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Portugal’s
woman
premier in a
male world

By Jimmy Burns in Lisbon

“T1 believe it wher I sce it,”
said one of Portugal’s leading
politicians on being toid that
49-vear-old spinster Maria de

Lourdes Pintasilgo had been -

appointed the country's new
Prime Minister.

The chauvinidt reaction was not
entirely unprediclable in a
country where politics has
traditionally been a male
reserve. Only 7 per cent of the
Poriuguese Parliament com-
prises women. No presiden-
tial eandidate has ever been
a woman, and usually mill
tary &t that, while all political
parties there exclude women
from their leadership. Sra.
Pintasilgo has

no__official
party links and it is doyht
whether, given the| priosigt
|

state of Portuguese politics,
whether she would have made
the prade other than as any-
thing but an independent.

I have recentily ebtained an un-
published paper which Sra.
Pintasilgo wrote in 1974 when
she was Minister for Social
Affairs and already deeply
invalved In stimulating the
Commntission on the Status of
Women as an effecuve
government department for
the promotion of women's
rights. %~

On the role of her sex in

society she said: * Within the

revolution women can form

a ‘new Jeft” that will point

to a different attitude towards

reality. They can thus bhe-
come dynamic elements in the

reconstruction of the country
nat only by just following the
road that men have begun but
rather by breaking entirely
new ground,”

Her thoughts pa a long way
towards explaining some of
the disquiet which the right-
wing parties have felt with
her appointment.

For Sra, Pintasilge’s vision was
directly linked to Portugal's
special social and political
cireumstances and particy-
larly the transformations fol-
lowing the military overthrow
of the old regime on April

25. 1974,

\s a rasult of the coup, Por-
tuguese women threw off their
status as second class citi-
zons and became conscious of
their power amd the oppor-
tunities opening to them.

Five years after the coup, with
the Portuguese political sys
tem moulded to western siyle
democracy, the revolution
logks like having fallen by
the wayside. TIn retrospect
though Sra, Pintasilzo’s words
2re still prophetie since a lot

of ground has been gained in
the meantime,

constitution _throughou
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ciple Sthat all animals are
rqual and defined women ac-
eordingly.

He stated that every Portuguese
was squal before the Iaw
“except for women,” the
differences resulting either
from their nature or from
family interests.

The basic principle of female
subservience was confirme:d
in legislation which varied
from allowing hushands 10
open  their wives' mall b
clemency for men  who
murdered their wives found
in or suspected of adultery.

The 1966 Civil Code stated that |
* the husband is the head of |
the family and as such he “l
to decide and direct on all

matters concerning marital |

life" Female sccess ta the
tahour market was restricted
and women were lezally
prevented from  beeoiing
judges or diplomats.

Ph-tuzal's present Constitution,
approved by a freely elected
constituenty assemhbly in 1735,
lays down thap no person can
he diseriminated azainst on
acenunt of sex and that
husbands and wives share
equal rights and rescon=ibility
towards their children and
towards each other t

The new Civil Code, which came |
into force in April last year,
confirms wemen's equal rights
within the family, The wife
ctan now choose when and
where to work, be admitted
into the higher echelons of
the Civil Servige, and can|
lesve the couniry of her own
volition.

There have alsn hesn radical

changes in legislation govern-
ing divorce and illegitimacy,
no easy task in a country
where the Catholic Church
still wields  considerable
political as well as spiriiual
muscle.

The new Civil

Code bas

annulled eoneordat with
A PSP O

married with the Catholic

Church from gelling a

divoree,
Other lezislation in the pipeline

is an Equal Opportunily Act.
A member of one of Portugal's
leading women organisations
told me: *The Constitution
is one thing, the other is the
reality of Portuyal's economy.
Porthiguese wosen 4re still
the first 10 be dismissed and
the jast to be employed.™

is doubtful, given Poriy-
gal's self-imposed austerity
whether this  patiern  will
change dramutically in the
short term. But with the
appointment of Sra. Pintasilgo
Portugnese women have at
least some ground for hope.
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