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Abstract 

Racialized Gendered Violence: ‘Domestic’ violence, Black Women and Genocide 

in Brazil 

Alysia Loren Mann Carey, M.A.

The University of Texas at Austin, 2014 

Supervisor:  Christen A. Smith 

Although some analyses of genocide in Brazil consider the intersectionality of race, gender and 

class, few address the ways in which heteropatriarchy and sexism also impact women’s 

experiences with anti-black violence and terror. In order to better understand anti-black genocide 

in Brazil, we must take into account black women's multiple gendered and sexualized 

experiences with this violence. As a result, this thesis explores black women’s experiences with 

domestic violence as a form of anti-Black genocide. This contention, through an analysis of my 

fieldwork in Rio de Janeiro and Salvador in the summer of 2013 as well as my engagement with 

Black Brazilian feminist theory, argues that domestic violence against Black women occurs at 

both a macro and micro level.  Essentially, State violence against Black women is domestic 

violence writ large. Micro-sites of domestic violence against black women, typified by inter-

personal violence, are not isolated manifestations. Instead, they are extensions of macro-state 

processes of domestic violence. In other words, we must read inter-personal violence against 

black women as part of the continuum of the state’s racialized, gendered, sexualized violence 

against the broader black community. 
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Introduction 

“Has there been an increase of violence in the case of black women? No. In reality, we have 
always been at the top of statistics. Always the most violated inside and outside of the home, this 

situation is historical and permanent. 
----Heliana Hemetério dos Santos, Rede de Mulheres Negras (PR) 

In August 2013, a multiple murder was reported in the news outlet, O Globo: four 

generations of women were brutally murdered in Lodrina, a city in the Southern state of Paraná: 

Black movement leader and a Mae de Santo Yá Makumby de Oliveira, her 10 year old 

granddaughter, and Yá Makumby’s 86 year old mother, and their neighbor who was also the 

mother of the aggressor. According to news sources, Diego Quirino and his female friend had a 

disagreement that had to do with his drug abuse problems and delusional religious beliefs (Leite 

2013). When he was told that his behavior was not that of God, he threatened his friend with a 

knife. Then his mother intervened, and he killed her. Soon after, his companheira went to Ya 

Makyumby, the neighbor, seeking help. That is when Yá Makumby and her family were also 

killed by Quirino. 

In light of the homicides, community members organized a march against religious 

intolerance,1 on August 10, 2013. During the demonstration, the Associação dos Ogans de 

Londrina2 criticized police officials for ignoring the roles that religious intolerance, racism and 

sexism played in the murder of the women. 

1	  Video	  footage	  from	  the	  march	  can	  be	  seen	  at	  http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=1I5Mh9UmiWE	  
2	  Associacao	  dos	  Ogans	  de	  Londrina	  is	  an	  organization	  that	  works	  to	  promote	  the	  appreciation	  of	  
2	  Associacao	  dos	  Ogans	  de	  Londrina	  is	  an	  organization	  that	  works	  to	  promote	  the	  appreciation	  of	  
culture	  and	  religiosity	  from	  Africa	  
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Illustration 1: March against Religious Intolerance, Londrina, Paraná, Brasil  

Although news outlets recognized that Ya Makumby was part of the Black movement 

and a religious leader in Candomblé, the press superficially discussed the role of religion in the 

murder. Diego stated that he had no remorse for the crime, since the victims were possessed by 

"spiritual wickedness3," which indicates his evangelical beliefs4 (Leite 2013). Furthermore, 

commentaries ignored issues of interpersonal violence, mental health and community 

marginalization. This was made possible by the ways in which interpersonal violence was 

conceptualized and taught by the media, government and social service providers, which as Beth 

Richie states, did “not evoke an appreciation of the complex nature of gender violence” (24). 

Recently, studies have demonstrate that black women are disproportionally affected by 

domestic violence and homicide in Brazil (Marcondes et. Al. 2013; Waiselfisz 2012; Perreira 

2012; Almeida et.al 2012; Agencia Senado 2013; Santos 2011). And yet, black women’s 

3 See Jurema Werneck, J. (2005). Ialodes and feminists. Reflections on Black women's political action in 
Latin America and the Carribbean. NOUVELLES QUESTIONS FEMINISTES, 24(2), 33.  
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experiences with domestic violence are often invisibilized. Black women fall outside of the 

conventional paradigms of violence against women. The work of Bruna Perreira shows that the 

model of the ideal woman is not black, but white. She argues, “The mulatto or black women is 

assigned a stereotype of sexuality without virtue” (2012). In addition, conservative discourses 

and policies regarding crime and punishment intersect in the lives of black women culminating 

in a process that many activists and scholars call anti-Black genocide. This includes, physical 

violence, sexual violence, racism, religious intolerance, economic deration, homophobia, lack of 

basic needs; all of which “results in the perfect chemical reaction for a storm of ungoverned rage 

emanating from our black community” (Reaja 2005).  Domestic violence, I argue, occurs within 

this paradigm. Violence against the black female body does not register as violence or a crime. 

Yet, violence against black women is an extension of a broader social process of anti-black 

genocide in Brazil. State violence against Black women is domestic violence writ large. Micro-

sites of domestic violence against black women, typified by inter-personal violence, are not 

isolated manifestations. Instead, they are extensions of macro-state processes of domestic 

violence. In other words, we must read inter-personal violence against black women as part of 

the continuum of the state’s racialized, gendered, sexualized violence against the broader black 

community. Anti-black state violence and domestic violence against black women are intimately 

intertwined and define anti-black genocide. Domestic violence against Black women is part of 

the “genocidal continuum” of global anti-black violence (Vargas 2008). 

In Brazil, society often constructs Black women as violable and unrapeable (Smith 2014). 

Being marked as unrapeable subjects not only justifies violence against Black women but also 

structurally erases the injury and abuse their bodies experience5.  This allows violence against 
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black women to occur on multiple levels (i.e. interpersonal, institutional, symbolic, 

representational). 

Anti-Black genocide is necessarily hetero-patriarchal and sexist because such oppressions 

create a gamut of ways to dehumanize, violate and control the black population through 

interpersonal relationships as well as relationships with the state. This is seen in the context of 

violence against women, where black female bodies are often criminalized for violence and 

terror they experience. Christen Smith (2014), analyzes the relationship between the physical 

assault against Sirlei Calvalho, and the ways in which Black women are imagined within 

Brazilian society. Carvalho was a domestic worker and assumed to be a prostitute by her four 

while male attackers. She was waiting outside at a bus stop to go to the doctor when four young 

men pulled up next to her and beat her because they thought she was a prostitute (Smith 2014) 

These dehumanizing representations of black women cannot be dissociated from physical 

violence against the black female body. To exemplify this point, Smith argues that the use of 

blackface “to represent black women on national television is a microsite of symbolic violence 

that primes the popular imagination to accept and perpetrate physical acts of violence against 

black women in the everyday” (118). Through such representations, black women’s plight is 

either ignored or distorted, resulting in Black women being blamed for their victimization.  In the 

context of domestic violence, then, it is important to question, to what extent does intimate 

partner violence against Black women also occur because of the way in which black women are 

imagined the everyday? 

Acknowledging the multiple forms of violence black women experience allows for an 

enhanced analysis regarding the ways in which violence against women is perpetrated, but also 

condoned, creating a cycle of danger, discrimination and despair in the lives of Black women. 
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This is articulated by revisiting the public-private debate regarding violence against women and 

space. I use the term “public” not only to understand violence through political and media 

discourses and practices, but also to indicate that the State and its actors have perpetrated the 

violence. I use “private,” to refer to violence in the domestic or community space. By revising 

the public-private debate, I problematize the premise that the Maria da Penha law made a private 

matter of domestic violence a public concern. 

Domestic Violence in Brazil 

In Fortaleza, Cerá in May 1983 Maria da Penha Maia Fernandes was shot by her husband 

while sleeping in their bed. This left her paralyzed from the waist down. After returning from the 

hospital a few weeks later, he tried to electrocute her in the bathtub6 (UN Women 2011). 

Although Penha tried to press charges, the prosecution took over 20 years. Meanwhile, he 

remained free despite two convictions, one in 1991, and the other in 1996. Because there was no 

progress in the case, the Center for Justice and International Law and the Brazilian Chapter of 

Latin American and Caribbean Committee for the Defense of Women’s Rights filed a case on 

behalf of Penha with the IACHR. In 2001 the IACHR ruled that Brazil was in violation of many 

the international treaties and conventions the nation had signed, such as the Convention on the 

Elimination of All Forms of Discrimination against Women (CEDAW). Violations included the 

failure to act, negligence and tolerance regarding family violence. Furthermore, they concluded 

that the “violence suffered by Maria da Penha is part of a general pattern of negligence and lack 

of effective action by the State in prosecuting and convicting aggressors” (Shadow Report). In 

2002, Maria da Penha’s husband was convicted and imprisoned. Maria da Penha became the 
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name and the face that changed Brazilian society. Her case was the first time that the Convention 

on the Prevention, Punishment, and Eradication of Violence against Women7 had been applied

in the Inter-American system, that domestic violence against women was analyzed by the Inter-

American Commission on Human Rights (IACHR), and that a ruling of the same had found a 

country responsible regarding such matters of domestic violence.” 

In response to the CEDAW committee’s recommendations, Brazil responded to the crisis 

of domestic violence by enacting legislation in Maria da Penha’s name that established a set of 

laws and state services addressing domestic violence. Examples are Women’s Police Stations 

(Delegacias das Mulheres) and the passage of the Maria da Penha Law in 2006, under the Luiz 

Lula da Silva administration. The Maria da Penha Law against Domestic and Family Violence 

towards Women defines domestic violence as any action or omission based on gender that causes 

a woman’s death, injury, physical, sexual or psychological suffering and moral or patrimonial 

damage. Such violence can occur in the domestic unit (e.g. the permanent space shared by 

people, with or without family ties, including people sporadically aggregated); scope of the 

family (communities formed by individuals that consider themselves related by natural ties, 

affinity or expressed will) or in any intimate relationship of affection. The goal of the law is to 

criminalize and deter domestic violence through arrest and prosecution of abusers and to create 

an environment that supports women in leaving abusive relationships. The 2006 promulgation of 

the Law marked a moment of transformation: domestic violence was no longer a private concern; 

it was a political matter. The law also makes a point to recognize that domestic violence can 

occur regardless of a woman’s race, class or sexual orientation. Part of the Lei Maria da Penha, 

7	  organized	  by	  the	  Organization	  of	  American	  States	  in	  1994	  to	  protect	  women’s	  rights	  
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was a mandate for a domestic violence hotline. The graph below illustrates that since its 

establishment in 2006 calls to the hotline have increased significantly. 

Figure 1: Domestic Violence Reports from the National Hotline (Ligue 180) 

uma denúncia, encaminhar esta demanda para que os órgãos competentes iniciem um processo de
investigação e tratamento. No caso da Central de Atendimento à Mulher, para três tipos de registros são
adotados procedimentos de encaminhamento para tratamento e apuração, sendo eles: o registro de
Reclamações e as denúncias de Cárcere Privado e Tráfico de Pessoas.

- Quem pode ligar para a Central de Atendimento à Mulher?
Qualquer cidadã(o) brasileira(o) ou pessoa que esteja no território nacional.

- Posso ligar para relatar uma situação de violência vivida por outra pessoa, ou algum
conhecido?
Sim. A Central de Atendimento à Mulher atende a todas e a todos. Neste caso, as informações necessárias
para melhor atender a situação serão passadas para a pessoa que entrou em contato com o serviço. Para
alguns tipos de crimes, como o de Cárcere Privado e Tráfico de Mulheres, é muito comum que o relato seja
feito por terceiros.

Dados da Central de Atendimento à Mulher

O perfil geral da violência relatada mostra que:

93,2% das ligações são feitas por mulheres; 
89,1% dos relatos são feitos pela própria vítima;

! 
It is possible, that this increase is the result of heightened awareness due to the law and in 

methods for reporting (Sardenberg et.al. 2010). However, it is still evident that despite the 

knowledge and methods for reporting, the law has not deterred domestic violence. The graph 

below illustrates homicide rates of women between 1980 and 20108. 

8	  Waiselfisz	  2012	  
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Figure 2: Numbers and Rates (per 100,000) of female homicides9 (1980-2010) 

MAPA DA VIOLÊNCIA 2012

8

2. HISTÓRICO 1980/2010
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 Maria da Penha law does not take race into account and neglects an intersectional 

approach. The law reproduces the ‘universal woman’ trope regarding domestic violence: “Any 

woman may find at some point in their life, in situations of domestic violence. Be it white or 

black, rich or poor, straight or gay, young or old” (Ministerio Publico10). However, as many 

scholars have shown, Black women fall outside of this “universal” discourse (Richie 2012; 

Collins 1990; Roberts 1991; Harris 1990; Rich 1979; Carneiro 2003; Carby 1987; Crenshaw 

9	  Secretary	  for	  Policies	  for	  Women,	  http://www.spm.gov.br/ouvidoria/central-‐de-‐atendimento-‐a-‐
mulher	  
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1989; Combahee 1977). For this reason, it is urgent to ask deeper questions about state 

responses. 

Violence against black women, perpetuated by the state or interpersonal violence, is not 

specific to Brazil. Beth Richie’s (2012) analysis of racialized gendered violence, offers insight 

into the ways in which violence against Black women occurs within the larger context of the 

build up of Americas Prison Nation. Through an analysis of public security and social welfare 

policies, police practices and mass incarceration patterns, Richie argues that black women’s 

vulnerabilities to violence are interpersonal and institutional. Richie argues that the State uses 

laws, policies and institutional practices to promote values that dictate who a true victim is and 

what an abused woman should look like. Making a structural-level critique, Richie discusses the 

legal and political context that enhances black women’s vulnerabilities to intimate partner 

violence, through limitations on crisis interventions, the heightened possible use of weapons 

during assaults and a lack of trust in law enforcement. The very institutions that the mainstream 

feminist movement has lauded with advancements in the antiviolence movement are the very 

institutions that perpetrate violence against black bodies, leaving black women in a structural 

racial and gendered antagonism.  The case of Brazil sheds more light on this phenomenon. 

Genocide, Blackness and Brazil 

In Brazil Mixture or Massacre: Essays in the genocide of a Black people, Abdias do 

Nascimento (1989) accuses and denounces the Brazilian government for committing genocide 

against the Black population. Nascimento argues that the practices of acculturation, assimilation,

and miscegenation promoted by the Brazilian State had the goal of annihilating Black people. He

conceptualizes such genocidal practices as “social lynching,” which encompasses violence 
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against Black women, suppression of Afro-Brazilian religious practices, employment 

discrimination and the denial of citizenship.  Building upon Nascimento’s concept of genocide

and critically analyzing the UN definition of genocide, João Vargas (2010) describes a 

continuum of violence regarding anti-Black genocide in the African Diaspora. This continuum 

focuses on state and state sponsored practices that range from symbolic or invisible genocides to 

physical mass killing that perpetuate genocide and uphold white supremacy. However, the State 

is also structured along patriarchal lines. Carol Pateman (1988) argues that the patriarchal view

of what it means to be male and what it means to be female legitimates men’s natural right to 

dominate women. This view also dictates the social contract, which is at the heart of the modern 

nation-state. As Andrea Smith (2006) argues, heteropatriarchy is the foundation of the nation-

state and depends on the oppression of women. Hailing the state as a champion of women’s 

rights, the mainstream feminist movement in Brazil and the international community at large, 

credits the State and the criminal justice system with major advancements in the safety of women 

and girls in situations of violence. The state also portrays itself as the protector of women. 

However, given the patriarchal structure of the state’s relationship to domestic violence, and the 

fact that white supremacy and patriarchy are not and cannot be separate, does not the state’s 

structure makes its gestures towards protecting black women paradoxical? 

This thesis challenges conventional masculinist interpretations of global anti-black 

violence by suggesting that seemingly “private,” or “apolitical” forms of aggression (like 

violence against black women) actually reify the state and anti-Black genocide writ large. The 

maintenance of a public-private dichotomy, which emphasizes public, or state perpetrated, 

displays of [symbolic, structural and physical] violence, and silences ‘private’ forms of violence, 
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particularly resulting from patriarchy, confounds our abilities to understand anti-black genocide 

holistically. Typically, we do not consider domestic violence to be a part of the genocidal 

continuum of anti-black violence. Therefore, it is important to discuss and deconstruct this false 

dichotomy and interrogate the relationship between State violence and interpersonal violence, 

and how this relationship ultimately sustains anti-black genocide. 

This thesis examines black women’s experiences with domestic violence in the context of 

Brazil. I have two central assertions. The first is that State violence against black women is 

domestic violence writ large and intimate partner violence is a micro site of this larger process. 

The second is an extension of the first. If intimate partner violence is a micro site of the larger 

process of macro domestic violence, then domestic violence is also necessary for the nation-state 

to sustain itself. In other words, the nation-state defines its identity and its solidity – which in the 

case of Brazil is predicated on the myth of racial democracy – through the repeated micro and 

macro level domestic violence against black women. 

John Burdick (1998) described one discussion he had with an Afro-Brazilian interlocutor, 

who was married to a white woman. When Burdick’s interlocutor had apologized for having to 

leave early, his companions told him that he should have married a black woman, then, he would 

not have ‘to rush home like a slave’ (29). Later his friend stated that, ‘they treat their black wives 

like trash’ (29). As binary notions of masculinity and femininity continue to be sociological 

constructions, one learns to be a [true] man or a [true] woman and accept these constructions as 

natural. However, such processes of socialization are not only gendered, but also racialized: It is 

the black woman to be treated like trash and the black man rushing home like a slave to his white 
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female partner.  Later in the chapter, the author presents another interviewee’s comments that 

reveals that the reference to the supposed inferiority of the black woman: 

[Black men in general] treat us very badly, very badly. The black man, I tell you, he does 
not respect black women. He came home and thought I should meet all your needs, and if 
I wanted he said he would find a white woman who knew how to treat a man (Burdick 
1999).  

This illustrates the constant (re)production of the inferior status of black women, this time in the 

context of an intimate relationship. Tania Almedia (2010) contemplates that “black and brown 

men would discriminate [against] black women violently since these women would represent for 

them that part of themselves that they abhorred. Nonetheless, it was with these women that black 

men would establish most of their social relations, and it was their inferiorization that made 

possible their climb in the scale of power” (423, translated in Almeida et.al 2013). If domestic 

violence is a performance that men often engage in order to articulate their masculinity, state 

violence against black women should be similarly interpreted as an attempt to consolidate the 

patriarchal role of the state. R.W. Connell (2012) argues that two patterns of violence against 

women follow the “patriarchal definitions of femininity:” Violence as a way to maintain 

dominance and violence as a way of asserting masculinity (83). Other studies (Coelho et.al. 

2007; Oliveira 2004; Nolasco 2001) that discuss intimate partner violence, illustrate that 

masculine identities are constructed through acts of violence and their consequent ability to 

control their female partners. Moreover, as State violence is about power and control it is also 

about performing masculinity (James 2007). If this is the case, then what does that say about the 

relationship between macro and micro processes of domestic violence against Black women? 

What does this say about the tools necessary for the state and society to constantly perpetuate 

this violence? 
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Just as raced and gendered antagonisms define society they also define domestic 

violence. Violence in the [domestic] home space and violence in the [domestic] nation space are 

not mutually exclusive in the lives of Black women11. By disrupting the “public” and “private” 

distinction regarding gender violence and space, I question the assumption that the Maria da 

Penha law marks the first time that the state began to be concerned with violence against women 

in Brazil. The modern nation-state in the Americas has always had an investment in Black female 

suffering (e.g. Richie 2012, Roberts 1997, Smith 2005; Rocha 2012; Santos 2008; Alexander 

2006; James 2002, 2007; Lorde 1984). The relationship between “public” and “private” forms of 

violence against the black female body ultimately serves the interest of the State. 

Methodology 

This project has been informed by participatory observation and semi-formal interviews 

with organizations working on issues such as domestic violence, violence against women, anti-

racism and genocide work in Rio de Janeiro and Salvador. 

From June 7, 2013 through July 20, 2013, I participated in the Black Diaspora and 

Community Engagement program to Rio de Janeiro, led my Professor Joao Vargas. Though this 

program, I was able to learn from organizations working on issues such as domestic violence, 

violence against women and anti-racism work in Rio de Janeiro. As part of the program, I had 

the opportunity to work with Criola. Criola is an Afro- Brazilian Women’s, Non-Governmental 

Organization in Rio de Janeiro. It is directed by a group of Afro-Brazilian women from diverse 

backgrounds. Their mission is to empower Afro-Brazilian women, teenagers and girls to become 

agents for change in the struggle against racism, sexism, and homophobia, and work for the 

creation of better conditions of life for the Black population in Brazilian society. 

11	  For	  this	  reason	  I	  say	  ‘domestic’	  violence.	  
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Each summer, the Black Diaspora/Community Engagement program works with Criola 

on a particular project. For the 2013-year, students would investigate how their partner 

organizations incorporated an intersectional framework in the services that they provided to 

people. Through this initiative, I interviewed Centro Especializada de Atendimento da Mulher 

(CEAM), an NGO located in the center of Rio de Janeiro. Their work deals solely with domestic 

violence and as they say, “breaking the cycle of family violence.” They offer psychological and 

legal counseling to women in situations of violence and safety planning sessions. They also refer 

women to the Casa de Abrigo, which is a temporary shelter for women, victims of violence, with 

or without minor children, which for security reasons cannot stay home. 

In addition, during this time, Criola was partnering with NUPEF, on a community-based 

project called Iyaloode. The purpose of this project was to increase access to public information, 

co-production and solidarity through digital technologies. I had the opportunity to work with and 

learn form Black women, who were community leaders, on a blog discussing issues important in 

their communities. As part of the project involved women creating and publicizing community 

event about an issue important in their communities, such as violence against women, racial 

violence, religious intolerance, and health in the black community in Brazil. It was through this 

project that I was able to meet Ana, and her neighbor, Maria, who addressed gender-based 

violence in their communities. 

It was also through this Community Engagement program that I also had the opportunity 

to meet and interview Neuza, one of the coordinators of the Center for Documentation and 

Information of Women (CEDOICOM) Ensures the empowerment and citizenship of women of 

Black women in Brazilian society. CEDOICOM develop actions and projects regarding violence 
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against and between women: lesbians, prisoners, ex-prisoners, teenagers living on the streets, 

mothers and daughters, grandmothers and granddaughters etc. 

Once the program ended, I traveled to Salvador, Bahia to work with Quilombo Xis. Is a 

community-based organization that works with communities and families worked affected by 

violence to resist state perpetrated forms of violence. Quilombo Xis is part of the React or Die! 

(Reaja 2005) Campaign in Salvador. The React or Die! Campaign is a grassroots movement that 

includes various organizations in Salvador committed to fighting against police brutality, current 

structure of public security, racism, sexism and homophobia that structures Brazilian society, 

ultimately killing the Black population. 

This project also draws from newspapers and NGO online publications, from O Globo 

(newspaper based in Rio de Janeiro), UOL (Internet service in Brazil) and Geledes (a Black 

feminist non-governmental organization), from June 2013 to September 2013. This project also 

relies on ethnographic data collected in Salvador and Rio de Janeiro from June 2013 through 

August 2013. 

The use of ethnography, as my primary methodology, is vital to the study of race and 

violence against women in Brazil. This methodology allows for a critique of the ‘any woman’ 

can be a victim discourse to domestic violence, in order to better understand how race, gender 

and class are intersect in the lives of women who experience domestic violence. Joao Vargas 

(2004) argues that Brazilian “social relations are marked by a hyperconsciousness of race” 

(xxix), that is, race is analytically and morally invalid, has nothing to do with social, power or 

resource distribution (102). In addition to individuals, institutions also disregard the race/color 

classification, thus creating the illusion that race/racism does not exist; everyone is equal and 

simply Brazilian. This disregarded the ways in which violence in Brazil is a racialized 
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phenomenon. This is also prevalent with regards to gender violence: demographic information 

recorded has consistently neglected the race/color of women who experience violence and seek 

out institutional support. This is one way that the state neglects violence against particular 

women. Furthermore, as similar to the US, violence against women in Brazil has a very 

conservative understanding, one in which individuals are the sole perpetrators of gendered 

violence. Institutional violence that black women experience in the form of racist media 

representation, police brutality and the death of their children is hardly discussed in the 

mainstream violence against women discourse or related statistics. Ethnographic and qualitative 

data allows for a more comprehensive understanding of violence as it can incorporate the various 

levels of violence women may experience: intimate partner, community and state violence. 

Structure of the Thesis 

This thesis is divided into two chapters. Chapter 1, entitled,  ‘Domestic’ violence and anti-Black 

Genocide, draws primarily on my fieldwork from Rio de Janeiro and Salvador, Bahia. Through 

interviews and participatory observations, I discuss how Non-governmental Organizations and 

Community Based Organizations conceptualize domestic violence. Based on my observations 

and interview responses, I address the different forms of violence women experience (e.g. 

interpersonal and State perpetrated) and how these experiences are part of anti-Black genocide. I 

contend that State violence against black women is domestic violence writ large, and that 

interpersonal violence is a reproduction of this at the micro-level. 

In Chapter 2: Protecting Afro-Brazilian women?: Racial democracy, genocide and the 

social contract, I discuss the role of sexual politics in violence and black genocide.  I draw on 

Carole Pateman’s theory of the sexual contract and Charles Mills’s theory of the racial contract 

to argue that in the context of Brazil, the sexual-racial contract is the myth of racial democracy. 



17 

In agreement with other scholars and activists, this contract, is not only racist, but also genocidal. 

This chapter analyzes the role of gender within the sexual-racial contract in Brazil. I argue that 

the social contract is a political project for the nation-state. Revising Gilberto Freyre’s (1956) 

assumption that racial harmony existed due to sexual intimacy between the races, I argue that the 

rape of Black women was a fundamental part of the racial democracy myth. Moreover, if racial 

democracy is the national ideology that frames the nation, then the nation of Brazil requires the 

rape of black women. Sexual violence against black women is what structures and gives 

legitimacy to the social contract. If we read sexual violence as a form of domestic violence then 

we must also recognize that the state must continue to perform domestic violence against black 

women in order to sustain itself.  This is why I argue that State violence against Black women is 

domestic violence writ large. To develop this argument I analyze media representations of black 

women and how this marks black women and bodies as violable. This violability allows other 

forms of violence to occur, either by their partners or by the state. I conclude this thesis by 

proposing the need for more transnational, interdisciplinary approach to domestic violence. 
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Chapter 1: 'Domestic' Violence and Anti-Black Genocide

Discussions surrounding domestic violence in Brazil have primarily focused on domestic 

violence as a security concern, a human rights violation and a public health issue.  Data from the 

Map of Violence (2010) suggests that one woman is killed every two hours in Brazil, making it 

number 12 in the world’s rankings for the homicide of women (Waiselfisz et. al, 2010). In 

addition, Cavalho (et. al. 2007) shows that in Rio de Janeiro, the majority of the respondents who 

reported abuse, knew that their partners had a gun in the home: 75.6% said their partners 

threatened them; 73% said that the presence of a gun stopped them from verbally or physically 

responding to violence; and 68% said that they wanted to break off their abusive relationships, 

but did not do so for fear of retaliation (13). Intimate partner violence has serious health, 

emotional and psychological repercussions from scratches, bruises, broken limbs to murder. In 

addition, there are considerable psychological consequences that can result from abuse. These 

can include somatoform12 disorders, depression and anxiety with symptoms of insomnia, fatigue, 

irritability, poor memory/concentration and somatic complaints such as headaches, trembling or 

indigestion (Ludermir et. al 2007). 

The Brazilian state has responded to the crisis of domestic violence by enacting 

legislation and establishing service institutions in order to address this issue directly. Examples 

of this are the opening of Women’s Police Stations (Delegacias das Mulheres) and the passage of 

the Maria da Penha Law in 2006. The state positions itself as the protector of women and girls in 

situations of violence. The feminist movement, women’s rights advocates and the international 

community generally laud Brazil’s efforts for implementing policies to criminalize and prosecute 

offenders of domestic violence against women. However, their accolades are intrinsically 

12	  Somatoform	  is	  a	  pain	  disorder	  severe	  enough	  to	  disrupt	  a	  person's	  everyday	  life.	  
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paradoxical. On the one hand, the state’s discourse against domestic violence does nothing to 

disrupt the state’s patriarchal structure. As a result, this discourse solely posits women as victims 

in need of a male savior and protector13. On the other hand, Smith (2009) and Vargas (2010) 

have shown that the criminal justice system is the primary perpetrator of violence against the 

black community – from institutionalized discrimination and mass incarceration to [extra] 

“legal” murders of black youth14. Recognizing that experiences with violence are necessarily 

intersectional15– defined as interlocking issues of race, gender, class, sexuality, and nationality - 

where does the paradox of the state’s patriarchal approach to women and its genocidal approach 

to black people, leave black women? This chapter argues that Black women’s experiences with 

intimate partner violence are part of a larger structure of racial, sexual and gendered terror. 

Domestic Violence and Intersectionality 

The deadly processes of racism and sexism cannot be separated. Domestic violence is 

intersectional, systematic of racism and patriarchy in Brazil. However, the Maria da Penha Law 

does not recognize this interlocking relationship between racism and sexism. In June of 2013, I 

collected data from Criola, a Black feminist Non-Governmental Organization in Rio de Janeiro. 

This data shows how Black women die more frequently due to homicide than white women. The 

index for this is steadily increasing. For example, in 2000 Black women were 1.2 times more 

likely to be killed by their partners than white women. However, this number increased to 1.7 for 

Black women in 2006. Between 2000 and 2006, the likelihood of being a victim of homicide 

13	  In	  the	  context	  of	  the	  US	  and	  the	  war	  on	  terror,	  Angela	  Davis	  (2012)	  discusses	  the	  role	  and	  
exportation	  of	  “old	  fashioned”	  patriarchy	  in	  the	  war	  on	  terror.	  Political	  rhetoric	  positioned	  Bush,	  
and	  the	  US,	  as	  the	  savior	  and	  liberators	  of	  Afghan	  women	  (93).	  
14	  See	  Vargas	  2010	  and	  Smith	  2008	  
15 See Combahee 2000/1977; Crenshaw 1991; Collins 1990 
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increased for Black women, while the likelihood of being a victim of homicide decreased for 

white women. 

Figure 3: Tendency Mortality Rate for Homicides based on the Female Sex and 
Relative Risk according to race/color, Brazil (2000-2006) 

Tendência da taxa de mortalidade por homicídios no sexo 
feminino e risco Relativo*, segundo raça/cor, Brasil 200-2006 !

Tipos de violência relatados ao Ligue 180,
Brasil, 1° semestre de 2009: !

The 2013 Dossie Report from the Institute for Public Security in Rio de Janeiro 

contextualized these patterns, which demonstrated that 64% of homicides were due to domestic 

disputes in 2012. This information was also consistent with data provided by the Reference 

Center and Assistance to Women in Situations of Violence regarding the racial demographics of 

women who sought their services. Bianca, the Director of The Center, during my interview with 

her in July, provided me with the following graph, which demonstrated that 65% of the women 

who they served, self identify as Black.16 

16	  The	  image	  below	  is	  part	  of	  a	  power	  point	  presentation,	  created	  by	  Jurema	  Werneck	  and	  can	  be	  
found	  at	  http://www.criola.org.br/dados_mulheres_negras.htm	  
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Figure 4: Percentage of Women Seeking Services Based on Race 

 

 

Collected from Centro de Especial de Atendimento às Mulheres  

 According to The Center, the majority of women experiencing domestic violence and 

homicide were black. Information from the 2013 Dossie Report also indicated that black women 

were the primary victims of attempted homicide (56%), corporal lesions (53%), attempted rape 

(54%) and putative rape (56%). But why is this the case? What kinds of questions do these 

statistics raise? What are the implications? 

Referring back to the Maria da Penha law, intersectionality is conceptualized 

superficially in the law by acknowledging that domestic violence can only happen to women and 

any woman can experience domestic violence. This reproduces the “universal woman” discourse 

because race is not seen as a structuring element; rather, domestic violence occurs irrespective of 

race. As a result, the interlocking oppressions resulting from race, class, and sexuality, do not 

exist. 

One of the implications for this approach of superficial intersectionality and domestic 

violence, which can be seen through the discourses of “machismo and “a culture of violence,” is 

that social and state institutions scapegoat racialized cultures. This is not suggesting that black 
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communities are more violent or pathologically more violent. Purported cultural pathologies will 

not explain intra-communal violence, and such explanations mostly serve to reproduce other 

forms of subordination along racial, class and religious lines. Looking at the statistics, majority 

of the women who experience domestic violence are black. So if these numbers are read in 

conjunction with cultural explanations for domestic violence, then a racist narrative emerges, 

again subjugating Black communities as pathological and inherently more violent. Sokoloff and 

Dupont argue, sexual and other violence against women in communities of color “must be 

understood in the context of White supremacy, patriarchy, colonialism, and economic 

exploitation of marginalized communities, and not as if such violence is inherent in the culture” 

(47). Therefore, something deeper is happening here in Brazil: There is a structural and 

institutional relationship in domestic violence.  

The graph below is a representation of Dossie Reports from 2007-2013, of the profile of 

women who were victims in Rio de Janeiro. The graph below shows that reports of domestic 

violence have increased since the implementation of the Maria da Penha Law. However, the 

graph also shows that domestic violence reports have decreased for white women while 

simultaneously increasing for Black women.  
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Figure 5: Profile of Victims of Threat in Rio de Janeiro (2007-2013) 

Given this enigma, to what extent is this a reflection of how black women are viewed in society? 

Kia Caldwell argues that the “controlling images of Afro-Brazilian women as domestics, sexual 

objects and social subordinates influence common sense understandings of their proper place 

within Brazilian society” (69). Black women’s devalued status in society ascribes meaning to 

their experiences with anti-Black genocide. As a result, domestic violence cannot be analyzed or 

addressed in a vacuum; it occurs in a context of racial terror that is genocidal17. 

In their manifesto, React or Die! (2005) recognizes that anti-Black genocide is at the core 

of society’s self-understanding and foundational to the political institutions:  

17	  For	  more	  of	  a	  discussion	  of	  violence	  against	  women	  and	  its	  relationship	  to	  the	  prison	  system	  and	  
racism,	  see	  Davis	  (2012),	  Richie	  (2012),	  Incite	  (2006)	  and	  Sokoloff	  2007	  
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Not only bullets worry us, but the lack of emergency health care that causes us to 

die or be mutilated by diseases that could have been avoided had they been treated 

adequately; the lack of education that condemns us to an unqualified participation 

in conversations that pertain to our interests; lack of access to cultural goods and 

services; the crime of religious hatred openly practiced by neo-Pentecostal 

churches against our African religious traditions. 

This is the context in which interpersonal violence occurs. The relationship between 

interpersonal and State violence needs to be addressed, in order to understand women’s 

experience within the genocidal state and in order to understand the complexities of domestic 

violence writ large. Lucia Xaveir, one of coordinators I interviewed Criola stated that,  

Violence is part of the strucutre of society, it has to do with the way we think, the 

way we act and the way we imagine society. One way we look at violence 

differently is that, with regards to black women, there is another part of violence 

that is racial, for example when we are represented as animals, without rules, 

people without moals. This representation which is based on racism extends to 

our conidtion of gender. For example, a woman suffers from intrafamilial 

violence; when we say that it is different when it is a black woman, what we mean 

is that for the black woman violence is part of the way she has to be treated and 

the way that she has to live in particular conditions.  

This reiterates what the Combahee River Collective articulated with regards to interlocking 

forms of oppression in the United States thirty years prior. Experiences with violence are 

necessarily intersectional – defined by race, gender, class and sexuality. These forms of 

oppression cannot be separated and domestic violence fits within this framework.   
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Entanglements of Violence 

State violence against Black women is domestic violence writ large and micro-sites of 

domestic violence against black women, like inter-personal violence is also a reproduction of 

that state practice. With the following case studies, I show how race, gender and space are 

interrelated in domestic violence 

 

State violence  

Many scholars and recent studies have discussed homicide rates and the corresponding 

racial demographics in many of Brazil’s urban centers (Perry 2005; Rocha 2012; Caldeira 2001; 

Mapa de violencia 2012; Mapa de violencia 2013). Christen Smith (2009) articulates the fact that 

Black men in Salvador are not only “most likely to be victims of homicide, but the most likely to 

be the victims of death squad murders” (103) and police violence:  

When police, either on duty or off-duty, kill young black people in Brazil and place 

their corpses back into their communities in plain sight, this is an act of separating the 

body from the whole of the community and reinscribing it with racial and social 

meaning (104). 

This not only symbolizes shame and cautions against ‘transgressions’ but these public spectacles 

are a method of social control (Smith 2009). Not only do these environments represent 

exclusionary practices in Brazil but they also support the idea that certain populations [of African 

descent] are inherently dirty or pollute the “social imaginary” (Smith 2009; Vargas 2010) thus 

disposable and violable. One way that this violability is manifested is though sexual violence.  

The threat of rape and punitive rape are used as tools of terror and social control.  

In Amnesty International’s 2008 Report Picking up the Pieces: Women’s Experiences of 
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Urban Violence in Brazil, they found that women living in favelas have been verbally and 

sexually abused by police officials: 

On 16 January 2007 a teenage boy and a 14-year-old girl were stopped by military police 

officers near a drug sales point in the community of Jardim Elba, in Sapopemba. 

According to the report they made to local human rights NGO, they were taken to a 

nearby schoolyard and beaten with sticks. They were then taken to the school playground 

where the girl was sexually abused by one of the officers (36). 

Sexual violence has been cited as an effective tool for colonialism, genocide and patriarchy 

(Smith 2006). This is no different for the pacification processes in Brazil. In 2007 the state of 

Sao Paulo initiated a new program “Operation Saturation,” which aimed to reduce social 

vulnerability in low-income areas through a process of pacification.  Jardim Elba was one of 

those areas (Magalhães 2013).  

These accounts provide insight to the ways in which black bodies are consistently 

violated and disciplined, which continues to perpetuate anti-black genocide.  If we read these 

events as transnational, there are similarities with regards to the lynching and rape perpetrated 

against African Americans during the post reconstruction south.  Patricia Hill Collins (1990) 

offers insight to the role of lynching and rape in the continued control over African-Americans: 

lynching and rape are different expressions of the same type of social control: 

Both involve the threat or actual physical violence done to the body’s exterior, for 

example, beating torture and/or murder. Both can involve the threat of or actual 

infliction of violence upon the body’s interior, for example, oral, anal, or vaginal 

penetration against the victim’s will. Both strip victims of agency and control over 

their own bodies, thus aiming for psychological control via fear and humiliation 
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(218). 

 Practices of rape and police brutality, as well as the associations between Blackness, 

criminality and spatial location (Smith 2008), have provided justification for state [sexual] 

violence. Furthermore, it is through these processes of control, invasion and destruction that 

Black spaces are created and maintained; and those that reside within such spaces, are marked as 

expendable and violable.   

Under the state program, Pacto pela Vida, Bahia instilled 7 Base Comunitarias de 

Segurança18 in 2012 in the city of Salvador (Bahia 201319). Base comunitarias are physical 

structures within areas to be considered “critical in terms of violent crimes” (Bahia 2011). The 

purpose of this program is to deter young people from drug use to trafficking, and to reduce 

violent crimes and crimes against property (Bahia, 201120), while providing residents with an 

“increased sense of security.” In addition, as a way to monitor, investigate and prosecute crime in 

these areas, the police have also installed a number of “security” cameras throughout “pacified” 

areas (Policia Civil da Bahia, 201121). 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                
18	  The	  image	  below	  is	  of	  a	  Base	  Comunitaria	  in	  Salvador.	  I	  downloaded	  this	  picture	  from	  
https://www.facebook.com/pages/Base-‐Comunitária-‐De-‐Segurança-‐Publ/624619337575856.	  I	  
was	  not	  able	  to	  take	  my	  own	  pictures	  of	  the	  Bases.	  
	  
	  
21	  Can	  be	  found	  at	  http://www.pactopelavida.ba.gov.br/saladeimprensa/pacto-‐pela-‐vida-‐dhpp-‐
supera-‐metas-‐no-‐seu-‐primeiro-‐mes/).	  
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Illustration 2: Bairro de Paz, Salvador, Bahia, Brasil  

 

I met Lidia Fonseca in August 2013 while working with the community action 

organization Quilombo-Xis in Salvador. During the ‘pacification’ process in Barrio de Paz, Lidia 

and her family22 were brutally attacked by police in 2012. As they kidnapped Lidia’s twenty-five 

year old son, who they accused drug trafficking, the police officers hit, beat, and kicked the 

women. The police even threw a newborn baby away from her father Lidia’s son. Two days 

later, Ms. Fonseca received a call from the police saying that her son was found dead in a 

clandestine cemetery in the outskirts of the city. Since Ms. Fonseca and her family were living in 

one of the pacified areas of Salvador with so-called security cameras that should have captured 

police brutality. However, it was “conveniently” not working at the time of the assault and all 

that was left of the incident was static. 

Pacification operates under the assumption that crime and social deprivation in poor areas 

is a threat to the security and well being of all Brazilians, and that these areas are the absolute 
                                                
22	  Living	  in	  the	  home	  at	  that	  time	  was	  Lidia,	  her	  mother,	  her	  daughter-‐in-‐law,	  her	  grand-‐daughter	  
and	  Lidia’s	  son	  
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source of violence in the country (Vargas 2010; Perry2008; Alves 2012 Gonzalez, 1985). Such 

discourses equate criminality with spatial location and Blackness (Smith 2008), which has 

provided justification for police (and social) violence against Black people.  

This violence is not only racialized but is also gendered (Perry 2013). Fundamentally, 

these intersections of crime, race and space conceptualize black bodies as having a natural 

predisposition to criminal behavior. Furthermore, such ideologies specifically place black 

women in opposition to victimhood and renders women equally culpable to the presupposed 

crimes committed. 

Luciane Rocha (2012) focuses on women’s experiences with regards to anti-Black 

genocide. Rocha argues that as 92% of homicide victims are black men, black women are direct 

victims of the consequences of these deaths (1). Rocha cites a study conducted by Sores, 

Miranda and Borges (2006) that found that those who have experienced a violent death of a 

loved one, continues to suffer physically, psychologically even three years after the fact (2). 

Furthermore, the [threat of] death of children is also used to control the black population, 

particularly, black women. Whether it be seeing one’s son, brother, husband, or friend shot by 

the police first hand, finding their bodies mutilated in the middle of the street, or never receiving 

confirmation that their loved one has been taken; these forms of racial terror not only violate 

these murdered men, women and children, but also rupture the mind, bodies and spirits of those 

they left behind. These mothers, daughters, girlfriends, sisters (and others) are left feeling 

vulnerable and exposed. It keeps people in constant fear, in a similar way to lynching and rape in 

the American South. It is in this context that the black women’s bodies are controlled and 

violated as a result of State perpetrated domestic violence.  
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Interpersonal Violence 

With the campaigns regarding the Maria da Penha law there was heavy emphasis on 

denunciation. Ligue (Dial)180 (SPM 2014) was the national hotline for domestic violence. They 

provide care through advice, guidance and referrals to various social service organizations that 

form part of the Rede de Enfrentamento à Violência contra as Mulheres (SPM 2014). Referring 

back to the murder of the Mae de Santo and her family, however, this conceptualization of 

domestic violence omits the ways in which racial and religious stigma complicates violence 

against women on an interpersonal level. 

As a result, it is important to question the State’s universal understanding of domestic 

violence as race, gender, class and religious intolerance are entangled in this form of 

interpersonal violence. In a news segment on Balanço Geral-Parana, Jose Mendez Souza, a 

family friend, described the neglect law enforcement agents had for the case, particularly with 

regards to religious intolerance. 

In this case, Lei Maria da Penha was not applicable. Domestic abuse upon these black 

female bodies was not recognized. What are the implications when organizations that address 

racism and religious intolerance are not part of the Rede23? It is important to look at these issues 

holistically, taking into consideration how the multiple modes of oppression intersect in the lives 

of women. It is important to recognize the religious intolerance and “hatred openly practiced by 

neo-Pentecostal churches against [the] African religious traditions” (Reaja 2005) as well as the 

comments made by state representatives, such as “Africans descend from an ancestry cursed by 

Noah….and this curse spills over on the African continent, hence the famine, pestilence, disease, 

ethnic wars and hunger” (Fellet 2013). This anti-Black political context cannot be separated from 

23	  The	  Rede	  located	  in	  Parana	  does	  not	  incorporate	  such	  organizations.	  See	  
https://sistema3.planalto.gov.br//spmu/atendimento/atendimento_mulher.php?uf=PR	  
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the anti-black racist and patriarchal practices by the State. This is the environment in which 

women experience violence. 

So what are the implications when the state institutions that survivors of abuse are 

supposed to turn to, not only fail to recognize their experiences with violence, such as the 

incident with Ya Makumby, Lidia and the fourteen year old as domestic violence, but are also 

responsible for their abuse?  

Bianca (CEAM director) articulates, “women may experience violence in other ways that 

is not part of the Maria da Penha law." Kimberlé Crenshaw’s (1991) discussion of structural 

intersectionality can help to understand the way in which this occurs. She argues that structural 

intersectionality can be conceptualized as the ways women of color are at the intersection of race 

and gender and how this location makes our experience of rape and domestic violence 

“qualitatively different than that of white women” (1245). This is indicative of the fact that 

women have reported revictimization within public agencies that, at least through rhetoric, seek 

to protect women against violence (Sardenberg et. al 2010; Werneck 2010). 

This can be seen in Maria’s story. Maria lives in Belford de Roxo, neighborhood in Rio 

de Janeiro. She shared with me a time when her friend and neighbor confided in her about the 

abuse she experienced at the hands of her husband: 

She came to me panicked and in tears... Her husband was beating her. I 

encouraged her to denounce him and move to a new place. She left, but he 

followed her and beat her again. This time she went to the police to file a report. 

But they didn’t let her make one. The officer told her “You asked for this, you 

made him beat you.” My friend called me, terrified. She was so intimidated after 
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that. After she called me, I called 180.24 They let us file the report. 

As we see in Maria’s narrative, the State would not allow her friend to make a report and 

did not recognize the abuse she suffered as legitimate. Maria’s friend was displaced as a victim 

of domestic violence. Maria’s friend embodied, what Hartman called, “unredressed injury”, and 

this regulated her [lack of] access to the Maria da Pehna law. Analyzing legal proceeding, 

Hartman showed how enslaved women were not subjects under common law and thus not 

protected against violence. Injury upon black women, through rape, murder or torture, for 

example, was not a crime. Essentially violence against the black female body was unintelligible. 

This was central to the construction of blackness as well as the deployment of sexuality within 

the institution. It was through the repression of violence that the female gender embodied 

unredressed and negligible injury (95). As the injury and abuse Maria’s friend suffered 

unintelligible, her violability reinforced the invisibility of State culpability in Black female 

abuse. The racialized gender violence she experienced was perpetrated by the state and by her 

husband, both of which was not structurally recognized. The intersection of race, class, and 

gender adversely affects Black women, which makes it more difficult to break the antagonistic25 

suffering between the home and State institutions. 

In addition, results from public health studies (Jong et. al 2008; Moura et. al 2009) had 

shown that women either delayed reporting or withdrew reporting due to economic hardships 

and/or lack of education, resulted in further discrimination and obstacles. Limited studies have 

interrogated race/ism within this context. One of the obstacles to this was that women’s 

race/color was ignored in domestic and state violence incidents. Jurema Werneck (2010) argued 

24	  180	  is	  the	  domestic	  violence	  national	  hotline.	  
25	  The	  antagonism	  stems	  from	  the	  ontological	  suffering	  (Wilderson	  2010)	  that	  Black	  women,	  
specifically	  endure.	  The	  ontological	  position	  allows	  for	  violence	  to	  (re)	  occur	  by	  state	  institutions	  
and	  intimate	  partners.	  
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that in the cases of the Special Police Services to Women (DEAMs), race/color of the women 

involved are often not recorded and that such omission not only erases the distinctiveness and 

significance of black women’s historical and contemporary social status. This also exemplifies 

Crenshaw’s concept of structural and political intersectionality: 

In the end, women of color are pushed to the background and “erased” by 

strategic silences of antiracism and feminism because stereotypes are confirmed 

and efforts to oppose negative beliefs about certain communities are undermined 

(1252). 

Studies have also shown that Black women who experience domestic violence first reach 

out to community members or friends (Sokoloff 2005; Lockhart 2010) and not state or social 

service institutions. For Maria’s friend, this was also the case. The hesitation for seeking out 

State services may be related to, what Beth Richie called the loyalty trap-that society may exploit 

the information to reinforce negative stereotypes and pathologies the Black community (Richie 

2012). Women may also fear being ostracized from the community. There was also a fear of 

stereotypes regarding black women specifically in the public institutions themselves (Perreira 

2012). The idea that Black women are aggressive and need to be controlled was seen in the case 

of Maria’s friend. For example, when the officer told her that she deserved and provoked the 

abuse.  Such attitudes not only increased Black women’s vulnerability to violence but also may 

discourage women from speaking out about violence in the future.  

Around the same time that I met with Maria, I also had the opportunity to talk with Ana, 

a community leader, about domestic violence in Rio de Janeiro and in her community 

specifically. Ana also lives in Belford de Roxo a few houses away from Maria.  

Well in the case of domestic violence, it’s a problem. You see that house there. 
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The man who lives there beats his wife. She will come out sometimes with bruises 

on her face and arms. I saw it…. I go into the city for work and I saw information 

about the Maria da Penha Law. I took a bunch booklet to give to the women who 

lived around me. I gave one book to her and I told her that she didn’t have to live 

like that... There was another time. She came outside and he followed her. He 

started beating her in the street! Calling her a periguete26. I heard all the 

commotion and came outside and saw what was happening. I said, “Stop, or I’ll 

report you”. He stopped, but he gave me a dirty look and went back in to his 

house with the woman. No one saw her for a few weeks. But I didn’t see him beat 

her like that again…. These are the things that I do. I am a community leader. 

Again we see the role of female community members intervening in cases of domestic 

violence. Ana’s narrative showed that people knew the law and that people were talking about it. 

Ana distributed small pamphlets talking about the Maria da Penha law. When interviewing 

CIAM, this too was known “women know about Maria da Penha-there have ben so many 

television and radio and publicity campaigns about domestic violence, women know about it.” 

In addition, the image of the prostitute is again provoked to describe Black women. As 

Smith (2014) shows, this image of the “prostitute” is invoked to justify abuse and enforce the 

boundaries of the social contract, which place Black women as “hypersexual objects uniquely 

suited to domestic labor.” This is directly tied to the racial democracy discourse articulated by 

Giberto Freyre (1956). What is evident in the case of Ana’s neighbor and Sirlei Carvalho was the 

prostitute image, which perpetrates and condones violence in public, is now reproduced in 

private as well. The tools used to discipline social-moral boundary occur not only in the public 

26	  It	  is	  a	  woman	  who	  looks	  like	  a	  prostitute,	  a	  woman	  with	  no	  value	  and	  a	  term	  that	  refers	  only	  to	  
Black	  women.	  
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space of the community and nation, but also within private space of interpersonal relationships. 

These stories and narratives suggest a relationship between state and interpersonal 

violence. They show black women’s compounded vulnerability with regards to gender and 

sexuality. If we read Ana’s story in conversation with Maria and her friend’s experience at the 

Delegacia, the 14-year old girl’s experience of sexual assault, Lidia and her family’s assault, and 

the Mae de Santo and her family’s murder, then we recognize the precariousness of having to go 

to the police to report abuse, but also recognize the possibility of escalating violence when it was 

not reported. 

The current policy and legal rhetoric limit the understanding of domestic violence writ 

large. These case studies illustrate the need to interrogate domestic violence discourse, 

particularly surrounding this idea of universal experiences of domestic violence and that 

universally, the Maria da Penha law has made a private matter public, meaning, the state can 

now intervene. But, for whom is this case? The state has always intervened in Black women’s 

lives and the private and public has never really been dichotomous for black women, but rather 

colluded (Davis 1989; Hartman 1997). How does looking at domestic violence against black 

women force us to rethink this relationship between public-private forms of racialized gendered 

violence and state intervention? 

There seems to be a structural antagonism at play: For Black women, suffering in the 

‘public’ has been conceptualized as distinct from the violation that occurs in the ‘private.’ That 

is, even though it has been argued that the Lei Maria da Penha transformed violence against 

women from an apolitical “personal” (e.g. private) matter to a political and legal (e.g. public) 

concern. This transformation in discourse and thought elides some of the agents responsible for 
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abuse. Essentially, the State is not considered to be a State to be a tangible perpetrator.27 As a 

result, the State is absolved from any wrongdoing, because it is the State that is the sole protector 

of women. As M. Jaqui Alexander argues, the state stands in as the benign patriarch (98). As a 

result, the abuse at the hands of the State is distinct from the abuse within an interpersonal 

relationship. The law then reinstates the public-private dichotomy, silencing (‘privitizing’) black 

female suffering and abuse at the hands of the State. As such, Lidia and the fourteen-year-old girl 

and Maria’s friend fall outside the current paradigm of domestic violence.  It is the social 

construction of the black female subject that allows for a division between public and private and 

the silencing surrounding Black women’s abuse. The construction of domestic violence in the 

law, places women solely as victims, while simultaneously rendering the State (and its 

representatives) as the sole protector of “true” women and “true” victims. However, this category 

is denied to Black women, as Blackness is equated with criminality and culpability. This is 

reinforced by the decrease in domestic violence reporting for white women, and a simultaneous 

increase in reporting for Black women. 

Again, the Lei Maria da Penha defines domestic violence as any action or omission 

based on gender, causing damages such as death, sexual or psychological damage, moral or 

patrimonial damages, by family members or those within any intimate relationship of affection28. 

In Lidia’s case, she and her family were beaten, their home was ransacked, and her son was 

taken away, without probable cause, causing psychological harm to her and her family. If the 

uniform of the State was replaced with civilian clothes, then the violence and abuse they suffered 

                                                
	  	  
28	  The	  Maria	  da	  Penha	  law	  defines	  psychological	  violence	  as	  any	  behavior	  or	  act	  that	  causes	  
emotional	  pain	  and/or	  diminishes	  self-‐	  esteem.	  Patrimonial	  violence	  is	  retaining	  or	  destroying	  
personal	  belongings,	  work	  instruments,	  personal	  documents,	  goods,	  valuables,	  economic	  rights	  or	  
resources,	  and	  any	  other	  necessities	  Moral	  violence	  is	  any	  conduct	  or	  behavior	  that	  slanders,	  
defames,	  or	  injures	  women.	  
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would look shockingly similar29 to the domestic violence experienced by Maria da Penha at the 

hands of her husband30. Caldwell’s (2007) analysis of Black women’s place in society can offer 

insight to this relationship. She illustrates that the “personal experience of racial and gender 

discrimination typically occur when women move out of place or attempt to cross boundaries 

that are used to defined and demarcate racialized, gendered and class specific social spaces and 

hierarchies” (69). Residing in Lidia’s home was her mother, her sister, and her daughter in law, 

granddaughter and son. Historically, motherhood has been a forbidden space for black women 

(Davis 1998, 1983). In a female-headed household, there was not a direct patriarch, except for 

the State. Lidia’s role as a mother as well as the head of the household was out of place in the 

national imaginary31. Domestic violence by the State was required to keep her, a Black mother32, 

in place. Moreover, since the State represents the gatekeeper in gender-based violence discourse, 

it cannot be imagined as an abuser. Consequently, Lidia and her family are erased from the 

narrative of hegemonic domestic violence.  

In these case studies, we see that the very institutions that are supposed to be a way to 

redress injury are the very institutions violating Black women and communities. For black 

women who experience violence, there is not only an absence of state recourse but also an 

implicit encouragement of violence on the black body. This is seen through the ways in which 

black bodies and spaces have continuously been policed and abused. As many scholars have 

stated, racism creates additional needs and barriers for women in situations of violence 

                                                
29	  See	  Angela	  Davis	  Abolition	  Democracy	  p.	  62.	  
	  
31	  See	  Kia	  Caldwell	  (2007)-‐the	  “place”	  for	  black	  women	  in	  society	  is	  as	  domestics,	  sexual	  objects	  ad	  
social	  subordinates	  (69).	  
32	  Luciane	  Rocha	  has	  done	  innovative	  work	  surrounding	  black	  motherhood	  and	  resistance	  in	  
Brazil.	  I	  will	  be	  drawing	  a	  lot	  of	  my	  information	  from	  her	  published	  literature	  (2010;	  2012).	  
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(Crenshaw 1991, Martinson 200133, Carneiro 2003, Gonzalez 1983). 

Not only do we have the State’s patriarchal approach to women, but also genocidal 

approaches to black communities. The genocidal approach to black communities, through the 

physical, structural and sexual assault, and murder (Reaja 2005) leaves Black women in a 

structural antagonism with the State and domestic violence work. As Black women have 

confronted and resisted the violence of racial hatred by the State (Reaja 2005), Black women 

who experience domestic violence as well as those who may intervene, are left in very 

vulnerable positions. These cases not only demonstrated the role that Black women play as the 

primary support for women in situations of violence, but also, as the primary support, they are 

also bearing witness to violence. 

However, such an intervention can become deadly, as in the case of the Mae de Santo and 

her family; and in the case of Ana, the violence of her neighbor was moved out of the 

street/public eye. There is a normalization of violence by state commission or omission. These 

incidents also highlight the dangers of relying on State responses to gender violence. By 

revisiting the public and the private debate, we can see that the dichotomy is still maintained and 

has deadly consequences for Black women. Hartman’s theory of the public/private can provide 

an approach to understand the ways in which black women experience violence in Brazil and 

how the legacy of slavery complicates this violence. She argues that “... If the public sphere is 

reserved for the white bourgeois subject and the public/private divide replicates that between the 

political and the nonpolitical, then the agency of the enslaved, whose relation to the State is 

mediated by way of another's rights, is always relegated to the nonpolitical side of this divide 

(68). The relationship between interpersonal and state violence shows that the private and public 
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realms are structurally created to impact Black Brazilian women’s experiences as part of a larger 

structure of racialized state terror.” That is, violence in the [domestic] home and violence in the 

[domestic] nation are not mutually exclusive. In fact, this assumptive distinction places women 

in a structural antagonism that is a gendered manifestation of anti-Black genocide. 

 

Conclusion 

These case studies illustrate the asymmetrical power relations reproduced within 

domestic violence writ large. In contemporary Brazilian society, Black women are at the bottom 

of the social hierarchy, resulting in a reproduction of the socially sanctioned habits of patriarchy, 

which allows for anti-black genocide to occur. 

As seen through interpersonal violence and state violence, both the public and private 

social and political environment not only (re) invents the black female subject as impeding ideas 

of the “nation” but also (re)stabilizes the structural dictum that black women are outside of 

social/moral (Smith 2014). The connection between violence and Black women’s simultaneous 

subordinate racial and gendered position are part of a broader context of anti-black terror and 

genocide. This is exemplified through the fact that the same institutions that have perpetrated 

violence against Black women and communities, are the same institutions meant to prevent and 

punish gender-based violence. How do we make sense of this? What is it about state’s structure 

that makes its gestures towards protecting black women paradoxical? As discussed, in order for 

the racial democracy, and therefore the social contract, to be preserved, the violability of black 

women must always be perpetuated. This is done at both an institutional and interpersonal level. 

It is in this context that domestic violence is necessary for the maintained of an anti-black and 

genocidal social contract 
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Chapter 2: Protecting Afro-Brazilian women?: Racial democracy, genocide 
 and the social contract 

"The institutionalized rape of black women has never been as powerful a symbol of black 
oppression as the spectacle of lynching. Rape has always involved patriarchal notions of women 

being, at best, not entirely unwilling accomplices, if not outwardly inviting a sexual attack. The 
links between black women and illicit sexuality consolidated during the antebellum years had 

powerful ideological consequences for the next hundred and fifty years. 
Hazel Carby, Reconstructing Womanhood: 

The Emergence of the Afro-American Woman Novelist 

In the opening pages of Carole Pateman’s book The Sexual Contract, she articulates how 

conjectural histories tell us how civil society and new political rights are created through an 

“original contract” (1), a social contract. The social contract is said to be an implicit agreement

among members of a given society for the greater good of that society. Drawing on this body of

work, Charles Mills argues that the social contract is actually a racial contract: “it is a set of 

formal or informal agreements between members of one subset of humans (whites) to assert, 

disseminate and sustain white supremacy by categorizing non-white populations as inferior, 

subordinate and sub-persons” (11).  We see the social contract as the slave contract, colonial

contract and expropriation contract. Mills also suggests that the moral and juridical rules that 

normally regulate “the behavior of whites in their dealings with one another either do not apply 

at all in dealings with non whites or apply only in a qualified form,” which depends on the 

historical context and who is involved (11). As a result, the contract is constantly being 

transformed, rewritten. The abolition of slavery is one moment that we can see a rewriting of the 

racial contract. But what has stayed the same is the fact that white supremacy has remained the 

“unnamed political system that has made the modern world what it is today” (Mills 1). 
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Therefore, if we read Pateman and Mills in conversation with one another, not only is the 

white/non white binary system required, but also the gender binary system.   

Andrea Smith (2006) argues, “in order to colonize peoples whose societies are nor based 

on social hierarchy, colonizers must first naturalize hierarchy through instituting patriarchy. In 

turn, patriarchy rests on a gender binary system in which only two genders exist, one dominating 

the other” (72). Pateman argues that the social contract is a socio-sexual pact that not only 

provides a claim about the legitimacy of the government in the state, but also makes a claim 

about the legitimacy of men’s power over women. However, the latter point has been 

disregarded, and as a result, patriarchy is still embedded in the structure of the State.  

Pateman offers a valid critique as she shows how patriarchy is assumed and reproduced 

within the social contract. Pateman reasons that [patriarchal] society is divided into two spheres: 

private and public (3). She illustrates that the social contract is considered politically relevant 

and the sexual contract has been marginalized into the private and apolitical sphere. If we look at 

the racial contract and sexual contract not as two separate elements of the social contract but 

rather as an intersectional, interdependent system of power and control, then where are black 

women placed in relation to the social contract?  I contend that because the social contract is a 

racial-sexual contract, the ways in which women can “consent” to contracting in, is not uniform, 

nor is this “option” of “contracting in” available to all women. As I discuss, Black women have 

been excluded from the sexual contract because of the racial contract, and therefore outside of 

the public-private dichotomy. So what are the implications of this?  
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First, one way that exclusion is performed is through sexual violence. Sexualized violence is 

a sophisticated tool for the (re) production and maintenance of white supremacy, in order to 

maintain an anti-Black racial hierarchy imposed and continued by colonial legacies. Another 

component of white supremacy is the unrapeability of Black women 

Second, what is private and what is public have been structurally polarized in order to veil 

the ways in which the violability of black women is fundamental to the sexual-racial contract. In 

particular, it is the social construction of the black female that allows for a division between 

public and private and the silence surrounding Black women’s abuse, suffering, and rape.  

Referring back to Ana’s narrative, when Ana intervened and demanded the abuse to stop, she 

confronted his fantastical construction of the social contract. This disrupted his understanding of 

the world order: that black men were equally included in the contract vis-à-vis black female 

abuse. However, when the State was invoked, the provisional power and control he possessed 

through patriarchy was threatened by the anti-black state. There is an investment in power and 

domination in this continued violation, so much that, the symbolic, structural and physical 

violence inflicted on these bodies goes unnoticed, legitimized, naturalized and is also pivotal for 

the nation state to exist. In order to understand how the racial-sexual contract functions in Brazil, 

particularly with regards to violence and genocide, it is important to understand the “racial 

democracy” myth. We can think about Masters and Slaves [Casa Grande e Senzala] by Gilberto 

Freyre as a symbolic representation of racial democracy in Brazil. 

 

Racial Democracy: The Brazilian Social Contract 

Gilberto Freyre (1956/1933) states that the patriarchal family was “unique” in Brazil 

because it was “enlarged by a far grater number of bastards and dependents,” who would gather 
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around the patriarchs that were “more given to women and possibly a little more loose in their 

sexual code” (31). He stated that slave women and men were part of the Brazilian family by their 

relationships with the slave-holding family, as wet-nurses, concubines and playmates (278-279; 

366). He claimed that many white Brazilians had had their first “sexual encounter” with a black 

or mulatta girls (279) and white men had a sexual preference towards black women, more so 

than white woman. Part of this patriarchal life had to do with the economic exploitation of slave 

labor, but also the sexual exploitation. One example of this is that, “the virtue of the white 

woman of the upper classes rested largely upon the prostitution of the slave girl” (455). For 

Freyre, since slave labor sustained the patriarchal structure of Brazilian society, once slavery was 

abolished in 1888, patriarchy was also abolished (lv). Society was supposedly reorganized along 

a new basis, one in which the paternal patriarchy was no longer in place. However, as Pateman 

shows, paternalism and patriarchy are two side of the same coin. 

In Brazil, post emancipation, the social contract was reconfigured as the racial democracy 

but white supremacy was still maintained. Thus in the context of Brazil, racial democracy 

exemplifies the racial contract. Abdias do Nasciemento critiques Freyre and the racial democracy 

myth. He shows the relationship between white supremacy, racial democracy and the social 

contract: 

“For there was, and still is, a philosophy of race relations which underlies 

Brazilian society. Paradoxically, it is called ‘Racial Democracy’. In reality it 

merely supports the privileges of the white strata of society at the expense of 

African descendants. Marginalization of the Black community accompanied the 

abolition of slavery, while miserable living conditions made the black man a 

declassified citizen” (46). 
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Brazil described itself as a racial democracy to the world and the world accepted Brazil as such 

(Telles 2004, 235). However, Nascimento has shown that Brazil is still racist and “vitally 

threatening to Black people” (59). Nascimento conceptualizes this phenomenon as the social 

lynching of Black peoples, which entails “forced miscegenation, color prejudice, racial 

discrimination and immigration policy designed for the explicit purpose of whitening the country 

and taking the means of survival away from Africans” (8): in essence, genocide. In this way, 

Blacks were not fully included within the social contract. In order to maintain the exclusion of 

blacks, it was much more effective to deny racism and rewrite Brazilian history of slavery and 

conquest in terms of racial harmony (Nascimento 1989). Not only is Nascimento drawing out 

attention to the fact that the Brazilian social contract is racist, but is also saying that it is 

inherently genocidal. 

 In the React or Die! Manifesto (Reaja 2005), this national campaign against anti-black 

genocide articulates this white/non-white binary, suggesting that the Brazilain social contract 

itself is anti-Black: “The government of Brazil – at its core slavist, racist and exclusionary, has, 

throughout the centuries, tried to annihilate and assassinate our people, extorting our lives in the 

name of the interests of its White elite.” Joao Vargas furthers this notion of the anti-Black racial 

contract, by showing how the contract has an epistemological element: “anti-Black genocide is at 

the core of our cognition--We make sense and seek the good society, often unknowingly, 

according to the often silent expectations that Blacks are not fully human and therefore not 

worthy of full inclusion in it” (2008, xi).  Therefore it can be said that the racial contract is 

manifested as anti-black genocide. 

 Many scholars have discussed the ways in which racial democracy is built on the idea of 

mestizaje/mestiçagem (Pravaz 2008; Freyre 1956; Nascimento 1989; Gonzalez 1983; Caldwell 
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2007 Carneiro 2005). Although sexuality is implied within this discussion, sexuality as a 

structuring factor is overlooked. Lelia Gonzalez (1983) draws our attention to the ways in which 

“racial democracy” discourse particularly harms black women. There is emerging scholarship 

not only contributing to the recognition that Afro-Brazilian women live in the dangerous 

intersection of gender, race and sexuality, but also highlighting that anti-Black genocide is 

gendered (dos Santos 2012; Rocha 2012, Carneiro 2003, Gonzalez 1983). The React or Die! 

manifesto, recognizes that “It is on the backs of Black women that the weight of oppression 

bears down most heavily in a lethal combination of sexism and racism. It is the Black mother 

who cries over the death of the murdered child; and the violence of racism and sexism know no 

age in Salvador” (2005). 

As analyses surrounding genocide are considering how race, gender and class intersect, it 

is equally important to discuss the ways in which [hetero]patriarchy and sexual politics structure 

the social contract and how this impacts Black women’s experiences with anti-black violence 

and terror. 

 

The Racial-Sexual Contract and Anti-Black Genocide 

Abdias do Nascimento’s analysis of race relations illustrates that the Brazilian “racial 

democracy” is a lie, a facade, and a myth. Roland Barthes (1972) concept of myth can offer 

another reading of the racial democracy myth. Barthes argues that myths are messages of value; 

they hide nothing and its “function is to distort, not to make disappear.” The meaning of myths 

claims a kind of knowledge and historical memory. If racial democracy is the driving force 

behind the nation, and is not just fiction or a tale, but is a motivated, epistemological story, then 

what is it motivating? I contend, that the sexual violence against black women is what structures 
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and gives legitimacy to this myth and therefore the racial-sexual contract.  

The racial democracy ideology mystifies the violence embedded in slavery, as Black 

women were seen to be part of the Brazilian family due to sexual relations and services provided 

to white families. However, black women were not within the “Brazilian family.” As the saying 

goes, the White lady for marrying, Black woman for working, mulatta woman for fornicating 

(Nascimento 1989; Gonzalez 1983.). This is the true representation of racial-sexual relations in 

Brazil. He further refutes the fact that black women were included within the Brazilian family 

structure when he cites a survey showing the overall rejection of black and mulatta women 

within this “most intimate circle of social life” (Nascimento 1989, 67). Nascimento argues that 

the mulatta represents the rape of the African woman, and after her rape, the mulatta then 

becomes the object of fornication, while the black woman continued to be relegated to her 

original function, e.g. compulsory labor (Nascimento 1989, 62). Economic exploitation and 

profit defined yet again the Black woman’s social role. Still, however, part of her labor 

requirement was to be raped. 

Nascimento argues that the crime of sexual violence against black women by white men 

was continuously perpetuated for generations “by her own mulatto sons, who inherited a 

precarious prestige from their fathers and continued to exploit the black woman” (66). In order to 

veil the violence in this act, he further contends, “the Aryan male dominant forces heralded the 

mulatto as the key to the solution of the racial problem” (66). This is the moment that 

Nascimento identifies as the commencement of the liquidation of black people and the whitening 

of the Brazilian population. In essence, the rape of black women was a means to an end. The 
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central role that Nascimento gives to the mulatto also alludes to something else: the role of 

patriarchy in the perpetuation of the genocidal project. Patriarchy goes hand-in-hand with the 

racial contract. The mulatto as the key to the solution of the racial problem is not necessarily by 

the biological “liquidation of the black race through the whitening of the Brazilian population”, 

but through the encouragement of black female suffering, exploitation, abuse and rape. The 

“precarious prestige” that the mulatto receives is precisely gender-based abuse, vis-à-vis the 

sexual contract. Nascimento alludes to a cycle here: the exploitation of black women, not only by 

the colonizers but also by her sons. This is an intergenerational cycle of abusing black women 

that perpetuates genocide. 

While Nascimento recognizes violence against women as a form of anti-Black genocide, his 

discussion is limited to white males raping black women as a form of simple genocide. By

making this argument, Nascimento overlooks the ways in which genocide functions beyond 

interpersonal-interracial relationships and the ways in which his articulations reproduce notions 

of patriarchy.  By hierarchizing the sexual exploitation of black women as simple genocide

(emphasis mine, 66), Nascimento views sexual violence as a mere act of rape and renders it to 

the private, apolitical sphere; A practice, which if a black family were in place, would be 

deterred34. It is in this context that Pateman’s assertion comes to light-- that only half of the story 

of the original contract is told (1). In this case, it is the racial dimension of the social contract

that illuminated, while the sexual component is minimized. Subsequently, sexual violence is

seen as an effect of being excluded from the social contract and not as a structuring element. This 

34	  The	  marriage	  contract	  seemed	  to	  allow	  certain	  protections	  from	  the	  threat	  of	  sexual	  violence.	  
However,	  at	  the	  same	  time	  it	  erased	  the	  idea	  that	  rape	  could	  happen	  between	  spouses	  and	  people	  
who	  are	  in	  an	  intimate	  relationship.	  
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is quite different from the way he views other practices of genocide, that directly affect men. For 

example, he discuses the Decree of June 28, 1890, which conceded free entry of persons of 

healthy and able to work except –that is solely from European countries—into Brazil (75). This 

was the ultimate government project to eradicate black race through the immigration of 

Europeans and the “infusion of massive quantities of Aryan blood into the national stock,” or as 

Nascimento says, “by virtue of its finality in enforcement, the law is perhaps the most visible tool 

of genocide” (emphasis mine, 75). He is arguing that it was the development of the mulatto 

(male) population and not the systematic rape of black women that structured politics and 

society. In essence, his critique of racial democracy stems from the fact that it prevents black 

men from being equal to white men.  

This may be one reason why Angela Davis (1983), warns against regarding the 

“institutionalized pattern of rape during slavery as an expression of white men’s sexual urges, 

otherwise stifled by the specter of white womanhood’s chastity” (23). Overlooking this 

fundamental component of the slave system, the social lynching of Blacks and the social contract 

writ large, disregard the role of rape, as a weapon of patriarchy, domination, and repression. The 

purpose of this tool “was to extinguish slave women’s will to resist and in the process demoralize 

their men” (24). Saidiya Hartman’s (1997) discussion of the legal system illuminates the ways in 

which the state reinforced rape as a tool of social control and maintained white supremacist-

capitalist-patriarchy (hooks 1996). In analyzing Missouri v. Celia, Hartman explains that 

resistance and agency was unimaginable and impossible for slave women. At the same time, the 

sexual assaults that Celia accused her owner of, was irrelevant. Hartman showed how enslaved 

women were not subjects under common law and thus not protected against violence. Injury 

upon black women, through rape, for example, was not a crime, but rather a legitimate use of 
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property in order to secure absolute submission by the slave woman, in particular. This was 

central to the construction of blackness as well as the deployment of sexuality within the 

institution:  

The captive female does not possess gender as much as she is possessed by gender 
that is, by way of a particular investment in and use of the body. What "woman" 
designates in the context of captivity is not to be explicated in terms of domesticity or 
protection but in terms of the disavowed violence of slave law, the sanctity of 
property and the necessity of absolute submission, the pathologizing of the black 
body, the restriction of black sentience, the multifarious use of property, and the 
precarious status of the slave within the public sphere. For example, the instrumental 
deployment of sexuality operated in disregard of white regulatory norms like chastity 
and marriage because of the civil status of the enslaved, the strategies of domination, 
and the constituent features of slavery as a mode of production-the fungibility of life, 
the ownership of labor, and the value of the slave as both a direct producer and a 
commodity (100). 

 

It was the patriarchal system of government and patriarchal family structure that depended on 

the systematic rape of Black women. Sexual violence within the “Big House” was 

conceptualized as domestic prostitution (page 326); essentially rape was normal kindred 

affection between the slave woman and master, not an aberration, not a crime. “Domestic 

prostitution,” rape, was a family affair, rendered into the “private” sphere despite the fact that it 

sustained the socio-political system of racial domination. The private sphere, exemplified 

through the marriage contract, had the power to structurally reconfigure rape as legitimate sexual 

relations.35 As Blacks were not seen worthy of marriage, as they were thought to be too 

uncivilized36, legitimizing rape through the marriage contract was not possible at this time 

(Caldwell 2007; Gonzalez 1983). Instead of being wives within the marriage contract, their 

position with regards to the social contract was as “domestic” prostitutes and service providers, 

                                                
35	  Rape	  of	  indigenous	  women	  was	  “legitimized”	  vis-‐à-‐vis	  the	  marriage	  contract	  (Freyre	  85)	  
36	  It	  was	  argued	  that	  Blacks	  would	  caste	  spells	  on	  each	  other	  or	  kill	  each	  other	  if	  they	  were	  married	  
(Freyre	  456).	  
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thus exploitable and violable. Still, however, it was due to the presupposed “intimate” and 

“affectionate” position the slave woman had with the white family, that rape could be 

reconfigured as legitimate sexual relations. This is the unspoken agreement that the social order 

requires for racial democracy to be conceived. The political-economic profit and the 

maintenance of the social-moral order rested on the violability and exploitability of Black 

women. 

Therefore, if racial democracy is a social contract, and that social contract controls sexual 

relations, then racial democracy is for all intents and purposes, a racial-sexual contract. If this is 

the case, then what are the implications of this relationship and what are the logics necessary to 

uphold this structure? In essence the racial-sexual contract is not, as Pateman discusses, 

fundamentally about marriage and consent. Rather, it is about race, gender, rape and violability. 

As a result, inclusion is contingent upon participating in the rape of black women. The social 

contract is specifically anti-black female. 

What I am contending here is that the sexual violence against black women is what 

structures and gives legitimacy to the social contract. This is overlooked, particularly when 

Nascimento argues that the entire premise (interracial affection) of racial democracy and 

therefore Brazilian exceptionalism is absurd by looking at mulatto population in the US because 

there is evidence of racial mixture (64). Again, however, the racial mixture is seen as a 

consequence of white supremacy and not a structure37 of white supremacy that is transnational in 

nature. If white supremacy structures the world and by extension the social contract, then the 

systematic rape of black women in two geographic locations cannot be a mere coincidence.  

Andrea smith (2006) argues that white supremacy has three interrelated logics: 

                                                
37	  This	  topic	  was	  talked	  about	  in	  Joy	  James’	  Feminist	  Theories	  391	  course	  in	  2013:	  rape	  as	  a	  
structure.	  Also	  see	  Andrea	  Smith	  2006.	  
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Slavery/Capitalism; Genocide/Colonialism; Orientalism/Warfare. Under this system of power 

Blackness is property and therefore slaveable; the native must always be disappearing; and 

empire marks certain peoples or nations as inferior and as posing a constant threat to its security. 

If we look at how White supremacy functions transnationally, and in particular, with regards to 

the African diaspora, it is possible to see the ways in which sexual politics and violence maintain 

racial domination.38  The social contract is meant to enact upon the black body’s slaveablity. 

Meaning, the social contract controls for black’ lasciviousness, delinquency and immorality.  

Therefore their bodies and the spaces they inhabit are seen as critical territories that must be 

controlled though rape, assault, sterilization or environmental racism, to name a few tactics39. As 

Andrea Smith (2005) has argued “when a woman of color suffers abuse, this abuse is not just 

attack on her identity as a woman, but on her identity as a person of color.” The genocidal 

project cannot be separated from racial and gendered oppression and violence.  

This requires us to look critically at the relationship between patriarchy, racism and state 

formation. In the case of Brazil, if racial democracy is the national ideology that frames the 

nation of Brazil, then the nation of Brazil requires the rape of black women. This is the tacit 

consent required for the preservation of the nation-state and participation in the social 

[racialized-gendered] contract known as the racial democracy. 

The myth of racial democracy necessarily depends of the sexual violation of black 

women. Nascimento argues that in Brazil, the only option is for Blacks to disappear “weather it 

be through compulsory miscegenation, assimilation or when they escape from this, though direct 

                                                
38	  Other	  scholars	  have	  shown	  the	  ways	  in	  which	  sexual	  violence	  has	  been	  used	  in	  service	  of	  
slavery,	  genocide	  and	  warfare.	  See	  Hartman	  1997;	  Davis	  1998;	  Collins	  2000;	  Feimster	  2009;	  Smith	  
2005;	  Santos	  2008;	  Akhavan	  2005;	  ICTY	  1998;	  ICTR	  1998;	  Falcon	  2006;	  Davis	  2005;	  Carter	  2010;	  
Hagen	  2010.	  
39	  See	  Sonia	  Santos	  2008	  and	  Andrea	  Smith	  2005.	  
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elimination-death pure and simple.” (7). There are many ways to disappear, as Nascimento 

alludes to: miscegenation, assimilation and direct killing. But for some disappearance could also 

mean to be marginalized and silenced into a private sphere, away from public eye, to no longer 

be visible and to literally be outside of the social contract.  Since racial democracy requires the 

rape of Black women, their bodies are ontologically rendered as unrapeable and violable 

according to the social contract. Therefore, in order for the racial democracy, and by extension 

the nation-state, to be preserved, the rape of black women must always be perpetuated. Important 

to this discussion is not only conceptualizing rape in terms of physical violence, but also the 

symbolic and structural assaults on black women. As sexual violence against black women has 

rendered them unrapeable and violable, domestic violence against women is another way for the 

state to sustain itself. 

I push Pateman’s theory of the sexual contract further, because I see the social contract as a 

public project for the nation-state, one that requires the tacit consent to violate black women. 

Because the social contract is necessarily anti-black, and because of their racialization, black 

women cannot “contract in.” The sexual-racial contract is defined against the black female body. 

As a result black women are necessarily outside of the social contract and the public/private 

dichotomy cannot explain their positionality with regards to the social contract. Instead, the 

public-private dichotomy is a political project designed to veil the ways in which the social 

contract simultaneously requires racial domination and sexual subjugation. The social contract is 

anti-Black female. 

It is in this context that I conceptualize State violence against Black women as domestic 

violence writ large; and inter-personal violence is a reproduction of this macro state process. If 

we read sexual violence, as a form of domestic violence, then we must recognize that the state 
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must continue to perform domestic violence against black women in order to sustain itself. 

According to this logic, sexual violence – either enacted by individuals or by the state - is a tool 

of anti-Black genocide that marks Black women’s bodies as unrapeable. The concept of 

“unrapeability” is what Frank Wilderson (2010) might call an “ontological grammar of 

suffering;” that is the social contract (anti-black genocide) is predicated on the violation of black 

women. This is one reason why domestic violence is of the genocidal continuum of anti-Black 

violence. The state has no investment in stopping sexual and domestic violence against black 

women. Since the rape of black women is form of domestic violence it is vital that we recognize 

that the State must continue to perform domestic violence against Black women, whether it be 

through the invasion of Rochina, or by experiencing domestic abuse in their homes. 

The only way Brazil can maintain itself is through the sexual violation of black women. 

Referring to the work of Andrea Smith (2005), it is important to not limit sexual violence to 

individual acts of rape, but rather conceptualize sexual violence in order to encompass a “wide 

range of strategies designed to destroy a people and their sense of being” (3).  Consequently, the 

unrapability and violablity of black women allows for various forms of violence to be 

perpetrated and encouraged, which can be done through direct sexual assault, but also through 

symbolic forms of violence such as political commentaries and advertising campaigns.  As Black 

Brazilian feminist scholar and activist Lélia Gonzalez (1983), articulates the exploitation and 

oppression of Black women in a racist, patriarchal and capitalist-dependent nation, has produced 

violent effects. This can be seen in the context of violence against women, where black female 

bodies are often criminalized for violence and terror they experience. One of the ways that we 

can get a glimpse in how this functions symbolically is through media representation, which 
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marks black women and their bodies as violable. Smith (2014) argues that these symbolic forms 

of violence in representation are tied to practices of violence.  

 

Representation and the violability of Black women 

The representations analyzed in the following section come from Devassa, a beer company 

and Duloren, a lingerie company in Brazil. I argue that these representations exemplify the 

Brazilian social contract: Racial democracy. As a result, I view these representations as a form of 

sexual violence against the black female body. Such representations symbolically reinforce the 

belief that Black female bodies and the spaces they inhabit are violable. One way this is done is 

through exploiting stereotypes.  

Stuart Hall argues that stereotypes set up a “symbolic frontier between the normal and the 

deviant, the normal and the pathological, the acceptable and the unacceptable, what belongs and 

what does not or its Other (1997: 257). As a result, the “other” is deemed out of place, polluted, 

dangerous and taboo (259). We can see this through the ways in which black bodies are 

economized and [hyper] sexualized. One example of this comes from an advertisement 

promoting Devassa Negra, a beer company in Brazil40. 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                
40Image	  can	  be	  found	  at:	  http://www.geledes.org.br/areas-‐de-‐atuacao/questoes-‐de-‐genero/265-‐
generos-‐em-‐noticias/13213-‐e-‐pelo-‐corpo-‐que-‐se-‐reconhece-‐a-‐verdadeira-‐negra-‐devassa-‐negra-‐
deve-‐alterar-‐conteudo-‐racista-‐e-‐sexista-‐de-‐propaganda	  
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Illustration 3: Devassa Negra Beer Advertisement (Geledes, 2012) 

The image above shows a black woman sitting “provocatively” with one leg up and the other leg 

out of sight. She is portrayed as wearing revealing clothing. To the left of her, read the words: “It is 

by the body that one recognizes the true black.” In Brazil, skin color, hair and lips play a major role 

in the way in which racial identification operates (Caldwell 2007; Santos 2008), which is part of the 

legacy of slavery. Furthermore, such physical traits have been, as Sonia Santos argues “impregnated 

with negative connotations such as presumed inferiority, lack of intelligence, laziness, promiscuity, 

etc. (107). 

In addition, her body is equated to the shape and color of beer, both of which are meant to 

bring pleasure and profits. This commodification renders the black female body as something 

that can be owned, possessed and consumed. She is a sex object, not a sex subject. Fetishism 

plays an important role in this representation as well as in the Racial Democracy myth. Hall 

argues that fetishism is a strategy for both representing and not representing the tabooed, 

dangerous or forbidden object of pleasure and desire (298). In the case of the racial democracy, 

fetishism allows for consent to remain tacit: that is, the violability of black women remains as the 

unspoken agreement structuring the racial democracy myth. These ideas are circulated but also 
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naturalized, as assumptions are made about black women’s role and place in society (Gonzalez 

1983; Caldwell 2007).  This is particularly evident in the attack on Sirlei Carvalho. As Smith 

(2014) illustrates, Black women’s portrayal in Brazil is tied to the image of the prostitute, 

who is sexually immoral and consequently responsible for any and all violence against her. 

We can see the portrayal of Black women, the image of the prostitute, and the consequent 

deserving of violence collude in an advertisement image by Duloren41. It shows a black woman 

wearing lingerie in the front and center. Behind her, we see an unconscious police officer from the 

Special Police Operations Battalion who lies with his shirt undone and hand between his legs. The 

position of his body also suggests that he was just engaging in sexual relations with the young black 

woman. 

Illustration 4: Duloren underwear campaign (O Globo, 2012) 

41 http://www.geledes.org.br/racismo-preconceito/racismo-no-brasil/15757-conar-pede-retirada-de-campanha-de-
lingerie-em-favela-pacificada 
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In the background of the advertisement is Rocinha, a favela in Rio de Janeiro. The words on the 

image state, “ Pacification was easy, I want to see domination.”  At the time, Rocinha was one of the 

favelas in Rio de Janeiro that had undergone the pacification process. According to the Public 

Security Secretary in Rio de Janeiro, the goals of this process is to reclaim areas of the city 

controlled by gangs and drugs, bringing peace and security. Despite community members, activists 

and scholars denouncing the brutality that occurs during this process, Pacification continues to be 

seen as a necessary and praiseworthy process. 

The National Council for Advertising Self-Regulation (CONAR) received many denunciations 

about the advertisement, saying that it was sexist and more so, disrespectful to the public security 

forces in Rio de Janeiro42 (O Globo 2012).  According to Duloren, the goal of the campaign was "to 

highlight women, and the initiative of the Secretariat of State Security of Rio de Janeiro, in the 

pacification of these underserved communities who are subjected to all sorts of organized crime.43” 

In the Duloren advertisement, the black woman is positioned in the center. We see the racial 

democracy myth again represented. However, with all its symbolic force, something is hidden, 

beyond what is portrayed (46): the violence of the pacification process and the violence that black 

women writ large experience under the guise of “racial democracy.” Racial democracy functions by 

occluding the violence required against the black female body. 

If we read these images in conjunction with one another, we see that Black women continued to 

be constructed as unrapeable and hypersexual in the national imaginary. Black women were 

represented as uncontrollable and threatening (particularly in the Duloren image). 

43Image	  can	  also	  be	  found	  at:	  http://www.geledes.org.br/racismo-‐preconceito/racismo-‐no-‐
brasil/15757-‐conar-‐pede-‐retirada-‐de-‐campanha-‐de-‐lingerie-‐em-‐favela-‐pacificada	  
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In the context of the US, Hartman described how the rape of black women was deployed to 

secure social relations in slave society and the erasure of rape was the ontological basis for black 

womanhood.  However, post emancipation as well as in the Black diaspora, this terror continued. In 

Brazil, Sueli Carneiro (2003) describes how black women were treated as property: Sexual 

domination and appropriation of Black women resulted in the affirmation and superiority of white 

men and the maintenance of white supremacy. Carneiro further argues that during slavery, the 

violation committed by white masters against black women resulted in the construction of a national 

identity, which prevails, even today, as the myth of racial democracy. As seen in these 

representations, black women still embodied tacit consent, which has allowed for sexualized terror 

to be a legitimate mode of social control. The images sent the message that pacification of these 

black spaces was not over:  black women (and their insatiable sexuality) could not be defeated, not 

even by BOPE or the pacification process itself. These representations draw on the ethos of violence 

that structures the social contract: the necessary violation of the black female body. 

Sexual Violence and the Grammar of Suffering in Media  

 Sexualized violence imbedded in these images support stereotypes that black women are 

amoral and promiscuous and consequently, they are considered violable. Controlling images of 

Black women reinforce discourses surrounding black women, sexuality and violence. As 

Wilderson and Hartman argue that the Black body is fungible, the tools used to perpetuate 

violence and terror too, are fungible. Such tools can range from symbolic, structural and physical 

forms of violence. To borrow from Wilderson, the “grammar of suffering” in these 

representations exemplify that ontologically speaking Black female bodies are socially permitted 

to be raped and violated (i.e. unrapeable ). Because of this unrapeability, sexual violence serves 
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as a useful tool for the perpetuation of anti-black violence because Black women’s bodies and 

sexuality can be commodified, regulated, enjoyed and punished.  

The Brazilian State’s relationship to black people has been historically and inherently 

violent, and deadly (Vargas 2010; Smith 2009, 2013; Alves 2012; Reaja 2005; Gonzalez 1982). 

One way this can be seen is through the pacification process. Referring to the work of Lelia 

Gonzalez, she argues “we know what the term “pacification” signifies, throughout the history of 

our people:  silencing, tearing apart popular sectors and their political representation. That is, 

when one reads “pacification,” they understand, “repression.” (1982). The government posits 

that these operations bring peace and security and reclaim territories, favelas, controlled by 

“gangs and drugs” (Piquet Carneiro 50). Joao Vargas (2010) defines the favela as a “residential 

area, inhabited by poor and working class people the great majority of whom are black” (23), 

who have historically been excluded from mainstream society. The pacification process has 

resulted in massive violence and repression particularly against the black population. This “new 

security paradigm” (e.g. pacification) (Vargas 2014) and solidified the association between 

blackness and criminality. Consequently, these communities and people who resided in them are 

expendable, which has provided the necessary justification for abuse and violence. It is through 

these processes of control, invasion and destruction that this space and those that reside within 

blackness are marked as violable. 

Media representation of black women shows how sexual violence is not only condoned 

but is also naturalized. This provides a way to inflict more intensified injury and punishment as a 

way of inflicting injury and punishment upon the black female body. Saidiya Hartman (1997) 

argues that sexual violence establishes a link between racial formation and sexual 

subjugation (85). The representations in conjunction with the physical acts of violence 
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provide insight to the ways in which black bodies are consistently violated. In the context of 

Brazil, Sonia Santos (2008) argues that the “archetype of the promiscuous Black women 

corresponds to the jezebel because it embodies representations of Black women as sexually 

aggressive, deviant whores” (11). As Black women were represented in the media as sex 

objects, the rape of Black women is outside the social imagination. Black women were 

represented as uncontrollable and threatening. As a result, black women still embodied tacit 

consent, which has allowed for sexualized terror to be a legitimate mode of social control. 

The image sent the message that pacification of these black spaces was not over:  black 

women (and their insatiable sexuality) could not be defeated, not even by BOPE or the 

pacification process itself. These representations draw on the ethos of violence that structures 

the social contract: the necessary violation of the black female body. 
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Conclusion 

This thesis has interrogated the ways in which domestic violence is conceptualized and 

experienced in Brazil. An intersectional approach to domestic violence against women must take 

into account race, sexuality, class and other ascriptions, but it must also take into account the 

ways in which these women experience these social categories in their daily experience. Future 

studies should inquire about the structural forms of violence black women experience when they 

denounce abuse and what forms of violence inhibit their reporting. In addition, future studies 

should also investigate how women themselves denounce and resist the macro and microforms 

of domestic violence they may experience. 

What has also becomes apparent when domestic violence is discussed at a structural level 

is that patterns of abuse are not specific to one geographic location.  There are Global patters of 

violence that emerge: The Incite! Anthology discusses that black women are victims of sexual 

assault in a similar way that the 14-year-old girl was. Why is this the case when Black women 

call the police for help they are assaulted? Given the fact that this is the template for states 

engagement with black women's bodies, how do we think about domestic violence 

transnationally? How are black women more susceptible to domestic violence due to obstacles 

when seeking recourse from state in order to redress their concerns? 

It is also important to inquire about male perceptions of intimate partner violence. 

Recognizing again that the criminal justice system is intricate in the genocide of Black peoples in 

Brazil and at the same time at the forefront for addressing intimate partner violence, how does 

gender, masculinity, race and genocide specifically affect Black men and their relationship to 

Black women? 
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