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Sexual agency among adolescents at first sex is a relatively new area of inquiry 

among psychologists and sociologists (Martin 1996; Phillips 2000; Tolman 2002), and, 

because agency is connected to demographic outcomes such as contraceptive use and 

pregnancy, it has recently drawn the attention of reproductive health researchers (Rickert, 

Sanghvi et al. 2002; Jejeebhoy and Bott 2003; Tolman 2003). Building on this nascent 

body of research, I investigate agency at first sex among Brazilian females in the 

metropolitan areas of Belo Horizonte, Minas Gerais, and Recife, Pernambuco. I 

conducted 25 focus groups between April and December, 2002 with lower- and middle-

income females 18-21 and 30-39 years of age, rendering a total of 179 participants. I 

analyze how the sexual scripts of the priapic male in juxtaposition to the ever-demure 

female serve to constrict authentic sexual response. I found that females had sexual 

intercourse at debut most commonly out of fear of partner abandonment or peer pressure. 

Moreover, the majority did not take initiative at sexual debut and they placed the males’ 

sexual needs and interests before their own. Many of the participants experienced sexual 

 x



coercion at an interpersonal level (the male partner verbally or physically threatened her) 

or at a cultural level (she anticipated a negative outcome such as partner abandonment or 

physical violence). Lower-income 18-21 year olds told the most agentic stories of 

challenging sexual coercion. 

Conformity to traditional, patriarchal modes of interaction continues to dominate 

the sexual interaction, and as a consequence, some degree of sexual coercion upon 

females is present in the majority of debut experiences. Thus, in this context, it is useful 

to conceive of coercion as occurring along a continuum. Given both the widespread lack 

of agency and the ubiquity of coercion, it follows that strategies to reduce negative health 

outcomes of adolescent sexual behavior which fail to address gender inequality in society 

at large—or at the very least within the sexual sphere—leave females fundamentally 

unable to protect themselves from sexual coercion and the concomitant risks of unwanted 

and usually unprotected sexual intercourse. 
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Chapter One: Vida Cinza 

 
There's an understanding of sex [in Brazil], which I think is really key, 

you know? Sex is not a guilty act. Sex is a celebration of life.  
(Karim Ainouz, director of Madam Satã)  

(Mitchell 2003) 
 

Brazilian sexual culture has been shaped by the  
power, fantasy and the implicit presence of violence  

(Kaufmann 1991, pg. 290). 
 

The night in July 1998 that Brazil lost the World Cup Final to France, I went 

walking with friends in the Praça da Liberdade in downtown Belo Horizonte. Along the 

edge of the park was a row of cars whose back seats were inhabited by adolescent 

couples making out. As I walked past this row of parked cars, I looked down into the 

well-lit back seats and to my surprise I made eye contact with several of the girls lying 

there. I was particularly struck by one woman who locked eyes with me longer than the 

others. She was staring up out of the window while her male partner busied himself with 

her body. While her distraction from the sexual event at hand could have been caused by 

self-consciousness, another possibility is that it could have been a result of despondency. 

Whatever her reasons, I found her dissociation from the event at hand confounding. 

I was in Brazil at the time conducting a content analysis of female gender roles 

prescribed in Brazilian teenage magazines, specifically the magazines Querida and 

Capricho. My primary finding was that the magazines located the male as subject and the 

female as observer. Female readers were advised not to sexually offer themselves to 

males and to place the protection of the male sexual ego above their own feelings. The 

magazines reinforced male-dominant gender roles, offering females strategies to function 

in a patriarchal society yet without questioning or encouraging its readers to confront this 

biased construction of gender relations (cf Miranda-Ribeiro and Moore). Therefore, what 



I was learning about gender roles in these teen magazines made me suspect that the 

female with whom I locked eyes in the backseat of the car was most likely experiencing 

something that was serving the male better than it was serving her. 

My memory of this female’s expressionless face stuck with me and impelled me 

to want to explore females’ subjective sexual experiences. Research in the United States 

reveals that adolescent females lack a culturally accepted discourse of desire (Fine 1988). 

Young females are likely to tell sexual debut narratives in the passive voice, through the 

males’ perspective, and relate stories of sexual coercion without ever naming their 

experiences as coercive (Thompson 1995; Martin 1996; Dietrich 1998; Tolman 2002). 

This research spurred me to investigate how this body of knowledge related to adolescent 

females in Brazil. Specifically, to what extent were females in Brazil able to be sexual 

agents at their sexual debuts? 

Brazil makes for an interesting case study in an exploration of this research 

question because Brazilian women are renowned for their sensuality. The extreme sexual 

characterization of the country began with its European colonizers chronicling their 

impressions of the “sexually intoxicating” indigenous women. This sexualizing of “the 

other” extended to the slaves who arrived shortly thereafter (Freyre 1946). Using this 

sexual portrayal as a justification for forcing sex on indigenous and black women, the 

Portuguese colonizers engendered a much higher rate of miscegenation than in any other 

Latin American country (Gregg 2003). The disenfranchised status of these females 

sometimes as property and always in poverty made them more vulnerable to sexual 

exploitation. The rape of the indigenous and oppressed females is a historic, tragic aspect 

of invasion, domination, and colonization (Nagel 2003). The racial mixture which ensued 

in Brazil during colonization blended Western ideals of beauty with a fetish for what was 

deemed “primitive,” creating the eroticized mulata upon which Brazil’s reputation as a 
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haven of sexual indulgences is built. “As a mixture of races, [the mulata] is considered 

sexually perfect, dark enough to signal her strong sexual heritage, and white enough to 

lighten a sexual force that in an undiluted state is not only threatening but vaguely 

repulsive, and at the same time, as the myth goes, irresistible” (Guillermoprieto 1990). 

Over time, this characterization has become more tightly tied to nationality than to skin 

color. Xuxa, a blond-haired, blue-eyed ex-porn star who transformed herself into a wildly 

successful children’s television show hostess, explains the apparent paradox of her career 

trajectory as owing to an inherent Brazilian sensuality which cannot be restrained 

(Simpson 1993). This sensual image of Brazilian women has become popularly accepted 

not just in Brazil but also throughout the world. While I found that the commonly held 

assumption that Brazilian women are sexually alluring was usually assumed to mean that 

they are sexually in control, what I knew about sexual agency in the United States, 

together with Brazil’s sexual history and the country’s persevering misery as well as 

racism, made me doubt that assumption. Furthermore, I suspected that the financial and 

social disenfranchisement of the vast majority of females was increasing their 

vulnerability to sexual victimization. The fundamental distinction I began with in my 

study of women and adolescent girls (from here on jointly called “females”) is that being 

a sexual object cannot be understood to mean the same thing as being a sexual subject, or 

agent. 

Male’s interpretation of Brazil’s sexual culture has largely defined the commonly 

accepted rendition of Brazil’s sexual history, presenting a lopsided view of Brazilian 

sexual culture (Gregg 2003). Research on the sexual culture of Brazil has at times 

furthered this patriarchally-oriented interpretation of Brazilian sexuality. Richard 

Parker’s work, Bodies, Pleasures, and Passions, the most well-known treatment of 

Brazilian sexual culture, largely ignores females’ perspective in the country he calls an 
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“erotic democracy” (Parker 1991). The images of scantily clad Brazilian women 

broadcast around the world continue to propagate sexual fantasies about Brazilian 

women. Yet women’s voices regarding their own experiences with sexuality are still 

largely missing. 

Female sexual agency impacts a host of traditional demographic variables of 

interest: contraceptive use, fertility, morbidity, and mortality. In Brazil, the wide 

disjuncture between knowledge of modern contraceptive methods and contraceptive use 

at sexual debut (Béria, Morris et al. 1998; Leal and Reith 1998; Gras 2002); high rates 

cervical cancer (particularly in Recife) (Registro Nacional de Patologia Tumoral 1991); 

high HIV positive rates among adolescents (Magnani, Gaffikin et al. 2001); and 

adolescent pregnancies (BEMFAM 1999) made me suspect that a lack of female control 

was a possible reason for adolescent females’ persistent vulnerability to unwanted sexual 

health outcomes. Indeed, Monteiro confirmed this in her study of an HIV prevention 

campaign with adolescents in Rio de Janeiro. She demonstrated that condom distribution 

campaigns were having little effect on the spread of HIV since the campaign was 

premised on a concept of equality between the genders that did not match with 

adolescents’ reality (Monteiro 1999). These combined results all suggested that female 

sexual agency in Brazil deserved further attention. While I do not discount the 

importance of unwanted sexual debuts among males, I focus exclusively on females in 

this study because they are more likely to experience negative health consequences from 

unwanted sexual intercourse than are males. 

Since sexual agency varies across the life course, I studied agency at sexual debut 

so has to have a comparable sexual event that also holds implications for future sexual 

health. Sexual debut is understood as the first time an individual engages in heterosexual 

sexual intercourse, which is when a man’s penis enters in a woman’s vagina. I limit my 
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study to heterosexual sexual intercourse because it is a sexual experience that the vast 

majority of individuals engage in. Heterosexuality is the dominant social institution 

regulating female sexuality in Western and westernized societies including Brazil (Rich 

1983, Butler, 1990 #1212, Katz, 1995 #1213). Heterosexual sexual intercourse is 

popularly seen as the passageway into adulthood and is commonly understood to mean 

one’s first sexual experience. Popularly, heterosexual debut gains meaning for females 

through the presence of a male. Sexual debut is usually memorable because it is a 

dramatic, and all too frequently traumatic, event which makes it possible to use it as an 

entrée into study sexual behavior1.  

I use the term sexual debut to describe an experience that most commonly is 

called “losing one’s virginity.” The reason I use sexual debut is because the term losing 

one’s virginity implies passivity on the part of the speaker. In studying sexual debut, I by 

no means intend to imply that individuals are without a sexual identity, devoid sexual 

interest, or have not had informative and transformative sexual experiences prior to 

engaging (if they ever engage) in heterosexual sexual intercourse. Nor do I mean to imply 

that the sexual experiences of homosexual females who may never experience penile-

vaginal penetration are any less valid. Rather, I have selected heterosexual sexual debut 

as my point of entry onto this subject since it is a sexual event that the majority of the 

population does engage in and which tends to be more memorable than many other 

sexual encounters. In Brazil, having one’s sexual debut marks the transition from child 

(moça) to woman (mulher). Sexual debut is also the beginning of exposure to the health 

risks that accompany sexual intercourse (Laumann and Michael 2001)2. 
                                                 
1 Past research has found that non-adolescents do remember their first sex experiences with clarity (for 
quantitative examples see NHSLS 1992 and NSFG 1995; for qualitative examples see Miranda-Ribeiro 
1997). 
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2 Pregnancy and STI transmission are possible but less frequent without penetrative vaginal-penile 
intercourse. There has been a recent move within sexual risk research (Kanouse et al. 2003) to look 
at a broader range of sexual behavior including non-coital behavior. But since STI transmission and 



Over three million square miles in size, Brazil is larger than the continental 

United States. It constitutes half of the continent of South America, making it the fifth 

largest country in the world with the tenth largest economy. Bordered by every South 

American country except Chile and Ecuador, it is the only Latin American country to 

have been colonized by the Portuguese as well as never to have experienced a revolution 

against its colonizer. From the tropical beaches of Rio where the wealthy jet-set play, to 

the more mountainous southern Germanic wine-growing areas of Rio Grande do Sul, to 

the rainforests of the Amazon and the semi-arid sugarcane growing Northeast, Brazil is a 

country of incredible geographic and cultural diversity. Each region is characterized by a 

different racial mixture, regional temperament, distinct socio-economic profile, and 

unique music and food. Across the country, metropolitan areas vary greatly from rural 

areas since rural areas tend to hold on to more traditional, conservative values long after 

metropolitan areas have cast them off. Any attempt but the most comprehensive to 

account for these differences would fall short of capturing the breadth of diversity the 

country represents. Due to time and financial limitations, this study was able to compare 

two cities in different regions of the country, arguably capturing a comparatively liberal 

representation of sexual experiences for the country as a whole.  

Female’s position in the sexual dynamic overall has been in transition in Brazil. 

Steps are being made towards greater gender equality, increased access to sexuality 

information, and greater access to contraception. As a consequence, females today are 

better situated to prevent unwanted pregnancies and protect themselves from sexually 

transmitted infections (STIs) than females in the past. Therefore, females’ contemporary 

sexual experiences would presumably allow for greater female control than sexual 

experiences of even a generation ago.  
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pregnancy are most likely to occur with penile-vaginal intercourse, this project only studies the 
event of sexual debut. 



While this entire project concerns itself with first sex experiences, I sidestep 

addressing the meaning of loss of virginity since that issue has been well documented 

elsewhere and is tangential to understanding how females advocate for themselves at the 

act itself. To briefly summarize past findings, while virginity was important a generation 

ago, as the age at sexual debut has decreased and the age at marriage has increased, 

virginity has largely lost social importance in urban centers and among the middle-class 

while it remains much more important in rural areas and for lower-income individuals 

(Miranda-Ribeiro 1997). The increasing instability of unions and unconventional family 

structures (Medeiros and Osório 2000) has decreased the probability of only having one 

sexual partner over the course of one’s life.  

Chapter two provides a framing of the results of this study by presenting what we 

know about sexual agency and coercion in Brazil and the conceptual framework which 

guided me while I carried out this project. Chapter three details the methodology I used to 

collect my data via focus groups. Chapter four is the first results chapter and it lays out 

the sexual scripts which serve to constrict sexual behavior for males and for females. 

Chapter five gives examples of agentic sexual debut experiences as well as factors which 

impact the wantedness of a female’s sexual debut experience. Chapter six presents 

examples coercive sexual debut experiences and strategies employed by females to 

combat male sexual coercion. Chapter seven deals exclusively with forced sexual 

experiences. In the conclusion, I summarize the findings and point to its implications on 

reproductive health, indicating future directions for this research. 

The title of this chapter, “Vida Cinza” translates to mean “Gray Life.” It was an 

expression used by a lower-income, 30-39 year old participant speaking of a woman who 

regretted her first sex experience. 
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P1: She only did it to satisfy his interest…If she did it, it was only to satisfy him 
and not out of an interest from her. I don’t think she was even prepared [to have 
sex]. 

P2: She wasn’t ready, she sure wasn’t. 

P3: Vida cinza [gray life]. [She only did it] because she liked him. 

M: Do you think this is common to do, just to satisfy him? 

P4: Today it is. 

P5: Today it is. 

M: What does a woman get out of doing it to satisfy him? 

P1: Nothing. 

P4: Nothing (lower-income 30-39 year olds, Recife, Group 18). 

“Gray life” refers to the ambiguity some females expressed in distinguishing between 

what she wanted and what her partner wanted at sexual debut. This sexual incertitude 

severely compromised females’ ability to advocate for themselves and their sexual needs. 

This work is an attempt to elucidate some of the complexities associated with female 

sexual self-advocacy at first sexual experiences with the hope of reducing the type of 

female sexual dissociation that I witnessed six years ago in the back seat of the cars 

parked along the Praça da Liberdade in Belo Horizonte. 
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Chapter Two: Background & Significance 

What we know of adolescent sexual behavior in Brazil is limited to three 

Demographic and Health Surveys (DHS) surveys (1986, 1991, and 1996), several 

qualitative studies conducted primarily through focus groups and interviews (including 

ethnographies and interventions), and a handful of non-representative, localized surveys. 

Only the 1996 DHS and one quantitative survey with a small sample have asked about 

unwanted sexual intercourse at debut. A number of the qualitative studies have explored 

the issue to some extent as well. For the purposes of identifying the current state of 

knowledge about unwanted intercourse in Brazil, as well as to lay out a framework for 

understanding unwanted intercourse, I treat three types of unwanted intercourse 

experiences: unwanted but voluntary, coerced, and forced. I define the differences 

between these experiences and summarize what we know about them in various Latin 

American countries since sexual agency, as a counterforce against unwanted sex, is a 

relatively new area of study with extremely little information available about it in Brazil. 

I lay out the conceptual groundings of my study followed by a discussion of the reasons 

for the stratification of my sample. 

SEX AND ADOLESCENCE IN BRAZIL 

Thirty-five percent of Brazil’s population is under age 18 (2002). These young 

people are beginning their sex lives younger, in increasing numbers, and more commonly 

outside of marriage. The average age of first non-marital sexual intercourse for females in 

1986 was 16.7 while in 1996 it was 16.4. In this 10 year span, the percentage of 

adolescent females (15-19 years of age) in Brazil who engaged in sexual intercourse 

increased from 20 to 30 percent (reaching 50 percent by age 24) (Gupta 2000). The 

proportion who experience their sexual debut before marriage has risen in the Northeast 
 9



from 56 percent in 1986 to 86 percent in 1996 and in the Southeast from 69 percent in 

1986 to 98 percent in 1996 (Gupta 2000). 

Brazilian adolescents have had near universal knowledge of modern contraception 

since their level of knowledge was first documented in the 1986 DHS (BEMFAM 1987). 

Nevertheless, contraceptive use at sexual debut remains low. As one would expect, 

contraceptive use is higher for marital sexual debut. In 1986, 36.7 percent of adolescent 

females (15-19) used a contraceptive method at marital sexual debut and compared to 

39.5 percent ten years later (BEMFAM 1999). In 1986, only 14.9 percent of adolescents 

used contraception at premarital sexual debut while in 1996, 33.1 percent did so 

(BEMFAM 1999). These percentages look different for the Southeast versus the 

Northeast with overall contraceptive use lower in the northeast. There, in 1986, only 6 

percent of adolescent females used contraception at first sex, increasing to 21 percent by 

1996. In the southeast, 24 percent of adolescent females used contraception in 1986, 

doubling to 48 percent ten years later (Gupta 2000). Some of the reasons for low 

contraceptive use at sexual debut are captured in the DHS. 

The reasons that adolescents gave for not using contraception at sexual debut are 

presented below: 
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 Region of the country 

Northeast Southeast Reason for not using a 
contraceptive method 1986 1996 1986 1996 
Did not expect to have sex 17% 20% 36% 39% 
Did not know methods or 
sources 

30% 24% 32% 13% 

Wanted to have a child 18% 6% 14% 7% 
Contraception not 
important/didn’t care 

11% 34% 4% 29% 

Other3 24% 16% 15% 12% 
(N) (86) (315) (84) (213) 

(Gupta 2000). 

Table 1. Reason for not using a contraceptive method at first sex by region of the country 
according to the Demographic and Health Survey in Brazil, 1986 and 1996. 

Alarmingly, while lack of knowledge about methods and sources as well as interest in 

getting pregnant at sexual debut decreased between 1986 and 1996, the proportion of 

females who answered that contraception was not important/they did not care about using 

it increased. These seem to be contradictory trends. Attitudes about contraceptive use 

recorded in qualitative research give some insight into this anomalous finding.  

Paiva (1994) and Viegas-Pereira (2001) have documented cultural biases against 

condoms by males who objected to condoms on the grounds that they interfere with male 

virility, taming a man’s natural sexual aggression. Adolescent girls felt that not using a 

condom demonstrated that the partner was committed—to her and to the relationship 

(Leal and Reith 1998; Reith 1998). While these studies do not specifically name the 

biases as present at sexual debut, it is reasonable to believe that the biases are present 

even then. But it appears that the bias against condom use within a committed 

relationship may be diminishing. Whereas according to the 1986 DHS, condoms only 
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constituted four percent of premarital contraceptive use at debut; in 1996, condoms 

constituted 49 percent of premarital contraceptive use at debut while a full 92.5 percent 

of these same 15-24 year old females had their sexual debut with a boyfriend (BEMFAM 

1999). Yet, over half of the adolescent population still remains vulnerable to HIV at first 

sex. 

Since the beginning of the AIDS epidemic, 13,000 Brazilians between the ages of 

13 and 24 have died from AIDS (2003) while another 37,000 adolescents have been 

infected, and HIV infection rates are still growing. Moreover, the profile of the disease 

has changed dramatically through time owing to what has been dubbed the 

“heterosexualization of AIDS.” The HIV positive ratio shifted from 23 males to 1 female 

in 1984 to 3 males to 1 female in 1996/97 (Castilho and Swarcwald 1998). According to 

the 1996 DHS, approximately 85 percent of adolescents 15 to 24 years of age had heard 

of AIDS, yet knowledge about HIV prevention is not universal. Of those adolescents who 

had heard of AIDS, 12 percent did not know how to protect themselves from contracting 

HIV (BEMFAM 1997). Since several studies in various parts of the world show that 

experiencing an unwanted sexual debut reduces the probability that a female will use 

contraception at that event (Abma et al. 1998, Gueye et al. 2001), I turn now to 

considering unwanted sexual intercourse at sexual debut. 

The 1996 Brazilian DHS documented 1.2 percent of their respondents 

experienced an involuntary sexual debut (4.1 percent for females less than 15 years of 

age at sexual debut, 0.4 percent for females 15-17 years of age at sexual debut, and 0.0 

percent for females 18-24 at age of sexual debut) (BEMFAM 1999). Yet involuntary 

sexual debut captures only a small percentage of all unwanted sexual debuts. While the 

Saúde Reprodutiva, Sexualidade, e Raça (SRSR) survey carried out in Belo Horizonte 

and Recife (P.I.s Paula Miranda-Ribeiro and André J. Caetano, 2002) will be able to 
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inform on the occurrence of a greater range of unwanted sexual debut experiences in 

those cities, the data are not yet ready for analysis. In other surveys with smaller samples, 

there is further evidence of the occurrence of females experiencing unwanted sexual 

debuts in Brazil. A small, non-representative survey was carried out with adolescents 

between the ages of 14 to 17 in a mid-sized city in the state of Minas Gerais (P.I.s Rios 

Neto and Miranda-Ribeiro, 1997). Of the 45 females interviewed who had had sexual 

intercourse, 5 females said they neither liked nor disliked their sexual debuts, 4 disliked 

their sexual debuts, and 6 had not wanted to have sexual intercourse at that point in time. 

When asked to describe their first intercourse (vaginal or anal) experience in one word, 

some respondents used the following descriptors: fear, suffering, sadness, anger, savage, 

and bad. Although these results are from a very small sample, they suggest that the 

occurrence of unwanted sexual debut deserves further attention.  

MEASURING UNWANTED SEXUAL INTERCOURSE 

Measurement of unwanted sex is complicated by a host of factors which may 

influence how a female understands and relates the wantedness of her first sexual 

experience. First, if a female did not feel entitled to negate sexual intercourse, then she is 

unlikely to identify intercourse as unwanted. Second, a female may be reluctant to 

identify a debut experience as unwanted because of feelings which that naming may 

conjure up for her such as shame, anger, and/or a threatened sense of self. Third, her 

relationship to the sexual partner will influence how she understands the sexual 

interaction. Fourth, the woman may change her understanding, or at least her retelling of 

the story of her sexual debut due to personal reflection, memories of the event, other 

sexual experiences, and how much time has passed since the sexual event. It is probable 

that any estimation of unwanted sexual debut will be an underestimate due to the broadly 

held perception of a personal and/or social stigma associated with having been coerced 
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into sexual intercourse (Turner, Ku et al. 1998). So as to reduce variability in what is 

deemed sexual coercion due to respondent subjectivity, Heise et al. (1995) suggest that 

researchers should use classifications based on behavioral definitions rather than the 

meaning that the woman herself gives the sexual situation.  

Furthermore, classifications of what is popularly deemed sexual coercion can 

differ between cultures, and within the same culture, even across age groups, social 

classes, religious beliefs, and so forth. For example, if a female believes it is her 

responsibility to provide sexual release to a sexually excited male, then she may not deem 

being told by the male “you can’t leave me like this” as coercion. Alternatively, if a 

female has access to her own set of financial resources, a male’s threat of withdrawing 

financial assistance if a female does not have sex with him would not have the same 

effect as in situations where the female depends on the male’s financial support. There 

can even be discordance in the relationship regarding perceptions of sexual coercion 

(Zanotta Machado 1998, Manzelli 2004).  

In a unique study conducted through in-depth interviews with 30 lower- and 

middle-income 15-19 year old males in Buenos Aires, Manzelli found that these males’ 

understanding of gender legitimated coercive practices. None of Manzelli’s interviewees 

considered verbal insistence a form of coercion. It was treated as necessary to the “game” 

of seduction. “He [the male interviewees] took for granted that the male had to convince 

the female to agree to have sexual relations” [my translation] (Manzelli 2004, in press). 

Therefore, it is clear that due to all of these factors, measurement of unwanted sexual 

intercourse is imprecise.  

There are three divisions of unwanted sexual intercourse which I am treating here. 

The category of unwanted but voluntary intercourse is meant to capture experiences 

where the female engages in sexual intercourse that she does not want to have at that 
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point in time but she does not experience any coercion. Situations where this can happen 

include when females may not have wanted to have sex but did so to achieve an 

anticipated desired outcome (emotional and/or financial support from the male; an end to 

teasing by friends, etc.). Coercive sexual intercourse is when the female experiences an 

element of pressure to engage in sexual intercourse either as an explicit threat from her 

partner or out of the anticipated negative consequences of not engaging in sexual 

intercourse, irrespective of the validity of those expectations. I dub this latter form social 

coercion. Once the sexual interaction is no longer voluntary, sexual intercourse may 

occur under forced circumstances.  

Of course, any particular sexual experience may not fit discretely into one of the 

above three categories. Researchers in Argentina illustrated this when they wrote about 

their difficulty in categorizing narratives regarding unwanted sexual experiences. Did 

“obligation” or “partner’s insistence” mean forced sex or did it mean sexual coercion 

without force? (Necchi, Schufer et al. 2000). Nevertheless, these classifications help lay 

out a continuum of unwanted sex with unwanted but voluntary sexual intercourse being 

the closest to voluntary sex, coercive sex being more of a violation yet without physical 

force, and forced sex being the most egregious violation of a female’s sexual autonomy. 

There has been little data collected on unwanted sexual intercourse in Latin 

America. The quantitative research carried out provides glimpses into the pervasiveness 

of unwanted sexual intercourse. It has been measured primarily by small surveys carried 

out with a select population. In a small sample in Buenos Aires, Geldstein et al. (n.d.) 

found 41 percent of their 201 adolescent female respondents had engaged in an unwanted 

but voluntary sexual debut experience. A recently published study carried out in six 

districts on Nicaragua with 56 sexually experienced females 15-24 year olds found that 

the predominant feeling named by females after first sex was pain (39.2 percent), guilt 
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(20.1 percent), and shame and embarrassment (38.1 percent). Only 9 percent felt 

fulfillment and 12.2 percent felt pleasure (Rani et al. 2003). 

Past research in Latin America has found evidence of sexual coercion. Salgado de 

Snyder et al. (1996) and Salgado de Snyder (1998) found that in Mexico, the main reason 

adult women engaged in unwanted sexual practices was because of the fear of being 

abandoned, replaced, or victimized psychologically, physically or sexually. In research 

with females 15-19 years of age of both lower- and middle-income in Buenos Aires, 

Infesta Dominguez found that fear of partner abandonment and partner violence were 

both influential in her participants’ decisions to engage in sexual intercourse (Infesta 

Dominguez 1996). Cáceres et al. (1997) found that among sexually active adolescents 

and young adults registering for military service in Lima, Peru, 57.4 percent of the 

females 16-17 years of age (n=302) and 44.5 percent of the females 19-30 years of age 

(n=299) had experienced sexual coercion at some point in their lives.  

Treating the literature on forced sex in Latin America by itself is complicated by 

the fact that a number of studies used somewhat broader categories in their identification 

of unwanted sex. Researchers in Argentina found that 12 percent of the adolescents they 

surveyed in Buenos Aires had sexual intercourse for the first time out of pressure, 

obligation, and/or violence (Pantelides and Cerrutti 1992). Later research conducted by 

Necchi, Schufer, and Méndez Ribas with 15-18 year old adolescents in Buenos Aires 

found that one fifth of the adolescent females interviewed stated they had their first 

sexual relation out of “provocation, seduction or the partner’s insistence” (Necchi, 

Schufer et al. 2000). One study to isolate forced sex conducted by Geldstein et al. (n.d.) 

in Buenos Aires found 5.6 percent of their 201 adolescent female respondents had 

experienced an involuntary sexual debut. In Nicaragua, Rani et al. (2003) found 7.1 

percent of females in their sample had been raped at debut (n=56). While there has been 
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some qualitative data on the subject of unwanted sex, I discuss those finding in 

comparison to my own results that follow.  

FEMALE SEXUAL AGENCY IN ADOLESCENCE 

As individuals, we have needs and desires for food, shelter, love, etc. How we 

choose to express or act upon those needs can be called agency. Agency is shaped 

through socialization that begins at identity formation. The connection between body and 

agency begins with infant and early childhood expressions of wishes, wants, and needs, 

communicated primarily through bodily actions. Agency is defined by Phillips as a 

“sense of entitlement and ability to advocate for oneself and one’s needs. Agency implies 

taking a proactive stance in attempting to shape one’s circumstances” (Phillips 2000). 

The importance of agency is far-reaching. If one feels unable to act and influence a 

situation, one’s self-esteem will be affected since lack of agency can lead to feelings of 

hopelessness or disempowerment (Martin 1996).  

During adolescence, as we become sexual beings, agency extends to genital 

sexuality. This is the time when individuals are supposed to be developing a mature sense 

of themselves as sexual beings so as to be “self-motivated sexual actor[s]” who are 

capable of making responsible choices about sexual behavior (Tolman 2002, pg. 20). 

Sexual agency, then, is a woman’s subjective sense of her right to control her body. It is 

influenced by a woman’s gender expectations, personal experiences, and sense of 

entitlement. It is not grounded in the state or in laws; it is constructed as a broader social 

claim (Petchesky 1998). Some of the choices to be made as a sexual agent are deciding to 

have sexual intercourse, not to have sexual intercourse, to have protected sexual 

intercourse, to have sexual experiences that have nothing to do with sexual intercourse, or 

not to act on sexual feelings at all.  
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The primary (and many times only) way females are taught to advocate for 

themselves is to say “no” to the “ever-prowling” male attempting to take something from 

them they should not want taken. This strictly bounds the expression of female sexuality 

in the face of unbounded male sexuality. 

To the extent that we believe that adolescent sexuality is under control, it is 
adolescent girls whom we hold responsible, because we do not believe boys can 
or will be. We are left with a circuitous argument that fails to include the reality 
or importance of female adolescents’ own sexuality: Boys will be boys ergo 
sexuality is dangerous for girls. Our impulse to keep girls safe by keeping them 
under control seems so necessary that the cost of denying them the right to live 
fully in their own bodies appears unavoidable (Tolman 2002, pg. 15). 

Consequently, females are not taught how to consent to sexual intercourse. Sex occurs 

when the female stops saying “no.” It is easy to see that on a scale of consent, there is a 

great distance between not saying “no” and saying ”yes.”  

Messages females receive about their sexuality may leave them at a further 

disadvantage to act agentically since these messages are anything but clear.  

Young women are simultaneously taught to solicit and feel flattered by male 
sexual attention, to protect themselves against it, and to control men so that they 
do not express it. They are told that any self-respecting woman would ‘just leave’ 
at the first sign that a man is dominating or aggressive. Yet they are taught to 
‘stand by their men,’ and they are bombarded with movies, television, women’s 
magazines, advertisements, and romance novels in which ‘normal’ passion and 
romance involve coercion, domination, and physical force. Yet they are 
encouraged to aspire to objectified images of women in which they are more 
sexual or nurturant [sic] commodities than active agents in their own personal and 
sexual development (Phillips 2000, pg. 18). 

Taken together, this evidence demonstrates that it should come as no surprise that sexual 

agency remains elusive for many young females and sexual violation occurs all too 

frequently. 

While the concept I am using to guide this research is agency, I at no point asked 

my research participants directly about the concept of agency. I explored the concept of 

agency through discussing situations where expressing agency was a possibility. I asked 
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the participants about options available to them in disempowering situations as well as 

ways in which they met their needs in sexual situation. But the concept of agency itself is 

a more theoretical one and had no place in a practical discussion of female sexual 

behavior with individuals largely unfamiliar with the abstract treatment of this hard-to-

quantify indicator. While it is true that I am using a western concept of agency to study 

the sexual realities of women in Brazil, in agreement with the International Conference 

on Population and Development’s Programme of Action (1994) as well as the Universal 

Declaration of Human Rights (1948), I treat sexual agency, defined as possessing the 

ability to have one’s sexual needs met either in singular situations or more broadly over 

the life course, as a universal human right. 

CONCEPTUAL GROUNDING 

I approach my research project with a number of initial premises about sexual 

agency.  

 

1. A lack of agency leaves females vulnerable to unwanted sex. I expect there to 

be an inverse relationship between the amount of agency a female possesses 

and the probability that she has an unwanted sexual experience.  

2. A female is much more likely to experience a wanted sexual intercourse at 

sexual debut if the female acts agentically. The probability of a male 

orchestrating sexual intercourse at the correct time, place and in an acceptable 

manner without any feedback from the female is very slim. 

3. From a rights perspective, the most important gauge of a sexual interaction is 

whether the sexual experience is wanted. Any instance of sexual intercourse 

that occurs when it is unwanted by the female is a violation of her sexual and 

human rights and her physical autonomy. 
 19



4. Prerequisites to expressing sexual agency are feeling entitled to (a) decide 

what happens to one’s body and (b) protect oneself from unwanted sexual 

health outcomes. Possessing sexual information helps females express agency 

since they are in a more powerful position to anticipate sexual behavior and 

act accordingly so as to avoid unwanted sexual intercourse. 

STRATIFICATION OF THE SAMPLE 

Coming of age experiences are unique to when and where individuals were 

growing up. Female sexual agency is likely to differ according to time and social 

location—be that geographic, class-based, education-based, or race-based (Torres 2002, 

Gonçalves de Freitas, 1997 #781). Although race is a critical dimension of social 

experience, incorporating it in this analysis was beyond the scope of this study and will 

not be dealt with herein. The dimensions of social experience which I did take into 

account were geographic location (urban setting only), socio-economic status (measured 

dichotomously as low-income and middle- and upper-income), and time (in terms of 

cohort) of the respondents. The reasons for separating my sample by these characteristics 

are elaborated below.  

The different contraceptive use patterns of the southeast versus the northeast 

demonstrate a difference in sexual experiences at sexual debut in the two regions. It is to 

be expected that the northeast has lower contraceptive use than the southeast considering 

the northeast has poorer health outcomes in general including in higher infant mortality 

(BEMFAM 1997), higher maternal mortality, and lower life expectancy (IBGE 2001). 

These poorer health outcomes are a product of the poverty of the region. Developmental 

indicators also show the northeast at a disadvantage. Education levels are lower in the 

northeast where 32.6 percent of individuals 10 years or older are illiterate as compared to 

8.1 percent in the southeast (Brazilian Census 2000). Therefore, the health disparities 
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evident between these two regions make it likely that females in Belo Horizonte and 

Recife would experience different sexual debuts.  

The sharp hierarchical structure of Brazilian society, undergirded by one of the 

most unequal distributions of wealth in the world4 (Clements 1997), also would suggest 

that sexual experiences could be quite different between the lower-income compared to 

the middle-income segment of the population. Lower-income females’ greater 

vulnerability to sexual risk is evident in their poorer reproductive and sexual health 

outcomes. They are more likely to have their sexual debuts at a younger age (Kaufmann 

1991); to get HIV (although the disease started off in the upper-classes) (Teixeira 2002); 

to have an adolescent pregnancy; and to have an unexpected pregnancy (BEMFAM 

1999). This increased risk experienced by lower-income females demonstrates that 

lower-income and middle-income females are engaging in differentiated sexual behavior. 

There is ample evidence that gender roles in Brazil are in transition because of the 

decline in fertility (Martine 1996), the increase in contraceptive use (BEMFAM 1987 and 

BEMFAM 1997), the increase in female educational attainment (Pesquisa Nacional por 

Amostra de Domicílios 2001), and the increase in female exposure to the mass media 

(Faria and Potter 1999). In the last decades of the twentieth century there was a crisis in 

the modern family provoked by the rise of individualism—women challenged the 

separation of the public versus the private space and the strict division of labor (Vaitsman 

2001). This created a conflict between the individual and the collective within the family, 

challenging sexuality values as early as 1980 (Muraro 1996, Vaitsman, 2001 #568, 

Villela 1996 #574, Torres 2002 #577), (Barbosa 2001). Miranda-Ribeiro (1997) calls 

these changes the sexuality transition with the trend moving towards greater sexual 
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liberalism. Without a doubt, sexuality is being experienced differently today than it was a 

generation ago. 

 

Demographers began mid-twentieth century to be worried about overpopulation. 

While the surveys of the last decades of the twentieth century documented the fertility 

transition, it took the discipline until 1994 to focus away from quotas and onto women’s 

status as the best way to affect a change in population growth. The sexual rights 

movement ignited by the International Conference on Population and Development has 

focused on empowering women so that they could be better able to plan their families 

through education, increased access to health care, and greater social equality. While 

progress has been made over the last 10 years in the promotion of policies to improve 

women’s status worldwide, the study of the micro-unit of this whole operation, the 

dyadic couple, has gone largely unstudied. We still have very little information about this 

all-too-critical element of sexual and reproductive health behavior that begins, one could 

say, the chain reaction leading to STI exposure, sexual intercourse, and pregnancy. 

Starting with a treatment of sexual debut is one way to begin looking at this critical 

dynamic. This project is an attempt to lead us toward greater understanding of how this 

fundamental event likely occurs. 
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Chapter Three: Methodology 

The data gathering process can never be described in its totality because these ‘tales of 
the field’ are themselves part of an ongoing social process that in its minute-by-minute 

and day-to-day experience defies recapitulation. To take as one’s objective the making of 
a total description of the method of gathering data would shift the frame of ethnological 

reference, in effect substituting the means for the end. Such a substitution occurs when 
exactitude in reporting research methods takes priority over the solution to substantive 

sociological problems (Vidich and Lyman 1994). 

Studying female sexual agency at sexual debut requires trusting participants’ 

renditions of the stories they choose to tell since the event under study is by its very 

nature hidden from everyone but the participants and their sex partners. Although using 

individuals’ own renditions of events may be flawed, it remains the best research method 

for sociologists to learn about this intimate event. I selected focus groups as my 

methodology, thereby privileging group interaction about sexual agency and coercion 

over personal disclosure. 

METHODOLOGY: FOCUS GROUPS 

Focus groups have been used in demography both to inform survey results and to 

provide qualitative nuance and dimension to the study of complex social phenomena. 

Folch-Lyon et al. (1981) were the first to use focus groups to answer demographic 

questions, assessing family planning receptivity among Mexican consumers. Knodel and 

colleagues popularized focus groups in demographic research by using them to document 

the fertility transition in Thailand (Knodel, Chamratrithirong et al. 1987). Since then, 

focus groups have been used to study family size preferences, contraceptive attitudes, and 

other sexuality-related questions. The use of focus groups in Brazilian demographic 

research includes: the Pesquisa sobre Saúde Reprodutiva e Sexualidade do Jovem carried 

out with 15-24 year old males and females in Recife, Rio de Janeiro, and Curitiba 

(BEMFAM 1993); land use and health in the center-west region with miners and settlers 
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(CEDEPLAR 1995); an analysis of the effects of the media on perceptions of sexuality 

with male and female teenagers and mothers of teenagers in the states of São Paulo, 

Minas Gerais and Rio Grande do Norte (Miranda-Ribeiro 1997); and an analysis of 

barriers to condom use among adolescents in Belo Horizonte (Viegas-Pereira 2000).  

Group interaction provides unique insights into behavior, capturing a breadth of 

experience in a relatively short period of time (Jarrett 1993). Researchers bring together 

individuals with similar demographic profiles since homogeneous groups increase the 

probability that the participants will recognize common experiences in the narratives 

being presented and as a consequence, feel comfortable participating. Focus groups are 

best at generating what is considered to be normal or acceptable behavior. The difficulty, 

though, is distinguishing between honest reactions and participant performance. 

Nevertheless, these performances hold value since they reveal the most socially 

acceptable way of talking about the experience under study. In many ways, the skill of 

the moderator influences the extent to which participants simply perform. 

The moderator has a significant amount of flexibility regarding how she responds 

to participants. While she follows a guideline, she respects the natural flow of the 

discussion by accommodating issues that are not on the guideline but relevant to the 

discussion. The effect the moderator has on the results is not only determined by her 

skills, but also by how similar the participants perceive the moderator be to their age, 

SES, gender, education, etc. The more similar they perceive her to be to themselves, the 

more likely they are to feel comfortable speaking honestly. Her ability to balance the 

form of the study with the content of the discussion produces a research method that 

renders rich material for analysis. 

In selecting this method, I sought to capture females’ observations of normal 

sexual experiences at debut. Conducting focus groups with females of different 
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demographic profiles enabled me to compare and contrast how participants’ accounts 

differed by subgroup. (The logic for creating the sub-divisions is detailed in Chapter 

Two: Background and Significance.) While the moderator encouraged the participants to 

discuss social norms and popularly accepted behavior in the Brazilian context, the 

participants usually gravitated towards talking about personal experience. While this 

could be a result of the subject matter, it could also be evidence of the therapeutic effects 

that focus group participation presented (see discussion which follows on recruitment). 

To the extent that the participants slipped between the abstract and the first person in 

reporting their contributions, I too move between relating socially expected behavior in 

general and individual experience. These two different perspectives that the participants 

presented allow for different types of conclusions from the data, both of which I employ 

in the analysis. A detailed description of my study design follows. 

SAMPLE DESIGN 

This study was conducted in the southeast city of Belo Horizonte, in the 

mountains of Minas Gerais, and the northeast, coastal city of Recife, Pernambuco (see 

Appendix 1). Both cities are large metropolitan areas and the capitals of their respective 

states. With approximately 80 percent of the Brazil’s population residing in cities, 10 of 

which have more than a million inhabitants, it was fitting to carry out an urban study. The 

cities were selected by the (SRSR) Project as representative metropolitan areas of their 

respective regions. The two cities provide an interesting comparison between the 

wealthier, industrial southeast and the more impoverished, agrarian northeast. I 

determined participants’ city of residence by recruiting at locations only within the city 

limits of the two cities in the study. Upon first contact, most potential participants were 

informed that they had to live within the metropolitan area of that city to take part in the 
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study. I relied on females’ self-identification as city residents as a basis for preliminary 

inclusion in the study5.  

I used one of the following three ways to determine income level: household 

characteristics6, where the participant was recruited, or neighborhood of residence. In 

Belo Horizonte, my recruiter began carrying out a screening survey to determine the 

social status of possible participants. Yet it quickly became obvious that most females’ 

socio-economic status could be determined by where she was recruited since, by virtue of 

her presence at a particular location, her social class was evident. For instance, when 

recruiting at public health posts in favelas, all the females frequenting the post were 

lower-income. When recruiting from the private pre-vestibulares or public universities, it 

was equally clear that the females were overwhelmingly middle- and upper-class7. Some 

females were recruited in the neighborhoods in which they lived, so their class status was 

also certain. 

I selected the age groups 18-21 and 30-39 to capture the sexual experiences of 

two different generations. The lower end of the age range began at age 18 because I 

wanted a sample of contemporary females who were eloquent enough to communicate 

their experiences8. I chose a narrow age range for the younger age groups since puberty 

and young adulthood bring with them many rapid changes. I extended the age range in 

the older age groups since adults do not experience such rapid social change. In addition, 

extending the age group to encompass a nine-year age range made recruitment easier.  

                                                 
5 Approximately five women who participated did not actually live in the metropolitan area studied. It 
came out during the course of the group that in spite of the fact that the participant attended school or a 
health clinic within the metropolitan area, she actually lived in an adjoining suburb. 
6 According to ABIPEME criteria. 
7 The system of higher education in Brazil is structured so that the best universities are public. To get into 
the best universities requires going to the best high schools and pre-vestibulares, which are private. 
Therefore, it is very unusual for lower-income individuals to make it into the public universities. Pre-
vestibulares are study centers that prepare high school graduates to take the college entrance exams.  
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These criteria rendered a two by two cell study design for each city, giving me a 

total of eight cells. While it is ideal to conduct focus groups until saturation of the 

research topic is reached, I carried out three groups in each cell in order to gain as much 

variation in responses as possible under my temporal and financial constraints. 

 
 

lower-income 18-21 year olds 
 

 
middle-income 18-21 year olds 

 
 

lower-income 30-39 year olds 
 

 
middle-income 30-39 year olds 

 

The total sample size was twenty-four groups. In addition to meeting the demographic 

criteria cited above, one final condition for participation was that participants did not 

know the moderator or the note taker.  

RECRUITMENT 

Upon recruitment, all potential participants were told that their presence was 

being requested at a discussion about women’s health. They were assured confidentiality, 

that they would incur no financial costs from participating, and that they would be in an 

environment with women of their same age. 

Belo Horizonte 

Júnia Valeria Quiroga da Cunha, a doctoral student at CEDEPLAR, aided me in 

my recruitment efforts in Belo Horizonte. We recruited lower-income respondents from 

favelas, the Pre-UFMG pre-vestibular, and the janitorial staff of the building where I 

worked. It is not advisable for a non-resident to enter favelas since drug deals occur 

frequently and the motivations of an outsider are always suspicious. Therefore, I had to 

rely on residents to make contacts with potential participants. I obtained contact 
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information from an epidemiology graduate student at the Federal University of Minas 

Gerais to community leaders of favelas. One of those contacts, Ana Selma Moura, 

director of the Centro de Saúde Vila Imperial, allowed me to recruit eligible females 

through her health promoters who act as health advocates in the community. In another 

favela, Papagaio, a friend’s mother had worked at the school in that community and she 

set up a meeting for me with the principal. The principal introduced me to the community 

organizer who put me in touch with a health promoter who was willing to give me 

contact information for eligible women. In favela Vila Nova Ouro Preto, I gained access 

to a community leader through a graduate student at CEDEPLAR who had done previous 

work with her. The Pre-UFMG pre-vestibular is a free pre-vestibular that qualifies 

individuals to take the vestibular to get into the Federal, free university. Its students are 

therefore individuals who could not afford pay for a pre-vestibular course or for a 

university education.  

Júnia and I recruited the middle-income 18-21 and 30-39 year old respondents in 

Belo Horizonte through personal contacts as well as through the snowball method. The 

18-21 year olds were recruited primarily at private pre-vestibulares with one group 

recruited from a Catholic youth organization. We recruited from a wide variety of 

networks for the remainder of the participants. One participant was the cousin of one of 

the interviewers for the SRSR Project, another was a student of a personal friend who is a 

professor at one of the private universities in the city, and one was recruited at a rock 

concert. The final groups had a number of participants who were recruited by participants 

of the first groups. 

The first 30-39 year old group was composed of people that Júnia and I had made 

contact with via our personal networks: the friend of one of my neighbors, the roommate 

of one of the secretaries of CEDEPLAR, as well as students a pre-vestibular that had non-
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traditionally aged students. Starting with the respondents from this focus group, we used 

the snowball method to recruit the rest of the participants.  

Recife 

Adriana Pirro was responsible for recruiting the participants in Recife. She was a 

part-time employee at CURUMIM, the non-profit organization where I was based. She 

worked with local, neighborhood recruiters who identified and contacted possible 

participants for the focus groups. To arrange the lower-income focus groups, Adriana 

used three assistants to gain access to favelas. One of the assistants was a seamstress who 

came in contact with many members of the community through her work. The other two 

assistants were residents of favelas who were professional recruiters. 

The middle-income 18-21 year olds were the hardest to recruit in Recife since 

their focus groups were scheduled to take place in mid-December and this conflicted with 

a number of important events: the offering of the vestibular (which is only given twice a 

year); college exams; and Christmas parties. Adriana recruited in classrooms at the public 

university (UFPE) where professors would allow her to talk to their students; through 

personal networks; as well as through the snowball method. Middle-income 30-39 year 

olds in Recife were also very difficult to recruit. Women refused to make themselves 

available and they showed absolutely no interest in participating in the research project. It 

was the only group that asked if there was any kind of remuneration for participating. The 

majority of participants in this demographic were recruited with the help of the 

administrator at CURUMIM. She used personal contacts at the local newspaper, within 

the municipal government, and at the universities to get in touch with eligible women. 

As with any qualitative study, the participants do not constitute a representative 

sample. Nevertheless, it is worth acknowledging that in neither city did wealthy women 
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make it into the sample since they were not in the locations to which I, or my recruiters, 

had access. Nor did my recruiters or I have any personal contacts to wealthy community 

members who could help facilitate access to that demographic. Since I recruited in lower-

income areas in Belo Horizonte primarily through community organizers, lower-income 

individuals who were not part of the community organization were also not represented. 

While we did contact some participants through neighbor’s telephones, the sample under-

represents individuals without any kind of access to a telephone (which only introduced 

bias to my lower-income sample) since all the participants were contacted via telephone 

before the focus group. There was a definite over-representation of young lower-income 

females who were high school graduates than is reflective of the population at large in 

Belo Horizonte. The middle-income 18-21 year old participants in Recife were less likely 

to be college-bound or already in college because of the time of year that I conducted the 

focus groups. Finally, the fact that the groups were held primarily in the evening 

eliminated the participation of women who had night jobs or who did not have childcare 

assistance. 

THE MODERATING OF THE FOCUS GROUPS 

I hired native moderators to conduct the focus groups to as to reduce the 

probability of language misunderstandings that would have compromised the quality of 

the data. Júnia Valeria Quiroga da Cunha moderated six of the focus groups in Belo 

Horizonte. Her prior focus group experience had been watching me conduct the pilot 

focus groups as well as classroom training in focus group methodology. Mariane Miguel 

Chaves moderated the other six focus groups in Belo Horizonte. Mariane had extensive 

experience in focus group moderation since she had worked for two years on the 
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Classificação Brasileira de Ocupações (CBO)9 [the Brazilian Classification of 

Occupations] project conducting focus groups10. At the time I hired her she was working 

at Síntese, a political polling agency and marketing firm where her primary responsibility 

was to conduct focus groups. In Recife, the moderator for all of my focus groups was an 

anthropologist, Marcia Reis Longhi. She had been trained at the Federal University of 

Pernambuco and had experience in focus group moderation from working on a project 

under the direction of R. Parry Scott (Parry Scott, Quadros et al. 2002). 

I trained each moderator extensively on my project goal and focus group 

discussion guideline protocol. Júnia had edited my Portuguese as I developed the 

discussion guideline. We had debriefed after each pilot focus group about what I was 

trying to get at versus what we thought the participants had understood. After each focus 

group she moderated, I gave her my typed reactions and then we met to discuss my 

comments before the next focus group took place. I had discussed the project with 

Mariane at length since its inception and then more frequently during the development of 

the focus group discussion guideline. Prior to hiring her as a moderator, I observed her 

moderating a focus group for the CBO project. After each focus group she conducted, I 

sent her a written set of comments and she responded to them via email before the next 

focus group. When possible, we met in person and to discuss our reactions to the 

previous focus group. 

I trained Marcia first on the project and then on the logistics of how the focus 

groups were going to happen in Recife. She had a chance to ask extensive questions 

about the project. I then coached her in great detail on the focus group discussion 

guideline. After each of the first six focus groups Marcia moderated, we met to discuss 
                                                 
9 This was a project to rewrite all of the job descriptions for the government in 2002 (Eduardo Rios Neto, 
P.I.). 
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our reactions. By the time she had conducted six focus groups, I felt that it was no longer 

necessary to meet to talk about the previous focus groups because I felt her style was by 

that point well-developed and effective.  

I attended each focus group and acted as the note-taker. Júnia was a second note-

taker during the six focus groups that Mariane moderated in Belo Horizonte. I had a third 

note-taker during two focus groups in Belo Horizonte (Groups 7 and 13)—a sociologist 

from the Federal University of Minas Gerais, Luciana Dulci. Note-taking consisted of 

documenting non-verbal responses of the respondents, interactions of the respondents, 

identifying the speakers by jotting down the first few words of their contributions which 

would later be matched to the transcriptions, and otherwise taking note of what was going 

on within the group and in the room at that time. All of the focus groups were audiotaped. 

COMPOSITION OF THE FOCUS GROUPS 

Table 1 is a list of the focus groups conducted, including the date the group was 

held, the location where it was held, the age of the participants, socio-economic status of 

the participants, the number of participants in that group, as well as who moderated the 

group. A two-letter abbreviation indicates the city where the focus group was conducted 

(Belo Horizonte is BH and Recife is RE). The focus groups marked in gray are the pilot 

focus groups. 
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Group Date of 

Group 
Age Socio-

economic 
status 

Location 
where group 
was held 

Number of 
participants 

Moderator 

1-BH 4/29/02 18-21 Middle CEDEPLAR 6 Ann 
2-BH 4/30/02 18-21 Lower Madre 

Gertrudes 
6 Ann 

3-BH 6/15/02 18-21 Lower Vila Novo 
Ouro Preto 

8 Ann 

4-BH 6/27/02 30-39 Middle CEDEPLAR 8 Júnia 
5-BH 7/3/02 18-21 Middle CEDEPLAR 8 Júnia 
6-BH 7/6/02 30-39 Lower Vila Novo 

Ouro Preto 
6 Júnia 

7-BH 7/8/02 30-39 Middle CEDEPLAR 9 Mariane 
8-BH 7/09/02 18-21 Middle CEDEPLAR 6 Mariane 
9-BH 7/12/02 30-39 Lower CEDEPLAR 7 Mariane 
10-BH 7/13/02 18-21 Lower Pré-UFMG 7 Mariane 
11-BH 7/13/02 18-21 Middle Igreja de 

Lourdes 
6 Mariane 

12-BH 7/16/02 18-21 Lower Pré-UFMG 7 Mariane 
13-BH 7/25/02 18-21 Lower CEDEPLAR 6 Júnia 
14-BH 7/25/02 30-39 Middle CEDEPLAR 7 Júnia 
15-BH 7/26/02 30-39 Lower CEDEPLAR 7 Júnia 
16-RE 10/22/02 30-39 Lower CURUMIM 10 Marcia 
17-RE 10/24/02 18-21 Lower CURUMIM 10 Marcia 
18-RE 10/26/02 30-39 Lower CURUMIM 11 Marcia 
19-RE 10/29/02 30-39 Lower CURUMIM 7 Marcia 
20-RE 10/31/02 18-21 Lower CURUMIM 6 Marcia 
21-RE 11/14/02 18-21 Lower CURUMIM 8 Marcia 
22-RE 11/19/02 30-39 Middle CURUMIM 6 Marcia 
23-RE 11/21/02 30-39 Middle CURUMIM 7 Marcia 
24-RE 11/23/02 30-39 Middle CURUMIM 4 Marcia 
25-RE 12/03/02 18-21 Middle CURUMIM 4 Marcia 
26-RE 12/05/02 18-21 Middle CURUMIM 3 Marcia 
27-RE 12/16/02 18-21 Middle CURUMIM 6 Marcia 
28-RE 12/17/02 30-39 Middle CURUMIM 6 Marcia 

Table 2. Focus Group Discussion Schedule 

While traditional focus group literature says that a focus group should be on 

average six to twelve individuals, the sensitivity of the topic, the educational level of the 
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respondents, and the skill of the moderator all affect the appropriate size. I found that a 

group larger than six was usually too large because not everyone was fully engaged and 

more timid participants would never get a chance to contribute. Side conversations would 

frequently start that would detract from the primary discussion and impede the quality of 

the audio-tape. Groups of less than six also worked well for this discussion topic for 

middle-income participants. Since the results of the smaller focus groups were congruent 

with the results of the other focus groups, I have confidence that the moderator was able 

to create a similar environment that fostered valuable group interaction even when the 

groups were small.  

Table 2 shows a summary of respondents’ characteristics on a number of basic 

demographic variables: age (included as average age of the group), education, color, civil 

status and parity. All the questions were open-ended except for the civil status question. 

Since I did not select on sexual experience, to my knowledge, I had virgins in most of my 

18-21 year old groups but none in my 30-39 year old groups in either city.
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BH L 
18-21 

BH L 
30-39 

BH M 
18-21 

BH M 
30-39 

RE L 
18-21 

RE L 
30-39 

RE M 
18-21 

RE M 
30-39 

 (n=26) (n=20) (n=20) (n=24) (n=25) (n=28) (n=13) (n=23)

Mean age11 19.5 33.9 20.1 32.3 19.8 35.1 19.7 35.2 
Currently attending school       

Yes 18 2 20 10 16 7 11 7 
No 7 18 0 6 9 21 2 16 

Missing 1 0 0 8 0 0 0 0 
Mean years of 
schooling 
completed12 11.0 6.5 11.8 12.5* 7.3 7.4 12.0 13.3 
Color         

Branca [White] 8 1 9 10 7 5 8 8 
Morena 7 14 9 3 11 17 2 8 

Negra 5 2 2 0 1 2 1 0 
Amarela 
[Yellow] 2 0 0 0 0 1 0 0 

Parda 2 1 0 1 0 0 3 3 
Marrom 1 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 

Morena clara 1 0 2 1 4 2 0 3 
Preta [Black] 0 2 0 1 1 1 0 0 

Mestiça 0 0 0 0 1 0 0 0 
Branca/parda 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 1 

Missing 0 0 0 8* 0 0 0 0 
Marital status         

Never in union 22 4 17 10 17 7 12 4 
In union 1 9 2 1 1 2 1 3 
Married 0 5 0 5 6 12 0 7 

Separated/ 
Divorced 2 2 0 0 1 7 0 9 
Missing 1 0 1 8* 0 0 0 0 

 
 
         

                                                 
11 I collected age numerically and by birthday. When both pieces of information were filled out correctly, 
there was an inconsistency in only three cases of women misreporting their age but who were still eligible 
for participation in the group. There was only one case of a respondent misreporting her age so that she was 
actually ineligible for participation in the group, but she was only one year younger than the youngest age 
allowed in the group. 
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Number of children13       
0 22 1 19 14 18 5 12 8 
1 2 4 0 0 4 4 1 6 
2 1 2 1 2 1 8 0 8 
3 0 5 0 0 1 7 0 0 
4 0 4 0 0 1 1 0 1 
5 0 3 0 0 0 2 0 0 
8 0 0 0 0 0 1 0 0 

Missing 1 1 0 8* 0 0 0 0 
         
* This data was not collected on this question from one of the focus groups in this cell. 

Table 3. Participants’ demographic statistics 

I had a total sample of 179 participants. 

The color question posed problems, primarily for the lower-income, older 

participants. Most respondents did not seem to intuitively know what color they were. 

They would look at their skin and attempt to describe what they saw. There was 

frequently a clumping of color-identification within a particular focus group. This would 

happen when one participant would start asking the female next to her what color she was 

and they would decide on a color. Overhearing this, other participants would say, “Well, 

if you’re XX, I am too.” The participants reacted the same way to the race question (data 

not shown).  

The participants overwhelmingly let me know that they appreciated participating. 

The first question most of them asked at the end of the focus group was when could they 

participate again. One lower-income 30-39 year old actually returned to attempt to 

participate in another focus group. Almost all let me know without solicitation that they 

had found it valuable to talk about these issues with other females similar to themselves. 

The participants were touchingly magnanimous, expressing hope that their contributions 
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would be useful in improving the reproductive lives of young women. Many expressed 

interest in learning about the results of the study. 

FOCUS GROUP DISCUSSION GUIDELINE 

The focus group discussion guideline was developed with the assistance of a 

focus group discussion manual as well as discussions with colleagues and pilot testing of 

the questions (Krueger 1998). While the questions continued to be modified slightly after 

the pilot testing and during the beginning of the fieldwork, the changes made to the 

discussion guideline were minimal. The questions always maintained the same focus. 

The groups began with the moderator asking all the participants to make 

nametags. Then she would introduce herself and ask all of the respondents to introduce 

themselves. At this point, I would introduce myself as well. Part of the introduction was 

naming a hobby. Then the moderator would explain what a focus group is and the more 

specific interest of the study—not just that it was about women’s health but that it was 

about women’s sexual experiences and specifically their first sex experiences. The 

participants were told the discussion would last approximately two hours and that it 

would be tape-recorded. They were assured confidentiality and were told how the 

research would be used. The participants were also told that they had the right to leave at 

any point or not answer questions they did not want to answer. And lastly, they were 

asked to sign consent forms (see Appendix 2) per Human Subjects Committee 

specifications. Every single person who came to the focus group agreed to stay and 

signed the consent form. While participation varied to the extent that some women never 

spoke at all, no one asked to leave early.  

The focus group discussion began by asking participants to recall what dating had 

been like when they were girls. This portion of the discussion explored issues of power 
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within adolescent relationships since understanding power issues outside of the sexual 

relationship helped inform power issues in the sexual relationship. It was intended to get 

the participants in the mindset of remembering when they and their peers were having sex 

for the first time. The discussion went on to explore participants’ expectations of their 

sexual debut experiences and then compare those ideas to the lived sexual debut 

experiences with which they were familiar. The moderator explored areas indicating the 

extent to which females were able to exercise control over their sexual debut experiences 

such as who initiated sexual intercourse, where would it take place, would the couple talk 

about sex, would they discuss the use of contraception, etc.  

The second half of the focus group explored sexual communication, sexual 

negotiation strategies, and sexual pressures. The section on sexual communication 

discussed how both males and females communicated willingness or unwillingness and 

how that was received by the other sex. The sexual negotiation portion asked about 

participants’ perceptions regarding female and male sexual availability at female sexual 

debut and what females gained by having unwanted sex. The pressures section explored 

whether and under what conditions first sex could be considered obligatory; fears females 

had of saying “no” to sexual intercourse at first sex; and whether there existed a point 

when females lost the right to say “no” to sex. The last quarter to half-hour was spent on 

scenarios of sexual debut experiences. The scenarios presented a number of situations 

where the female either had an unwanted, but voluntary debut experience, or she 

successfully avoided having sexual intercourse. The participants were asked about these 

scenarios including how realistic they thought they were. The second-to-last question was 

about how the participants perceived sexual intercourse at debut to happen differently 

today than it did when they had their sexual debuts. Finally, the moderator asked the 

participants if there was anything they would have asked if they had been moderating that 
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had not been included in the discussion (see Appendix 3). The focus group ended with 

presenting a small gift to the respondents and literature about reproductive health services 

and counseling services in their city. The shortest focus group was approximately an hour 

and a quarter and the longest focus group lasted almost three hours. 

TRANSCRIPTIONS 

All of the tapes were transcribed by a native Portuguese speaker with previous 

transcription experience in academic research. In Belo Horizonte I hired the Elber 

Santiago Flores to transcribe my tapes. He had completed some social science graduate 

work and had transcribed tapes for other members of the CEDEPLAR faculty. He 

transcribed nine of the twelve groups from Belo Horizonte. In Recife, I hired transcriber 

Angela Araújo, who had previous experience transcribing for other international 

researchers (Dalsgaard n.d.). She transcribed the remaining three groups from Belo 

Horizonte and all of the groups from Recife. With Angela, I found it helpful that she was 

of a similar social background as my lower-income respondents since she had a better 

understanding than me of their accents and slang. I ran a test on the quality of my 

transcriptions by hiring a native Portuguese speaker, Giovana Resende Pinto, an 

undergraduate trainee at the Population Research Center during the spring of 2003, to 

transcribe 30 minutes of tape. The transcription done in Brazil and her transcription were 

for the most part identical, giving me confidence in the accuracy of my transcriptions. 

I listened to all of the tapes and edited each transcription. I was always able to add 

something to each transcription that improved and refined the meaning of the data. In 

addition, I added voice intonation and intensity, documenting when pauses occurred and 

how long they lasted, and when it was possible to decipher a general sentiment such as 

agreement or disagreement even if no exact words were intelligible. I also added the 

identification of the speaker from the notes that had been taken during the focus groups, 
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allowing me to link the contributions of the respondents with their identities. All 

translations are my own (see Reliability and Validity section). I have left some 

vocabulary in Portuguese when the Portuguese contains meanings beyond what the 

English translation can capture.  

ANALYSIS 

I used NVIVO2 created by QSR International for my data analysis. It provides a 

code-and-retrieve organizational system where one defines content by coding the text that 

is then retrievable according to theme (Richards and Richards 1994). NVIVO2’s design 

functions as a tree system with branches and nodes. The branches are the primary ideas 

and the nodes are the sub-topics that fall under the different branches. There are two other 

types of nodes which NVIVO2 can accommodate as well: free nodes which are non-

hierarchical, free-standing nodes, and case nodes which are in-depth case studies of one 

individual. Each coded quote automatically brings with it the label of the file from which 

it was taken. A quote can be classified an innumerable number of times when it falls 

under more than one classification. (For a richer description of this process, see Richards 

and Richards 1994).  

I created the tree structure while I was reading the transcripts which allowed me 

to build an analytical structure that was as specific as possible to the themes in the data. 

Since each focus group was unique, each group added further depth to the primary set of 

ideas explored. Therefore, the tree structure that emerged from the transcripts 

continuously evolved while I was coding my data. At the time of this writing, I had 443 

nodes of coded data: 430 nodes in the tree node structure, 10 nodes in the free node 

structure, and 3 nodes in the case node structure. Each case node I created contained one 

woman’s story that emerged over the course of the focus group. It was imperative to 

create a separate case node to maintain the integrity of her story since her story contained 
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unique meaning when kept together such as capturing inconsistencies or transformative 

experiences.  

The methods I used to analyze my transcripts were to look at the frequency of the 

occurrence of a specific idea (how often did a certain idea come up?), extensiveness of 

the opinion (how many people spoke about the same idea?), and intensity (how strong 

was the opinion/point of view that was expressed?) (Krueger 1998). Frequency does not 

take into account the number of different people who made a specific point, but rather the 

numeric appearance of a specific idea. To understand how many people talked about a 

specific idea, extensiveness of the opinion, it was important to match the quote with the 

respondent when possible. This type of identification allowed me to specify the 

prevalence of the topic I was discussing (i.e. whether many, some, or few participants 

spoke about a certain idea). Intensity was the most difficult to capture because it is 

composed not only of words and the intonations used when expressing an idea, but body 

language as well. I attempted to incorporate intensity into my analysis by documenting 

intonation, and when possible, noting non-verbal reactions of the speaker if I had 

captured them as a note-taker. Lastly, I progressed to an analysis of the language of the 

quotes. 

Language was a central aspect of my analysis for four primary reasons:  language 

about sexuality is full of slang; women lack language to talk honestly and openly about 

sexuality; verb tense is informative in terms of gaining insight into sexual agency; and the 

transcriptions are not in my native tongue. Slang words for sex organs and sexual actions 

are ubiquitous in all languages. Portuguese is no exception. For example, it was common 

during the focus groups for a participant to refer to her sexual debut experience as “Eu me 

perdi14” [I lost myself]. Common phraseology such as this required special attention and 
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analysis since they hold meaning independent of the body part or act they are referencing. 

Secondly, in my focus groups, some females were speaking for the first time about their 

first sex experiences. Not surprisingly, some were inarticulate and had difficulty naming 

their emotions surrounding that experience. When possible, I tried to decipher the 

meaning of what they were saying but many times I was unable to. Thirdly, I tried to pay 

particular attention to the voice and perspective that the participants used to describe 

sexual debut experiences for insights that gave me regarding agency. Lastly, since I was 

analyzing the focus group transcriptions in a non-native tongue, I tried my best to 

understand the meaning of the Portuguese so as to represent the participants’ voices as 

accurately as possible.  

I attempted to avoid language misunderstandings by training my moderators to 

ask for clarification when uncommon expressions were used. This occurred in Group 15 

when the respondents were talking about reasons to leave a man. One respondent stated 

that if he only has a minimum salary15, he cannot keep a woman. All the participants 

burst into laughter yet the moderator did not. This prompted one of the participants to ask 

the moderator if she understood what was meant by minimum salary, and she said in this 

context, she did not. One of the respondents held up her thumb and index finger close 

together to show that in this context, minimum salary meant a small penis. In situations 

where the moderator understood the meaning, I relied on her to help me interpret the 

meaning. I compiled a list of jargon and used it as a reference guide. 

Context of the response was also considered during the course of analysis. I paid 

close attention to the interactions between the participants since responses could have 
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was set at R$200.00. Therefore, someone who was earning more than six minimum salaries was earning 
more than R$1200.00 per month. (The exchange rate was approximately $R3=$US1 during the time I 
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been influenced by the tone of the discussion as well as roles that participants assumed 

during the course of the focus group. Some participants changed their opinion during the 

course of the focus group in reaction to other participants or the moderator. It was not 

possible to incorporate this information into the results without making them 

cumbersome. Thus, contextual factors were influential in my understanding of the 

transcriptions and influenced the way I reported the information but do not show up in 

the analysis. 

The open-ended nature of the questions in the discussion guideline enabled the 

participants to bring up topics that they believed were important. The probes were there 

to serve as checks when the respondents did not bring up a certain topic so as to make 

sure that the reaction to that topic was recorded. Due to time constraints and the unique 

flow of each focus group, it was not always possible to explore each probe, thus a good 

deal of the discussion was shaped primarily by what the respondents chose to bring up in 

relation to the primary themes. In the final stage of analysis, I took note of differences in 

what was brought up spontaneously within my focus group divisions as well as themes I 

was interested in exploring that were never brought up. 

I attempted to look at marital and premarital sexual debut and found that the 

distinction between the two categories was unclear. Separating premarital from marital 

sexual debut is often a subjective distinction in Brazil. Historically, marriage was not 

possible for slaves or the free poor (Rebhun 1999; Caufield 2000) and their non-

traditional unions, called marriages, became commonplace. These types of unions still 

occur today and have been adopted across all races and among the middle-class. The 

initiation of this type of marriage is usually cohabitation yet what qualifies as 

cohabitation is also subjective. Among lower-income populations, it is not unheard of for 

a man to maintain more than one household. In this type of situation, marriage may be 
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determined more by the level of financial support than by a man’s physical presence. The 

practice of multiple residences also occurs among the middle and upper classes where the 

man may either be single or married and have a lover, usually lower-class, with whom he 

cohabits a portion of his time (Goldstein 1999). In this type of relationship, the male is 

known as the coroa (literally meaning crown, but figuratively meaning a middle-age man 

who is supporting a lower-income woman). Depending again upon financial support and 

whether they have children together, the lower-income woman may consider this man her 

husband. 

Another complication in identifying marital status at sexual debut is that among 

the lower-income population, whether sexual intercourse is the beginning of a formal 

relationship can depend upon the actions taken by the male post-intercourse. The most 

common way for the sexual debut to be considered the initiation of a marriage is for the 

male assumir [to assume] the female. This means that the male takes formal and possibly 

public responsibility for the fact that the female is no longer a virgin. Her reputation is 

thereby preserved and she is perceived by the community to be formally connected to 

him, in effect, married, and cohabitation frequently begins at this point. All of these 

factors complicate the distinction between pre- and post-marital coital debut. 

I use direct quotes of the participants to illustrate points I find important, followed 

by analysis in my own language of the participants’ contribution. I have attempted to 

select quotes that are typical and clear. Implied words are incorporated in brackets when 

they improve intelligibility. I identify the speakers by a “P” for participant, followed by a 

number that represents an individual so that the reader can hopefully get a feel for the 

flow of the discussion by following who is speaking. The moderator is identified as “M.” 

In the presentation of the quotes, “I.S.” stands for inaudible section, “S.T.” stands for 
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simultaneous talking, and (…) stands for omitted text. Each quote is followed by the 

identification of the group from which it came. All translations are my own. 

RELIABILITY AND VALIDITY 

It is important to reiterate at this point that the results of this research cannot be 

generalized as the methodology chosen does not allow for it. The focus group participants 

do not represent a random sample of participants. In addition, the small sample size used 

represents only a small number of experiences. And lastly, the research was conducted 

only in two large, urban centers in an incredibly diverse country. Therefore, the results 

must be read keeping in mind that the experiences captured herein do not portend to 

speak to the country as a whole, only to the finite population captured in this qualitative 

sample. 

Apart from errors of translation and interpretation, there are two places where 

validity errors, meaning whether the data captures women’s experiences as I am 

presenting them, could have occurred. The first is whether women understood my 

questions and the second is whether women truthfully answered the questions as they 

understood them. I attempted to reduce error on the first point by studying, when 

possible, how past researchers asked about this topic. I used a native moderator to further 

minimize miscommunication with the respondents. On the second point, the consistency 

of themes that emerged during the course of conducting the focus groups gave me 

confidence in the legitimacy of the answers I obtained. There was nevertheless no doubt 

that an element of performance occurred during the focus groups. This performance was 

obvious when participants would begin by giving the socially-prescribed answers to 

questions of sexual negotiation—“No means no.” Discussions moved beyond this 

performative element when participants challenged this simplistic and socially approved 

of answer.  
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There are strengths and weaknesses of the method chosen. A strength is that the 

focus group participants presented rich narratives of the sexual dynamic at sexual debut, 

allowing for insight into this incredibly intimate and socially important experience. A 

weakness is that the females who are included in this sample are by no means 

representative of all women in both cities, much less of experiences of women in the 

entire country. Therefore, generalizations cannot be made from the results.  

My own social location was less relevant to the data gathering process in this 

study than many other qualitative studies since I was one step removed from my research 

subjects. I was not moderating the focus group—I was an observer. Therefore the social 

location of the moderator was most likely more relevant to the stories being told in the 

focus groups than was my perspective as an observer. The fact that the moderators were 

at times of different social statuses, skin color, and educational levels than the 

respondents surely impacted the answers they received from the participants. It is 

possible that my observational presence as a white academic also influenced the answers 

given. At the very least, the analysis presented herein is greatly influenced by my status 

as a white academic since all of the results have been filtered through my analysis. By 

being selective of the stories I present, I am privileging some voices over others. While I 

have done my best to accurately relate the stories shared in the focus groups so as to 

represent the women’s own voices, I am ultimately the one interpreting the meaning of 

their stories and thus shaping what the reader takes away from this study. Therefore, in 

the end, this work is my own representation of women’s experiences at sexual debut 

which I have tried to present as accurately and honestly as possible.  
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Chapter Four: Sexual Scripts 

Beginning in the 1970s, sociologists, anthropologists, and psychologists began 

identifying some of the socially expected ways of acting in sexual encounters. These 

sexual scripts are the vehicles by which social forces impact sexual behavior.  

Discourses help shape our thinking, often without our awareness that they are 
even there; they also provide the raw materials from which we form our 
perceptions and interpret our experiences. Conveyed through cultural institutions 
(such as the law, the media, and disciplines like psychology that normalize certain 
behaviors and pathologize others), they are also transmitted to us (and we, in turn, 
reproduce them, by consent or by silence (through our personal experiences with 
our families, educators, partners, and friends) (Phillips 2000, pg. 37). 

Sexual scripts are based on shared meanings about gender roles (Mahay 2001). The more 

differentiated the gender roles, the more strictly delimited the sexual roles will be. These 

scripts articulate culturally appropriate behavior and can act as a measure against which 

individuals judge and calibrate their actions. Scripts are a product not only of gender but 

also of race, class, religion, physical attractiveness, etc. When these different scripts are 

taken together, they can contain contradictory messages about behavior (Paiva 1996). 
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Simon and Gagnon propose a three-level framework for understanding sexual scripting 

composed of cultural scenarios, interpersonal scripts, and intrapsychic scripts (Simon and 

Gagnon 1987). Cultural scenarios are broad cultural guidelines to social life and behavior 

which “exist at the level of the collective” {Simon, 1986 #536, pg. 98). For example, a 

cultural scenario within the population I studied was that females knew they were 

expected to be submissive to males. The second level at which social scripting occurs is 

interpersonal scripts, which are context-specific internalizations of cultural scenarios that 

individuals employ to meet their sexual desires. They are influenced by actual or 

anticipated responses of the sexual partner. An interpersonal script that emerged from my 

data was that females did not expect to initiate their sexual debut since the majority of 



them had expected to have their sexual debut with a sexually-experienced partner. Lastly, 

the third level at which sexual scripting occurs is intrapsychic scripts, which are personal, 

internalized justifications of acting out sexual behavior based on understandings of 

cultural scenarios and interpersonal scripts taken together. A prevalent intrapsychic script 

was that a male was unlikely stop the sexual encounter even if the female said “no” 

because of his understandings of male and female sexuality. Applying this framework to 

the research done on sexual scripting in Brazil helps clarify where these sexual scripts are 

in existence. Since it has been more popular to study lower-income individuals in Brazil, 

the majority of research on sexual scripts comes from lower-income experiences.  

The cultural scenario of sex in Brazil is constructed according to activity and 

passivity {Fry, 1982 #3, Parker, 1991 #27}. The female sexuality is expected to be loyal, 

accommodating, and compassionate as the counterpoint to male sexuality which is 

“animal-like, uncontrollable, and thoughtless” (Goldstein 2003, 238, Zanotta Machado 

1998). A linguistic example of this accommodation is females’ frequent use of the verb 

“to service” to mean performing sexual intercourse. 

Individuals’ interpersonal scripts also serve, in many ways, to reinforce these 

dyadic cultural scripts, although accommodating greater variation than the cultural script 

represents. Selecting data on masculinity from a number of different ethnographic 

research projects conducted in various parts of the country, Leal and Boff (1996) found 

that lower-income women in Porto Alegre defined a good female sexual partner was 

someone who “understands the man, and his sexual necessities,” “she who does what a 

man wants her to do in bed,” who “understand[s] the man, and his sexual necessities;” 

“be the woman that he wants her to be;” “who gives pleasure to males;” “who satisfies 

the male;” “who is understanding and who doesn’t complain to the husband;” “who can 

perceive when her husband wants [sex];” “who is attentive and supplies the needs of her 
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husband;” and “who can understand when men want sex and perceive what kind of 

touches he wants” (pg. 130). Men believed that a good female partner was “someone who 

takes initiative” and as “one who is understanding but imposes herself” (pg. 130). Males 

defined being good in bed as “doing what the woman wants” and “satisfying a woman” 

(pg. 132). But other definitions were, “I am. To have the potential to make the woman 

ask for me to stop” and “to leave her with pain in her stomach, with something growing 

inside her [pregnant]” [all the preceding quotes in this paragraph my translation] (pg. 

132). All the definitions of female sexuality given by females subordinated females’ 

sexual interests to male’s sexual interests. While some male expectations of female 

sexuality allowed for female action and attention to females’ sexual interests, it also 

expected accommodation and even included images of male sexual excess. According to 

the authors, men frequently associated excess with their sexuality. Leal and Boff 

conclude that expressions of male sexuality are more individualistic than female’s 

expressions which is a result of the individualism of the street/public life (Leal and Boff 

1996). 

Another conceptualization of female sexuality voiced in focus groups by middle-

class men 25-50 years old in São Paulo is the idea of a dormant female sexuality—

females are not interested in sex until males awaken sexual desire in them (Villela and 

Barbosa 1996; cf. Espin 1986). This is congruent with a passive conceptualization of 

female sexuality. Females in Villela and Barbosa’s study voiced how they were aware of 

orchestrating the situation to make the male feel like he was responsible for her sexual 

preparation since a female who demonstrated interest in sex in the absence of male-

facilitated arousal could elicit social castigation (Villela and Barbosa 1996). In stark 

contrast to the idea that males need to awaken female sexuality is a belief also voiced by 

males of an inherent hypersensuality of females (Caravelas 1994). This construction 
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legitimizes virginity until marriage, confinement to the home once married, and sexual 

submissiveness to ones’ husband so as to minimize opportunities for female 

hypersensuality to express itself. While the two constructions conceive of female 

sexuality in diametrically opposite ways, both conceptualizations are justifications for 

male control over female sexuality. 

The primary sexual scripts which emerged during the course of my focus groups 

were the cultural scenarios of the ever-sexual male in juxtaposition to the demure and 

accommodating female. The cultural and interpersonal scripts for males at females’ 

sexual debut experiences were that males were expected to be sexually experienced, 

males needed sex, and that males would not turn down an opportunity to have sexual 

intercourse. The interpersonal and intrapsychic scripts for females at sexual debut were 

that females could not appear sexually eager, females always had to turn down sexual 

intercourse, and the danger of not abiding by those scripts was losing ones’ status as a 

“girl to marry” and only being a “girl to date.” These strictly defined roles served to 

stymie authentic sexual action, leaving females who adhered to these sexual scripts with 

less power in the sexual sphere than males. 

THE CONSTANTLY SEXUAL MALE 

The way the female participants perceived male sexuality among men who they 

would possibly choose to have as their sexual partners was that males were more sexually 

experienced (cultural scenario); males needed to have sex (with many different partners) 

(cultural scenario); and males would never turn down the opportunity to have sex 

(interpersonal script).  
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The sexually experienced male 

Participants expected their sexual debut to be with someone who was sexually 

experienced because they assumed males to be sexually active earlier and with many 

partners.  

M: How was it [regarding initiation]? 

P1: Boys I think are much more developed, more like [I.S.] into the hunt. (…) I 
think boys are much more developed than girls. 

M: What does it mean to be more developed? 

P1: More clever, they know what’s going to happen after the kiss…(lower-income 
30-39 year olds, Recife, Group 19). 

 

Older, lower-income respondents from Recife talked about how when they were having 

their sexual debuts, it was more common for both partners to discover sex together but 

they perceived the male adolescents of today to be much more experienced than females 

(Group 16). Therefore, they perceived there to be less mutual discovery happening and 

more male to female sexuality information transmission today. Younger females 

substantiated this. 

P1: Males are generally more experienced because they start [their sex lives] 
much earlier than we do (…) 

P2: Males think that they’re much more experienced. So even when he’s not, he 
acts like he is [laughter] (lower-income 18-21 year olds, Belo Horizonte, Group 
10). 

 

M: When sex happens, who takes initiative?  

 Everyone: The guy. 

P1: The guy.  

P2: [He says:] ‘Do this, grab me here’ [laughter]. 
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 P3: That’s because guys are much more experienced than the girls. 

P4: Women are more carente [helpless, deprived]. 

P2: Carente. 

P1: More sensitive than the guy. 

P4: Even those who haven’t had sexual relations, they talk with their guy friends 
who’ve had more experiences with women, and that kind of guy also thinks he 
knows what’s going on. 

P3: Always, né? 

P5: Always (lower-income 18-21 year olds, Recife, Group 17). 

According to the lower-income 18-21 year olds, males are expected to act sexually 

experienced, even if they are not. In juxtaposition to this male control, the lower-income, 

younger group from Recife labels females as carentes [helpless]. 

This dynamic introduces an element of power into the sexual relation among 

younger women that may not have been so salient a generation ago. If the males are the 

bearers of information, they are in a position to impart only what they feel is to their 

advantage to impart or even go further by distorting information if they calculate that it is 

to their advantage to do so. Therefore, females of today are more vulnerable to male 

sexual control than females of a generation ago since males of today are perceived to be 

the exclusive possessors of sexual information at a female’s sexual debut.  

The male need for sex 

Females understood frequent male sexual activity as a male need to have sexual 

intercourse that some females felt compelled to satisfy.  

P1: Men want sex all the time, you know?  

P2: And when he wants it, we have to give it to him. 

P3: All the time, you know? (lower-income 18-21 year olds, Belo Horizonte, 
Group 12). 
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This theme has appeared in previous research in other countries. In research conducted in 

Buenos Aires, Manzelli found that males accepted that they were the ostensible owners of 

an “indomitable sexuality” [my translation] that they could not control (Manzelli 2004). 

Villela and Barbosa’s study participants stated that male sexual dissatisfaction carried 

various disastrous consequences, namely irritation and nervousness that, depending on its 

intensity could lead eventually to cheating on his partner as well as to problems at work 

and with his boss (1996). As such, sex was deemed necessary for males to stay calm and 

balanced.  

This cultural scenario is so strong that even when a male demonstrated different 

behavior, one participant had a hard time trusting what he said.  

M: When a female doesn’t want to [have sex] and she says ‘no’ or is thinking of 
saying ‘no’…does she have some fears in saying ‘no’? 

Everyone: She does. 

P1: I think she does. 

M: Why? 

P2: Look, the majority of men are scoundrels. We’re not. I don’t trust my 
boyfriend. I love him, I think he’s the man of my life. [laughter] [I.S.] And I say 
to him that I don’t trust him. [I.S.] I know that he could find another woman, you 
know? Of course I wouldn’t be the same with him after that. I don’t think I’d even 
look in his face because I wouldn’t accept this…especially if I knew, you know? 
Obviously. But it’s just like I said [I.S.] [he could] get another woman. So even 
though he tells me that he’ll wait and tolerate me and give me what I want, I want 
to believe him [laughter] but women have fears. I have fear. [I.S.] Now I’m really 
scared that he’ll find someone else to satisfy him, you know? (lower-income 18-
21 year olds, Belo Horizonte, Group 10). 

This participant’s partner reassured her he would wait to have sexual intercourse until she 

was ready. Yet since this contradicts the dominant script that men need sex, she had 

trouble trusting him because of the cultural scenario that prevailed. 
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This perceived need for sex made some participants sympathetic lovers to married 

men. In this intrapsychic script, participants who were having sexual relations with 

married men disapproved of the fact that these men’s wives did not sexually provide for 

them. 

P: He’s a sweetheart. He’s married. He says to me, ‘Adriana, my wife is very 
cold. I look for sex with her and she doesn’t want it. [Disapproving noises from 
the group.] She’s not even present. That’s why I como fora [eat out16]. You’re 
superior. Better.’…[I ask him:] ‘You’re not feeling guilty about the situation?’ 
Scolding, he says, ‘She’s cold. She’s not good for me.’ Really, he’s passionate 
(lower-income 30-39 year olds, Recife, Group 18). 

The disapproving noises from the other group members when the narrator talked about 

how this man’s wife did not satisfy him sexually suggests that these lower-income 

females believe that it is a wife’s responsibility to sexually satisfy her husband. Her 

lover’s passion justifies to her why he needs to be comendo fora. While it is not clear 

whether this male is the participant’s first partner, this narrative represents females’ 

attitudes towards males need to have an active sexual partner. 

Females perceived males to need sex with many different partners. The lower-

income, younger participants accepted this behavior in a non-judgmental, factual way, as 

long as they were the ones to wind up with the guy. 

P1: The man that I marry, I want him to have had relations with lots of other 
women. That’s because men have a need to have sexual relations with many 
women. A woman doesn’t have that need. Because [men] want to…it’s always 
been like this, this thing of taking full advantage, you know, taking advantage of 
life, taking advantage of life and having lots of women. So I always thought that 
my husband, the person with whom I would marry, would have already had lots 
of other relations. He won’t feel the necessity to look for other women. (…) I 
don’t have any interest in having sex with anyone else to find out if it’s as good as 
or better than, or to see if the relation is good or not. I don’t have this curiosity. 
But that’s not true for males. Males are curious. Normally they have this, 
whatever, I don’t know if it’s a necessity or, I don’t know what it is [laughter] 
(…) 
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P2: Males have the need to have sexual relations with numerous women. I want to 
marry one that has lots of experience so that because he’s had these experiences, 
he won’t go looking for other women (lower-income 18-21 year olds, Belo 
Horizonte, Group 12). 

The first participant quoted above differentiated her female sexuality from male sexuality 

when she dismissed any interest in other sexual partners while validating a male’s need to 

have many partners. This matter of fact acceptance of male hyper-sexuality is also visible 

in female’s expectation that males always want to have sex. 

The priapic male 

As Kaufman observed at her research site, a favela in Belo Horizonte, “It is 

central to the construction of the male machão identity that men are endowed with a huge 

sexual appetite. Men should be capable of keeping their wife, a few meninas da rua busy, 

as well as regularly visiting prostitutes” (Kaufmann 1991, pg. 272). While he is expected 

to seek out sex, he is also never expected to turn down an opportunity to have sex. 

Zanotta Machado, in her research with convicted male rapists in Brazil, identified the 

interpersonal script that males are socially unable to say “no” to sex. “The virile man 

always feels ready for the conquista [the conquest]; his morale depends upon not saying 

no to any opportunity [to have sexual intercourse]” [my translation] (Zanotta Machado 

1998, pg. 238). Zanotta Machado concludes that being macho has to do with his 

“absolute availability, his permanent ever-readiness to have a woman as an object of his 

sexual relations” [my translation] (Zanotta Machado 1998, pg. 240). Gregg found this 

same imperative among her lower-income respondents in Recife. Males explained to 

Gregg that if a woman makes herself sexually available and the man does not take 

advantage of what she is offering, he is not a man (Gregg 2003). Manzelli writes of the 

Buenos Aires context that not rejecting sex is part of the definition of masculinity 
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(Manzelli 2004). Females from every focus group affirmed that if a male is not sexually 

predatory, he is not a male. 

M: How do women react when men say ‘no’? [laughter]  

P: (…) You’re indignant. [You think:] ‘If he reaches out for me now, I’m not 
going to react/give in’ (middle-income 30-39 year olds, Belo Horizonte, Group 
14). 

 

M: Are there males who would reject sex? [laughter] 

P1: Depends on the male [I.S.] 

P2: There aren’t. [laughter] 

P3: In the entire world there’s probably one. 

M: Who doesn’t insist and all that… 

P4: I think if he’s not like that he’s ashamed of something on his body (…) 

P2: I’ve never heard of this [a male rejecting sex] [laughter] 

P5: And if he doesn’t comer [eat]…[laughter] (…) 

P1: If he wasn’t a man, or he lost his erection then and there, that could also be a 
problem. (…) 

P2: I know a guy who is not a man, but he tells everyone that he is [I.S.] He goes 
out with girls but doesn’t do anything [laughter] 

P5: But why? 

P1: It also depends a lot on the character of the guy. 

M: How so? 

P1: It’s rare to not have a safado [shameless] male (lower-income 18-21 year 
olds, Recife, Group 17). 

Not to have sexual intercourse is likened to not eating—the implication being that both 

are critical to survival for males.  
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It seemed hardest for the 30-39 year old lower-income participants to imagine a 

man rejecting sex. 

M: And when a male says ‘no,’ what does the female say? (…) 

P: I never heard a male say no [I.S.] (…) 

M: If a man rejected sex, did women call him something? Did they say something 
about him? 

P: There are some [women] who would go to into the street [looking for sex]. 

P: The man would hunt for another [woman]. [I.S.] He’d look for another in the 
street. Definitely. 

P: Oh, I would give him horns17, he’d see [laughter] (lower-income 30-39 year 
olds, Belo Horizonte, Group 15). 

 

This exchange supports the idea that women need to have sex just as much as men do, 

adducing an active female sexuality unique to this focus group. It also demonstrates a 

desire to punish a male who turns down an opportunity to have sexual intercourse. A 

rejection of sex with one partner without another woman to have sex with was 

unthinkable.  

The idea that if a male rejected sex it had to do with that partner and not with a 

lack of sexual desire was echoed more self-deprecatingly in a middle-income 30-39 year 

old group. 

P: Something must be wrong with her because he doesn’t want her, maybe she’s 
fat, I don’t know, something’s wrong. She must think that the problem’s hers 
because they’re alone (…) 

P: She’ll need lots of therapy [to get over it]. 

P: Lots [laughter]. 

M: Are there reasons that she would accept [for him rejecting sex]? 
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P: I think women are more understanding, but nonetheless, her situation is 
complicated. [I.S.] 

P: Her boyfriend’s already had sex with another girlfriend but didn’t have sex 
with her, ‘Or instead he doesn’t like me [I.S.] He likes another.’ (…) 

P: I don’t think she’d ever admit it, really, really comprehend what his reason was 
[I.S.] whatever was his reason. I think women, I think she’d be inclined to think 
that it was her fault. 

P: Very much so (middle-income 30-39 years old, Belo Horizonte, Group 4). 

Almost all the focus group participants treated sexual voracity as inherent to men’s 

nature. Yet the participants’ intolerance of a male turning down an opportunity to have 

sexual intercourse is a socially constraining role for males since their manhood is 

threatened if they do not adhere to this sexual script. 

A few participants acknowledged the social sexual coercion of males to adhere to 

this script.  

P: There are women who really stick it to the guy. And men have an image of 
themselves as being very machista. (…) Therefore, it’s like this. ‘If I don’t have 
sex with her, she might think I’m gay.’ You know? And they wind up having sex, 
actually hooking up, you know? Even if he doesn’t like her, he does it (lower-
income 18-21 year olds, Belo Horizonte Group 10). 

 

P1: In that time period, males were born coitado [pitifully]. There was a certain 
age when the dad already wanted him to have sex obligatorily. 

P2: Yeah. 

P3: Exactly. 

P1: He’d be taken to the Zona [area of prostitution]. If not, the boy was not 
considered a man. He was driven by society itself to be just like this. 
Dating…dating no. Sex for him was vital. It wasn’t good enough to masturbate, 
these kinds of things (middle-income 30-39 year olds, Recife, Group 23). 

Leal and Boff also found an awareness among their female informants of how these 

sexual expectations are difficult for males. One respondent said: “A man has to always 
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want [sex], because if he doesn’t, we [women] encuca [go crazy] and think he has 

another woman” [my translation] (Leal and Boff 1996, pg. 131). They found that males 

used the words “work,” “service,” and “effort” to describe their sex lives. In previous 

research in Buenos Aires, Infesta Dominguez identified pressures upon males—primarily 

from their peer group but also from their fathers—to engage in sexual activity perhaps 

sooner than they would have chosen for themselves (Infesta Dominguez 1996). This 

raises questions as to how males live out masculinity—is virility the driving force or is it 

work for them? By distinguishing between a male’s behavior and his feelings, these 

quotes call attention to the inauthenticity of the male sexual script.  

One group of middle-income 18-21 year olds in Recife did substantiate from their 

experiences that males no longer act as sexually voracious.  

P1: I think that for a long time society has put barriers in front of women [such 
as], ‘You have to marry virgin.’ And today, for all that we say, ‘Men are 
machista,’ today we see more of a male concern, among the majority of men, 
when females don’t want to have sex. But when females want to have sex, 
irrespective of the man’s feelings, males are preoccupied more with the woman 
than they were before and also in terms of the sexual relation. It’s what I see with 
my cousins, that is to say, sometimes they call their girlfriends to talk about 
everything and when [the possibility exists to have sex with just any old person], 
they don’t want that. 

P2: And when a girl’s a virgin, they don’t get all over her and come on to her 
strongly. They’re very clever. First they want to date, conquer, all that, for it to 
happen later. But when he sees that he’s going to reach his objective [of having 
sexual intercourse with her], he backs off. When males meet a virgin, they respect 
her; at least there are some that respect her (middle-income 18-21 year olds, 
Recife, Group 25).  

Both of these participants cited increased male respectfulness as to when and with whom 

males initiate sexual intercourse. This shift in behavior might be indicative of a relaxation 

in the sexual script of the priapic male. 
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The expectation among primarily the younger focus group participants that males 

are more sexually experienced at a female’s sexual debut reduces any incentive for 

females to act agentically since they discredit their own sexual knowledge, putting blind 

faith in the males’ complete prowess. The intrapsychic script is female sexual passivity, 

which females justify through the logic that males can lead them through their sexual 

experience. Yet females freely admit that most males are sexually self-serving and 

uninterested in female sexual satisfaction (see section entitled “The priority of male 

sexual pleasure” in Chapter Five). Therefore, this male sexual prowess seems to be more 

self-directed—sexual prowess in actuality means that a man knows how to sexually 

please himself.  

While enforcing these scripts on males is a source of female control, I believe 

exercising this control results in perverted outcomes that are dangerous for women’s 

sexual health. The first way females harm themselves is that by assuming that males are 

the possessors of sexual knowledge, as the younger females do, they forfeit their own 

knowledge and the value of their own experiences. While this may not be absolute, it 

places females at a disadvantage to strive for their own sexual interests by trusting in the 

males’ orchestration of the sexual event. The second way that females harm themselves is 

that by accepting the sexual script that males need sex, females are holding males to a 

negative feedback loop where females may feel compelled to have unwanted sexual 

intercourse so as to accommodate males’ sexual “need.” This can expose females to all 

the risks associated with unwanted intercourse. The third way females may harm 

themselves is that by assuming that males need to have sex with many partners, females 

might be leery and suspicious of a male’s ability to be faithful if he has not had many 

sexual relations, placing her at greater risk of exposure to sexually transmitted infections. 
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Therefore, females are contributing to their own negative sexual experiences by 

expecting males to adhere to these roles. 

Not only are these roles negative for females; they are also negative for males. 

The narrow range of socially approved of sexual responses for males constrains males’ 

ability to act authentically in their sexual interactions. Research in the United States has 

revealed how narrow expectations of male sexual performance can negatively impact 

males through male self-objectification, phallocentrism, performance anxiety, and feeling 

like he needs to be “ready” for sex at all times (Brod 1995; Fracher and Kimmel 1995). In 

sum, while males were expected to adhere to a limited range of sexually agentic behavior, 

females were expected to adhere to a limited range of sexually inagentic behavior at 

sexual debut. 

THE DEMURE AND ACCOMMODATING FEMALE 

This section elaborates on diffident female sexual behavior by exploring females’ 

sexual scripts. One of the intrapsychic scripts limited females’ ability to initiate sexual 

intercourses. Another intrapsychic script was that females had to say “no” to sex under all 

circumstances so that the male could conquer them. Violation of these scripts could 

change someone’s status from being a menina para casar [girl to marry] to a menina 

para namorar [girl to date]. At the same time, females had to negotiate the cultural 

scenario that women who were good in bed were highly prized. Adherence to these 

scripts varied according to age, socio-economic status, and city residence, although not 

always in the ways that one might expect.  

Females’ bounded agency at sexual initiation 

Past research done in the United States shows that females generally do not 

initiate sexual intercourse (Schwartz and Rutter 1998, O'Sullivan, 1992 #1141, Gagnon, 
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1990 #1140). In Argentina, males did not expect females to initiate sexual intercourse 

either (Manzelli 2004). Therefore, in Brazil, it is not surprising that the majority of lower-

income participants did not expect for females to have initiated their sexual debuts.  

M: In your time, who took initiative? A woman took initiative at first sex? 

Everyone: Never! [Everyone was extremely adamant that a woman would never 
initiate her first sexual relation.] 

P1: No. 

M: No? 

P1: The man is always the one who takes initiative. 

M: It was that way? 

P1: Mmmm, hmmm. 

M: How did they take initiative?  

P1: [laughter] He starts with tenderness, right? And after, presses her against the 
wall [laughter] (lower-income 18-21 year olds, Belo Horizonte, Group 12). 

 

M: Were women accustomed to taking initiative at first sex, did this happen, were 
there methods so that she could take initiative? 

P1: I think it was hard in our time (…) 

P2: Our first time— 

P3: —our first time, there’s no way that one can— 

P4: It’s always him, and after that we take initiative. 

P5: Always him (lower-income 30-39 year olds, Recife, Group 19). 

The expectation that males would initiate sex is an interpersonal script based on the 

cultural scenario that males were more sexually experienced. Females thereby expected 

males to be the ones to take the sexual relationship to new places. 
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All of the focus groups agreed that it was difficult for females to communicate 

about the sexual encounter, ask for the use of contraception, or make sexual advances, 

because female virgins were expected to be sexually naïve.  

P1: I think it’s very rare that a girl could take initiative; she always depends on the 
boy taking initiative. I think the majority depended on his initiative. No matter 
how much they [females] wanted to, no matter how much they were willing, there 
was always that threat of what the boy would say. 

P2: What he’d think of you, because if you were doing that with him, you already 
had other experience because there’s that story that they always want to be the 
first, and the fact that the girl took initiative would stick in his head (lower-
income 30-39 year olds, Recife, Group 16). 

To take initiative, or act agentic, was to risk being accused of previous sexual activity and 

thus self-misrepresentation. This could have had personally damaging consequences to 

the relationship and to the extent that virginity was socially valued, it could have held 

socially damaging consequences as well. Therefore, the majority of females felt they had 

to engage in image management that included not taking sexual initiative to make sure 

that they did not display the signs that males interpreted to mean that they had had 

previous sexual experience. 

Yet this sexual script became confusing for some females since some middle-

income 30-39 year olds in Recife related that they witnessed unabashed girls getting 

rewarded for their sexual aggressiveness. 

M: How did boys react when girls took the initiative when you were adolescents? 

P: I think they accepted it. (…) You learned, ‘You shouldn’t do this. You should 
be more prudish, more withdrawn.’ But in reality the girl who hooked up with the 
cutest boy was the most brazen. So you were…there was a certain contradiction 
between what was taught and what you saw demonstrated that the boys liked 
(middle-income 30-39 year olds, Recife, Group 22). 
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P1: When I was fifteen years old, I was really into this guy. We went to the 
movies together with a bunch of my friends. (…) When we got to the cinema, I 
sat here, my friend sat next to him and grabbed his hand. [A friend said to me:] 
‘Look there! Look at your friend!’ (…) She was kissing his hand. We never dated 



because my friend jumped in front of me. I was so slow that I lost out [laughter]. I 
was so upset I cried all the way home. (…) She was more bold and I think he 
liked the person who was more bold. He wanted to [be with me]. (…) I was 
ashamed and all that and so he wound up with her (middle-income 30-39 year 
olds, Recife, Group 24). 

Participants in younger, middle-income groups in both cities felt that while some females 

did take initiative, males did not always react well to this behavior. 

P: When you go up to him and say that you want [him], the guy seems to get 
frightened. [He says:] ‘Gosh, the girl actually came up to me…’ I’ve tried to 
understand this. It’s not possible to understand it. If a girl’s hard to get, they think 
it’s bad. If a girl takes initiative, they think it’s bad also. What do they want? 
[laughter] There’s no understanding it (middle-income 18-21 year olds, Recife, 
Group 25).  

Both of these examples are consistent with the probability that the sexual script that 

females should not take initiative is in transition. But they also serve to provide mixed 

messages to females so that females expressed doubt as to the way they should behave. 

Further confusing the message of the importance of not taking sexual initiation 

was that some females expected that they had to be full participants in bed so as to keep 

their male partners sexually interested  

P1: At the beginning of my adolescence (…) I dated a guy and I thought, ‘Gosh, if 
I’m really slow, like they say, frozen, he’ll call me a refrigerator and he won’t 
want to date me anymore. He’ll call me cold. I’ll be really hot to keep him.’ (…) 

M: What’s a woman refrigerator? (…) 

P2: Refrigerator is that cold woman who doesn’t do anything. ‘Leave from here, 
take your hand away.’ Just like that. He’s the only one moving, so he’ll touch an 
intimate part of hers and she says, ‘Leave, leave from here, leave from here 
because I’m embarrassed, this, that, and the other.’ And he says, ‘What a cold 
woman.’ 

P3: Or that woman who doesn’t take initiative because she thinks that because it’s 
her first time or because she’s there with a guy he has to take the initiative. So 
these women that don’t take initiative, that don’t grab the guy, that don’t kiss, that 
don’t grab his—[laughter] 

P: —his things— 
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P3: —the parts of men, are considered cold— 

P: Cold. 

P3: Because she’s not making him feel desire for her, she’s not giving passion to 
him, so, they’re considered women refrigerators. (…) Or those that don’t take 
initiative because when the two of them are alone together forget this business of 
who took initiative first, the man or the woman. No. The two have to share 
because if the man touches the woman, he’s proportioning equal pleasure between 
him and her. So she has to do the same and not just wait for him to take the 
initiative (lower-income 18-21 year olds, Recife, Group 20). 

Leal and Boff also found also that females felt they needed to be sexually inventive in 

bed. One participant said: “Women have to be [whores] in bed. If she’s demure (…), he’ll 

look [for someone else] in the street” [my translation] (Leal and Boff 1996, pg. 131). 

Being responsive was justified, then, in terms of giving the male what he wanted and so 

as not to be perceived as “cold.” Therefore, it was still male social sanctions determining 

female sexual behavior. Taking initiative was only identified as a desirable thing to do in 

Recife. In sum, an appropriate reading of male expectations was critical to a female’s 

successful management of her behavior at sexual debut. Any initiative taken by females 

preempted the male conquista, which was another important part of the dominant sexual 

script.  

Females’ token resistance to sexual intercourse  

Rebhun found that in Brazil, moral accountability for sexual behavior still resides 

with women and as a consequence, it is their responsibility to say “no” to sexual 

advances (Rebhun 1999). Manzelli’s 15-19 year old male sample validated the 

importance of females adhering to this script (Manzelli 2004). Furthermore, saying “no” 

to sex was important to facilitate the sexual conquest of females. “The idea that women 

‘feel like it’ and men ‘need it’…gives grounds for perceiving a woman’s “No” as a 

refusal and, at the same time, an invitation to seduction, which introduces an ambiguity 
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into sexual negotiation” (2001, pg. 174). Zanotta Machado’s male interviewees treated 

“no” as a part of the seduction. “The belief that by saying ‘no’ a woman is saying ‘yes’ is 

sustained profoundly in the dominant imagination of the figure of female sexuality: she 

who shuns the male to offer herself” [my translation] (Zanotta Machado 1998, pg. 258). 

This attitude was grounded in part in the idea, as identified earlier by Caravelas (1994) 

and Goldstein (2003), in an inherent sensuality of females that made it impossible for 

them not to want sexual intercourse. While there were of course examples of females 

saying “no” and meaning “no,” (some those narratives are presented in Chapter Six, the 

chapter on sexual coercion), in all the narratives presented below, the females wanted to 

engage in sexual intercourse, but employed token resistance.  

Lower-income participants across age groups and cities were aware of the game 

they played by saying “no” to sex because of the social taboo of saying “yes.” 

P1: When a woman likes that person…a woman has that history of prohibition 
against expressing her desire. We’re very much blamed, everything is prohibited 
for women, so we have this history of prohibition against expressing our desire, 
‘No, no, no’ [while grabbing the woman next to her in a sexually suggestive way 
to demonstrate the disjuncture between what is being said and what is being 
shown] (…) saying ‘no’ is not a question of wanting…it’s more about that you 
want it, but you have to say ‘no’ because…it’s not that you don’t want it, you are 
crazy with desire, you want it but you have to play this game, you have to make a 
little drama [I.S.] Like, ‘Get off me, get off me.’ [laughter] 

M: You have to play this game? 

P1: It’s not a question of having to; it’s the obligation that society imposes, this 
blame that’s not just from today. I think that the more we evolve, we still have a 
pile of things that we’re blamed for, you know? I think that we women blame 
ourselves an awful lot so it’s as if there are certain things that are laws for us. 

P2: I think that even though the modest times have passed, a woman can be 
independent, she can have her own attitudes, decisions, but we let ourselves be 
dominated. 

P1: But that’s completely cultural. 
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P2: To take initiative, even if she wants him to continue, but for her to be 
conquered she says ‘No, no, no’ and lets him come and grab her so that he doesn’t 
think that she’s easy, you know. (…)  

P1: On the other hand, it’s not cool that we lose a lot of time blocking, in the end 
we’re putting up a lot of things, lots of taboos that we have. In reality, you don’t 
want to say ‘no,’ you want to say ‘yes’ and even take initiative, but you see, there 
is the blame and accusations, the preestablished rules that you run into (lower-
income 30-39 year olds, Recife, Group 16). 

 

P1: My other boyfriend, he would come and I would reprimand him, ‘No! Even if 
I was dying of desire I said, ‘No!’ 

M: Oh yeah? 

P1: It’s that ‘No Yes,’ right? (lower-income 18-21 year olds, Belo Horizonte, 
Group 10). 

 

Saying “no” while demonstrating “yes” occurred within the focus groups. The way this 

would most frequently happen was when one of the participants would be saying “no” 

while suggestively touching the focus group participant next to her. In a more animated 

focus group, a participant acted out saying “no” to her sex partner while she mimed 

riding a horse. The importance of saying “no” to facilitate sexual conquest did not play as 

prominent role in the narratives of middle-income participants from Recife as it did with 

the lower-income participants.  

 

Females’ absolute adherence to “no” neutralized its power to end an unwanted 

sexual interaction since they used “no” even when they did intend to engage in sexual 

intercourse. In spite of this, the majority of participants were very clear about the fact that 

rejecting sex was as simple as saying “no.” The participants did not acknowledge the 

contradictory messages they gave regarding “no” when they engaged in token resistance 

to sex which could serve to confuse the meaning of “no” for their male partners. Zanotta 
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Machado’s research with rapists in Brazil identified the danger of female token resistance 

to sex, which is that males may not be able to distinguish the difference between token 

resistance and actual resistance. “Although the rapists knew that they had committed rape 

(the women said ‘no’), the rapists also knew that it was not rape (the women always say 

‘no’ when they want to say ‘yes’)…’If what we did was considered rape, all men rape’18” 

[my translation] (Zanotta Machado 1998), 245-246). Therefore, this script places women 

in danger of experiencing unwanted sexual situations. Yet adhering to this script is a 

critical part of image management in which females actively engage. 

“Meninas para namorar ou meninas para casar” [Girls to date or girls to marry] 

Founded in Latin America’s conservative Catholic tradition, the honor/shame 

complex was imported with colonization. This paradigm ties a woman’s status to her 

sexual purity while a man’s honor is derived largely from controlling that purity. Women 

in this structure, are primarily defined by their sexual behavior. They are either mothers, 

by abiding to the honor prescripts, or prostitutes, because they violated the honor 

prescriptions. (For colonization examples see (Vaifas 1986, Caufield, 2000 #518), for 

nineteenth century examples see (Lauderdale-Graham 1992), and for contemporary 

examples see (da Mata 1985, Caravelas, 1994 #583; Rebhun 1999). While the words used 

to designate the differences are no longer honra [honor] and vergonha [shame], the 

concepts remain in place in contemporary Brazil. Gregg (2003) found in her sample of 

Recifenses the terms respeitada and honesta were used. The participants in my focus 

groups used the terms meninas para namorar ou meninas para casar [Girls to date or 

girls to marry].  
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18 The fact that these males were in jail for rape is a schism in this male-dominated universe of sexual 
understandings and the males found themselves duly disoriented. 



Females eavesdropped on males to learn how males divided women according to 

these categories. 

P1: At home, I’m the only girl. My brother’s going to be 19, but he only hangs out 
with older boys. Like the cousins and stuff who are older, like 27, like 28. What I 
see of their conversations, there are two types of women. One of them has a 
girlfriend just like he likes it. And he has that one in the street who is more 
shameless. So there are still lots of boys that dream like this, that desire both types 
of women. Most guys are like that and they think they can have everything. (…) 

P2: Just like you see in the street, a woman walks by in little shorts and a plunging 
neckline, [the boys say:] ‘That’s tasty.’ A girl walks by nicely made-up, [the boys 
say:] ‘That’s the woman of my dreams.’ 

P3: Exactly (lower-income 18-21 year olds, Belo Horizonte, Group 10). 

 

P1: I have some really good guy friends and we talk about everything. (…) [They 
say:] ‘I will arrange to have many girlfriends, I will date all the girls, but I’ll 
marry you.’ [laughter] They joke like that: ‘Because you’re a girl to marry.’ 
Never would they take that girl that they make out with every day and marry her. 

P2: Because she’s not the kind of person that he wants for marriage. This happens 
a lot. 

P3: He wouldn’t have any confidence in her (middle-income 18-21 year olds, 
Recife, Group 25). 

 

This division is based on the assumption that a woman who displays her sexuality must 

have lose sexual morals and is consequently not someone to marry but only someone 

with whom to have sex.  

To be a menina para casar, females had to be vigilant about what kind of sexual 

interaction they allowed.  

P: I dated a guy but the problem was he only wanted to touch me like this. [I 
said:] ‘Hold on, boy!’ I took his hand away and he said, ‘How stupid.’ [I said:] 
‘What are you calling stupid (…) You want to date me or you just want to grab 
my parts? Hit the road!’ (…) I think that they [males] know when they want to 
take a woman seriously and when they want a woman just too fool around with. 
So he didn’t want a person to take seriously, he only wanted to have fun. Because 
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if he’d wanted a person to take seriously, he wouldn’t have acted that way 
because he was seeing from the way I was acting with him I had never done this 
with anyone else. So he was going to take me seriously (lower-income 18-21 year 
olds, Recife, Group 20).  

 

The interpersonal script is that a woman who allows the sexual experimentation to go 

further is different than the woman who cuts it off. This behavior was interpreted to be a 

signifier of the female’s character. 

Having a protector is much more likely to ensure the status of a menina para 

casar. Within the traditional familial construction, a father is expected to reside in the 

home and eventually marry his daughter off to another man who will protect her honor. 

Yet many lower-income individuals do not reside in these traditional familial units, 

making it harder for lower-class females to protect their reputation. In a favela in Recife, 

Gregg found that “women knew the ‘rules’ of correct behavior and knew how ‘good’ 

Brazilian women should behave sexually, but they also knew that those rules were often 

simply untenable in the context of their lives” (Gregg 2003, pg. 3). While practically 

everyone is aiming to be a menina para casar, circumstances may prevent some of the 

females from remaining in that category. 

Yet acting chaste so as to protect one’s status was not the only sexual script for 

females. Female sexual prowess was also valued broadly across the focus groups. Since 

men were expected to be more sexually experienced, females felt they had to compete 

with the man’s previous lovers so as to be seen as good in bed. Possessing prowess was 

determined generally to mean the ability to be adept at giving and receiving sexual 

pleasure.  

P1: Women used to…men always had sex, starting from age 12… 

P2: Even the parents would take him to the Zona [area of prostitution] to be a 
man. 
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P2: It was like, women were like this, ‘You have to be a sinhazinha [lace edging], 
put together.’ In this way, men were much better developed than we were. When 
we came to learn things, those things had already passed. Men already knew how 
to do it, and we only knew after we got married. So much so that when a woman 
had [sexual] relations in a different way, he would say, ‘This is the woman of my 
life.’ We, women, were very oppressed (lower-income 30-39 year olds, Recife, 
Group 19).  

 

M: At first sex did girls think that they had to be good [in bed]? 

Everyone: They did [laughter]. 

P1: She has to be great, she can’t make any mistakes, she has to be that way…she 
has to be superior (…) 

M: Great in what way? 

P1: In all ways (lower-income 18-21 year olds, Belo Horizonte, Group 10). 

 

P1: If you don’t have an orgasm, because my first time, I didn’t achieve one, [I 
thought:] ‘Might I have some kind of problem?’ I was worried so I went and 
talked to my gynecologist. And she said, ‘Send this guy here to see if he did 
everything right.’ If he did everything right, do you understand? I think a woman 
is always preoccupied…always…with the expectation of the man, do you 
understand, that she always hopes she’s superior. 

P2: The man has to think that the woman is wonderful [assenting noises from the 
group] (middle-income 18-21 year olds, Recife, Group 25). 

 

Females who attempted to adhere to both of these scripts were to be circumspect in their 

sexual behavior—which included not showing an interest in sex or being a sexual 

instigator—although once they did become sexually active, they were expected to be 

“good” at it, even the very first time.  
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The first dominant interpersonal sexual script validated by lower-income 

participants of both age groups and in both cities was the prohibition against female 

sexual initiative so as to preserve her virginal identity. In contrast, some middle-income 

30-39 year olds and lower-income 18-21 year old Recifenses recounted that taking sexual 

initiative was possible and advisable. The second interpersonal sexual script voiced by 

lower-income participants of both age groups and in both cities at debut was engaging in 

token resistance to sex by saying “no” even if the female wanted to have sex. Being 

compelled to always say “no” to sex is a constrained sexual script that does not account 

for female sexual desire. This perceived need of males to conquer their partners stymied 

authentic communication that placed females at risk of having their “no” not respected. 

Without language to own sexual desire, females are at a great disadvantage to exercise 

their sexual agency. Females’ need to say “no” to sex under almost every circumstance 

feeds the social belief that women’s refusals of sexual advances can be insincere and 

therefore do not deserve to be taken seriously. Yet when this resistance is real, it can be 

misunderstood as simply token resistance and an unwanted sexual experience can occur. 

(See Chapter Six: Successful and Unsuccessful Sexual Coercion of Females.) The third 

intrapsychic sexual script presented was that lower- and middle-income younger 

participants in both cities were aware of the importance of maintaining one’s image of 

being sexually chaste by monitoring one’s dress and behavior so as to maintain oneself as 

a menina para casar. Yet they were also expected to be good in bed the first time they 

had sex. There were lower-income 18-21 year olds from Recife who advocated taking 

initiative as well as engaging in token resistance to sex. Mixed messages such as these 

can leave females unsure as to what is appropriate sexual behavior. 
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CONCLUSION 

The participants quoted herein are narrating stories of their sexual behavior and 

that of their peer groups’ with the perspective they have gained since the experience took 

place. Therefore, they have different insights at the time they were telling the story than 

they did when the experience happened. These insights may be tinged by what they 

perceive to be the right story to tell. Therefore, these data should be read with this 

understanding in mind.  

The scripts functioned at each of the levels identified by Simon and Gagnon 

(1987). Lower-income participants of both age groups from both cities perceived that 

males were supposed to initiate sexual intercourse because of their greater sexual 

experience (interpersonal script). Another interpersonal sexual was that males’ needed 

sexual intercourse with numerous partners. Middle-income older participants in Belo 

Horizonte and lower-income participants of both age groups from Recife had a hard time 

conceiving of a man ever rejecting sexual intercourse (intrapsychic script). These women 

enforced a self-defeating sexual script that pressured males into being sexually voracious 

to affirm their maleness. Yet a participant from a younger, lower-income group from 

Belo Horizonte was able express how these dominant sexual scripts constrict male sexual 

behavior of the male’s feelings.  

Female’s sexual behavior was bounded by expectation among both age groups, 

socio-economic groups, and cities that males took sexual initiative while middle-income 

participants from Recife were most likely to cite the benefits of females taking initiative 

as well as question the absolutism of males always taking initiative. Lower-income 

females from both cities and age groups voiced the importance of engaging in token 

resistance to sex so as to allow the male to conquer them. All the older participants and 

the younger participants of both socio-economic divisions from both cities acknowledged 
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the division of females between the meninas para casar and meninas para namorar. 

Even for meninas para casar, sexual prowess was acknowledged as an important female 

ability among lower-income participants from both cites and both age groups and 

younger, middle-income participants from Recife. These sexual scripts, taken together, 

contain a certain amount of incongruity scripts regarding how a female is expected to 

act—she should be chaste, but good in bed; she should allow the male to initiate sexual 

behavior, but some girls who initiate are socially rewarded; and she should always say 

“no” to sex, but she cannot be “a refrigerator” [sexually cold]. In addition, females 

acknowledged discrepancies of how they were expected to act with their boyfriends 

(engage in token resistance) as compared to how they felt (sexually eager). As young 

women, these females are expected to sort out these mixed messages and navigate the 

socially dangerous waters of sexual experimentation. I turn next to non-coercive 

experiences of sexual debut to explore how these sexual scripts may have impacted the 

sexual debut experience for females. 
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Chapter Five: Non-Coercive Sexual Debuts 

The most salient feature of a sexual experience is whether the sexual experience 

was wanted. Yet whether the experience was wanted is not always clear. Conflicted 

meanings and messages attached to female sexuality can leave the female unsure as to 

how she feels about the event. For example, while a female may want the intimacy of 

sexual intercourse, she may fear an unwanted pregnancy. Conversely, while a female 

may not want to have sexual intercourse, she may want the financial support that having 

sexual intercourse may bring. In their research about their first sex experiences with 

adolescents in Buenos Aires, Pantelides and Geldstein were unsure whether answers such 

as “he convinced me;” “shame to say ‘no’;” or having sex “for love” were coercive 

(Pantelides and Geldstein 1999). These kinds of situations, underpinned as they are by 

female ambivalence or confusion, complicate the meaning and measurement of what is a 

wanted sexual experience.  

Conceiving of sexual debut wantedness along a continuum, with the number ten 

meaning most wanted and the number one meaning unwanted, I am treating herein the 

top half of the continuum—experiences which ranked five to ten on the scale of 

wantedness. I look at why females said they had sex for the first time, whether they 

planned their sexual debuts, and how they conceived of the hierarchy of sexual needs in 

the relationship to give the reader insight into factors which influence female decision-

making about her control at her sexual debut experience. Beginning with a detailing of 

positive, agentic female sexual debuts and progressing to less positive non-coercive 

sexual debuts, the discussion which follows is an attempt at informing female sexual 

decision-making and consequently agency in that gray area between wanted and 

unwanted sexual debut experiences. 
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I invoke the dimensions laid out by Simon and Gagnon’s tri-dimensional model of 

sexual scripts to understand females’ reasons for engaging in sexual debut. Reasons to 

have sexual intercourse can be intrapsychic, meaning having sexual intercourse for 

personal, egoistic reasons, or cultural/interpersonal, meaning having sexual intercourse 

for someone else (one’s partner) or because of the social consequences of having sexual 

intercourse (which I am calling instrumental sex). A female who does not express agency 

at sexual debut may have sexual intercourse for intrapsychic reasons just as a female who 

does express agency may have sex for cultural reasons. Yet I find it valuable to make the 

distinction between the reason for having sex and agency since I expect that a female 

who has sexual intercourse for intrapsychic reasons is more likely focused on the event 

itself whereas a female who has sexual intercourse for cultural reasons is more likely to 

be focused on the consummation of the act rather than on the process of the act. Thus, for 

females in the latter category, issues of control, respectfulness of the partner, and so forth, 

may be ancillary to what that female finds most important about the experience.  

POSITIVE SEXUAL DEBUT EXPERIENCES 

Females who experienced positive sexual debuts related a number of significant 

characteristics of their debuts which, taken together, sketch a portrait of common 

elements of wanted debuts. Some of the characteristics of positive sexual debut 

experiences are that the females planned their sexual debuts by choosing the partner and 

the time for sexual intercourse to happen and they had sexual intercourse out of 

intrapsychic reasons.  

I begin with narratives of strikingly agentic females who orchestrated their own 

sexual debuts. They stand out because of the control they exercised at their sexual debuts 

as well as the satisfaction they expressed with the event. A 30-39 year old, middle-

income participant from Belo Horizonte detailed the preparations she and her partner 
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made for her sexual debut. This participant was white, 31 years old, had 15 years of 

education, was not married, and had no children. 

P1: We decided the date when his family was traveling. He couldn’t go because 
of his work. He stayed at home and we discussed at length the best time, the best 
day, what contraceptive method we’d use. I had never gone to a gynecologist, né? 
So the only option we had was condoms. The city [we were living in] was this 
size [using her hands to show a very small circle] and if you’d have bought 
condoms on whichever corner, the whole world would have found out. He went to 
another city to buy condoms [laughter]. It’s true (middle-income 30-39 year olds, 
Belo Horizonte, Group 14). 

The way this participant went about getting information about sexuality further 

demonstrated her high level of sexual agency. 

P1: I never had this conversation [about sexuality] in my house, I always 
informed myself through books, friends and all that. I went to the library and 
grabbed a book from the librarian, and I hid it inside another book [while I read it 
at the library], né? That’s how I informed myself. But in spite of that, all the 
information that I sought, that I collected, this did not diminish my fears and my 
anxieties, and not even…you know those funny things, you read, you read a book 
that’s an encyclopedia of the most renown and all, but at the moment of truth, you 
still don’t believe it [laughter] (middle-income 30-39 year olds, Belo Horizonte, 
Group 14). 

In spite of her ability to pursue information, this participant still voiced experiencing fear 

and anxiety at sexual debut, underscoring the ubiquity of those emotions at sexual debut.  

 Another unusually agentic narrative emerged from a middle-income, 30-39 year 

old focus group in Recife. This participant was morena, 32 years old, had 15 years of 

education, was separated/divorced, and had no children. 
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P1: I arranged everything. It was a relationship that had ended, he had been my 
first boyfriend. I was 17 years old and he and I ended because he started having 
sex with a friend of mine, friend [she made air quotes around the word friend]. 
And I didn’t have any more emotional strength to continue in this relationship. 
After that, I was on vacation, I was already working, I worked since the age of 15, 
and I said [to myself], ‘I’m going to take a vacation and go to Maceió. I’m going 
to call this [ex-boyfriend] and I’m going to have sex with him there.’ So I chose 
the hotel, everything. I chose everything and called him. ‘Look, it’s like this, I’m 
on vacation and I wanted to know if you want to go with me to Maceió. Will you 
come?’ [He said:] ‘Geez, have you gone crazy?’ [I said:] ‘No, I’m asking you, are 



you going to come or not? We’ll spend a week there.’ He said, ‘Tomorrow, 
right?’ [I said:] ‘Tomorrow.’ [He said:] ‘Let’s go.’ So I went and got him. (…) I 
was driving and I arrived and said, ‘It’s today.’ It was. I bled. (…) It was just like 
that. (…) I prepared myself. I permed my hair. I remember I cut it, I waxed [my 
body hair], and I did a spa treatment. I prepared myself for that moment, like I 
was going to get married. I did all the same preparations exactly as if I was going 
to get married, washing, bathing this, bathing that. ‘I will be beautiful, 
marvelous.’ Just like that. When I got to the hotel, I didn’t want to [have sexual 
intercourse] immediately. I will take a bath—so that everything just right.[I told 
him:] ‘You don’t take a bath with me, you stay there, be quiet, wait’ [laughter] 
(middle-income 30-39 years old, Recife, Group 22).  

In spite of all of her planning, she did not use contraception at sexual debut. The 

participant concluded the story above by saying that she dated this individual for two 

more years and eventually left him because she fell in love with someone else.  

This participant had a number of distinguishing characteristics that set her apart 

from the other focus group participants. Firstly, she ascribed to more egalitarian gender 

roles than other focus group participants. For example, she firmly believed couples 

needed to split the bill when they went out. Further distinguishing her was the fact that 

she had a very open relationship with her parents about sex. Her mother taught her 

feminist ideas regarding sexual issues, telling the participant that the pain females 

experience at sexual debut was because of psychological repression. Her father, for his 

part, made sure she had books about sexuality available to her. Her parents had reassured 

her that if she had gotten pregnant as a teenager, they would have assumed the raising of 

the child so that she would not have had to truncate her life. “I was very respected, very 

safe at home, and we talked about everything, everything openly,” she related. Some may 

find the way sexuality was treated in her household alarming. 

P1: My dad had a bookstore, so we had books by the mountains. He never asked 
us to read, he [just] always left [the books] very accessible. Books for all ages—
from age nine through I don’t know when—were there on the lowest shelf. Me 
and my brother talked when we had any doubts. They had cartoons, I don’t know 
what else. Me and my brother would play. He’d show me his penis, ‘Look, Dinha, 
mine’s like this.’ Really little, and my mom never cooled this down. She’d say, 
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‘They’re touching each other, they can desire each other, they can want each 
other.’ Everything was very normal in the house, we talked about everything, 
about anal sex, the preliminaries [making out], caresses, what was cool, what is 
good for you and to always [have sexual intercourse] with whom you like 
(middle-income 30-39 years old, Recife, Group 22). 

This treatment of sexuality in her household sets her apart from the other focus group 

participants who primarily related stories of sexual repression in the home.  

These agentic sexual debut testimonies reflect the commonality among all the 

positive sexual debut testimonies shared in the focus groups which was that the 

participants who had positive sexual debuts had had information about sexual intercourse, 

whether it was presented to them or they sought it out. That both of these positive debut 

experiences were from middle-income participants draws attention to the fact that access 

to information was easier for middle-income individuals. 

Abstract, active female sexual agency was endorsed by a younger, lower-income 

group from Recife with the assumption that this would lead to a positive sexual debut. 

These participants advocated demanding sexual attention, using the Bible as a 

justification. 

P1: The Bible says, ‘Love your neighbor like you love yourself.’ I think you have 
to love yourself first before you can love another person. [Because it’s like] you 
love another person, and then what position does that leave you in? Like was 
already said here, ‘A woman starts having sexual relations and her partner spills 
his sperm before she…’ né, so… 

P2: It’s because it’s difficult for a woman…what’s the name? How do they say it? 

P3: Get to orgasm? [Everyone helps her come up with the word orgasm] 

P2: That’s it. For a woman to get to orgasm. He gets there before she does. 

P1: So she has to open her mouth and say, ‘I haven’t reached it yet. Wait a little! 
[laughter] Are you thinking you’re the only one here? I also want to feel [an 
orgasm].’ So I think you have to say, open your mouth, because if you don’t open 
your mouth… Quem não fala Deus não escuta, Deus não ouve [God doesn’t hear, 
God won’t listen to those who don’t open their mouths]. So you have to open your 
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mouth, talk, bellow, and there, what will happen will happen (lower-income 18-
21 year olds, Recife, Group 20).  

The fact that one participant could not come up with the word orgasm and the rest of the 

participants helped her come up with it was indicative of the level of comfort and 

knowledge in this group since the word orgasm did not come up in the majority of 

groups. The participant who was demanding a change to the status quo of males placing 

their sexual needs first used religious discourse to vocalize and demand sexual 

satisfaction. 

Curiosity was a motivation to have sexual intercourse in some positive sexual 

debut narratives.  

P1: The day that it happened, we had talked, and he was saying that he wanted to 
get to know me better [“Wanting to get to know her better” was a euphemism for 
having sexual intercourse] and I went along accepting that he would get to know 
me better, because I also had a certain curiosity, you know? In knowing him 
better, and everything, you know? And he talked to me and I asked him if he 
could give me some time, you know? And he gave me time, and all, and it was 
very well prepared. I was in a cool restaurant, I had arranged my clothes, hair, and 
it was this good thing, this dating, you know? The right atmosphere and all. And 
after that we followed the itinerary that we had planned, you understand? (lower-
income 30-39 year olds, Belo Horizonte, Group 9). 

This participant narrated a great deal of agency regarding her sexual debut. She had asked 

for more time, prepared herself for the event, and knew why she was engaging in sexual 

intercourse. 

Desire to have sexual intercourse was discussed as the primary reason to engage 

in sexual intercourse among the lower-income 18-21 year olds and the middle-income 

30-39 year olds in Recife. Otherwise, desire was talked about as present at other times 

prior to sexual debut; as a motivator to engage in sexual intercourse in the abstract sense; 

and imperative to the sexual experience, again in the abstract sense. Yet middle-income 

30-39 year olds from Belo Horizonte and Recife named significant impediments to 
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experiencing desire at sexual debut: general fear, fear of being abandoned, fear of 

becoming pregnant, fear of social taboos around sex; and predatory male sexuality. These 

individuals were self-aware of the cultural scenarios getting in the way of experiencing 

sexual intercourse for intrapsychic reasons. 

A minority of participants, spanning income levels and age groups, felt that they 

had had positive sexual debuts because had treated respectfully. These narratives do not 

contain examples of female sexual agency, except perhaps in that the females were 

discerning about with whom they had their sexual debut experiences. 

P: My [sexual debut] was different. He was concerned because he had never gone 
out with someone who bled [at sexual debut] because he’d always gone out with 
mulheres [females who had already had her sexual debut]. Then suddenly to go 
out with a virgin who bled—he was totally preoccupied, completely attentive. 
‘How are you? How is that thing? I don’t know how! I didn’t think you were a 
virgin…’ He was preoccupied because he’d never gone out with a virgin before; 
he’d only gone with girls that had already done it (lower-income 30-39 year olds, 
Recife, Group 19). 

P: I was with him five years of my life, and it was three years and a little of 
having sexual relations and all that…in our sexual relations, he was tender with 
me, asked me sometimes which way I wanted it. He really concerned himself with 
me (lower-income 18-21 year olds, Recife, Group 21). 

P: With me, [my sexual debut] happened with great care, [he had] a preoccupation 
not to hurt me, it was done with total tenderness (middle-income 30-39 year olds, 
Recife, Group 23). 

The first participant quoted above identified that her sexual debut as different, detailing 

the care expressed by her partner. The quotation from the lower-income 18-21 year olds 

from Recife supports the contention made by the participants at large that males were 

more attentive to virgins than non-virgins.  

 

Information about sexuality appears to be related to class, according to the 

narratives above. The middle-income, 30-39 year old participants who told agentic 
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narratives of their sexual debuts also related access to information. The lower-income 

female who cited curiosity as a primary reason for engaging in sexual intercourse may 

have been motivated out of a lack of information. While one lower-income 18-21 year 

old participant from Recife supported advocating for one’s own sexual pleasure, that was 

a comparatively aggressive approach that was not advocated elsewhere. Only a few 

participants felt they had respectful partners at sexual debut which may help in 

understanding why so many participants related less satisfied stories of their first sexual 

intercourse experiences. Therefore, agency is not a prerequisite to having a positive 

sexual debut experience, but it appears to help. 

NON-COERCIVE INSTRUMENTAL REASONS FOR HAVING SEXUAL INTERCOURSE 

Having treated intrapsychic reasons for having sexual intercourse in the previous 

section, I now turn to the cultural reasons for having sex such peer pressure or wanting to 

leave home. Peer pressure was the most commonly cited cultural reason for having sexual 

intercourse at sexual debut. It was most frequently discussed by the focus group 

respondents as an abstract feeling created out of a general perception about when it was 

appropriate to have one’s sexual debut.  

P1: But this question about saying ‘no,’ it’s interesting because like…there are 
times when things seem to be in style, right? Like, I think lots of times people 
make decisions, not like you’re wanting it at that time, but because you’ve 
become influenced. Or, like, with television, this type of media talks a lot about 
pleasure, sexuality. People sometimes, they get…it awakens an interest, you 
know? So, lots of times a person makes a decision not because she wants to be 
different, but to ‘follow the wave,’ you know? ‘If my colleagues, if they have 
kids, I’ll have to have a kid also.’ (…) 

P2: I have a friend who’s the same age as me, and she’s a virgin, and she says, 
‘Oh, I’m scared to death of dying a virgin.’ [laughter] [I.S.] A friend of my 
sister’s is 19 years old and she’s still a virgin. And they start talking, ‘But you’re a 
museum piece, [laughter] after 19 years, virgin!’ [laughter] And I started thinking 
that this thing of being a virgin has become a little bit uncommon, you know? 
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Until like…because it’s natural that a 19 year old person’s not a virgin, you 
know? (lower-income 18-21 year olds, Belo Horizonte, Group 12). 

 

P1: There’s also the person that thinks, ‘All of my friends have already had sex, 
I’m the only one who hasn’t. I’m different…I can’t be.’ There’s a lot of risk in 
thinking like this, of course. 

P2: You have to think like that. ‘Is there some objective in not having had sex 
yet?’ I think you have to think, you have to think like that.  

P3: (…) I think there are lots of girls who suffer from pressure from their own 
friends-- 

P4: --from their own friends, most definitely! 

P5: I also think so. Sometimes you don’t feel like getting a boyfriend, you’re not 
interested in dating, but all of your friends have boyfriends, all of your friends 
already had sex, so you’ll have sex just this once, you know? [Your friends say:] 
‘You don’t know anything.’ So you wind up feeling like, displaced, you know? 
(lower-income 18-21 year olds, Belo Horizonte, Group 11).  

 

P1: When you asked about behavior within a circle of friends, for example one 
thing for me was really noteworthy. On the question of sexuality (…) after 17 
[years of age], sexuality, virginity, was lived liked it was a problem, you know? 
So you had this thing where a friend perdeu [lost her virginity], another perdeu, I 
also have to perder.(…) I was 18, going on 19, and I was uncomfortable because I 
was a virgin [laughter]. 

P2: (…) My group that I hung around with, young adolescents, you had to, in 
quote, had to do it [have sexual intercourse] (…) 

P3: There was this other thing, also, which was the question of moving to the big 
city because that’s when one began living in dormitories. We started to drink and 
smoke and you had to have sex. It was to leave behind being a little girl from the 
Interior and to be someone from the big city. I saw lots of cases that happened 
like that, né? I think it was for this reason—to insert oneself socially, for many of 
them, to insert themselves socially (middle-income 30-39 year olds, Belo 
Horizonte, Group 14). 
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The importance of ‘fitting-in’ in adolescence cannot be underestimated (Wiseman 2002). 

Feeling singled out as the token virgin, whether overtly or simply through the absorption 

of social norms, could play a role in a female deciding to have sex.  

When females felt pressured to engage in sexual intercourse, it decreased their 

probability of a positive intercourse experience. 

P: [Sex] is not like girls imagined it. (…) [Out of peer pressure], she gets a guy 
and finds out that he doesn’t have a drop of tenderness in him, isn’t patient, and 
she becomes traumatized for the rest of her life (lower-income 18-21 year olds, 
Belo Horizonte, Group 10). 

 

Peer pressure to have sexual intercourse may have caused females to have sexual 

intercourse before they felt ready, resulting in a negative sexual debut experience. 

None of the focus group participants stated they overtly engaged in pressuring 

their peers to have sexual relations, so reasons for pressuring one’s peers into engaging in 

sex are not clear. One reason could be that if one fears social punishment from having 

sexual intercourse, encouraging others to transgress decreases the probability of social 

isolation. Simply by being sexually active, some of the participants might have 

contributed to covert social pressure on virgins to have their sexual debut.  

Lower-income, older participants cited wanting to leave the house as another 

primary interpersonal reason for having sex. Females would leave the house through 

marriage after having had sexual intercourse (see discussion of marriage in Chapter 

Three: Methodology). Females most commonly wanted to leave the house to get out from 

under a strict father. His strictness was manifested in closely controlling his daughter’s 

behavior such as not letting her date, wear make-up, wear the types of clothes she wanted 

to wear, etc.  

M: Was the desire to leave the house to gain some freedom a reason to have sex? 

P1: Many times. 
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P2: You did this, or you ‘lost yourself.’  

M: Lost yourself how? 

P2: In the arms of a man [laugher] [I.S.] and lost your virginity. 

M: Yeah? 

P3: That was one way to do it. Losing one’s virginity meant that the boy was 
obligated to marry you or instead meant that you left the house. 

M: You had to get married? 

Everyone: Yes. 

P1: It still is. 

M: It is? 

P1: Yeah, but it used to be even more so. [laughter] [I.S.] 

P: You don’t have to do it anymore. 

P2: [I.S.] If she were no longer a virgin, she’d get married. [I.S.] She won, right? 
[I.S.] She’d take him to the police. It wasn’t at the notary’s office like today; it 
was at the police where she would get married. [I.S.] 15, 20 years ago. 

P3: It used to be that when a girl was no longer a virgin, it was a case for the 
police, she had to get married at the police (lower-income 30-39 year olds, Belo 
Horizonte, Group 15). 

 

M: Do girls think about marrying when girls think about having sex? 

P: [A friend of mine] married at 16. She married pregnant and she only had sex 
because she wanted to leave the house. She said that she only had relations with 
him and married because she wanted to leave the house because she didn’t have 
any freedom at home. So she thought that if she got married, she could get out 
from under her father and he’d [her father] leave her in peace (lower-income 18-
21 year olds, Belo Horizonte, Group 12). 

 

M: Did they have sex to have sex or to get married? 
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P: They wanted to get married. I had the opportunity to meet up with a friend 
recently who I knew as an adolescent who had sex to marry her partner, and she 



married him, she’s still with him today (middle-income 30-39 year olds, Belo 
Horizonte, Group 14). 

While this behavior was familiar to both socio-economic groups, it was only familiar to 

older participants. It is grounded in the idea that to have a non-virgin daughter is 

shameful. This prescription for leaving the house is no longer as common as it was a 

generation ago, as the first group quoted above pointed out. The majority of younger and 

middle-income participants felt that having one’s sexual debut was not a reason to have 

to leave the house, whereas getting pregnant was.  

Rather than sexual debut being more of a deceptive practice to get out of the 

house, as treated above, for some lower-income, older women, sexual debut was 

performed as a marital obligation.  

M: In your day and age, it [having sexual intercourse] wasn’t much out of 
impulse, was it?  

P1: Under no circumstances [was it out of impulse]! 

M: Yeah? Why? 

P1: Yeah, because you arranged a boyfriend. Your parents agreed that you could 
marry and you also agreed that you would marry. Do you understand? 

P2: It wasn’t out of curiosity. 

P3: No, it wasn’t out of curiosity. 

P2: No it wasn’t (lower-income 30-39 year olds, Belo Horizonte, Group 15). 

Just because sexual intercourse happened for the first time within the context of marriage 

does not necessarily mean that it was anticipated. Some older, lower-income focus group 

participants related that they had no idea what their husband had expected on their 

wedding night since they did not have any information about sexual intercourse or sexual 

education (Groups 6 and 15). 
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While peer pressure has frequently been acknowledged as a force encouraging 

males to have sexual intercourse, it has been found less frequently as a reason for females 

to have sexual intercourse (for an Nicaraguan example, see Rani et al. 2003). Yet, 

adolescents’ perceptions of the level of sexual experience among their peers have a 

strong influence on adolescents’ sexual behavior (Bearman and Brückner 1999; Kirby 

1999).  

These cultural reasons for having sexual intercourse: peer pressure, to get out of 

the house, and marital obligation, all serve to disappear females’ feelings about engaging 

in sexual intercourse. In these situations, females were placing instrumental reasons 

above personal reasons for engaging in this most intimate of acts. These reasons for 

engaging in sexual intercourse are likely to reduce a female’s personal satisfaction with 

the event since she was being motivated to engage in sexual intercourse as a means to an 

end. A lack of viable locations where adolescents could have sexual intercourse had 

mixed effects on the amount of control females were able to exercise at sexual debut. 

FEMALES PLACED MALE SEXUAL PLEASURE FIRST 

Further disconnecting females from the possibility of experiencing a satisfying 

and positive sexual debut experience was the males’ expectation that females would treat 

the males’ sexual pleasure as paramount. Females across age groups, socio-economic 

statuses, and cities generally felt that males were extremely self-centered when it came to 

sexual pleasure. They cited their personal experiences of the males’ focus on penile-

vaginal penetration and that once the male experienced orgasm, the sexual relation was 

over with very little, if any, interest expressed in what the female was experiencing. 

(However, almost all participants agreed that males were most careful, respectful and 

attentive to their female partners when the partner was a virgin.) 
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Older participants talked about how females were expected to put male’s needs 

first in the sexual interaction. Universally, these participants expressed dissatisfaction and 

anger at this situation. 

P1: In my time, there were the preliminaries, there was the kiss, after the kiss 
there were those attempts, the hugs, a penetration. I didn’t feel much (…). Do you 
understand how it was? He took grabs here, there, and it all happened fast. I think 
with him I was looking for pleasure for him because I didn’t know anything, I 
didn’t look either to give lots of pleasure. I think he was ignorant. He thought 
with penetration he was giving pleasure. 

P2: I don’t know if this is a question of culture. I think the guys from here…the 
story is like this. Women are depositories of sperm (…) and women see at that 
moment that it can’t be like that and that it has to change. 

P1: He doesn’t try to explore, look for our G-spots. 

P3: He’s not concerned about this. The majority of men just want it [sexual 
intercourse] to happen and it doesn’t matter at all to them if she’s being satisfied, 
if you’re liking it or not. 

M: The first time is it like this? 

P3: For me it was. (…) 

P4: It was [like that] the first time. (…) 

P3: It was on the thigh. The making out, the kisses, the hugs, the grabby-grabby, 
but he masturbated himself on my thighs. That is to say, he satisfied himself, I 
didn’t orgasm at all, né, it was just that, just that for him. To have a boyfriend 
who is satisfied…he thought that he was loving me. 

P5: And you thought so too. 

P3: I did. It’s because I hadn’t had experience with an orgasm. I didn’t have 
penetration, anything. He was the one who was rubbing himself, he was feeling 
excited, and you? Only in the kisses [did I experience sexual excitement]. The 
experience that I had was this (middle-income 30-39 year olds, Recife, Group 23). 

 

M: Do you think the first time females had sex that they were concerned about 
giving tenderness to the male?  
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P1: [We thought about] pleasing him. You have to please him so as not to lose 
him. [You’d think:] ‘I’m already having sex with him, I’m with him,’ let’s say for 
the first time, ‘and I have to please him.’ 

P2: The females thought more about pleasing him than pleasing herself.  

P3: Yeah. 

P4: Yeah (…) 

P4: Sex used to be very oppressed, it didn’t exist [i.e. no one talked about it]. 
Today we have the knowledge that women can experience various types of 
pleasure. Before, we didn’t know this. Lots of times, men only thought of 
themselves. He didn’t look to the woman to see if she was satisfied or not (lower-
income 30-39 year olds, Recife, Group 18). 

 

While there was wide recognition of the male behavior of masturbating himself against 

women’s thighs in the middle-income group quoted above, this male behavior was 

acknowledged with rue and disbelief. Since vaginal penetration did not happen, this 

experience did not constitute sexual debut yet it frequently was a precursor to sexual 

debut. Females looked back in resentment at how the males acted selfishly as well as 

their own ignorance at that time about their bodies. A lower-income female quoted in the 

second group expressed trying to cater to her partners’ sexual needs, demonstrating that 

some females further reified this selfish male behavior by striving for the males’ sexual 

satisfaction too. 

Older participants perceived males of today to be less sexually self-centered than 

when they were adolescents because of the changes underway in gender roles moving in 

the direction of a more egalitarian treatment of the sexes. In addition, older participants 

perceived younger people to possess greater sexual knowledge than they did at that age. 

However, data from the majority of younger groups of both socio-economic statuses in 

both cities did not substantiate this perception.  
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P: I had the preconception that a woman was obligated. If males wanted to have 
sex, women were obligated to satisfy their male desire, you understand? I never 
thought that males…like…had, that is to say, that a male had to give pleasure to a 
woman. What kind of pleasure would he give? What is a woman’s pleasure when 
she’s with a man? He’d arrive and want to have relations with her and not even 
want to know if she liked it, that’s what happened, right? (lower-income 30-39 
year olds, Belo Horizonte, Group 9). 

 

M: The first time [a female has sexual intercourse], are males concerned about a 
female’s orgasm19? 

P1: No. Normally a man isn’t concerned with a woman’s orgasm at all. 

M: No?  

P1: They’re more concerned with their own orgasm, né? 

M: Really? 

P1: Really. They…when they orgasm…that’s it. If they orgasm, they’ve reached 
their goal. That’s it (lower-income 18-21 year olds, Belo Horizonte, Group 10). 

 

P1: I was emotionally chantageada. 

M= What happened? 

P1: He was like, ’Oh, my darling, if you don’t want to now, that’s okay. I wan to. 
But if you want to marry a virgin, if you want to, I’ll wait. I’ll wait, of course I’ll 
wait for you. But think about me a little bit also.’ [I.S.] That’s why I did it. I 
wasn’t forced. But it also wasn’t because I wanted to. It was like that. I think like 
this. He does everything I want to, do you understand? He’s the guy that I want. I 
think I have to stop being egotistical, né? That’s how it happened (lower-income 
18-21 year olds, Belo Horizonte, Group 12). 
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group respondents spoke about female sexual pleasure. 



M: Now I’m curious about something. You said you thought about what the boy 
would think: ‘If he’ll stay with me, if he won’t stay with me. ‘ And the girl, did 
she think of herself? 

P1 and P2: No. 

P3: No. For her desire? 

P4: We thought more about satisfying the partner than we did about satisfying 
ourselves. We satisfied him. We thought like this. What he thought was good for 
us was completely perfect. 

P5: I am not like that. 

P2: But the majority of women are… 

P4: There are women who don’t have the courage to go to him and say, ‘I am not 
liking it like this.’ But the thing is she sees the guy likes it, the guy is excited to 
do it, so she continues, even until…women know how to fake [an orgasm] 20 and 
males don’t. There’s no way they can fake [an orgasm] for women (lower-income 
18-21 year olds, Recife, Group 20). 

 

P3: A woman’s always concerned about giving pleasure to her partner (middle-
income 18-21 year olds, Recife, Group 25). 

Using the sexual pleasure argument, females related how males were able to dissuade 

females from using condoms at sexual debut. 

P1: They really did it [had sex without contraception] to satisfy the guy because 
guys don’t like having sex with a condom. They allege that it’s uncomfortable. So 
the woman does it to satisfy him since he wants to have sex without a condom.  

P2: The guys say, ‘Having sex with a condom is like sucking a candy with the 
paper on’ 

M: And you think girls do it that way just to satisfy the guy? 

Everyone: Yeah [loudly]. 

P3: Yeah, it’s just to satisfy…because they’re scared of losing the guy and they 
think that they’ll lose him. ‘I’ll have sex with him before marriage, practicing sex 
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all the different ways, all the different modes, without a condom, without 
anything, so that I can keep the guy’ 

P4: It’s an illusion (lower-income 18-21 year olds, Recife, Group 18). 

 

M: When girls start thinking about their first sexual relation, do they or do they 
not think about contraception? 

P1: There are some who I think thought about it. Then there are others that do not 
think about it because at the moment of truth, it all happens according to the 
criteria of the males. They [males] have the power to say, ‘Oh, no, with a condom 
it’s lousy, and it hurts a lot.’ They can stick those ideas in the head of the girl, 
who will have rubber21 entering inside of her, so she’ll be less interested [in using 
contraception]…[The males say:] ’It’s a candy with paper22.’ 

P2/P3/P4: [Laughing and covering their faces] 

P1: They [males] always say the same thing. We could protect ourselves We 
could say, ‘Oh, no, my first time I want it to be with a condom.’ But at the 
moment when it’s going to happen, he arrives [and says:] ‘No, because it’s a 
really lousy thing [to use a condom], and you will feel bad.’ They want it more 
like this, they want to feel good and they don’t even think about the woman at all. 
The majority of times she’s giving pleasure to him and that’s it. So her passing 
pleasure to him is what’s important, irrespective of whether condoms were used 
or not (lower-income 18-21 year olds, Recife, Group 20). 

The expectation that males know more about sexual matters than do females (see Chapter 

Four: Sexual Scripts) sheds light on how the males quoted above are able to manipulate 

the sexual encounter to maximize their own sexual pleasure. The fact that females 

accepted foregoing contraception to maximize male sexual pleasure shows how far 

females were willing to go to accommodate male sexual pleasure. The anger these 

younger females feel about being sexually manipulated was clearly palpable. 

 

                                                 
21 The word ‘rubber’ is not used to denote condoms in Brazil, as it is in the United States. The way it is 
used in this quote is to say “rubber” and not “a rubber” would be entering inside of her. 
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There was a consensus across all the focus groups that males are in general 

sexually self-centered but they were presumed to be the least sexually self-centered at a 

partner’s sexual debut. While older respondents perceived this to be changing, younger 

respondents still believed that males were sexually self-centered to the point of cajoling 

their partner into having sex without a condom because it would reduce his pleasure. 

With hindsight, females were angry about how self-centeredly males acted, only looking 

out for their own sexual pleasure. The anger females expressed regarding males not 

meeting their sexual needs at sexual debut and apparently motivated by self-serving 

sexual interests is an example of the disjuncture between females’ intellectual grasp of 

their rights and their ability to enforce adherence to those rights. They understood at 

sexual debut that they were more than “sperm receptacles” but did not have the ability to 

enforce greater sexual respect from their partners. 

CONCLUSION 

The reasons participants gave for having sexual intercourse came from an open-

ended question about why they and their peers had sex at debut. Therefore, the fact that 

peer pressure was only cited in Belo Horizonte and not Recife may reveal something 

about the different sexual cultures of the two cities. In Belo Horizonte, it was mentioned 

within all the divisions of focus groups. The fact that females said they had sexual 

intercourse most frequently out of instrumental reasons may indicate that females’ 

interest in and expectations of control at sexual debut are being moderated by an ultimate 

focus in the consummation of the sexual encounter. Curiosity was the only intrapsychic 

reason cited with regularity for engaging in sexual intercourse, and that reason was cited 

much more frequently in Recife than in Belo Horizonte. 

The most typical profile of a lower-income, 18-21 year old female’s sexual debut 

experience from Belo Horizonte was that the female engaged in sexual intercourse out of 
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peer pressure with the male’s sexual pleasure demanding preeminence in the sexual 

interaction. Lower-income, 30-39 year olds in Belo Horizonte typically had their sexual 

debuts to leave the house as well as a marriage obligation. Middle-income, 30-39 year 

olds in Belo Horizonte primarily had sexual intercourse out of peer pressure and to leave 

the house. The lower-income 18-21 year olds from Recife were most likely to cite 

curiosity as their reason for engaging in sexual intercourse. Almost all the participants 

had a hard time finding privacy to experience their sexual debuts.  

The most outstanding characteristic of females who were more in control of their 

sexual experiences than their peers was that these female possessed information and a 

sense of entitlement to determine what happened to their bodies. Aside from the minority 

of participants whose partners treated them thoughtfully and with respect at sexual debut, 

the rest of the focus group participants expressed anger at how males had placed their 

own sexual interests first at the participants’ sexual debuts. Due to a lack of information 

and possibly an inability to envision an alternative at the time, many females accepted 

this. One participant related how she collaborated with the male so that he could achieve 

the maximum amount of pleasure without either of them paying attention to her own 

needs. Females related how they would go so far as to fake orgasm. There could be many 

reasons for why females found it to their advantage to fake sexual pleasure. Some 

possibilities might have been to validate male sexual prowess, to demonstrate her sexual 

responsiveness (connoted with being good in bed), or simply a desire to bring about the 

end of the sexual interaction23. All of the sexual debut narratives related in this chapter 

were non-coercive and voluntary although many of them may not have been all that 

wanted. The amount of control wielded by males in the sexual interaction becomes more 

                                                 

 94

23 Phillips found in her research in the United States that faking orgasm was one way for females to bring 
an unwanted sexual situation to an end (Phillips 2000). 



visible in the chapter which follows on sexual coercion which explores unwanted but 

voluntary sexual debut experiences.  
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Chapter Six: Successful and Unsuccessful Sexual Coercion of Females 

Sexual coercion has been defined as the: 
 

Act of forcing (or attempt to force) another individual through violence, threats, 
verbal insistence, deception, cultural expectations or economic circumstances to 
engage in sexual behavior against her/his will. As such, it includes a wide range 
of behaviors from violent forcible rape to more contested areas that require young 
women to marry and sexually service men not of their choosing. The touchstone 
of coercion is an individual woman’s lack of choice to pursue other options 
without severe social and physical consequence (Heise, Moore et al. 1995). 

 

Non-consensual experiences exist along a continuum of behaviors from threats and 

intimidation to unwanted touch to rape. 

There are two primary types of sexual coercion that I will be dealing with in this 

chapter: interpersonal coercion and social coercion. Interpersonal sexual coercion is 

exerted by one member of the couple onto the other in an effort to get that member to 

engage in a behavior that he/she does not want to by threatening him/her with an 

undesirable outcome. The second type, while grounded in an anticipation of negative 

interpersonal consequences, is social sexual coercion. When female expectations of male 

sexual response vary little between male partners within a male-dominated sexual 

environment, social coercion to engage in sexual intercourse can be present even if the 

male never utters a word of threat. Social coercion is more insidious because it is present 

in the male-female gender dynamic unless one or both members of the couple address it. 

A female can address it by simply placing her needs first and demanding that her partner 

do the same. By doing so, she is confronting the social expectation discussed in the 

previous chapter that male sexual desire deserves to be treated paramount in the sexual 

relationship. The male can negate this stereotype by communicating sexual values that do 

not place his sexual interests first and which are respectful of the female’s feelings. If he 
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is silent, this social expectation is left uncontested. Yet, even when a male tries to 

communicate sexual patience to his partner, she may remain leery and mistrustful that he 

might be able to act differently than she perceives all other males to act (see example in 

Chapter Four: Sexual Scripts). Therefore, this social sexual coercion is omni-present in 

male-female sexual interactions at sexual debut. It is up to the individual actors to decide 

what to do in the face of those pressures and expectations. This chapter deals with 

females’ experiences of sexual coercion and successful sexual negotiation. 

The most obvious way females could attempt to elude unwanted sexual 

experiences was by saying “no.” Middle-income, older participants in both cities were 

particularly eloquent in speaking about how they felt about saying “no” at the time they 

were experiencing their sexual debuts. 

M: Was it really difficult to say ‘no’ [to sexual intercourse]? 

P1: It’s hard because we weren’t educated to say ‘no.’ In my case, at least, it was 
like this, without information, without any way of saying ‘no.’ You let the thing 
[sexual intercourse] happen because it was normal, because you though that it was 
normal. 

P2: I think it has to do with the history of how we were raised. If you don’t have 
the knowledge, you can’t [say ‘no’]…I don’t think you can. You don’t think you 
have the right to say ‘no.’ You can’t say ‘no’ because you won’t know how to 
justify why you’re saying ‘no.’ I think it really comes down to a lack of 
knowledge which is based in history. You say ‘no,’ and no is no and that’s it. 
Today I have that consciousness, I have the tranquility to say ‘no’ whenever I 
want to, but back then, it was absolutely impossible (middle-income 30-39 year 
olds, Recife, Group 23). 

 

P1: Now, I had a lot of difficulty enforcing [‘no’] as a woman, you know? It took 
me a long time to be able to do this. For example, when you talk about the 
question of ‘no,’ the ‘no’ for me was something difficult. Therefore, it always 
weighed heavily on me. (…) We weren’t able to do it.  That is to say that this 
possibility of me imposing myself when I was 18, 19 years old…my first [sexual] 
experience, for example, was when I was 19 years old. I didn’t feel able, for 
example, to say ‘no.’ ‘I don’t want to.’ Do you understand? I didn’t put myself in 
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that place to be able to say to my boyfriend ‘no.’ If I had said ‘no’ to him, he 
would have gone looking for someone else. ‘And if he goes and finds someone 
else, in what position does that leave me?’ That’s why we [females] had a lot of 
difficulty saying that [‘no’] (middle-income 30-39 year olds, Belo Horizonte, 
Group 14). 

Younger participants also voiced the difficulty they had of saying “no.” 

M: Does there exist the possibility of saying “no” if she doesn’t want to have sex 
at that moment? 

P1: If she’s determined, always… 

Everyone: Yeah. 

P2: It really depends on the person. 

P3: On the person, do you understand? On the woman. There are people that 
are…I don’t know if they’re more weak, I don’t know if I can use this word, but 
there are others that have strong personalities. A geniozinho [difficult] person who 
says, ‘I want this, I want that.’ Do you understand? [That kind of person could 
say:] ‘I can’t now. That’s it. It’s not going to happen.’ Why? Because she fought 
for what she wanted, do you understand? Sometimes it could induce a fight (…) 

P1: But to do this you have to have a strong personality. 

Everyone: Yeah. 

P3 & P4: Very strong. 

P1: Not everyone can do this, no. 

P2: It really depends on the person.  

P3: It’s the minority. 

P1: I think it’s the minority, a woman who has the courage to say that she doesn’t 
want to. 

P3: To say she doesn’t want to and even if he thinks it’s bad, it’s his problem—I 
think it’s only the minority that can do that (middle-income 18-21 year olds, 
Recife, Group 25). 
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These younger, middle-income participants perceived that only strong females felt 

capable of saying “no.” The reasons why females may have felt so reluctant to say “no” 

may be understood with help from female’s experiences of sexual coercion.  

COERCIVE FORCES AT SEXUAL DEBUT 

Females experienced coercion either as a direct threat leveled at her by her partner 

or through an assumption of universal consequences of not engaging in sexual 

intercourse. The fear of losing one’s status in the relationship, either through being 

displaced or through abandonment, was the most frequently cited reason by the 

participants for feeling compelled to engage in sexual intercourse. Sexual violence was 

less commonly feared. Yet both fears carried social legitimacy, normalizing these 

consequences of a female’s refusal to have sexual intercourse.  

Explicit male sexual coercion of females 

The most common way that male partners explicitly coerced females was by 

demanding sexual intercourse as a proof of her love. 

M: And this [holding on to the man] is a reason to have sex? 

P1: For some. 

P2: It could be… 

P3: It’s chantagem [extortion]. There are people that…I know adolescents, that 
they let him [have sex with her]. They have that in their head. With fear of losing 
the person. I think it’s like this, adolescents are like this. In our adolescence, 
we’re very vulnerable. I think in that moment, the girl, I think it’s like this, it 
happens the way that he wants it to. 

M: How do the males use this chantagem against the females?  

P4: Oh, they say that if she doesn’t [have sex with him], he’ll break up with her 
and look for someone else. Or instead, it’s because, ‘If you don’t want to it’s 
because you don’t like me.’ 
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P5: It’s like, ‘If you don’t want to [have sex with me], I will want to do it with 
someone else. I already did it with someone else. How are you better than her?’ 
Normally, they carry out chantagem like that (lower-income 18-21 year olds, 
Belo Horizonte, Group 12). 

 

P1: I think that like today, there used to be the accusation of the boy. 

P2: The teste de amor. 

Everyone: Yup. 

P1: ‘Oh, you have to give me a test of your love. You don’t love me. You’re not 
doing it because you don’t like me. You have to give me a test of your love.’ And 
the girl, to stay…so as to not lose him, gives in. 

P3 & P4: That’s it. 

P4: This test continues today. This teste de amor hasn’t ended. 

P3: I have a godchild and this happened to her. She was thirteen years old and the 
boy started saying to her, ‘Look, if we don’t do it…’ (…) She said, ‘I’m really 
young, my mom won’t let me…’ And he said, ‘So then you don’t love me. You 
have to give me a test of your love.’ And because she was scared of losing him 
(…) she entregou-se [surrendered] herself to him with him saying to her all the 
time, ‘If you don’t se-entregar, you don’t love me.’ She said, ‘I have to prove to 
him that I love him. If I don’t, he’ll look for someone else’ (lower-income 30-39 
year olds, Recife, Group 16). 

 

M: Do you think the majority of boys understand [when a girl says ‘no’]?  

P1: Lots don’t, né? Lots get angry, né? 

P2: [Men never understand. He says:] ‘You don’t love me.’  

P3: It’s an emotional deception on their part. 

P1: They start throwing that around immediately. ‘You said you liked me.’ I think 
that for me this is a deception. 

M: Do you think that girls give in because of this deception? 

P4: Lots of women are so dumb. 
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P5: [Nodding yes] And she starts thinking, ‘Gosh, I made him bitter.’ And she 
winds up giving in. (…) The dumb women feel bad for him. [They say:] 
‘Ahhhhh….’ 

P4: (…) I think the women give in because of pressure from the male. 

P6: They’re scared of losing him. 

P7: They’re dumb…I think that there aren’t girls who do this anymore. 

P4: I don’t think it’s dumb to do this (lower-income 18-21 year olds, Recife, 
Group 17). 

 

M: Is [having sex] a decision of men or women or a decision of the couple 
together? 

P1: The majority of times I think it’s the man. 

P2: Men always take initiative. 

P3: I think women do it on impulse [S.T.]. 

P4: Because they were in love. 

P1: It’s like this, for example. (…) Out of fear of losing her big love, her 
enchanted prince. 

P2: It was the teste de amor. ‘Prove that you love me.’  

P5: Exactly. The great test of love (middle-income 30-39 year olds, Recife, Group 
23). 

 

The participants perceived this emotional manipulation to be widely used by male 

partners. The lower-income 18-21 year olds from both cities who acknowledged this 

coercion as extortion were clearly angry about how males employed this tactic. This 

emotional manipulation continued when the teste de amor was used as a way for males to 

justify their philandering behavior.  

P: After [the teste de amor] he could even use this as an excuse to justify what he 
did. ‘I looked elsewhere because you didn’t want to so I had to go find someone 
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else. You didn’t want to but I did.’ He uses this to justify his behavior (middle-
income 18-21 year olds, Recife, Group 25). 

 

This threat of infidelity gives females a false sense of responsibility when males 

philander—if they had only had sex with their partner then he would not have had sex 

with someone else.  

Social coercion of females 

This expectation of male abandonment if sexual intercourse was not delivered 

was so far-reaching that even when no threat was voiced, females were nonetheless 

motivated to engage in sexual intercourse. Both older and younger participants held the 

social expectation that almost universally, males leave females who do not have sexual 

intercourse. 

M: Why did she [a friend] have sex? 

P1: Exactly, to hold on to him. 

P2: She liked him and wanted to stay with him no matter what. She thought that 
this was a good idea. (…) She did it to satisfy him. She didn’t think about her own 
pleasure. She had sex to hold on to him. [She thought:] ‘If I hold on to him in bed, 
he's mine. He won’t go looking for someone else’ (lower-income 18-21 year olds, 
Belo Horizonte, Group 10). 

 

P: She is very scared. I think that she is very scared, very insecure, very insecure 
inside her, she thinks, ‘If I don’t [have sexual intercourse] I think that I will lose 
him, who I like so much, who I love so much.’ I think all of this. But she has to 
think of herself. If she doesn’t want to do it, she won’t go. I think many women 
start thinking, ‘If I don’t, he will think that I’m really slow because there’s all this 
history and he won’t want to talk to me anymore, won’t want to see me anymore.’ 
So it won’t give her any pleasure and she wants to give pleasure to the other 
person. I think we have to think a little bit about ourselves after thinking about the 
other person (lower-income 18-21 year olds, Recife, Group 20). 
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M: Was there a moment of the involvement when the intimacy was so great that 
there was no way to say ‘no’ any longer, or did women always have the ability to 
say ‘no’? 

P1: (…) women have a small mind [showing a small circle with her finger] and 
they feel uncomfortable saying ‘no,’ at the moment of saying ‘no.’ 

P2: It’s like I said, it depends on the situation and the moment. 

P1: It’s because women think like this, ‘Gosh, if I say ‘no’ to him, he’ll get upset,’ 
because there are lots of women who are scared of losing the guy they like. (…) 
Lots of women pass through this. ‘If I say ‘no’ to him, he’ll leave me, so I’ll do 
what he wants.’ 

P3: Out of fear of losing him. 

P4: Yeah (middle-income 30-39 year olds, Recife, Group 24). 
 

These narratives do not present any evidence of male coercion, yet nevertheless, these 

females were engaging in coerced sex out of the expected consequences of being rejected 

if they do not have sexual intercourse. The lower-income 18-21 year old who encouraged 

females to think of themselves in the sexual relation—after thinking about the other 

person—illustrates how ingrained it is for females in Brazil to place their sexual interests 

second to that of males’.  

Social expectations of the consequences of negating sexual intercourse were not 

limited to fearing partner abandonment. Some females feared rejecting sex because of the 

emotional distance they perceived it would introduce to the relationship.  

M: Was [not saying “no”] fundamentally about not losing the boyfriend? 

P: It wasn’t so much about losing the boyfriend but about losing one’s place. It 
wasn’t just a boyfriend, it was about establishing an intimate relationship with 
someone where you are a primary player. It was halfway between wife and 
woman—belonging. That’s the truth. You establish a relationship in which you 
belong with that person. It’s a connection that you imagine will be broken the 
moment that you say ‘no.’ You establish a very strong connection. I don’t know 
what the connection is, but it’s occurring and the ‘no’ signifies a rupture. You lose 
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your most comfortable place to some extent, the support…(middle-income 30-39 
year olds, Belo Horizonte, Group 14). 

 

M: Do girls think about what the guy will do if they say ‘no’ [to sexual 
intercourse] when things are progressing to sexual intercourse? 

Everyone: They think about it. 

P1: Everyone thinks about it. What it could be like, what will happen. 

P2: Ah, yeah. 

P3: That happens a lot. 

M: This type of preoccupation?  

P4: She gets scared. ‘Gosh, I’ll…(…) what will I say?’ He’ll get angry.  

P5: ‘He’ll get angry at me.’ 

P6: ‘And he won’t look in my face any more.’ So she gets scared. This happens a 
lot. 

P1: It’s difficult. 

P2: Many [females] don’t end things [the sexual encounter]; they let it roll so that 
he doesn’t get angry. 

Everyone: They let it roll. 

M: Why? 

P1: So that he doesn’t get angry. 

Everyone: Yeah.  

P3: [They say ahead of time:] ‘I won’t do it, I won’t do it.’ Then, at the last 
moment, they do. The majority of females just roll with it. 

P4: Yeah. 

P2: Do you understand? Many stop, but many do it against their will. She doesn’t 
want to but she continues anyway. 
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P3: She continues because of this [fear of male anger] (middle-income 18-21 year 
olds, Recife, Group 25). 

Brazil is a culture where having the support and protection that a male can offer holds 

great social value and is almost imperative to female social well-being (Goldstein 2003). 

The perceived emotional rupture that would have been created by not acquiescing to the 

male’s wishes at sexual debut was too personally threatening for females of both age 

groups to have risked.  

Fear of physical violence, as opposed to real physical violence (see Chapter 

Seven: Forced Sex Experiences) was another impediment to saying “no” to sexual 

intercourse. This was a fear that was voiced by older focus group respondents primarily 

of lower-income.  

M: Women had fears in saying ‘no’? 

P1: Of being beaten up.  

P2: Yeah. 

P3: Of being beaten. 

P4: Hit in the face. 

M: Yeah? 

P5: The men of this time hit women a lot. 

M: Hit them? 

P5: Hit them (lower-income 30-39 year olds, Belo Horizonte, Group 9). 

 

M: And when it’s not possible to say ‘no,’ why is it not possible to say ‘no’? 

P1: It’s because we know the temperament of our partners. So a woman won’t say 
‘no’ because she knows that he will react in an aggressive manner. 

P2: There’s that fear that you’ll be attacked. Sometimes he even pushes the bar 
with a woman. 
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P3: It happens. 

P4: It happens. 

P5: It happens. 

P3: And the force— 

P2: —of a man who’s furious (lower-income 30-39 year olds, Recife, Group 18). 

Violence at sexual debut appeared to be infrequent among the 18-21 year old 

participants and the middle-income participants, although one middle-income, older 

group in Belo Horizonte did name fear of physical aggression as a motivator to have 

sexual intercourse. 

M: What could make a woman go along with sex if she didn’t want to [have 
sexual intercourse]? 

P1: The majority of times, I think it’s fear of losing the partner. 

P2: Fear of physical aggression. 

P3: (…) Fear also because the man is really strong. (…) Even the people who are 
well-educated. I think men attack women so much with words, with emotions, 
you know? So women are scared of physical aggression, yes. So many times she 
doesn’t want to and she doesn’t know how to say ‘no.’ So lots of times she 
doesn’t want to but out of fear of the violence she does. 

P: The fear is really strong (middle-income 30-39 year olds, Belo Horizonte, 
Group 4). 

The violence this group fears is verbal, emotional, and physical.  

Having sexual intercourse to hold on to the partner is connected to the sexual 

script discussed in Chapter Four of males’ need for sex. This male-biased construction of 

sexual needs is evident in the social perception that the male’s need for sexual intercourse 

is urgent and requires immediate gratification. The female’s perception that a male will 

leave her if she does not provide for him sexually is treated as inherent to masculinity. 

Within this construction, if a female rejects sex, then her partner is justified in looking for 
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sex elsewhere. Therefore, for many of the participants, this reason to have sex did not 

represent coercion. It was simply inherent to gender roles as they understood them. It is 

instructive to look at when sexual intercourse was perceived by the participants to 

become obligatory to gain a better understanding of how they conceived of sexual 

obligation. 

OBLIGATORY SEXUAL EXPERIENCES 

Sex at sexual debut was treated as obligatory on few occasions. One circumstance 

was when sexual debut took place within marriage.  

P1: I think that after one’s married, because…in my life it was like this, we had 
the obligation of having a relation after we married. (…) Because we said, ‘You 
have to do it out of obligation because you are a wife now and you have to serve 
him.’  

P2: If not, he’ll give you back [to your parents], né? 

P1: If not, if you don’t serve him, he’ll look in the street. Our thinking was this 
(lower-income 30-39 year olds, Recife, Group 16). 

Another circumstance under which sex was treated as obligatory was when the social 

perception existed within the females’ family that the couple had had sexual intercourse 

and the family was therefore unwilling to take the daughter back. In this situation, 

because of a lack of emotional and financial support from her family, one female felt 

obligated to have sexual intercourse so as to maintain access to the male partner’s support 

(Group 15). 

Sex was treated on occasion as obligatory when the female felt like she had turned 

the male on.  

P1: You’re with your boyfriend and you exceed, exceed, give him more rope, give 
him more rope, and when he’s there, he’s there…you can’t go soft on him 
[change your mind]— 

P2: Nooooooo. 
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P1: —because you say, ‘Oh, no. Now I will have to do it on any account. I 
already got him all crazy, I’ll have to go to the end’ (lower-income 30-39 year 
olds, Recife, Group 16).  

 

M: Do you think that there’s a moment when it’s not possible to go back? 

P1: There’s no way to go back. The hour that you decide, ‘Let’s go, let’s go,’ at 
first sex, after you’re there, you have to conclude the situation. You don’t have 
conditions with which to say ‘stop.’ 

P2: There is, in my case, I did [laughter]. In my case I did. 

P3: Mine also. I ran away. 

P4: Is it possible to say [‘no’]? Absolutely. Now, if we have a partner at our side 
who is understanding, it’s all good. That’s what I had. But there are other partners 
who esquentam [get after] the woman. 

P5: Yeah, there are (lower-income 30-39 year olds, Recife, Group 18). 
 

This reaction is grounded in the sexual script that the compulsive nature of male sexuality 

demands that males are granted satisfaction. Communication and sexual respect seem 

wanting if a females had to resort to running away to avoid sex. Lower-income 18-21 

year old females in Belo Horizonte assumed that once things were close to sex, a female 

had to “go through with it” because she must have wanted sex if she allowed things to 

progress to that point (Groups 10 & 12). They did not account for the possibility of a 

female changing her mind.  

Within some younger groups, there was an allowance for females to change their 

minds.  

M: Is there a moment in the relation where the woman doesn’t want to but there’s 
no way to go back and say “no” or do you think at any moment she can say “no”? 

P1: I think that at that moment she could say…she could stop his touches…I think 
if he was adequately attentive to her, he would perceive that she doesn’t want to 
anymore, and what’ll he do? Stop. Now, if he was there, and the woman was a 
refrigerator and he continues because of his criteria, he’ll know that she wasn’t 
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into being there with him at all. The only thing he’s doing is satisfying himself 
because he’s not satisfying her any more or when she sees it’s really not working, 
she can say, ‘Excuse me!’ The majority of times she can say, ‘Excuse me, it’s not 
working. I tried. But what else can I do?’ 

M: What do you think? 

P2: I also think that if she doesn’t want anything to happen (…) if someone 
doesn’t want anything to happen, no one forces them (lower-income 18-21 year 
olds, Recife, Group 20). 

The first participant quoted above expressed the expectation that the male should 

perceive that the female was no longer interested, and thereby exempt the female from 

having to take action herself to end the sexual interaction. Only if the hypothetical female 

saw that it was “really not working” did the participant  (P1) condone the hypothetical 

female to speak up and end the sexual interaction. These participants went on to elaborate 

that even though they felt entitled to reject sex, they still feared partner abandonment if 

they did so.  

 

Lower-income, older participants from Recife were the most likely to identify 

sexual intercourse as obligatory: within marriage as well as if the female sexually excited 

the male. Lower-income, younger participants from Belo Horizonte were equally 

unforgiving of a female who may have changed her mind during the sexual interaction. 

Lower-income. younger females from Recife were willing to be forgiving of a female 

who wanted to end the sexual interaction after it had begun, although in the narrative the 

participant told, she stressed that males should realize if females are no longer interested 

in sexual intercourse. If the male did not notice, then the participant endorsed saying 

something. This is indicative of how difficult females found it to end a sexual interaction 

and say “no.” Other strategies females used to get around saying “no” are elaborated in 

the section which follows. 
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FEMALES’ SUCCESSFUL AVOIDANCE OF SEXUAL INTERCOURSE 

In a male-oriented sexual sphere that privileges male needs, desires, and interests, 

the extent to which females are able to negotiate is indicative of whether they are getting 

their needs met in the sexual interaction. Analyzing females’ efforts at negotiation brings 

to the fore females’ ability to control the sexual interaction.  

Sexual negotiation can be dangerous. For example, women in Mexico feared 

victimization were they to request that their partners used condoms (Nyamtathi, 

Flaskerund et al. 1994) and men indicated that they might physically injure a close 

partner if she suggested condoms (O'Donell, Sandoval et al. 1994). Accordingly, a 

female must weigh the dangers of attempting negotiation within her specific cultural 

context.  

Sexual negotiation does not have to result in binary outcomes such as whether sex 

was or was not avoided or condoms were or were not used. For example, Villela and 

Barbosa (1996) found in post-debut sexual intercourse experiences in Brazil that women 

employed negotiation skills even when they were engaging in unwanted sex. One middle-

income participant in their focus groups said, “I don’t have the right to say no to sex 

because then he’d accuse me of not liking him or that I am interested in someone 

else…but I give in because I don’t like anal sex and he respects that” [my translation] 

(pg. 196). In her case, one can see sexual negotiation can happen along a continuum and 

may be employed at any point in the sexual encounter to avoid less desirable sexual 

behavior.  

Women in Villela and Barbosa’s study (1996) used with frequency the acceptable 

excuses of having a headache, menstruating, having a painful tooth, general 

preoccupations, and being tired so as to avoid sexual intercourse. The women related that 

males accepted these reasons without argument. Nevertheless, the participants explained 
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that these excuses should have limits and stated that they observed certain rules so as to 

avoid problems. One middle-class participant said, “If I say I have a headache, he 

understands…But if we always say no, we’ll lose our husband[s]” [my translation]. 

Villela and Barbosa concluded that it is hard for females to say “no” to sex because of the 

urgency of male desire and also because of the expectation that females will be 

accommodating (Villela and Barbosa 1996).  

Other researchers documented females’ employment of folkloric reasons to 

abstain from sex. Breast-feeding women negated sexual advances stating that semen 

would poison the breast milk. Due to the social taboo against sexual intercourse during 

menstruation, women feigned menstruation (Heise, Moore et al. 1995). In reference to 

the rumors that tubal ligations induced frigidity, women in Pernambuco stated that 

getting a tubal ligation and thereafter being perceived as frigid would be an effective 

strategy to get rid of the burden of unwanted sexual intercourse (Diniz, de Mello e Souza 

et al. 1998). Of the examples cited above, feigning menstruation is the only strategy 

available to virgins for avoiding sexual intercourse24. 

While sexual negotiation can occur around any part of the sexual interaction, I 

limit my treatment here to an analysis of sexual intercourse avoidance. There were a 

number of strategies females in the focus groups employed to successfully avoid sexual 

intercourse that did not require having to say “no.” Congruent with Villela and Barbosa, 

as well as Heise et al.’s findings, women avoided sexual intercourse at sexual debut 

through crying (Group 9), feigning a headache (Group 8), or feigning menstruation 

(Group 8 and 9). A non-verbal strategy to avoid sexual intercourse was to remove the 

roving hands of their boyfriend (lower-income 30-39 year olds in Recife). According to 
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the participants, these relatively non-threatening ways of avoiding sexual intercourse 

were largely effective. One individual in a lower-income 30-39 year old group suggested 

another strategy to avoid sexual intercourse at debut. 

P1: I think if she said, ‘You’re not my first.’ [laughter] 

M: Yeah? He’d stop? 

P2: ‘I have to confess something. You’re not my first’ [laughter]. Then he’d stop. 
[Laughter] It was a slap in his face, né? Because for them, they have to always be 
the first, né? [laughter] (lower-income 30-39 year olds, Belo Horizonte, Group 9). 

Using the male’s own sexual ego as a way to avoid sexual intercourse is the ultimate 

example of females manipulating the unequal gender interaction to get what they wanted 

while giving a nod to males’ presumed sexual supremacy. Feigning sexual experience to 

end the sexual interaction functions only within the culturally-specific dynamic which 

treats female non-virgins as undesirable. In addition to these inauthentic ways of avoiding 

intercourse, some females also employed authentic responses to avoid sexual intercourse. 

A minority of participants were unwilling to legitimate the pressure exerted upon 

them by males.  

P: I, all of my life, have been very harsh/straightforward. I don’t play games with 
men. I won’t do it because I’ll lose him if I don’t. Que perca. ‘Get lost, get it? Go 
with God, but I will not do it! Go with God, sleep with 10, 20 other women, but I 
will not do it. I don’t feel like it, end of story. I won’t do it, not even today. Go 
with God!’ (lower-income 30-39 year olds, Belo Horizonte, Group 9). 

 

P: I didn’t want to, but he insisted so much. [laughter] Just like my other 
boyfriend, Paulo, with him I said, ‘No!’ Just like that, ‘No, really!’ [I.S.] I say to 
[my current boyfriend], ‘Okay, I do what I want or I do what you want?’ So then I 
said, ‘Whose criteria is it that you want me to follow? Yours or mine?’ You 
should have seen his face. He was totally embarrassed. He shut up then. [I.S.] It’s 
not just when he wants it, it’s when I also want it (…) (lower-income 18-21 year 
olds, Belo Horizonte, Group 10). 
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P: The first time I refused to ficar [hook up] with him, he got angry. [I said:] 
‘You’re going to be angry? Well, stay there with your anger, ciao.’ I left and went 
home. He arrived saying, ‘I’m sorry, it’s not like that…’ I think you have to have 
a dialogue (lower-income 18-21 year olds, Recife, Group 21). 

Another participant who rejected sex lost her boyfriend but dismissed him as a man who 

was not respectful.  

P: Men are like this, men do this. I was in a situation where he said, ‘Let’s go out 
[and have sex].’ I said, ‘I don’t want to.’ [He said:] ‘Let’s go!’ [I said:] ‘I’m not 
interested today, I don’t want to go, it’s not going to happen, that’s it.’ [He said:] 
‘I’ll go out with another woman.’ [I said:] ‘That’s your problem, go out with 
another girl if you want to. Don’t call me anymore because I won’t go out 
anymore. It doesn’t have to be the hour that you want it to be. I have to want to 
also.’ Men, there are some who are respectful and others who are not. Women 
give in [and have sex] so as not to lose him. So as not to lose him, do you 
understand? (middle-income 18-21 year olds, Recife, Group 25). 

These participants ridiculed the pressure tactics of males to try to get females to have sex 

with them yet they were fully cognizant of how this pressure does influence many 

females to engage in sexual intercourse. The sexual interactions quoted above took place 

within a relationship. Clearly, relationship context is a strong influence upon what type of 

sexual communication females feel they can engage in. The last female quoted above 

from Group 25 was not willing to tolerate a boyfriend who cheated on her, yet not al 

females felt this way.  

For some participants, the consequence of saying “no” successfully meant 

tolerating a sexually unfaithful partner.  

P1: Oh, if she said ‘no,’ he…just like me. I said ‘no’ to him. ‘No, let’s wait till 
we’re married.’  

P2: He threatened you, didn’t he? 

P1: Yeah, he really did. He got tired of threatening me. He’d leave me at home 
and go looking out on the street. 

P2: And they still thought this was natural.  
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P1: But, how do you say, love is blind, right? He’d go looking for his women in 
the street and then go back to his home. The following day, he’d be at my house, 
hugging me and kissing me. 

P3: And he knew that you knew that he’d looked for another? 

P1: He knew. He’s the one who told me.  

M: What would he say? 

P1: He’d say to me, ‘Since you don’t want to give it to me…’ 

P2: What happened was that you were scared of losing him, the loss. Sometimes, 
lots of times you’re with a guy, sometimes you like him so much but sometimes 
because of the threats, you are scared to lose him, and there’s where you give in. 

P1: But I fought all the time with him. I said, ‘You go take a bath in alcohol from 
your head to your toes’ [because you’ve been with a prostitute] (lower-income 30-
39 year olds, Belo Horizonte, Group 15). 

 

P: He wanted to pass the limit with me and I said, ‘No, you either date me direito 
[correctly] but this way, we’re going to have to break up because I am a moça 
[virgin].’ So sometimes he looked, for example, for a woman in the street. He 
wanted to do to me, a moça, what he did with those women in the street. I said, 
‘No, you’d better go find a woman in the street because I’m a moça. If you want 
to date me correctly, you respect me, don’t pass the limit’ (lower-income 30-39 
year olds, Recife, Group 16).  

The seemingly common practice of men turning to the street when denied sex by their 

girlfriends is supported in Kaufamanns’ research. She documented in a favela in Belo 

Horizonte that males used prostitutes “if they are being respectful of their namorada 

[girlfriend]” (Kaufmann 1991 pg. 283). The fact that both partners of the participants 

quoted above were having sex with women “in the street” did not seem to challenge the 

participants’ place in the relationship. Instead, it was a way for both women to distinguish 

themselves from prostitutes as moças. Within dichotomous gender definitions, this 

preserved their statuses as females who were marriageable.  
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There were specific times when females felt especially empowered to reject 

sexual intercourse advances. Some middle-income, younger females felt they were most 

capable of rejecting sexual intercourse at the beginning of a relationship. 

M: When is she strongest to say ‘no’? (…) 

P1: [When she can say]: ‘I don’t know you very well.’ 

P2: At the beginning, it’s much stronger, right? (…) 

P3: Afterwards, these arguments start sounding pretty weak (middle-income 18-
21 year olds, Belo Horizonte, Group 11). 

Some lower-income, younger females felt most capable of rejecting sex when they were 

assured that their male partner would not abandon them because of it. 

M: In what situations do women feel strongest to reject [sexual intercourse] at 
first sex? 

P: If she knows that even if she says ‘no,’ he’ll continue [dating] her, he’ll 
continue liking her (lower-income 18-21 year olds, Belo Horizonte, Group 12). 

This sentiment is consistent with the findings presented previously regarding the 

prominence of fear of abandonment as a reason to engage in sexual intercourse. 

One participant used the assumption that males expected have sex to her own 

advantage to end unwanted relationships. 

P: I used ‘no’ to rid myself of guys I didn’t like, né? The three relationships I had 
before I had sex I didn’t like them so when it got to the discussion of, ‘Are we 
going to have sex?’ [I said:] ‘No, no we’re not!’ [He said:] ‘Ah, so then I’ll go 
look for someone else.’ [I said:] ‘You can go’ (middle-income 30-39 year olds, 
Belo Horizonte, Group 14). 

Saying “no” in order to rid oneself of an unwanted boyfriend only works within the 

cultural dynamic where males are expected to need sex.  

 

Lower- and middle-income 18-21 year olds from both cities verbally challenged 

the dominant sexual script of males’ need for sex. When the roles were upset, the males 
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backed down and apologized for their behavior. I believe this is indicative of the fact that 

males do not intend to act coercively—they are simply living out a sexual script. While a 

middle-income 18-21 year old from Recife ended a relationship over sexual infidelity, 

one lower-income 30-39 year old from Belo Horizonte and another from Recife accepted 

sexual unfaithfulness from their partners because it allowed the these females to maintain 

their virginity and stay in the relationship. Middle-income younger females from Belo 

Horizonte stated that they felt most able to reject sex when the relationship was new 

while younger, lower-income females from Belo Horizonte voiced that they felt strongest 

to reject sex if they did not have to fear partner abandonment. In sum, more younger 

participants voiced challenging males on their threatening behavior while only the older 

participants voiced having tolerated sexual unfaithfulness when they had been unwilling 

to have sexual intercourse with their partners. These differences may be an example of a 

transition occurring in sexual scripts.  

CONCLUSION 

Qualitative data can never expect to be representative of the population from 

which the participants were selected yet many times it is not possible for the researcher to 

know all the ways in which his or her sample is biased. Sometimes the participants may 

be better informed on such biases than the researcher since they know how the results of 

the focus group compare to the rest of the experiences with which they are familiar. One 

middle-income 30-39 year old from Recife felt that the focus group participants were 

biased in favor of females who possessed a superior ability to negate unwanted sexual 

intercourse.  

P1: Those of us that are here are those who said ‘no.’ Because sincerely, there’s 
this thing that if they regret what they did, they would not be here, telling what 
happened. I’m thinking now of them. Those that did that would not be here, I’m 
sure of that, we’re the minority. That’s what I think. (…) Many of them [the 
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women] weren’t into the moment, they were forced, forced by the situation, by 
the friendship, all for love, out of losing the boyfriend (middle-income 30-39 year 
olds, Recife, Group 22).  

While I believe that this bias is unlikely because the recruitment process did not specify 

that the discussion would center on sexual debut experiences, the results presented here 

may underrepresent females who engaged in coerced intercourse at sexual debut. 

 

Sexual coercion of males upon females is one of the most evident crystallizations 

of gender domination. It legitimizes male sexual aggression as an immutable part of the 

masculine sex. Sexual coercion was familiar to women of both socio-economic divisions, 

both cohorts, and in both cities. Males’ employment of sexual coercion was made 

possible in part by the social perception that the male’s need for sexual intercourse is 

urgent and requires immediate gratification. This perception was so far-reaching that 

even if males did not express any threat, females acted out of anticipated consequences. 

Only lower-income females (albeit from both age cohorts) treated sex as obligatory if the 

female had turned the male on. Yet this expectation was not held among all lower-income 

groups. Lower- and middle-income 18-21 year olds from both cities verbally challenged 

the dominant sexual script of males’ need for sex. While the fear of partner abandonment 

was not necessarily lower within females who were willing to challenge males’ need for 

sex, their sense of entitlement to decide what happened to their bodies was greater than 

their fear of abandonment. Lower-income participants were more likely to voice 

challenging males on males’ attempts at carrying out sexual coercion, yet lower-income 

participants were more likely than middle-income participants to relate having 

experienced or knowing some who experienced a forced sex experience in the focus 

groups. 

 

 117



Chapter Seven: Forced Sex Experiences 

The World Report on Violence and Health defines sexual violence as “any sexual 

act, attempt to obtain a sexual act, unwanted sexual comments or advances, or acts to 

traffic, or otherwise directed against a person’s sexuality using coercion, by any person 

regardless of their relationship to the victim” (2002). Rape is a sexual violation which 

occurs against the will of one member of a couple. Since rape is a personally painful and 

can be a socially dangerous event to have happen, it is largely under reported. Therefore, 

while a survey is more likely to capture more complete rape statistics, any statistics on 

rape are likely to be incomplete25.  

Forced sex is accompanied by the most severe health consequences out of all 

unwanted sexual intercourse. Non-voluntary intercourse is associated with subsequent 

non-voluntary experiences (Small and Kerns 1993), greater likelihood of pregnancy 

during adolescence (Roosa and al. 1997), prostitution, impairments to psychological 

well-being and mental health (Miller, Monson et al. 1995), alcohol abuse and suicidal 

ideation (Luster and Small 1997). Since non-voluntary sexual intercourse is more 

frequent at younger ages than at older ages, non-voluntary sexual intercourse is 

associated with the range of negative consequences of early first intercourse including a 

higher frequency of subsequent adolescent sexual activity and a greater number of sexual 

partners (Heise et al. 1995, Abma et al. 1998, Norris and Ford 1999), a lower probability 

of using modern contraceptive methods (Adih and Alexander 1999), and an increased 

                                                 

 118

25 There is an effort currently underway to collect comparable data on Women’s Health and Domestic 
Violence Against Women through the World Health Organization (2004). Women's Health and Domestic 
Violence Against Women Research Project, World Health Organization. 2004. Brazil is one of the 
countries where this data was collected. While the data collection is complete, the data are not yet 
available. When they do become available, they will add greatly to what we know about sexual violence in 
Brazil. 



chance of infection with HIV or other sexually transmitted diseases (Brabin 1994; Coker 

and Richter 1998). 

While many participants demonstrated ambivalence as to how they felt about their 

sexual debut experiences, the narratives presented below are unique because the sexual 

experiences were clearly unwanted and contained elements of physical force. However, 

the word “rape” was used in only a very few instances. As Phillips found in her research 

in the United States, females frequently avoid labeling their experience, rather summing 

up the situation as “a bad night” or “things just went really badly,” although they were 

much quicker to label other women’s experiences as rape or abuse (Phillips 2000). 

Phillips connects this phenomenon to the fact that females who believe in their own 

independence or invulnerability may be unwilling to identify with victim concepts. Some 

of the participants whose narratives are recounted below said the focus group was the 

first time they were speaking about the forced sex experience and some cried as they 

recounted what happened. None of the rape scenarios presented had been reported to the 

police. 

The following transcription contains a narrative of a forced sex experience. The 

primary speaker of the narrative, P1, is unique in that the participant’s involvement with 

her rapist led to in a twelve-year marriage and four children.  

M: What was this point where you couldn’t go back? 

P1: [laughter] With me, it didn’t happen like this. All of a sudden he ripped my 
clothes [laughter]. 

M: Really? 

P1: (…) it was a type of rape, né?  

M: And he was your what? 

P1: My boyfriend. 
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M: He was your boyfriend? How long had the two of you been together? 

P1: Huh? 

M: How long had you been dating? 

P1: Six months. So, it wasn’t good. 

M: Why? 

P1: No. It was horrible. Because I had hoped that it would be different. Like [I.S.] 
I wanted to be ready [laughter] to be ready and him to be ready also (…) and for 
him to come and rip and…do you understand?  

M: And before this you were just dating? 

P1: He’d only touched my breasts. 

M: You never imagined… 

P1: Never…I didn’t know really [what sexual intercourse was] [laughter]. To 
have your clothes ripped, be hit in the face, and thrown in bed, do you 
understand? So, it was a type of rape, né? (…) and with this I got pregnant.  

M: And girls of your time, did this also happen to them?  

P2: (…) I know another girl who went out with a boy, né? They went to the 
woods, this is what she said, right? They arrived there and she never 
imagined…let’s say that you’re walking with your boyfriend. You’re not going to 
be planning that you’re going to have sex with him. It’s really hard, né? When 
they arrived there, he ripped her clothes and threw her to the ground and hit her. 
She hit him a few times in the face. [laughter] 

M: You go without knowing what’s going to happen. Why do you go? Why do 
they go? 

P2: I don’t know. I think because they wanted to. Whatever. You liked…in her 
case, [she said:] ‘I think he’s so cute.’ She liked him. She went out to give him 
some kisses. She didn’t imagine that they would get there and he would do this to 
her. 

P1: I was obligated to do it. If I wanted to have done it willingly, it would all have 
been fine. Since I didn’t want to do it, he was going to do it to me no matter what, 
do you understand? He forced it no matter what. You know that you’re repulsed 
and you play along like you like it, fake like it’s okay. 
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M: Yeah? 

P1: Faking it. 

P3: Why fake it? How do you fake it? [laughter] 

P1: Because for a woman it’s easy. I didn’t have a father in this time period. I was 
really carried away, completely! For whatever reason, he [my boyfriend] hit me. 
So I had to do it. ‘If you don’t do it with me today, I’ll tell your brother.’ [Tell 
your brother that you are no longer a virgin.] I knew that he hit a lot, né? So I did 
it like that…he hurt me a lot. I felt a lot of pain. 

M: Yeah? 

P1: I did it with him out of obligation, I really felt repulsion.  

M: You did? What caused this repulsion? 

P1: I think it’s the way he treated me, né? We were like objects to them [men]. 
[I.S.] There was no tenderness. So, I, it was horrible the first time. I detest 
remembering it. God save me! 

P3: He ripped my underwear and I told my mom and she never believed me. I 
never told anyone, that’s the attitude I took. 

M: But you didn’t have the desire to do anything? Tell the police? Tell someone?  

P3: I couldn’t tell this ever. 

P4: Your mom knew that he did this with you? 

P3: I told her but she never believed me (lower-income 30-39 year olds, Belo 
Horizonte, Group 9). 

Even in the face of the violence and deception recounted in the primary narrative, P1 

hedges, naming the event a “kind of rape,” thereby maintaining a self-protective 

flexibility in the labeling of her experience. 

This participant is not unique in faking sexual pleasure, yet faking sexual pleasure 

under these circumstances is harder to understand (see the section in Chapter Five 

entitled “The priority of male sexual pleasure” on women faking sexual pleasure under 

other undesirable circumstances). This inauthenticity may have come from a desire to be 
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seen as a good sexual partner since, as noted in the chapter on sexual scripts, being seen 

as someone who likes sex is an important characteristic to have in Brazil.  

Laughter in response to rape was particular to the lower-income focus group 

participants. Goldstein (2003) struggled to understand this phenomenon in her recent 

book Laughter Out of Place: Race, Class, Violence, and Sexuality in a Rio Shantytown 

where she recounts rape narratives being met with similar levity during her field work. 

She interprets it as a response to the helpless conditions in which individuals find 

themselves. As Goldstein concludes, “The sustained absurdist discourse that…takes a 

rape as a point of departure, suggests that certain forms of black humor may originate 

within the dominated or the ‘popular’ classes because it is their only recourse in a 

universe of limited options” (Goldstein 2003, pg. 271). They are laughing in the face of a 

social reality that is supposed to be one way—females must guard their virtue and males 

are supposed to be respectful and protective—but underneath the surface, nothing is as it 

should be.  

Theses lower-income narratives from both Belo Horizonte and Recife 

demonstrate either the direct or indirect familiarity that these participants had with 

experiences of forced sex. 

P1: Sometimes he grabbed her by force, né? 

M: Really? 

P2: Yeah, I’m talking about me, né? 

P3: Males were the owners. 

P4: Males were like this, we were a kind of property of theirs’. So sometimes I 
didn’t want to have sex with him, and no, there was none of this. He didn’t want 
to know about ‘no’ and he would start immediately taking off my clothes and 
trying to have a [sexual] relation with me (lower-income 30-39 year olds, Belo 
Horizonte, Group 15). 
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P1: [When I think about my first sex experience,] I don’t think about a bottle of 
champagne. I think about the moment when he’ll be tender with me, not [act like] 
a big horse. [laughter] 

P2: That’s what happened to my colleague. He ripped her clothes. My colleague 
said she didn’t want to ever see his face again. He broke her necklace; he 
scratched her (lower-income 18-21 year olds, Recife, Group 21). 

 

In the first narrative it is unclear whether the participant P4 is speaking about her sexual 

debut or later sexual experiences. Nevertheless, she did not distinguish a difference in the 

behavior of her partner at these different points in time. The first participant quoted in the 

second excerpt, presumably a virgin, had low expectations for her sexual debut, possibly 

stemming from other narratives such as the one related by the second participant 

communicating the commonality of sexual violence at debut. 

Focus group participants’ most common reaction to stories presented of forced 

intercourse was that the female wanted it. There was a commonly held assumption among 

most participants that aside from the kind of rape where a female is grabbed in a dark 

alley by an aggressive stranger and forced to have sexual intercourse, all other sexual 

intercourse happened because the female wanted it. The respondents stated that any story 

the female told to the contrary was her simply expressing post-debut regret. This was not 

only an attitude voiced by the respondents, but also an attitude that they experienced 

projected upon them from others. 

P1: A woman, she’ll never say to a man that she had an unwanted relation; she’d 
never tell her partner. She’ll never admit this. ‘You did it because you wanted to, 
because you opened your legs.’ In the eyes of society, if she says that she had an 
unwanted sexual relation, it was her fault (middle-income 30-39 year olds, Belo 
Horizonte, Group 4). 

 

P1: For a woman to be raped…it has to be a tarado [sexual maniac] who grabs 
her in the street. Then of course the woman’s not going to like it. But I think for 
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all women, if she goes out with a guy, it’s because she likes him, unless it’s a 
mulher da vida [prostitute] who does it for the money, but aside from that, if you 
like a guy and you go out with him, you did it because you wanted to. You like 
him…I think like that. No one has relations without wanting to, isn’t that right? 
(lower-income 30-39 year olds, Recife, Group 19). 

This attitude was also reflected in the fact that some participants’ mothers did not believe 

them when the participants related that they had had forced sexual intercourse (see 

quotation from Group 9 above). 

Some participants were aware of this unfair attitude and were angry about it. 

P1: It happens like this. Men get home drunk, beat their wives, and after that, 
force her to have sex. The reason she accepts it and doesn’t go to the police and 
denounce him is because she likes him is in love with him. 

P2: What we’re tired of seeing is women being submissive to males because they 
like them, [saying:] ‘Because I like him.’ She closes herself to the world, she 
closes herself off to herself. I don’t think she’ll have the capacity to do anything, 
she won’t be able to do anything because of that. That is to say it destroys her, it 
destroys her humanity. I think like that (lower-income 18-21 year olds, Recife, 
Group 20). 

 

P1: A big assumption also that I had in relation to sex in the past was that the fault 
was always the woman’s. No matter that the man seduces a girl of 15, 13 years of 
age…because at the bottom of it all, at that time, women, even today, it’s very 
difficult for a woman to seduce a man. If you have courage to go to him: ‘I will be 
aggressive, I am going to conquer that man.’ For a woman it’s difficult. Just like 
within the society in which we were raised, knowing that to conquer is the role of 
the man and not of the woman, do you understand? So, back then, when a girl got 
pregnant, her family, her father and mother, said, ‘It happened because you 
wanted it. You let him.’ At the end of it all, the guy left as a hero. 

P2: Yup.(…) There are lots of rapists. ‘I rape and she seduced me.’  

P1: It used to be like that. The man was the hero of the story and the woman was 
maltreated, massacred, even when young. [People would say to her:] ‘You’re 
shameless, you’re low. It happened because you wanted it. No one made you do 
it. He obligated you? He put a revolver against your head?’ 
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P3: Quando um não quer, dois não brigam. [When one doesn’t want, two don’t 
fight.26.] If you got pregnant, it was your fault. (…) (lower-income 30-39 year 
olds, Belo Horizonte, Group 9). 

This anger was present even among the younger lower-income focus groups.  

There was one example presented within the focus group of a rape perpetrated by 

an unknown individual. 

P: My virginity was something horrible, it was interrupted, not by me, but because 
I was forced to have relations with a person who I didn’t want to have relations 
with, né. I didn’t know this person. I was walking on the street and he grabbed 
me. I’m from the Interior, I lived in the Interior. I was really young. I was thirteen 
years old. I worked, I started working really early. And this guy was already a 
man years older than I was. He always passed on the street where I worked and I 
saw him there. And on a certain day, I was sent to the bakery by my employer and 
he desperately called me and I thought he needed some information. This man 
kidnapped me for a few hours, and I was desperate. He took me to a deserted 
beach and that’s where everything happened. My adolescence was interrupted by 
this man. I didn’t have the pleasure of having my first moment, it was something 
forced and it was something terrible that I will never forget in my life, I will never 
forget. After that I had another boyfriend, I had [sexual] relations with him…it 
took a while, né, because I was a little traumatized by what happened. I got to 
know another person and I got involved with him after a time. Afterwards I 
discovered that he wasn’t what I thought he was and I left him and got to know 
my husband I live with him, I’m the mother of two children of his, thank god, but 
this trauma I will never forget (lower-income 18-21 year olds, Recife, Group 21). 

 

The other participants were very sympathetic to this woman’s story and could agree that 

this had been a forced, unwanted debut experience.  

THE IMPROBABILITY OF REPORTING RAPE TO THE POLICE 

There is a strong class element to who reports rape to the police. Goldstein found 

that her lower-income informants were much less likely to attempt to prosecute a rape 

because of their mistrust and fear of the police (Goldstein 2003). They were further 

vulnerable because of the socially-biased perception of lower-class women as less in need 
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of social protection. Ardaillon and Debert studied court cases carried out in six Brazilian 

state capitals between 1981 and 1986 and conclude that rape is rarely successfully 

prosecuted (Ardaillon and Debert 1987). Younger women who were not virgins or older 

women, those who were not in one stable partnership had difficulty meeting the court 

standard of a mulher honesta [honest woman] which was necessary for the successful 

prosecution of a rape case. Since lower-income females were less likely to be in a stable 

partnership, they were less likely to be deemed a mulher honesta.  

Perhaps internalizing these findings, one older, lower-income group felt that a 

rape was not worth reporting to the police. 

M: Ladies, what made a woman who had an unwanted experience go to the 
police? 

P1: When her life is threatened. That was really serious.  

M: Yeah? 

P2: To be talked about badly is one thing, né. Now, after a death threat, things get 
more serious (lower-income 30-39 year olds, Belo Horizonte, Group 9).  

They downplayed the value of going to the police by implying that the most deleterious 

consequence of a forced sex experience might be getting a bad reputation. Among the 

participants, there was no talk of bringing to justice the male rapists. One possibility for 

this could be disillusionment with a flawed justice system. 

Older, middle-income participants also related that it was unlikely that they would 

go to the police. 

P1: You have to have courage to go to the police station. 

P2: Because it’s a horrible thing to go to the Delegacia de Mulheres [police 
station for women] because you don’t have information, you feel half abandoned 
(middle-income 30-39 year olds, Belo Horizonte, Group 4). 
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primarily with domestic abuse cases. Yet their efforts have not been fully successful. 

There is discourse analysis of interactions between the police officers and females filing 

complaints which suggests that the Delegacias are themselves are intimidating and 

unresponsive to females’ complaints of sexual victimization (Ostermann 2001). 

Therefore, even middle-class women perceive that it is unlikely for women to report a 

forced sex experience at a Delegacias de Mulheres. 

There was general agreement among the younger group from Belo Horizonte that 

there were fewer barriers today to denouncing male sexual aggression than in the past. 

P1: Well, I think that the girls of our generation, our children, are more well-
informed, né? I don’t know how it’s possible for a woman who’s been beaten by a 
man to not denounce him at the police, you understand? Gosh, we’ve are fighting 
so much to be independent—just to accept being beaten by a man? 

M: You talked about your children, but the girls of your age who have had sex, 
could they pass through this? 

P2: They could, né, but I don’t know of any. 

P3: Could they? They could. For example, my mother-in-law, with whom I have a 
wonderful relation, she said that she would give me the telephone number of the 
Delegacia de Mulheres27 [laughter] and she said to me that I should call the 
second anything happened. Because she said I shouldn’t accept it. ‘I will give you 
the telephone number, and if you suffer one day, you call.’  

M: Yeah? But do you think the girls of your age did this? 

P4: I think they really had a lot of fear.  

P5: Few did it. 

P1: Fear of being exposed.  

P2: Fear, not of being exposed, but fear of the preconception also that there would 
be, of what would happen at home. Maybe she had sex hidden from her parents. 
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How is she going to go to them and say that this happened? (lower-income 18-21 
year olds, Belo Horizonte, Group 12). 

Nevertheless, the fear of parents finding out that their daughter had had sex was an 

impediment to females reporting a forced sex experience. 

The pain of the personal experience of forced sex was compounded when other 

females did not believe that the individual in question had been the victim of a forced 

experience. In one case, even the victim’s own mother did not believe her. The fact that 

the perpetrators are unlikely to be prosecuted because of a flawed justice system reduces 

the possibility of any punitive action taken again males who commit these crimes. While 

there was anger voiced at this situation by both cohorts of lower-income participants, the 

fact that this anger was present in both cohorts is indicative of the fact that this situation 

does not seem to be changing. The negative health consequences of experiencing a non-

voluntary sexual experience are severe enough that in spite of imprecise measurement, 

this issue deserves to be studied so that everything can be done to prevent young females 

from experiencing their sexual debuts in such a violent manner. 
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Chapter Eight: Conclusion 

Gilberto Freyre’s characterization of Brazil’s sensual nature has lodged itself into 

Brazil’s historical consciousness, yet this characterization completely omits the female’s 

perspective—upon first encounters with the colonizers or afterwards. When one does not 

accept the contemporary image of the bikini-clad female dancing the samba as simply an 

expression of an erotophillic culture and rather contexualizes her in the social fabric of a 

patriarchal society, one is impelled to ask, “Brazil is an erotic paradise for whom?” After 

listening to female’s sexual narratives, it is not possible to continue to view Brazil as an 

erotic paradise. The sex-positive image of Brazil that Freyre, Parker, and (to a less extent) 

Goldstein—just to name a few—ascribe to is not the same Brazil that I witnessed 

personally or in my research. I agree with Kaufmann when she writes, “I fail to be 

seduced, as [Parker] has been, by Brazil, concentrating as I do on the violence that leaks 

out on a daily basis, rather than the erotic flights of fantasy of an entire nation” 

(Kaufmann 1991, pg. 266, footnote 17). This violence—physical, psychological, or 

emotional—hangs over females and serves to reaffirm male’s superior position. 

The media, peers, parents, and romantic partners can frequently deliver 

conflicting and confusing messages regarding gender roles and sexuality.  

Young women are simultaneously taught to solicit and feel flattered by male 
sexual attention, to protect themselves against it, and to control men so that they 
do not express it. They are told that any self-respecting woman would ‘just leave’ 
at the first sign that a man is dominating or aggressive. Yet they are taught to 
‘stand by their men,’ and they are bombarded with movies, television, women’s 
magazines, advertisements, and romance novels in which ‘normal’ passion and 
romance involve coercion, domination, and physical force…Yet they are 
encouraged to aspire to objectified images of women in which in which they are 
more sexual or nurturant commodities than active agents in their own personal 
and sexual development. To further complicate the matter, they are flooded with 
classist, racist, and hetero-sexist messages that tell them that only certain women 
(white, hetero-sexual, middle-class or affluent women) are entitled to speak out, 
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worthy of advocacy, or even believed when facing injustice in their personal 
lives…Perhaps the one thing that is clear is that the meanings of domination, 
agency, aggression, entitlement, and desire are, in Western culture anything but 
clear” (Phillips 2000, pg. 18).  

Therefore, attempts at understanding female sexual agency at sexual debut must carried 

out with awareness towards the contradictory messages attached to female sexual 

behavior which may serve to confound the meaning and experience of first sex for 

females. 

The way I chose to present my participants’ first sex experiences is most likely 

different than the way someone who was part of that community would were they to do 

this research. My status as white, North American-educated, academic has, without a 

doubt, influenced the data that I was able to collect as well as my interpretation of them. 

Because of my background I was cognizant of the fact that I was “studying down” on 

sex, both theoretically and geographically. Fine warns: 

When we write essays about subjugated Others as if they were a homogenous 
mass (of vice or virtue), free-floating and severed from contexts of oppression, 
and as if we were neutral transmitters of voices and stories, we tilt toward a 
narrative strategy that reproduces Othering (Fine 1994).  

Yet I was studying middle-class women as well as the act of heterosexual intercourse. 

Both of these elements of my research design do not constitute “studying down.” Middle-

class women represent the dominant social class and heterosexual intercourse is the 

socially approved of way of engaging in sexual behavior. Therefore, not my entire 

research project qualified as “studying down.”  

I have attempted throughout the results presented herein to include all examples 

of resistance to oppressive sexual expectations so as to provide texture and disconfirming 

evidence of homogeneity among the sexual debut experiences represented. My research 

subjects were “the Other” to me in that many of them were a different class, and race, and 

all of them were of a different culture. Yet just like my participants, I am female and I 
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experienced many of the disorienting emotions around my sexual debut that many of 

them voiced. The desire for approval in the face of conflicting messages and all the 

insecurity that comes with puberty are the levels at which I could relate seamlessly, 

without any cultural barriers, to my participants’ narratives about their sexual debut 

experiences. 

Brazil is one example, a case study, if you will, of the challenges and constraints 

females face in negotiating for sexual power at sexual debut. These challenges and 

constraints were present in each age cohort, each socio-economic group, and in both 

cities. I believe females everywhere can identify with many of the emotions these women 

presented, recognizing familiar parts of these narratives in their own cultural contexts. 

Outrageous incredulity at the way males treated females that one may experience reading 

these females’ testimonies may be connected to memories we have when we reflect on 

our own sexual histories. 

SUMMARY OF FINDINGS 

Girls’ sexuality is construed as an individual problem when the study of 

adolescent sexuality has revealed the problems encountered by girls are due to the social 

construction of female sexuality itself. Girls are presented with a limited range of options 

through which to express their sexuality, which rarely, if ever, includes the reality or 

importance of their own sexuality (Fine and Weis 2000). Therefore, a substantive portion 

of this work attempted to demonstrate how the sexual scripting of adolescent sexuality 

leaves females with limited options though which to be agentic while all but scripting 

male sexual coercion. 

Chapter Four delineated the gender-specific sexual behavior which was socially 

acceptable at sexual debut. The script of the sexually priapic male in juxtaposition to 

females’ need to say “no” to sex (whether it be token resistance or actual resistance) 
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discouraged either gender from being in touch with their authentic sexual responses. The 

cultural scenario of females saying “no” under all circumstances complicates the meaning 

of “no” for males since they are taught not to take it for what it means. It also complicates 

the meaning of coercion since if continued sexual involvement is simply expected after 

the “no” since it is part of the seduction, then how is a female to separate out what was 

seduction from what was coercion? 

Chapter Five described the when, why, and how of female sexual debut 

experiences through a treatment of females’ planning of their sexual debut experiences; 

females’ stated reasons for having first sex; and females’ perspective on sexual pleasure. 

The majority of females allowed males to initiate sexual intercourse at their sexual debuts 

since females were functioning under the premise that males were more sexually 

experienced. The most commonly cited non-coercive reason for having sexual 

intercourse was peer pressure, demonstrating an outward-oriented performativeness to 

sexual behavior. This outward orientation distracts from the potential of the sex act to be 

mutually pleasurable and satisfying and instead stresses consummation. Females further 

discounted the possibility of finding the sex act pleasurable and satisfying when they 

were willing to place male sexual pleasure as paramount to their own. Therefore, the set-

up of the sexual interaction, the reasons why females were having sex, and what was 

emphasized during the sex act all decreased the probability of positive sexual debut 

experiences for females since the majority of females were not placing their own needs 

first. The females who expressed positive feelings about their debut were the minority 

and they differentiated themselves from the other focus group respondents in the 

information they had about sex as well as their feelings of agency and entitlement. 

Females were clear that if you really don’t want sex, you could communicate 

“no.” But those seemed like rare occasions. Females were much more likely to recount 
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indecision, uncertainty, and fear at their sexual debuts which wasn’t the same thing as 

really being sure they did not want to have sex. Voicing reasons such as having been 

socialized to appease males, fearing partner abandonment, and peer pressure, females 

engaged in their sexual debuts many times when they were ambivalent or had conflicting 

emotions. 

Chapter Six treated females’ experiences of individual as well as social sexual 

coercion in an attempt to gain an understanding of pressures on females to engage in 

sexual intercourse at sexual debut. Aside from experiencing personal pressure, there were 

certain situations where females treated sexual intercourse as obligatory: within marriage 

(lower-income 30-39 year olds, Recife) and when the male was sexually excited (lower-

income 18-21 year olds and 30-39 year olds, both cities). Female sexual agency is 

stymied under the oppressive force of sexual coercion which is present to some extent in 

virtually all sexual debut experiences as a result of the social scripting of these 

experiences. Yet by examining successful avoidance strategies we can gain insight into 

ways that females balk, subvert, and challenge the dominant sexual scripts and deflect 

sexual coercion.  

Lower-income, younger females from both cities related the most agentic stories 

in which they forcefully demanded sexual respect. In both of the narratives related, the 

males were jarred into becoming aware of their sexual coercion and they apologized and 

backed down. Middle-income, younger females related resorting to inauthentic means 

(feigning menstruation or a headache) to avoid unwanted sexual intercourse. When one 

middle-income, younger female in Recife was willing to challenge male sexual coercion, 

she lost her boyfriend since he felt his need for sexual intercourse was urgent and she was 

unwilling to tolerate a cheating partner. The difference between these two samples of 

lower-income versus middle-income 18-21 year olds was that in Recife the lower-income 
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participants had fewer years education on average than the middle-income participants. 

(In Belo Horizonte, average years of education was very similar between the two groups.) 

Racially, the lower-income samples from both cities contained more females who 

identified as morena and black than the middle-income samples. Therefore, 

economically, educationally, and racially disadvantaged, it remains confounding that the 

lower-income females from this age group displayed the most agency at sexual 

intercourse avoidance. 

Feminist research posits that no woman asks to be victimized, that male 

domination is demeaning and threatening, and that women endure abuse because they 

lack the resources to escape or because they are unable to perceive other options (Phillips 

2000). While certain coercive behaviors may seem unacceptable to outside observers, as 

Phillips notes, “[Females’] very sense of what is possible, appropriate, and desirable is 

constrained by the available discourses in the cultural contexts in which she lives” 

(Phillips 2000, pg. 21-22). Therefore, if females believe male sexuality is equally 

demanding across the gender, sexual coercion is not seen as an unfortunate behavior of 

any one particular male partner but rather broadly inherent to the conceptualization of 

male sexual needs. This was most noteworthy regarding females’ expectation of males’ 

need for sexual intercourse. Kaufmann found a parallel example in the favela she studied 

outside of Belo Horizonte in females’ expectations of male infidelity (all men would 

cheat on their wives). Kaufmann writes, “The system being what it is, there is no better 

alternative [for females]” (1991). Yet an inherent contradiction to this implicit 

assumption is that Kaufmann found as I did that almost all women said that not all men 

are the same. Therefore, while acknowledging abstract differentiation, females seemed to 

approach certain unpleasant male characteristics as unavoidable and consequently 

acceptable.  
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Sexual agency has generally been treated at the sexual debut event itself. Yet in 

framing the study of sexual agency, I believe sexual agency cannot be measured simply 

by looking at the sexual intercourse event in isolation. That is, agency can be expressed 

prior to debut through initiating or engaging in non-coital behavior, finding or going 

along to a place where sex can happen, obtaining contraception, and so forth. These 

behaviors can also be a quantifiable aspect of female sexual agency. Nevertheless, in 

cultures or specific situations where the dominant scripts at the sexual debut event itself 

may constrict or prohibit female agency, females are more vulnerable to unwanted sexual 

experiences since they are less likely to be able to express sexual agency to influence the 

situation to be to their liking. Therefore, while I believe it is important to take into 

account all expressions of sexual agency, not being able to exercise agency or having a 

restricted sense of agency at debut leaves females more vulnerable to unwanted sex. 

POSSIBLE WAYS TO IMPROVE FEMALE SEXUAL AGENCY AT DEBUT IN BRAZIL 

Most work documenting the unwanted consequences of the sexual behavior of 

adolescents such as sexually transmitted infections (STI)/HIV, unwanted pregnancies, 

and abortions, frequently calls for more education, particularly sexuality education, to 

ameliorate these health and social problems (cf Gupta 2000). Access to health care and 

contraceptives is also a prominent policy solution presented (Yinger, de Sherbinin et al. 

1992; Paiva 1996). While education and access to contraception are critical for females to 

take control of their reproductive destiny, they do not eradicate or even ameliorate the 

majority of undesirable outcomes. As Stanko writes of the United States context but is 

wholly applicable to the Brazilian context, “Asking young women to take responsibility 

for the risk of AIDS, for instance, does not make sense within the current climate of 

men’s control over young women’s sexual choices” (Stanko 1990, pg. 94). Therefore, 
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education about sexuality and access to contraceptives are incomplete policy solutions in 

a male-dominated sexual sphere.  

As long as gender inequalities in other aspects of life remain unaddressed, any 

attempt at changing females’ power at the sexual debut dynamic is unlikely to succeed. 

Salgado de Snyder et al. caution of the Mexican context, “It is necessary that prevention 

strategies not separate the risk of infection from the psychological, social, economic, and 

cultural contexts in which women live” (Salgado de Snyder, Acevedo et al. 2000). 

Writing about the Brazilian context, Villela and Barbosa concluded that reproductive 

health and in particular the prevention of HIV must be addressed through the power 

differential between males and females in Brazil (Villela and Barbosa 1996). Yet how 

does one address these power differences without overhauling gendered social interaction 

writ large? Assuming that a consummate overhaul of gender interactions is beyond the 

scope of a policy solution, the challenge lies in females gaining more control in the 

sexual sphere before Brazilian gender relations are restructured.  

There have been limited interventions attempted. A curriculum exploring the 

sentiments and social context of sexual behavior of adolescents was carried out with 

night school students of the primeiro grau [which covers the first 8 years of schooling] in 

public schools in four neighborhoods of São Paulo (Paiva 1994). The intention of the 

intervention was to foster sexual agency among the individuals participating in the 

curriculum. The curriculum stressed developing a relationship negotiated within the 

norms of the culture, familial, and social circle of the couple; exploring (or choosing not 

to explore) sexuality independent of the initiative of the partner; learning how to be able 

to say “no” and have that right respected; negotiating sexual practices that are pleasurable 

for oneself, as long as they are acceptable and consensual for the partner; negotiating for 

safer sex; and having access to materials and services to facilitate reproductive choices, 
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contraceptive use, and safer sex. Paiva (1996) found that the way that the curriculum 

participants convinced others to use condoms was through the jeitinho28 and not through 

the rational of convincing of the other. Therefore Paiva agrees with Parker (1994) that 

figuring how to eroticize safe sex is the way to get safer sex strategies adopted in Brazil. 

Paiva also points out that beyond the imbalances of the gender dynamic, the way that 

individuals, especially those with less education, understand medical information, also 

bares exploration and further understanding. Paiva (1996) suggests involving the parents 

of youth in discussions about traditional gender roles so as to get their assistance in 

encouraging a more egalitarian distribution of responsibilities within the home so as to 

provide a good example for young people.  

Paiva embraces Paulo Freire’s conscientização29 as necessary to educate boys that 

coercion is not erotic and to gradually establish a new idea among females regarding their 

consciousness on the topic of sexual agency. Solutions have to be arrived at in 

conjunction with the disenfranchised, the females, and in particular, the poor. If the 

solutions are top-down, warns Paiva, the messages being given to lower-income 

individuals will be more weight on top of what they are already expected to shoulder. 

These messages are in danger of reinforcing the impotence of the already disenfranchised 

in a society that already blames their shortcomings on a “lack of personal power” or, 

when the accusations are racist, on the congenital shortcomings of the Nordestinos30. 

Adequate interventions must acknowledge and emphasize the importance of 
women’s role in all societies, not only for their reproductive function but also as 
productive members of society. Such programs should be realistic and teach 

                                                 
28 The jeitinho [translated to mean “little way”]is a culturally specific concept of working within the system 
to achieve one’s desired result while acknowledging that changing the system is beyond one’s control.  
29 Conscientização [translated as “consciousness-raising”] was coined by Freire in his famous book 
“Pedagogy of the Oppressed” which he used to mean bottom-up cultural change so that the most 
disenfranchised can set the agenda regarding what they need to reach empowerment which he formulated 
specifically having to do with education.  
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women how to cope with stigmatization and their lesser power compared to men 
in the sexual, social, and economic arenas…To pose psychologically empowering 
cognitive changes like the increase of self-esteem or personal efficacy as the 
solution to high-risk practices is to ignore the disempowering social constraints 
that contextualize the lives of poor minority women. As suggested by Deren, 
Tortu, and Davis (1993), empowerment models may not be functional among 
groups in which day-to-day living is a constant reminder of disempowerment 
(Salgado de Snyder, Acevedo et al. 2000). 

When females experience their sexuality as an individual problem, they fail to see 

how their experience is indicative of a greater social dynamic.  

Young women need to hear one another’s stories, too often kept privatized [sic], 
if they are to come together to disrupt dominant notions that constrict their 
options, promote their victimization, and compel them to take responsibility for 
their own abuse. And young men need to hear young women’s experiences of 
violence and coercion if they are to play a part in ameliorating hetero-relational 
victimization. If a normalizing of dangerous male behavior and an eroticizing of 
women’s objectification and commodification are woven into the very 
construction of traditional hetero-sexuality for women as well as for men, then we 
must understand how this plays out in the minds of young women if we are to 
explore more agentic visions of hetero-relations (Phillips 2000, pg. 11). 

Perhaps the non-coercive males whose stories are represented by some of their female 

partners in the results represented herein are indicative of the change occurring in the 

gender dynamic regarding sexual coercion. I believe that the majority of males are not 

out to sexually coerce their female partner into an act of unwanted sexual intercourse and 

that they would be shocked were they to hear the stories of distress and pain that females 

tell of experiencing sexual coercion. Therefore, bringing males into the educational 

process is vital not only so that they understand the implications of their actions but also 

in the hopes that they will consequently reject the role of compulsive sexual voracity into 

which they were socialized. 

While females may individually oppose patriarchal power in the sexual relation, 

they are not opposing patriarchal power in the sexual relation together, which is 

something very hard to do. Were it easy, Aristophanes’ utopian vision in Lysistrata 
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would have come to pass and we would no longer be plagued by war. Throughout my 

research project, females defined themselves relationally to other women—scapegoating 

other women while at the same time elevating their own status. By accepting distinctions 

between meninas para namorar and meninas para casar, these females are not 

acknowledging that these divisions have fluidity and a female who is a menina de casa 

today can become a menina da rua tomorrow. By separating their sexual virtue from all 

of the loose women out there who give sex away for a copinho de cerveja, they are 

serving the patriarchy by reinforcing divisions between women. Therefore, until women 

realize that as long as these divisions persist no one is safe and they begin protecting all 

females from labels and sexual denigration, patriarchy will continue to divide females. 

Yet I am hopeful that this work will be a contribution to an evolving discourse of 

female sexual agency in Brazil—pursued by women, policy-makers, and males alike. 

To say that women’s subjectivities are comprised of the cultural discourses in 
which they are immersed is not to say that they are passive recipients of these 
discourses. Indeed, collectively, it is possible to reshape popular discourses, as 
evidenced by the feminist movement’s success in pushing of the establishment of 
laws against battering, acquaintance rape, and sexual harassment, as well as the 
rape shield laws that ban the once common practice of using rape survivor’s 
sexual stories against them in court (Phillips 2000, pg. 19). 

I believe women should settle for nothing less than complete sexual empowerment 

defined as not engaging in [unwanted] sexual activity; not engaging in sexual activity 

without informed consent; getting men to consent to safer sex practices; negotiating 

sexual practices which are pleasurable to women as well as to men; exploring sexuality 

independently; and developing an independent sexual ego (Holland, Ramazanoglu et al. 

1992). Perhaps under the current Partido dos Trabalhadores government there is more 

hope than ever before for the future of Brazil (although that hope may be quickly waning) 

so that oppressed minorities of all stripes—not just the poor, but females as well—are 

ready to fight for a new dawn of social relations in Brazil.  
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DIRECTIONS FOR FUTURE RESEARCH 

This study was only able to take into account socio-economic status and cohort 

differences in sexual debut experiences between the two cities of Belo Horizonte and 

Recife, Brazil. The impact of race on sexual agency and sexual coercion should be dealt 

with in a future study in spite of the fact that race in Brazil is fluid and highly subjective. 

Additional geographical distinctions in sexual behavior deserve attention since Brazil’s 

vast size and great regionalisms may render a broad spectrum of sexual debut scripts and 

experiences that would serve to further inform the discussion begun here about sexual 

dynamics at sexual debut in Brazil. While male perspectives are critical to our 

understanding of experiences of sexual coercion, they were beyond the scope of this 

study. Lastly, experiences of female power at other sexual intercourse experiences would 

serve to shed insight into how power is understood and exercised over the life course. 

Research should continue to draw connections between the condition of female 

sexual agency and sexual control in Brazil to the situations in other countries. This, then, 

would allow us to examine the similarities as well as differences between the Brazilian 

context compared to other Latin American contexts or even countries in other regions of 

the world. These comparisons would facilitate a sharing of the most effective ways to 

increase female sexual agency with the end goal of raising our children to be the sexually 

healthy adults that we all wish we were31.  
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Appendix 2: Informed Consent Form 

 
 

INFORMED CONSENT FORM 
 

 You were selected to participate in this discussion because you represent the 
profile that we desire.  I can guarantee that everything that you say will be maintained in 
confidence.  Your telephone number will not be documented.  You have the right to leave 
the group anytime you want and the right to not contribute to the discussion.  The 
discussion is being taped because this process is necessary for the research project but 
you can rest assured that there is no possibility of identifying the participants from the 
tapes.  If you have any questions or you need any clarification, please contact me at: 
 
ANN MARIE MOORE 
CURUMIM-Pregnancy and Birth 
Rua São Felix, 70, Bairro Campo Grande, Recife PE 52031-060  
Tel: 3427-2023 
 
 You should participate only if you want to, but if you do choose to participate, 
your experiences could be very helpful for other women in Brazil.  In this research there 
does not exist right or wrong answers.  If you agree to participate in the focus group, I 
would like for you to sign this document indicating that you agree to participate and that 
you have been informed of the objectives and the conditions of work. 
 
CONSENT 
 I have been informed of the objectives and conditions of the research project, and 

I am giving my consent to participate voluntarily.  I know that participating will not result 

in any consequences with the institutions involved in the project.  I give my consent to 

tape the discussion.  For this, I declare that I read this consent form and I agree to 

participate in the focus group. 

 
Location: RECIFE,  _____/_______/2002 
 
Signature of participant:___________________________ 
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Signature of individual responsible/eye witness: _________________________ 
 

Rua São Félix, 70  -   Campo Grande  -  Recife  -  PE  - CEP 52031 060 
Fone: 81 3427 2023   Fax: 3427 9100 - Correio Eletrônico: curumim@elogica.com.br 

CNPJ : 24.565.954 / 0001 – 00 
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Appendix 3 

1. What enters your mind when I say:  
• Woman 
• Boyfriend 
• Adolescent 
 

2. I know that the first sexual relation happens at a different age for all of us, but I 
am not asking about your personal experience, so it’s not important when and if 
you had sexual intercourse because we’re talking about behavior with which you 
are familiar and not about your personal experience. Now, going back in time, 
pretend we’re young and we’re discovering life: thinking in your generation and 
not in your personal experience, what was it like to date in adolescence? 
• How did girls start to become interested in boys?  
• What was it like to ‘hook up’ at that time? 
• When they fell in love? 
• A girl could initiate a get together with a boy?  If not, why?  
• If she did it?  What did he/her friends/his mother think about this? 
• If they went out?  Where did they go? Who paid? 
• Did girls have sex with their first boyfriends? 
 

3. During this phase, what were the dreams of first sexual intercourse like?  
• The day of the first sex? Preparations? Clothes? 
• Did they dream something else? 
• Where and with whom?  
• Girls could take initiative at first sex?  
• Motives?  
• Pleasure/desire?  
• Would your parents be able to tell?  
• Would the couple talk about sex first? 
• Contraception? 
• Why were preparations made? 
• Did the boyfriends know about the dream? 
•  

4. In reality: 
• Where and with whom? 
• The female could take the initiative? If not, how did the males take the 

initiative? 
• Motives? Pressure of friends? Was the fact that the boyfriend wanted to have 

sex a reason for girls to have sex? 
• Was there pleasure?  
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• Contraception? 
• Did the parents find out? 
• Did it fulfill expectations? If not, why?  
• When did females decide that the sexual relation was good or bad?  
• When do girls regret having first sex? 
 

5. Could females consider sex obligatory in some situations?  When?  
 
6. Females had fears of saying no to males?  (EXPLORE) When (in what 

situations?) (EXPLORE THE ATTITUDES OF THE RESPONDENTS IN 
SITUATIONS WHERE THEY FEEL THERE IS NO ESCAPE) Is there a name 
for a woman who turns down sex at the final moment?  

 
7. Is there a point in the sexual relation where the woman loses the liberty to say no?  

• Should women always be sexually available for their partners?  
 

8. And if the females didn’t reject sex even if they didn’t want to have sex, what did 
they get? (ASK SPECIFICALLY ABOUT THE THREATS/FEARS THAT 
WERE MENTIONED.) 

 
9. What do females say about a man who rejects sex at the final moment? 
 
10. Now we’re going to play a game where I’ll read a letter to the editor that could be 

from a magazine like Capricho or Marie Claire32 and you will act like the editors 
of the magazines.  How would you respond?  

 
Cards for the 18-21 old focus groups: 

Card 1: Luciana, 18 years old, wrote:  “My friend had sex with me.  It was my 
first time. I didn’t stop him because I was really scared but I also didn’t want to 
lose my virginity at that moment.  I feel really bad about the experience.  Could it 
be that he raped me?” Is this scene realistic?  
 
 Card 2:  Carla, 19 years old, wrote:  “I went to a party with my boyfriend, I got 
drunk and we had sex. But I didn’t want to have sex with him.  I said this while 
we were fooling around but he had sex with me anyway.  Was it my fault? It was 
my first time.” Is this scene realistic?  
 
Card 3:  Juliana, 18 years old, wrote:  “I’m in love with my boyfriend but 
something happened that left me feeling betrayed. We were kissing and petting 
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‘working woman.’  These were the magazines most often named by the participants as to where they 
turned/turn for sex advice. 



and I said I wanted to lose my virginity with him and at that same moment he put 
his penis in me! When I said I wanted to lose my virginity with him, that wasn’t 
to say that I wanted to lose it at that moment! I stated crying but he continued 
until he orgasmed.  Was it my fault?” Is this scene realistic?  
 
Card 4:  Adriana, 21 years old, wrote: “I’ve been dating a guy. We’ve already 
done everything but have sex.  I don’t want to lose my virginity but he’s saying 
that I don’t have any more excuses because we’ve already done everything else. 
What should I do?” Is this scene realistic? 
 
Card 5: Ana Paula, 15 years old, wrote: “There was this situation with my 
boyfriend where he wanted to have sex and at the beginning, I did too, but during 
the petting, I decided I wasn’t ready. I stopped the situation, explained to him that 
I wasn’t feeling comfortable and prepared to lose my virginity at that moment and 
he heard me and respected my decision. He didn’t threaten me or get angry. We 
kept on cuddling and I felt super-respected and loved. The next day, my friends 
didn’t believe what happened. Could it be rare for a man to respect when a girl 
doesn’t want to have sex?” Is this scene realistic? 

 
Cards for the 30-39 old focus groups  
 

Card 1: Luciana, 18 years old, wrote:  “My friend had sex with me.  It was my 
first time. I didn’t stop him because I was really scared but I also didn’t want to 
lose my virginity at that moment.  I feel really bad about the experience.  Could it 
be that he raped me?” Is this scene realistic? 
 
Card 2:  Carla, 19 years old, wrote:  “For New Years, I went to a beach with my 
boyfriend. I got drunk and we had sex. But I didn’t want to have sex with him.  I 
said this while we were fooling around but he had sex with me anyway.  Was it 
my fault? It was my first time.” Is this scene realistic? 
 
Card 3:  Juliana, 18 years old, wrote:  “I’m in love with my boyfriend but 
something happened that left me feeling betrayed. We were kissing and petting 
and I said I wanted to lose my virginity with him and at that same moment he put 
his penis in me! When I said I wanted to lose my virginity with him, that wasn’t 
to say that I wanted to lose it at that moment! I stated crying but he continued 
until he orgasmed.  Was it my fault?” Is this scene realistic? 
 
Card 4:  Adriana, 21 years old, wrote: “I’ve been dating a guy. We’ve already 
done everything but have sex.  I don’t want to lose my virginity but he’s saying 
that I don’t have any more excuses because we’ve already done everything else. 
What should I do?” Is this scene realistic? 
Card 5:  Ana Paula, 15 years old, wrote: “There was this situation with my 
boyfriend where he wanted to have sex and at the beginning, I did too, but during 
the petting, I decided I wasn’t ready. I stopped the situation, explained to him that 
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I wasn’t feeling comfortable and prepared to lose my virginity at that moment and 
he heard me and respected my decision. He didn’t threaten me or get angry. We 
kept on cuddling and I felt super-respected and loved. The next day, my friends 
didn’t believe what happened. Could it be rare for a man to respect when a girl 
doesn’t want to have sex?” Is this scene realistic? 
 

11. How are first sex experiences different today?  
 
12. If you’d been doing this, what question would you include that I didn’t? Do you 

want to answer that question? 
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