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Challenges to the Secular State: The threat of religious ascendency in Brazilian politics 

 

 

 This discussion will conclude with an analysis of the abortion debate in relation to 

Brazil’s current political landscape. Above all else, the results of this study, derived from 

both the interviews with participants and my observations in the field, point to the rise of 

religious fundamentalism within the Brazilian legislature as the single most important 

obstacle to securing the legalization of abortion. There was not one conversation that I had 

throughout the course of this study that did not mention the influence of the Evangelical 

bench and the rise of conservatism within Brazilian society. This, however, contradicts the 

documented realities that women experience within the private sphere. In the women that 

were sampled in the National Abortion Survey of 2010, no significant difference was found 

between the rate of abortion and religious identification—Catholic women underwent the 

most abortions, followed by Protestants, Evangelicals, and other religious groups—a 

reflection of the broader religious composition of the country (Diniz & Medeiros, 2010).   

 In Salvador, councilwoman Cátia Rodrigues, a member of the Evangelical bench of 

the municipal government successfully proposed a law that establishes an Anti-Abortion Day 

in the month of May despite hailing from a minor political party (Participant 2). Participants 

1 and 2 addressed this issue during their interviews and suggested that this is evidence of an 

even more disturbing reality—not all women have the interests of women in mind. As 

expressed in the results above, the argument that is used by defenders of the pro-life 

movement by far remains one founded on subjective, moral-religious beliefs that defend the 
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right of the unborn fetus above the rights of the woman. The way Participant 4 addressed this 

debate within Brazilian society today brilliantly captures the feeling of frustration that I 

experienced from all of my interviewees, and from the women who attended the march on 

November 25th.  

 

 These same sentiments were expressed in one of the most politically charged songs 

that were used during the march. The song goes like this:  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

[Translated] “There’s a bias. When you talk about the genocide of the black 

population, which is what the armed faction of the state does, which is the police, 

people think it’s cool, they think it’s cool to kill drug traffickers, thieves, non-drug 

traffickers, non-thieves, just black youth. But when you talk about abortion, there 

exists the hypocrisy of saying that those people have the right to life, that that child 

has the right to life. That’s when I ask myself, how is it that it can be so 

dichotomized? Who has a right to that life? Who is it that really decides who can 

have that life? People don’t know, they think just about the life of a supposed child 

that will be born, but they don’t think about the black youth that is dying. So 

abortion, it’s not legalized, but it exists, it could be that out of five women three 

already had an abortion, then it becomes a matter of public health, but everyone 

pretends like it doesn’t exist. Everyone.” (Participant 4)  

 

O ESTADO É LAICO (funk) 

O estado é laico, não pode ser machista 

O corpo é nosso, não da bancada 

moralista 

As mulheres tão na rua por libertação 

Os fundamentalistas não mandam na 

gente não! 

E pra lutar contra o machismo, 

venha com as feministas 

O Eduardo Cunha, ele nos indigna 

O feto na barriga tá valendo bem mais 

E a vida das mulheres tá ficando para 

trás! 

 

THE STATE IS SECULAR (funk) 

The state is secular, it can not be sexist 

The body is ours, not of moral bench 

Women are on the streets for liberation 

The fundamentalists do not rule the 

people they do not! 

And to fight against sexism, 

come with the with feminists 

Eduardo Cunha, he in unworthy 

The fetus in the belly is worth much more 

And women's lives are being pushed 

back! 
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Conclusion 

 

Epidemiological Realties  

 When it comes to abortion, there is a singular, inescapable phrase that is used by 

Brazilian women—“todo mundo faz.” Everyone does it. Hence, the title of this paper. The 

existing epidemiological data, with all of its limitations, points to this fact, as the prevalence 

of abortion in Brazil each year is said to exceed one million. All in all, the participants of this 

study attributed this phenomenon to the inefficiency of the law as a failed public policy that 

does nothing to limit the number of abortions that occur, and instead just pushes the 

procedure into the shadows. One participant suggested that policymakers should view 

legalization as an efficient way to regulate the practice. 

The Role of Civil Society  

 This study was successful in identifying some of the active efforts being taken up by 

members of academic research organizations, feminist groups, and other advocates of social 

justice. The one major event I attended, a march against legislator Eduardo Cunha and for the 

legalization of abortion, was an example of one of the strategies expressed by participants—

take to the streets. The participants of this study who are most involved in social activism for 

the legalization of abortion generally agreed that there is a lack of unity between various 

feminist movements and other social actors, potentially caused by a lack of inclusivity, or an 

ignoring of the growing need for intersectionality. One participant went as far as attributing 

the rise in strength of anti-abortion groups on this failure to form a united front for its 

legalization.  

Abortion as an Instrument of Oppression 

  An analysis of participant interviews determined that abortion cannot be viewed 

without acknowledging the issues of race, gender, and class within Brazilian society. The 

discussion section of this paper attempted to address three specific themes that came up the 

most during the interviews, and were specifically addressed by women of the Marcha 

Mundial das Mulheres on November 25th. These themes include: violence against women as 

an expression of deeply rooted gender inequalities, institutional racism as a product of 

structural violence that is perpetuated in public systems such as the Unified Health System, 

and the growing influence of religious fundamentalism in the political sphere, which 

negatively affects the health outcomes of women in the areas of sexual and reproductive 

rights. 
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Recommendations for further study:  

 

 There are many different paths for research that can be taken when one takes up the 

topic of abortion in Brazil. The one I took examines just the efforts of members of organized 

civil society groups. Some other areas that can be researched are: 

 The prevalence of gender-based violence, specifically rape, in Northeast Brazil. 

 Efforts to develop an epidemiological surveillance system to better understand the 

prevalence of abortion within the private sphere. 

 Different routes to legalization that would sidestep the legislature.  

 The development of curricula in medical schools as it pertains to abortion.  

 How different religious minorities are responding to growing religious hegemony in 

Brazilian politics.  

This list is by no means exhaustive, and each on these can be altered to include even further 

research questions to be analyzed.  
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Appendix I: Interview Questions 

 

1) Você pode descrever o trabalho que você faz e o trabalho da organização com que 

você trabalha? 

 

1) Can you describe the nature of your work and the organization(s) you work for?  

 

 

2) Como você percebe a questão do aborto no Brasil e, especificamente, no Salvador? 

 

2) How do you perceive the issue of abortion in Brazil and, specifically, Salvador? 

 

 

3) Quais grupos sociais ou raciais você acha que são mais prejudicados pela legislação 

vigente? 

 

3) What social or racial groups do you think are most affected by the existing legislation? 

 

 

4) Quais grupos na sociedade você acha que são mais opostos ao aborto? 

 

4) What groups within society do you believed are most opposed to abortion?  

 

 

5) Como é que a política existente sobre o aborto influencia nos resultados da saúde das 

mulheres negras?  

 

5) How does the existing policy on abortion influence the health outcomes of black women? 

 

 

6) Será que o fenômeno do aborto clandestino afeta desproporcionalmente as mulheres 

negras?  

 

6) Is it possible that clandestine abortions disproportionately affect black women?  

 

 

7) Como é o debate sobre o aborto discutido no Salvador?  

 

7) How is the abortion debate discussed in Salvador?  

 

 

8) Você acha que é dado a atenção que merece? 

  

8) Do you think it is given the attention it deserves?  

 

 

9) Quem são os grupos ou os atores envolvidos nessas discussões?  

 

9) Who are the actors engaged in these discussions?  
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10) Quais são algumas das estratégias que as organizações estão usando para trazer esta 

questão ao legislador e os corredores de poder? 

 

10) What are some of the strategies that organizations are using to bring this issue to the 

legislature and the halls of power?  

 

 

11) O que você acha que são os maiores obstáculos para o movimento atualmente?  

 

11) What do you believe are the biggest obstacles for the movement currently?  

  

 

Pergunta Adicional/Additional Question: 

Se os homens pudessem engravidar, você acha que o aborto seria legal em toda parte?  

 

If men could get pregnant, do you think abortion would be legal everywhere?  
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Appendix II. Informed Consent Form 
Termo de Consentimento Livre e Esclarecido 

Prezado(a) Senhor(a) 
Gostaríamos de convidá-lo(a) a participar de nosso estudo: Aborto – um direito humano: Uma 

análise dos movimentos sociais e serviços sociais para a liberalização da Lei do Aborto no Brasil, que 
tem como objetivo formar uma imagem clara do que os grupos sociais estão fazendo atualmente para a 
legalização da Lei do Aborto em Salvador, analisar como esses grupos abordam o processo político e 
quais são suas razões para a liberalização da lei. 

A pesquisa, consistirá na realização de entrevistas, observações e/ou participações junto aos 
participantes do estudo e posterior haverá a análise do conteúdo destas entrevistas e/ou observações. Será 
conduzida dessa forma, pois pretendemos trabalhar com a experiência de vida dos(as) participantes da 
pesquisa.  

Trata-se de um estudo, desenvolvido por Maria Camila Caicedo orientada pela Sra. Denize Ribeiro. 

 
Garantimos que, a qualquer momento da realização desse estudo, qualquer participante da pesquisa e/ou 

estabelecimento envolvido, poderá receber esclarecimentos adicionais que julgar necessários. Qualquer participante 
selecionado(a) tem o direito de recusar-se a participar ou retirar-se da pesquisa em qualquer fase da mesma, sem 
nenhum tipo de penalidade, constrangimento ou prejuízo. O sigilo das informações pessoais dos participantes será 
preservado, especificamente, quanto ao nome, à identificação de pessoas ou de locais. Todos os registros efetuados 
no decorrer desta investigação científica serão usados para fins acadêmico-científicos e serão inutilizados após a 
fase de análise dos dados e de apresentação dos resultados finais na forma de monografia ou artigo científico. 

Em caso de concordância com as considerações expostas, solicitamos que assine este “Termo de 
Consentimento Livre e Esclarecido” no local indicado abaixo. Desde já agradecemos sua colaboração e fica aqui 
o compromisso de notificação do andamento e envio dos resultados desta pesquisa. 
Qualquer dúvida ou maiores esclarecimentos, entrar em contato com a responsável pelo estudo:  
e-mail: gabriela.ventura@sit.edu  Telefone: (71) 99719.6010 (do SIT Study Abroad: Brasil-Saúde Pública, Raça 

e Direitos Humanos). 
 
 

Aluno: Maria Camila Caicedo 
Estudante no Programa do SIT Study Abroad: Brasil-
Saúde Pública, Raça e Direitos Humanos 
______________ , _____ de ______________ de 2015. 
(cidade) 

 

 
 
 

Orientador(a) : Gabriela Ventura  
 
______________________________ 
Orientador(a): Denize Ribeiro 
 

Eu, ____________________________________________________________, assino o termo de 
consentimento, após o esclarecimento e da concordância com os objetivos e condições da realização da 
pesquisa “Aborto – um direito humano: Uma análise dos movimentos sociais e serviços sociais para a 
liberalização da Lei do Aborto no Brasil”, permitindo, também, que os resultados gerais deste estudo sejam 

divulgados sem a menção dos nomes dos pesquisados. 

______________ , _____ de ______________ de 2015.  

(cidade) Assinatura do Pesquisado(a) 
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Appendix Questions: 

 When I began this project, I had originally intended to focus on how different 

religions within Brazil view abortion. After some discussions with my Academic Director 

and Field Methods and Ethics professor, I found that the topic could potentially be too broad, 

or I could end up with data that could have easily been researched elsewhere. Although I was 

a little hesitant at first, I became very happy with my final problem statement the more I saw 

that it was an unexplored area within the topic of abortion in Brazil. My project was unique 

in that it incorporated expertise from women who are leaders in their field, and also the words 

and sentiments of young women who are motivated by the same ends, but don’t have that 

publicly established credibility. I suppose this same question can be taken up in the USA, but 

it would be a completely different project, as all of my results were informed by themes that 

are unique to Brazilian society. Additionally, the American political system operates 

completely differently than the one in Brazil, and citizens have an entirely different 

relationship and way of approaching their halls of power.  

 The ISP has been one of the most intellectually challenging endeavors I’ve taken up 

in my undergraduate career and it has altered my learning style in quite a few ways. The most 

obvious way is the field research component, which has shown me not just the importance of 

researching the real world, but also how to do it. I was taken out of my comfort zone many 

times throughout the process, a fact that has given me more courage to take on challenges 

that I previously thought myself incapable of committing to. This experience was necessary 

for me culturally, academically, spiritually, and emotionally because the university 

environment back home in the states, which is typically Eurocentric and subordinates 

students to a high-stress learning process, had left me jaded and unmoved by what I was 

studying. I will now go back to my home institution knowing that there is an entirely 

different way to learn and with a genuine desire to seek out those options.  

 I think that the final monograph has a pretty good balance of secondary and primary 

data, the secondary data being what informs the introduction to the topic, and the primary 

date being the heart of my discussion. It was very important to me to give the women that I 

spoke to a voice and a platform to express their experiences, given that it is a topic most 

people don’t like to talk about here in Brazil. As such, I think that the direct quotes I included 

and the visual component of my field research give the entire project a unique character that 

I’m very happy with. If I had included all of the data that I gathered my project would have 

been over one hundred pages long. Sifting through all the information and deciding what to 

include was the hardest part of the process, especially because I didn’t want to leave out 
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anything important. My final decision to include certain data and not others was guided by 

the need to express clear, succinct results. If I had included other components of the 

interviews or the march I attended it would have been a very emotionally charged study, 

potentially at the expense of useful academic discourse that is slightly more removed. For 

obvious reasons, I also excluded data from my participants that was extremely personal and, 

in the end, not entirely pertinent to my research question. That information, however, did fuel 

my motivation to see the project through to the end to the best of my abilities. 

 The Community Project was probably the most important field component of the 

program that contributed to my ISP because that is where I was first exposed to some of the 

harshest realities within Brazilian society. Knowing that I had been able to move through that 

experience gracefully and respectfully empowered me in my language skills, my 

interpersonal skills, and my ability to empathize—all characteristics I knew I would need 

throughout the course of my ISP. The readings assigned for the FME course were also 

extremely valuable to me during my ISP because some days I found I had no field research to 

do, but I needed a starting point for my analysis. The FME reader had great discussions on 

how to conduct interviews, analyze them, what to do with different visual components of 

research, and many more topics that I read through those days that I didn’t have much to do.  

 The principal problems that I encountered during my ISP have to do with what was 

just stated above. Some days I didn’t have data to collect and that was frustrating because I 

felt like I wasn’t doing much even though I wanted to. The month of November is very busy 

for women involved in feminist movements and black women’s movements and I had to take 

that in stride. Additionally, there were some logistical constraints in terms of my relationship 

with my advisor because we were living in different cities and she had a very busy schedule. 

None of the problems I encountered negatively impacted the results of my research or the 

final product, they were just challenges that I had to deal with and overcome along the way, 

as another part of the learning process. My advisor was still instrumental in giving me 

contacts that I could use for my interviews, the rest of my sources were found through a 

combination of persistence, the efforts of Rafaela Loureiro, Gabriela Ventura, and Paula 

Santos, and prowling social media for different events in Salvador.  

 If I could do anything over again it would be to start the transcription and writing 

processes much earlier. I had never transcribed before so I didn’t know that it takes up a huge 

amount of time and energy. For me, this also included emotional energy, as I had to listen to 

women talk about very heavy, personal topics over and over again. I began the writing 

process much earlier than I thought I needed to, but then I found that even that wasn’t enough 
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time. This was mostly because I got so emotionally and intellectually invested in the write-up 

that I spent a lot of time doing additional research on topics that had come up during my 

interviews and trying to incorporate as much as I could that would do justice to the subject. I 

found that I really reached no dead ends, all of my data was useful in some way, my difficulty 

was in having to leave out data or not being able to touch on some topics that I really would 

have liked to, but weren’t all that pertinent to my research goals.  

 My ISP ended up contextualizing all of my experiences in Brazil, both good and bad. 

I think if I had left the country with all of the emotional baggage I had accumulated, I would 

have looked back on my time here much differently. After three months in the country, I 

found I was extremely fed up with the blatant sexism that my friends and I experienced on an 

almost daily basis. Many times I found myself in sticky situations because of my tendency to 

react to completely unacceptable behavior by men on the streets. I didn’t realize just how 

much indignation I had gathered until I sat down and had long conversations with different 

women about those very same feelings, which they experience their whole lives. It also felt 

so good to meet young women my age, much like myself, who actually take their anger to the 

streets and call on their society to change those behaviors that perpetuate gender inequalities, 

racism, and intolerance.  

 That being said, this ISP also highlighted all of the wonderful things about Brazil that 

I would be remiss to ignore. For starters, the way I was welcomed into each and every space 

with open arms, people’s capacity for hope despite being faced with tremendous obstacles, 

and their ability to smile through some of the hardest things life has to offer. In many ways, 

writing this ISP was therapeutic; with the help of many people I was able to put words to 

some of the most beautiful and difficult parts of Brazilian society that I had experienced first 

hand. There are some very important things that this ISP taught me that are not expressed in 

this paper, such as a conversation that I had with a taxi driver on my way to one my 

interviews. We stopped at a red light and saw two children being given baths on the street 

with what looked like buckets of dirty water. Their living conditions could be described as 

nothing other than extreme poverty. We had been silent the entire ride, but he turned around 

and said, “You know, I’m a married man, I have no children, but it scares the hell out of me.” 

I asked him if he didn’t want children, to which he said, “I’m scared, a child suffers too much 

in this world today. It’s my dream, but I want to plan.” He didn’t realize that in that moment 

he gave my research, but more importantly me, something that that had been missing all 

along—the voice of an honest man. I realized in that moment that we all just want the same 
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thing, a good life, for ourselves and the ones we love, and when it comes down to it, that’s 

what this study is all about.  

 So, to any future student taking on this topic or any variation thereof, I say take 

Birdy’s advice—be patient, fine, balanced, and kind. Leave your assumptions at the door, 

allow them to grow or change as needed. Let an understanding of the data guide you, but 

don’t forget about the human aspect. At the end of the day, it’s the one that matters most. 

And yes, I would undertake this project again, one million times over. 
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Appendix III. Photographs from Field Research: Marcha Mundial das Mulheres 
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