i a l
identi ty. But his escape hatch has always
beerr closed to dark-skinned people.

F o r  d a  S i l v a ,  r v h o  i s  r r n n r i s t a k a b l y
Afr icarr in nppearance, there has been a
pr ice  to  pay  ío r  de fy ing  the  r rnwr i t te r r
rules of l ìrazi l 's racial--and ruachr>-pol-
i t i cs .  She ca l led  a  p ress  conference lasr
year  to  denounce rac is t  and sex is t  ha te
mai l ,  wh ich  she rou t i r re ly  rece ives .

But the feisty da Silva learned to look
af te r  herse l í  ear ly .  She was born  in  a

'wooclen hut in a Íavela, perched abrve a
r r r i t l r i l c  c  lass  hcac i r - l ro r r t  s r tburb  r r r  l ì io .' l  

hc  fnvc lns  r rc  h i l l s i< lc  s l r r r rs  tha t  c l ing
p r e c a r i o r r s l y  t o  t l r e  s i d e s  o f  t l r e  c i t y ' ' s
rrrany rocky outcrops. Most of the íave-
las, especial ly the nrany r idderr with drugs
ar rc l  c r i rne ,  a re  e f Íec t i ve ly  o í í - l i rn i ts  to
pol ice. Residents pây no rent and receive
no Eoverrìnìelt t  services.

Da Silva's Íather cleaned cars and her
nro ther  took  in  laundry  to  suppor t  her
and her l4 sibl ings. She workecl from the
a g e  o í  s e v e n ,  a n d  a í t e r  a  p e r i o d  a s  a
s t ree t  k id .  da  S i l va  rvas  rnar r ied  a t  |  6 .
She put herself  through high school and
college hy workirrg âs a dolrrest ic servant
and a strèei nc<ldler. ' l ) :r  Si lv:r rrou' holt ls
a  degree i r r  soc ia l  rvork  a r rc l  a  r ru rs ing
ceÍt i f icâte.

'Black, Ìemale, Írom the ghetto'
Bened i ta ,  o r  Bené as  her  suppor te rs

affect ionately cal l  her, has served âs city
counti lor and is a two-terrn federal con-
gress rnenrher. In her nìost rccent congres-
s iona l  v ic to ry  in  1990,  she ca lnpa igned
under the del iberately provocâtive slogân
"black, íemale, Írorn the ghetto."

l)a Si lvrr feels thnt the !üorkers' l )artv.
a loose al l iance oí trade rrniorr and worrr-
en âctivists. I \ larxists. greetìs, progressive
rel igious groups ând social ist i rr tel lectrrals
fotrnded in the early 1980s, has been suc-
cessíul,  even thougll  i t  holds only 36 seats
in  the  .503- rnenrber  r ra t io r ra l  assernb ly .
"We have been ab le  to  work  p lu ra l i s t i -
c a l l y  e v e n  c l u r i n g  t h e  r n o s t  c r i t i c a l
rÌ ì()r ' Ì ìents." she argues. "We have 

' I  
r<lt-

sky is ts ,  Len i r r i s ts ,  Marx is ts  a r rd  ( lh r i s -
t ians. We've won cit ies, and I bel ieve that
in 1994 we're going to win state gover-
norships. "

I n  ( ì o n g r e s s ,  a s  o r Ì e  o f  t h r e e  b l a c k
deputies, she was instrulnerrtal in sett ing,
up a House Comnrit tee on t lre problem oÍ
street kicls, which she says "kroked at the
real lproblemsl of Brazi l ."  But, she adds
angri ly, there's no pol i t ical wi l lpower to
change the  s i tua t ion .  She lanren ts  what
s h e  c a l l s  t h e  i n s t i t u t i o n a l i z e d  t r a d e  i n

clr i l<lren, especial ly young gir ls, rvho "nre
ía t tened up  fo r  p ros t i tu t ion  as  i f  thev
lvere animals."

Geirder issrres and the pl ight of l ìrazi l 's
h t i r n e l e s s  c h i l t l r e n  r e m a i n  t u ' o  o f  h e r
r irain concerns. At the party's corrgress irr
Novenrber last year, she was instrurrrentnl
i r t  fo rc ing  the  rna le -dor r r i r ra ted  Vorkcrs '
Par ty  to  accept  a  n ìeâsr r re  re r l r r i r ing . ì ( )
percent of leadership posit iorrs at al l  lo,
e l s  t o . b e  f i l l e d  b y  w o r n e n .  " W e  d o r r ' t
want  í ì11y  íâvors , "  s l re  to l< l  r l c lcg , : r tes ,
l ' ìü(/e just want t 'ot l  to guararrtee rvhat

,we' ire already woÍl  in practicc irr the l t- f  
' ."

,A Í te r  he ing  se lec ted  by  the  I ' l  as  i t s
c a n d i d a t e  i n  t h e  n r a y o r a l  c o r r t e s t ,  t l r e
par ty  en tered  in to  an  e lec to ra l  a l l iaucc
with three r i ther leÍt  part ies, t l re Peoplc's
Social l )arty, the Social ist Party and thc
hard-l ine (ìomrrtrnist Party'  of Brazi l .  

' l  
he

coali t ion has christerred i tselí  the " l lappl '
City Front."

Backs better schools
Ber red i ta 's  p la t fo rm g ives  pr io r i t y  to

irnproving Rio's publ ic education s' 'sterìì ,
wiclely acknowledged to be in crisis. She
wants  to  re r Ìova te  a t  leâs t  200 o f  the
city's schools and to f inish the anrbit iorrs
edt rca t iona l -commrrn i ty  serv ice  cer ì tc rs
started, but never f inished, by the orrtgo-
ing adnrinistrat ion.

" l  want to push for a new pay scale for
teachers  to  in rprove the  qr rn l i t y  o f  teech-
irrg," she says. "School attendance íor al l
c h i l d r e n  w i l l  b e  a n  o b j e c t i v e  o Í  r n y
a d m i n i s t r a t i o n . " ' f o  p a y  í o r  t h o s , r
improvements, da Si lva waÍìts to upgrarle
Rio 's  tour is t  serv ices .  "1he F .ar t l r  Sr r rn -
nri t  showed that tourism isn't  i trst ah,rut
s u n s h i n e  a n d  b e a c h e s , "  s h e  e x p l a i r r s .
"We carr nrì nlore coníerences and fest i '
1 'n ts.

Benedita da Silva lamenLs
what she calls the

ínsti tut ion al ized tradë in
c lrildrcn, esprcíallu uou,tq
qírls, w,ho 'are 

f attenetl up

for prostitulion as if theA
were animals. '

Bené 's  canrpa ign  is  under fu r rde t l ,  I ru t
she is raising nl()rìey through the salc oí a
book ,  "  I l re  P ' I  Way o f  Cìover r r ing , "  an< l
th rough a l r  innovat ive  ca l l - i r r  sys te r r r  t l r r t
deh i ts  cont r ib r r t io r . rs  d i rec t l y  Í ronr  s r r l r -
porters'  telephone bi l ls. Rut she íaces ,r
to t rgh  f ig l r t ,  espec ia l l y  nga i r rs t  her  rnn i r r
()pp()nent, the rul ing l)ernocratic Work
er's Party candidate ( l idinha Cirnrpos. e
white rvoman who is widely respected orr
the leÍt  here.

(ìarrrpos' pârty, krìown as the PDT, is n
n r a c h i n e  i n  t h e  g r i p  o f  R i o  d e  - l a r r c i r o
Sta te  Gover r ro r  l .eone l  Br izo la .  ( l l r i z .o l : r
hates the \9orkers' Party, rvhich, irr  trrrrr,
thinks he is an opp()rtunist--tspecial ly '  i rr
l ight oí his recent support íor the scandal-
plrgrre<l c()rìscrvntive presiderrt,  l ìertrart<lrr
( lo l lo r  < le  l r4e lk r . )  Ar ra lys ts  s íy  ( ìa r r rpos '

candidacy was largely created by Brizol:r,
rvho is strongly backing her. (ìarnpos hns
achieved rnuch of her farle arrd populrr
suppor t  th rough her  o , "v r r  ca l l - i r r  ra t l io
show, irr rvhich she dispenses nclvice arrr l
aid to try to solve cal lers'  prohlerns.' l 'he 

prospect of victory has rronethele ss
not  h loâ ted  da  S i l va 's  ego.  She s t i l l  l i l cs
i r r  thc  sarne  íave la  and l i kes  t r ' '  k i ck  o í í
l r e r  s h o e s  a n c l  w a l k  b a r c í o o t  ( ) l ì  t l ì e
grassy slopes near her horne. l .cokirrg orrt
to sea from the top oí a rockv ()Ìrtcr() l ì
o v e r  t h e  w o r l d - f a m o u s  ( ) o p a c a h * r r a
heach,  she gr ins .  "N{y  l i t t le  corner  r r re l '
be up here, but I  have a view, way abrt le
rny problems."

Free lance ur i te r  Oo l in  Darcb  is  the
()uordian's cor/espondent in Bra zil.

Rio's fi rst blacl<
woman mayor?

o

One ol do Silvo's prímory concerní ís improving Rio's pvblic eduotion system.
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