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6. This had echoes of the development plans of military governments in the
Eal:l}?‘ 1970s, in which the notorious "Point 24" alluded to women.

7. Shining Path displays relatively little "gender bias" in its choice of victims
or fnethod of assassination. With Old Testament vengeance, it often kills
entire families. Local APRA party mayors and minor political functionaries
were amongst its favorite targets during the final years of Garcia’s govern-
ment. Many mayors were women, pressured to stand as candidates when
the dangers became increasingly clear to male party leaders. The strong
presence of women among the membership of Shining Path is a new topic
ﬂff rn::search. Women have always been important figures on the organiza-
uon’s central committee and many liquidation squads have been led by
women,

8. It was in this context that the workshop which gave rise to this book was
organized.

9. Contrary to prevailing stereotypes of rampant machismo in the interior, it

prpved much.casmr to bring men in outlying areas into the regional com-
muttees than it did to involve men in Lima.
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CHAPTER 5

The Women’s Movement and
Public Policy in Brazil

Jacqueline Pitanguy

INTRODUCTION
The recent political history of Latin America has followed a broadly similar

pattern. In many countries, the elected governments of the early 1960s were
subsequently overthrown by military coup d’états which imposed authorita-
rian rule over most of the continent. For many Latin Americans, the 1960s
and 1970s were years of harsh military repression, involving the systematic use
of violence by the state, and the suppression or control of the legislature, po-
litical parties, the press, trade unions and other organizations of civil society.
For many citizens, these were years of exile and resistance. Some sectors of
the opposition resorted to armed struggle to combat the dictatorial state.

At the end of the 1970s and the beginning of the 1980s, trade unions re-
emerged with new agendas and civil society was enriched by the appearance
of new political actors. Defined generically as social movements, these new
forms of political practice grew up and took root outside the established in-
stitutional framework of political parties or trade unions, and raised issues
which went beyond the "classic" questioning of both Marxism and liberalism.
The political trajectory of Latin America converged again towards the end of
the 1980s and the beginning of the 1990s when fierce resistance to militarism
brought an end to the years of military hegemony in the continent and presi-
dential elections were held throughout the region.!

At present, many Latin America countries face the challenge of reconciling
political democratization with a profound economic crisis. Whilst democratic
institutions have been restored and reinforced in most Latin American coun-
tries, the economic crisis in the 1990s has made it difficult for the state to gov-
ern. The decrease in the Gross Domestic Product (GDP) per inhabitant be-
tween 1981 to 1989 in many countries, clearly shows the extent of the crisis.
During this period Latin America as a whole had a negative growth rate of -8.3
percent [CEPAL, Anuarios Estadisticos] With few exceptions, most Latin
American countries continue to confront structural economic problems and
financial crises. Neo-liberal policies, advocating state reform and the expansion
of free trade agreements, form the dominant ideological orientation of this



decade. Although a few countries have been able to control inflation and in-
crease GDP, profound social and racial inequalities prevail and poverty
prevents a significant number of Latin Americans from exercising their basic
social rights,

Feminism emerged as an organized and growing social movement during
the tumultuous decades of the 1970s and 80s. In addition to traditional de-
mands for political equality and an end to discrimination in the labor market,
it questioned the cultural bases underpinning the devaluation of the feminine,
and raised new issues relating to violence, reproductive health and sexuality.
After the restoration of democratic government in the 1980s, feminism was
incorporated into the state apparatus in several countries and began to influ-
ence (or sought to influence) public policy in a number of different ways. Al-
though feminism arose as part of a wider struggle against the authoritarian
state, Latin American women have acted upon and represented their experi-
ence of discrimination in different ways. Variations have occurred at the level
of the problems raised, the practices adopted and over relations between the
social movement, the party structure and the state. Within this broader Latin
American context, this chapter focuses specifically on the Brazilian experience.
It aims to reconstruct the course of the feminist movement since the 1970s,
charting the struggle of Brazilian women to gain full citizenship. This chapter
situates this political trajectory within the wider context of Brazilian demo-

cratization, by seeking to trace the links between wider political processes and
the dynamics of the women’s movement.

FEMINISM AND POWER: THE FIRST STEPS

At different points in history, societies have incorporated gender hierarchies
into the organization of power. The nature, depth and causes of social in-
equalities between men and women undoubtedly vary according to the moment
in time, the form and level of political organization and the specific culture
of each country. In Brazil two main periods can be distinguished in the his-
tory of women’s struggles to achieve equality and social justice.

Women’s Struggle for the Vote

The first period goes back to women’s struggle for the vote at the beginning
of the 20th century. Although the suffragists demanded access to education
and employment, they did not question the cultural configuration of society
or the roots of their exclusion [Alves, 1980]. Unlike Britain or the United
States, where the suffrage movement acquired the characteristics of a mass
movement, the struggle in Brazil took place in the corridors, offices and ante-
chambers of power, through the effective lobbying of a group of middle-class,
mainly university-educated, women.

The right to vote in 1932 was ratified in 1934 by article 108 of the Consti-
tution, which states, "voters are Brazilians, of either sex, who are legally regis-
tered". Without denying the significance of this victory in removing a basic
impediment to citizenship, imposed on half the population by virtue of their
sex, its effect was more important culturally than practically. Being a woman
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no longer excluded one from exercising basic civil rights but did not lead to
effective participation in formal power. : | '

‘Wom!:n’s participation in the Federal Legislature in Braz_l.l has been ex-
tremely limited. The first woman federal deputy was c?ectcd in 1933 and 1n
the following 63 years, only 119 women have held seats in the che.ral ﬁssez:-
bly, compared to 5,609 men. Given that current mandates run until 1999, by
thl:,tum of the century women will have held only 2.12 percent of seats. It
should be pointed out that most women were elected at the end of 'r.h:e 1980s
and the 1990s, when feminism as a social movement became both audible and
visible in the public sphere.

ise of Social Movements . 52

g::ialR:ovemcnts entered the national arenain the 1970s, demanding p?h*r_ucal
recognition and the need to redefine po itics o include other soga] rzuogs
which permeate and mediate society on various levels. An analysis of dEf S:E-
nificance and scope of social movements must a_clopt new instruments an ‘;nth-
cators if it is to interpret a type of political action based on solidarity :E.n e
political projection of a collective identity. For women, democracy relers E:t
only to citizenship in the public sphere, but also to the practices of every Y
life, at work, in the family, in health and education. In this sense, wozl?: 5
struggle to democratize the country 1s, at the same time, a struggle to redefine
dﬁm;;:’::);}::ifﬂiuw coup of 1964, a numbcl: of womcfll’s groups appt:all*ed
on the political scene with the aim of mmbatf;mg state violence and pressing
for an amnesty and democratic freedoms. While these groups Rlaycd a sxgniz
cant role in resisting government and demanding basic civic rights, theirar
not project themselves to transforming women’s condition in society at large.
The mothers of the Plaza de Mayo in Argentina'a{e p?nbabl}r thc+most impor-
tant expression of this form of political participation by Latin American
WGI?:nﬁrazﬂ, the women’s movement became a significant political actor 1n
the 1970s. From 1964 until the mid-70s, Brazilian civil society was large}}r :1?-
gaged in opposing militarism, and political differences were Flownpla}rctlil in il;:
interests of organizing a broad front against the authoritarian state. The m ﬁ:
tary imposed a bi-party system which differentiated two large blocs; MR.E.Nzﬂ
(National Renovating Alliance) which supported the regime and MDB (Braz-
jan Democratic Movement) which opposed 1. Consequently, for almost 10
years the opposition sought unifying strategies to ?trengthcn their pnsmmnf in
the face of a cohesive army. This broad front rallied aroum'i the s_lnga.n o Ha
united people against the dictatorship”. The "people”, at this pamcular polit-
cal moment, were not differentiated by sex, race, nor by any significant proj-
ects Or utopias.

Emergence of a Feminist Critique

In the 1970s, feminism engaged in a critique of a number of widespread myths
and stereotypes. Underlying the presumed harmonious nature of male-female
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relatmn‘s, fr:mi_.nisrn exposed the reality of gender inequality, domestic violence
and racial prejudice. This was a productive period of recent Brazilian histo
since c:-tl"}er actors, such as the black movement, neighborhood associatimrf
!‘11.1]?’13,!1 rights groups, the homosexual movement, the movement to demarcate
indigenous Ia:&dcj :,h?;h m;vement of the landless and, in the 1980s ecological
groups, exten 0 e political terrar il
e P erramn and the concepts of equality and

_ However, engaging in a feminist critique was an uphill strupele of

civil soc%et}r was still under military rule and the oppl::-sition wgf:cf::;ii:c:
to forming a broad front. During the early years, the feminist movement
aimed to gain political legitimacy for its agenda, to broaden its base amongst
women, and to refute those critics who argued that the time was not a fﬂ-
priate for such a movement (as it would divide the opposition) or whspdis-
missed their claims altogether. From 1975 onwards the feminist movement
took thF form of an organized political movement and widened the debate on
gender inequality by incorporating new elements into the analysis of power.?

Qver the decades, the Brazilian feminist movement has been faced wit.h
the immense challenge of redefining concepts, whose meanings have nigidified
over the Fcnmries, of finding new ways of exercising power and new spaces
whexl-c tlus power can be carried out, of stressing the links between perl.:onal
relationships and public organization, and of unmasking oppression. The first
steps taken I?}r feminists from 1975 in their struggle to claim full citizcnshi
for women, involved the adoption of different methods and strategies. The a:‘.xlzjl~
tent of their success depended (and still depends) on the strength an;:l weight
of tie iﬂn}eﬂis agenda in the overall balance of power.
uthoritarian government was at its most repressiv

1973, years which coincided with the so-called “Feco::o:nti); t:;::lifﬁirﬁ:i
GDP rose by 13.6 percent annually. Boosted by these rates of gmwth, and as
a way of increasing its legitimacy, the government authorized the holding of
parliamentary elections in 1974 in which the MDB, the opposition gtr'-
umphed. From 1977 to 1978, the national political scenario favored fl:t;m:-

THE DEVELOPMENT OF BRAZILIAN FEMINISM
A numl?cf‘ of kej,r_ periods can be distinguished in the recent history of Brazil-
1an feminism, taking as a starting point the interaction between the women’s
movement and the formal, institutional political level. Between 1975 and 1979
a debate opened up on the condition of women in Brazil Gender, as a polit:
cal variable, made its public appearance through such issues as dis;rimitfatiar;
Loﬂ t},lde laEnrhmarket, the lack of support structures for women who worked
j ;t:;mc. the home, domestic violence, and sex stereotyping in the educational
Initially there were few feminist spokespersons and the movement’s ad-
vance went hand in hand with the process of democratization in the count
Lacking links to the executive branch of government, which represented :.E-
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thoritarian power at both local and federal levels, and with no support from
the legislature for their proposals to revise the civil code presented in 1976,
feminism established links with the university, where talks, discussions and
seminars were organized. The press, which was initially prejudiced, publicised
their demands, criticisms and meetings. Accordingly, the movement was able
to reach beyond the intellectual elite, occupy other social spaces and widen
its field of acuon.

In Brazil, as in other Latin American countries, the Catholic Church was
an important ally against militarism and state violence. Initially, the women'’s
movement sought to draw up common strategies with the Church, especially
at the level of grassroots communities and pastoral action. However, this gave
rise to an important debate amongst feminists. Whilst some regarded this link
with the Church as necessary to widen their base of support, others argued
that it would divide and weaken the movement, given the Church’s stance on
a number of fundamental issues relating to female identity, such as sexuality,
contraception, abortion and the role of women in the Church.* These internal
differences, notwithstanding, feminism in these years projected itself as a new
political actor which sought to expand and gain legitimacy by advocating nov-
el ideas on power and citizenship rights,

1975-1979: Debate on the Position of Women
The first wide-ranging debate on the position of women in Brazilian society
took place in 1975 in Rio de Janeiro in a seminar organized with United Na-
tions’ support as part of International Women’s Year. Between 1975 and 1978
events took place in several states and the women’s movement expanded both
in terms of numbers, with the formation of several autonomous groups, and
in terms of influence, by raising the issue of women’s discrimination in nu-
merous non-feminist organizations, such as professional bodies, trade unions,
and neighborhood associations. The first explicitly feminist organization, the
Brazilian Women’s Center, was established in 1975 1n Rio de Janeiro.
Throughout this period, issues such as domestic violence, sexual violence
and sexual discrimination, including women’s exclusion from economic and
political decision-making, were incorporated into the ambit of legitimate po-
litics. Placing such topics on the agenda marked an important triumph for
feminism at that time. However sexuality, contraception and abortion began
to be discussed in the political sphere only gradually and awkwardly, given
that they raised issues which were still considered taboo 1n official discourse.

1979-1982: Transition to Civil Society

The years from 1979 to 1982 preceded the democratization of the country and
marked the transition of power towards civil society.? After the parliamentary
elections of 1978, the government no longer exercised hegemonic control, and
most opposition forces participated in the re-democratization process from
their base in Congress. At the same time, the economic situation worsened,
with a fall in the rate of growth of GDP, which was negative in 1981. The
distorting effects of an accumulation process which accentuated income in-
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equalities was evident in such social indicators as the rate of infant mortality,
malnutrition, and maternal mortality.

Social pressure and lack of an economic and political strategy to confront
the crisis led, amongst other factors, to the government’s loss of ideological
credibility. In the 1982 elections for state governors, candidates representing
the governing party lost their seats in the main state capitals, barely attaining
36 percent of the vote. The political parties freed themselves from the bi-party
structure enforced since the 1960s. At the same time, the political scene was
transformed by the emergence of other social movements and new actors. As
censorship eased a new political culture began to be forged during the remain-
ing years of authoritarian rule.

The years of militarism were also years of profound economic transforma-
tion, rapid urbanization (in 1985, 72 percent of the population lived in urban
areas) and industrial diversification. The state grew considerably, intervening
in and controlling numerous spheres of production, without any parallel in-
crease in investment in education and health.

The redrawing of the party map led the feminist movement to seek more
contact with political parties, proposing programs and platforms which would
extend female citizenship. Feminists sought to retain their autonomy with re-
spect to party structures but recognized that these were the institutional road
to power. The women’s movement organized around concrete issues and pre-
sented these in a document entitled "Feminist Election Alert". In 1982 Con-
gressional elections were held and although no federal deputy embraced the
feminist ticket, several candidates did so at state level.

Other issues such as abortion, regarded both as a citizenship right and as
a public health problem, became a visible problem which society could not
repudiate, even whilst failing to address it. During this same period, feminists
no longer regarded the Church as an appropriate ally, as they took up issues
it considered taboo, such as condemning the lack of publicly funded contra-
ceptive services and supporting the victims of domestic violence by forming
a number of autonomous groups, called SOS.

The political amnesty of 1979 led to the return of many women exiles
who had participated in the women’s liberation movement whilst in exile in
Europe. In addition, the movement’s allies were bolstered by women who ac-

tively sought to transform their condition from their base within other organ-
1zational structures, such as trade unions. The university, which had initially
been the movement’s main political base, embraced feminism as an academic
subject, and the number of theses, seminars and women'’s studies centers mul-
tiplied. However, as the state began to be reconquered by the progressive for-
ces, women’s historical absence from executive power became evident. An
awareness that sexual discrimination 1s the product of historical processes, and
thereby susceptible to change, brought home the need to forge alliances and
occupy spaces in the power structure in order to be able to implement such
a transformation. Such a task went beyond making women’s issues public or
influencing persons in positions of power who could put feminist demands
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ions 1 ! 1 5
nd recommendations into practice. It meant using state power as the mean
to implement large-scale change.

- . Growing Political Legitimacy _ _ :
'11'9113:;::::1: (?v-rithin Ehe feminist movement on 1t5 relatm.nship to clecutwg
power began in 1982, when a number of opposition c,alftdldatcs were ecl:v'
to key state governments. After two dcc?.d_es of .confrnnung authoritarian gt :
ernments, links between the state and civil society began to be rec?nstsr;c :, ;
The women’s movement took advantage of this transformed relationship :{;-1
ween individual, social movement and state when proglrcs:i.vc sectors gain

oreanized democratic governments at state level. 2
PD“’:t‘ :hni timg:lfem.i.nism presented its case for public policies specﬂ:callj; ;g-
dressed to women directly to the government. At the bgg!nnmg of r_.]s; 1 5 :i
the feminist movement enjoyed a degree of political legitimacy whi coule
not be ignored. It was no longer possible to turn a deaf ear to wor:llcn s vOI-
ces, nor to dismiss their claims, supported as;l:;y were with data and staustics
' howed their status as second-class citizens. _
Whlgnzlzrge;t within the movement argued the case for occupying spaces
in the executive power, or rather inventiflg such_sp-m:.s _b)r setting up r::;
agencies specifically addressed to formulating public policies ot:ixl women. :
other current recommended retaining complete autonomy from the government.
A third current occupied an intermediate position, agreeing to tl;le construc-
tion of such spaces but not to filling such positions themselves. £ § cub;r.sert-;:
tions related to the risk of cooptation by the state, of such bodies :nathmgiﬂ _
government to manipulate women’s dcmax.:nds and proposals, ar_ld to ; };
culties of working in a state apparatus tainted by years of d1ctar::drs ﬂ:p.
view of these dangers, a significant part of the movement suppo ; e rec-
ommendation to create organs at state level to implement policies and 10 10-
fluence other government sectors in translating programs, d.emar_lds *.u::ll.1 gr;ﬁv::;
ces into concrete government actions. In 1983 th? S:ﬁtatﬂ Council on 5~e Ptau:l
of Women (Conselho Estadual da Condicio Femma} was set up in fao a t;;
Its ability to influence public policy varied accordx‘ng to the degree of suppo
from the women’s movement, the proficiency of 1ts personne! and the cxft:_;lu
of the government’s commitment. However, on balance the influence of the

$30 Paulo Council has been very positive.

"Di ctions Now!" ' g o

BE:::Z;- ?983 and 1985 one of the largest mass movements 10 Brz:zll s political
history took place. Called "Directas Ja" ("Direct Elecuons Now!"), th:dmfove:-
ment filled public squares throughout Lh:: land, sparking off a broa rcf
against the permanency of the military regme and t]:.':.ﬂ- fede;:al gc-vernme::ﬁ. t
this time, the front did not involve suppressing political differences so that a
diverse range of political parties, organizations and movements !omet:l. o

Although the national campaign for direct pre5+1denual elections in lb1

did not succeed, an end to the rotating military presidency became mcw.tal e.
Tancredo Neves, governor of Minas Gerais, was elected president by the elec-
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toral college, reinstating a civilian government after 21 years of military
hegemony. During the campaign in support of Tancredo Neves, women from
all over the country urged on him the need to create a federal agency which
would implement national policies on women. The campaign to create a Na-
tional Council on Women’s Rights was waged in the context of Brazil’s re-
democratization and the occupation of federal executive power by sectors
which had been excluded for more than two decades.

National Council of Women’s Rights

Tancredo Neves’ untimely death, the assumption of Vice President Jose Sar-
ney, and the initiation of the so-called New Republic, form part of Brazil’s
recent political past. The National Council of Women’s Rights was created
by congressional law in 1985. The Congress also voted in favor of a fund giv-
ing the Council financial autonomy. The Council was composed of an ad-
visory board, with a president appointed by the President of the Republic and
divided internally into a technical directorate, covering different work com-
missions, and an executive directorate. Attached to the Ministry of Justice,
this agency depended for its remit on the Presidency of the Republic, which
granted 1t autonomy of action. Over a five-year period, women from all over
the country aspired to transform the position of women in Brazil from within
the state.

The first years of the New Republic were full of expectation that the state
would satisfy popular desires for material improvements, a fairer distribution
of national wealth, child protection, and the extension of social rights in a cli-
mate of freedom and respect for human rights. Democracy, both as a goal and
as a fundamental instrument of economic redistribution, was the key word of
the 1980s. Women contributed by launching a debate, from the highest eche-
lons of the public administration, on such topics as domestic violence, repro-
ductive health, the position of women in the family and society. The National
Council of Women’s Rights (NCWR) organized working committees on repro-
ductive health, violence, black women, employment, legislation, childcare
support (nurseries and kindergartens), education and culture. It also carried
out important work in the area of social communications using the mass me-

dia and established a Center for Information and Studies on Women (see Ap-
pendix).

New Constitution and Women’s Rights

1986 was an important electoral year. Congress had the task of drawing up a
new Constitution, appropriate for a democratic state. In 1985 the NCWR pub-
licly campaigned to ensure that women were represented in the new parlia-
ment. Between 1986 and 1988 the NCWR as well as state and municipal coun-
cils and the women’s movement, worked with parliamentarians to guarantee
that the new constitution upheld women’s rights. The campaign was very suc-
cessful with 80 percent of their demands being accepted. This represented a
victory not only in terms of what was included but also in terms of what was
not included in the 1988 Constitution. An example of this was the omission

104 Jacqueline Pitanguy

of any reference to "the protection of life from conception” as this represent-
ed a retreat. Even prior legislation had allowed a pregnancy to be terminated
in case of rape or when the mother’s life was at risk. In addition to these
forms of discrimination, there is the weight of the received culture which de-
values the feminine, A% _ e

Brazil currently has a significant number of agencies involved in designing
and carrying out public policies on women. In 1996 there were over 29 coun-
cils on women’s rights operating throughout the country, a.uc! approxlmatel]'.r
140 specialized police units serving women victims of domestic and sexual vi-
olence. These police stations are an interesting examp_ulc of+ the state appara-
tus—in this instance the repressive arm of the state—being directed to support
victims of violence, who are not generally recognized as such by ordinary po-
lice units. Comprised of female personnel, such units not only carry out tasks
related to the criminal process, but also play a part in polmca+l :_ducatmn by
demonstrating that such violent behaviour is not "natural” but cnmmal and mer-
its punishment. In this way their very existence serves 10 redefine the con-
cepts of crime and punishment.® ,

The National Council of Women'’s Rights also organized a forum of wom-
en’s councils, which used to meet regularly every six months in order to plan
common strategies. In a country as large and populated as B'raz.ll, this fnm
became an effective body for defining and carrying iout_n:annnal campaigns,
events and projects. One example of NCWR’s dynamism 1s the strategy adop@
by the campaign for women’s rights in the new constitution. This was carrn?d
out across the whole country; in every state, organizations and local cql:mncﬂs
took up the task of spreading the message. The NCWR mounted an intense
six-months’ campaign on radio and national television under the slog:.m, To
be valid, the Constitution must include women’s rights". This campaign cul-
minated in Brasilia with a large gathering in the National Congress of repre-
sentatives from all the groups and organized bodies of women. Rural women
workers, liberal professionals, autonomous feminists and women linked to
political parties, jointly signed a "Letter to the Deputies from the Women of
Brazil", which has since become a historical document. It set out the move-
ment’s main demands in the areas of family, employment, healr:h, education,
culture, violence, general principles, and vocational and i.m;crr.lauonal matters.
In March 1987, immediately after the installation of the Constituent Asscmbll}r
(Asembleia Constituinte), the NCWR held a joint ceremony with Icrcal+ bodies
to hand in this Letter; a ceremony which took place in every state legislature
as well as in the National Congress. | : :

Realizing that an organism such as the NCWR had political weight wh.lch
could take advantage of the open and fluid national context, the feminists
who directed the NCWR forced the pace, breaking through bureaucrauic ier-
tia and adopting the rituals of power as instruments .uf political action. Amongst
progressive sectors there was consensus on the actions of the NCWR and on
the part feminism played in it. There was also consensus among the more con-
servative sectors on the need to halt its advance.
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FEmmSM AND POWER: THE LIMITS OF STATE ACTION
Notw:thstandin‘g.the significant advances made, women in Brazil stjll occu

a secgnc_latry position in society, With respect to the labor market, their wa Pc};
are significantly lower than men’s, Data show that women's ave::age earniE
were 54 percent of men’s in 1991, Women carry out low-skilled jobs and af:
cnncegtrated in the service sector, especially domestic services, A breakdown
of the income distribution of the economically active population by sex, shows
thar. women are amongst the poorest of the poor: whilst 58.6 percent 01; wom-
en live in poverty, receiving a minimum wage or none at all, the equivalent
flgun.': for men is 33.79 percent [FLACSO and CEPIA, 1993]. Furthermore
men in this situation are clustered around the minimum wage level whilstj
women are concentrated in the category of those without rcmuntr;tion or
falling be_low thr. minimum wage. Women are largely unrepresented amongst
managerial positions, and their employment rights and job security are infer-
lor to men’s. While the number of men and women working in the informal
labor market has been growing steadily, women outnumber men in this cate-
gory. According to data from 1991, almost half of the women employed were
not registered which meant that they were automatically excluded from social
benefits [[BGE-PNAD, 1991]. The situation of women rural wage laborers
gives parncu_lar cause for concern as over 80 percent were not registered.

I do not intend to undertake a theoretical analysis of the concepts of state
and social movement but a few words are in order here. This largely involves
exploring the possibilities of alternative projects, bearing in mind the conflict
they address and the connections which ensure their viability. The women’s
movement, as an expression of social conflict, introduces new elements into
the public domain, relating to the dynamics of power, the formation of allian-
ces and to the definition of its identity vis-d-vis other actors, such as political
parties, government and legislature. The state, made up of many institutions
Wthl:l interact between themselves and with other parts of the political sys-
tem, 1s subject to constant pressure as groups struggle for hegemony in exer-
asing control. During periods of governmental change and more open politi-
cal expression, conflicts between alternative projects and struggles inside the
state apparatus intensify.

The Sarney Government, which inaugurated a period of rapprochement
between state and civil soctety, allowed more room for different views to be
expressed in government circles. Rather than a uniform front, state agencies
werc‘naffed by representatives of different positions, parties and programs
who Jnst_lcd for space in the government machine. The creation of a Minist j
of !Agr'anau Reform and the establishment of the National Council of Woxg
en’s Rights, reflected a political commitment to socjal forces traditionally dis-

tanced from state power. At that time, the claims of the landless and of wom-
en became conflicts within the state itself.

Political Opposition

Hc-w?ver, the hui_:or}r of Latin America demonstrates the conservative elite’s
capacity to organize and determine the direction of the state. Over time the
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government began to restrict the space for airing certain grievances within the
state apparatus. In the legislature, alliances with conservatve representatives
became unavoidable, and representatives from the most progressive political
parties resigned their government posts, returning either to the legislature or
to society at large.

With the promulgation of the new constitution in October 1988, the Na-

tional Council of Women's Rights (NCWR), concentrated on influencing the
constitution and on pressing forward in the field of civil rights, and on revis-
ing penal and labor codes to make them compatible with new constitutional
provisions. Despite having waged successful campaigns, exerted political influ-
ence to combat domestic violence and extend employment benefits to female
domestic workers and women rural workers—the most exploited sectors of
the female labor force—and having collaborated with the Ministry of Educa-
tion in condemning sex stereotyping in teaching materials, in 1988 the NCWR
met strong opposition from the Ministry of Justice. Such opposition was ev-
ident during the centenary of the abolition of slavery, when the NCWR
planned to participate in the official celebration by organizing a forum attack-
ing racial prejudice and discrimination against black women in Brazil. Togeth-
er with a number of black organizations and the Law Faculty of Saé Paulo
University, the NCWR planned to set up the Winnie Mandela Tribunal,
which would pass fictitious judgement on the crimes commutted against black
women. Upon hearing of this idea, the Ministry of Justice informed the
NCWR president that it was contrary to government ruling and that such ac-
uvities would not be sanctioned. Although I myself, as president of the
NCWR, argued that racial prejudice did not originate from the government
but from society as a whole and that 1t was befitting for a modern, progres-
sive and egalitarian state to condemn it, the Ministry of Justice maintained its
position. However, the NCWR was able to go ahead with this action because
of the backing it received from significant sectors of the Nauonal Congress
and civil institutions.

Although the NCWR trod a difficult path within the state because it had
simultaneously to win legitimacy with respect to other government agencies,
and demonstrate that it could employ resources and implement programs effi-
ciently, up to this point its existence had not been explicitly questioned nor
had 1t been regarded as departing from government thinking. This was due
both to the skilful way in which the NCWR operated, counting on a net-
work of political support and involving other government sectors in its pro-
grams and above all to the fact that the state was not ideologically defined at
that moment. After the Ministry of Justice’s challenge, it was clear that the
INCWR was not represented by the hegemonic tendency within the new con-
figuration of state power. Nevertheless, the legitimacy it already enjoyed,
enabled it to continue functioning throughout 1989, giving priority to wom-
en’s health.

At the beginning of 1989 the new Minister of Justice, who held even more
conservative views, attempted to reduce the NCWR's sphere of influence and
action further. This is not the place to list in detail all the resources employed
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b+y the Minister to obstruct the NCWR since, having been created by congres-
sional law, the government could not officially close it down. Budget cufs of
almost 72 percent, interference in its programming, attempts to dismiss per-
sonnFl and appoint others, staff reductions, and intimidation so that the agen-
cy trum:ncd 1ts actions by 80 percent (which, according to the Minister, was
proportional to the advances made on the women’s question) were ali em-
plu};d to t;llelsmbi.lise the NCWR and check its progress.
ationally, the women’s movement and trade unions su
NCWR, as did sectors of the National Congress and some govcrnﬁz:igif
cies. The State Councils also rallied to the NCWR’s defence enabling it to
vfuthstam:,l this process of destabilization for eight months. However, institu-
tions Wh:lch articulate conflicts which disrupt traditional power relations and
h:e;arcl:ues and demand public policies relating to sectors which have been his-
torically invisible, can expect to meet with strong conservative resistance. The
government set clear limits to its rapprochement with civil society, in this
case, with the organized women’s movement. When the composition of the
I.NCWIl{’s Board was subjected to direct political interference, its members hav-
ing resisted for various months decided to resign. The crisis of the NCWR
shoul-‘d b.c understood within the framework of reaccommodating political for-
ces within the state. This resulted in a political narrowing down of the boun-
daries to the debate on women’s position and circumscribed government ac-
tion and debate in this area. Despite the fact that direct presidential elections
were held in 1990, the first time since the fall of the dictatorship, the newly-
elected president did not encourage the re-establishment of the PIJCWR. On
th_e contrary, President Collor, who was later impeachéd for corruption, con-
tributed to the destruction of the NCWR, which is only now re-emer 1;1 af-
ter the presidential elections of 1995. <
Tl:te legitim.acy enjoyed by the NCWR demonstrated the possibility and

necessity of ‘using power to transform the position of women and made it
clear that winning space and pressing for state policies is a goal to be recon-
quered. As politics is a dynamic process and contexts change, women in Brazil
have acquired a degree of experience in handling the intricate mechanisms of
power. The NCWR, as a symbol of non-cooptation, proves to those of us
v:rho s.hared in the experience, that power to transform situations largely re-
sides in the legitimacy which society confers on a set of proposals and de-
mands. Whether or not these are attainable through the state is dependent on
p_n!mcal circumstances. Although the experience of using the state to extend
c1t1ze:_15h:p was positive, it also underlines the need to resist the state when jts
agencies turn against the redefinition and extension of democracy.

Policies on Women in the 1990s

At present public policies on women in Brazil are still carried out mainly at
state aEnd .munic,ipal level, with a significant role played by non-governmental
organizations (NGOs). A characteristic of the 1990s is the creation of national
and regional networks of NGOs as well as other non-governmental organiza-
uons working at national level. Brazil has a National Feminist Reproductive
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Health Network (REDE), bringing together more than 50 women’s NGOs,
a Network on Domestic Violence and a Commission on Citizenship and Re-
production.

Networking, as a form of organization and a political strategy has become
increasingly relevant throughout Latin America. Feminists in this continent
are also deeply marked by the impact of globalization. Brazilian women’s
NGOs and groups are also active in the international sphere and have partici-
pated in a number of international conferences held by the UN in the 1990s.
The United Nations Conference on Environment and Development, which
took place in Rio in 1991 marked the entrance of NGOs in general and of
women in particular, as visible protagonists. The 1993 Vienna Conference on
Human Rights represented a significant development for women. Violence
against women was considered a human rights violation and the affirmation
that women’s rights are human rights opened a debate within the UN on the
universalization of human rights and respect for specific cultures.” However
it was at the Population and Development Conference, held in Cairo in 1994,
that women, as an articulate international political actor, most influenced the
UN scenario. Over the years women have brought a gender perspective to de-
bates on such issues as the global economy, environmental degradation, pover-
ty, violence, peace and placed new issues such as reproductive health, domestic
and gender violence on the UN agenda. In Cairo, the concepts of reproduc-
tive and sexual health and reproductive rights marked the establishment of a
new paradigm and the enlargement of the conceptualization of human rights
in this international forum.® The Fourth Women’s International Conference,
which took place in Beijing in 1995 culminated in bringing together the two
paths: that of women’s international conferences and that of women’s pres-
ence at conferences dealing with issues such as the environment, human rights,
population and social inequalities. Beijing was successful in terms of drawing
up a plan of action. The extent to which recommendations are incorporated

into national legislation and public policies depends on women’s political
weight and visibility in national arenas. As the poet Machado put it, "Cami-
nante no bay camino, se hace camino al andar" (The path is made as one goes

along).

ENDNOTES
1. Presidential elections were held in Argentina, Bolivia, Brazil, Chile, Colom-

bia, El Salvador, Guatemala, Haiti, Mexico, Nicaragua, Paraguay, the Domi-
nican Republic, Uruguay and Venezuela.

2. For a more detailed description of Brazilian women’s participation, see the
survey of Latin American women carried out under the auspices of
FLACSO and CEPIA [1993]. The research in Brazil was undertaken by
CEPIA, under the coordination of J. Pitanguy and edited by T. Valdes for
FLACSO (Facultad Latinoamericana de Ciencias Sociales), Chile.

3. Boschi[1983; 1987] discusses the emergence of social movements and their
political impact.
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4. Throughout the 1970s to the present the Catholic Churc
uust agenda on reproductive health [Pitanguy, 1994).

5. For an analysis of the democratization process, see Santos [1982]

6. CEPIA has carried out two research projects ev .

combat violence against women [Barsted, 1994; 1995).

7. In the early 1990s the Center for Women'’s Global Leadership, at the Uni-

::rsxt}r of Rutgers, New Jersey initiated an international ¢
s ;
e slogan, Women’s Rights are Human Rights. For a reflection on the

new conceptualization of human rights in the UN arena, see Bunch [1995]

and Pitanguy [1994].

8. The preparatory process for the Cairo conference shows how women or-

fsnzfd nationally, r:egional.l}r and globally to make their voices heard at
les orum. In Brazil, women held a national conference in 1993, Our
ghts for Cairo 1994, attended 2 regional preparatory meeting in Mexico

and an international Women’s Health Conferen R '
and Justice in Rio in 1994 ce on Reproductive Health
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APPENDIX:
Summary of NCWR Activities

Health

» Organized the First National Conference on Women’s Health, attended by
health professionals, authorities, autonomous movements and representa-
tives of the women’s movement. This meeting set out basic guidelines for
action in this area,

e Prepared information on reproduction and contraception.

» Liaised with the Ministry of Health to disseminate information on repro-
duction and with the Ministries of Health and Social Security to imple-
ment a Program of Integral Assistance on Women’s Health (PAIUSM).
This program was designed by women doctors who work in health groups
and included a plan to control fertility, in which women themselves form
the subjects of medical attention.

» Participated in the Commission on Reproductive Rights of the Ministry of
Health, in the Commission to Combat Aids, and in meetings with the Na-
tional Health Council.

» Coordinated the National Campaign to combat maternal mortality and pre-
vent breast cancer and cancer of the womb.

» Organized the First National Meeting on Women’s Health, a right to be
conquered, in which a Charter of Reproductive Rights was drawn up.

» Held a debate on abortion and drew up legal recommendations to combat
discrimination.

Violence

» Organized a meeting of policewomen working in specialized police units
to assist victims of violence, with a view to evaluating their work, deep-
ening the discussion on violence, and encouraging contact between police-
women, feminists from SOS groups and female academics.

» Prepared and disseminated materials on violence.

» Carried out studies of judicial sentences for crimes involving physical
abuse, rape and murder of women.

» Established permanent contact with women’s police units in order to pro-
vide political support and to gain access to statistics on crimes against
women.

Employment and Rural Women

» Organized the First Meeting on Women and Employment Laws, in which
a document was drawn up revising the labor code, based on recommenda-
tions from women trade unionists.

o Prepared documentation on women in the labor market, on the main em-
ployment demands of women, on labor legislation, both national and inter-
national, and on the history of women’s participation in trade union
struggles, amongst others.



. Offr:re:d support and technical advice to the associations of domestic ser-
vants in preparing their legal recommendations. Supported meetings and
congresses of women rural workers. Prepared jointly with the Ministry of
Agrarian Reform a document on violence against women and children in
the countryside. Also campaigned jointly with this Ministry (which has
since been abolished) for women rural workers to have the right to own
land, irrespective of marital status,

. Collabt::rated with the Ministry of Labor in strengthening regional labor
d.elcgauons to ensure that labor laws are respected, especially those refer-
ring to maternity leave.

o Set up a series of projects with UNICEF aimed at generating income-
earning opportunities for women in the North East.
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CHAPTER 6

The Mexican Feminist Movement
and Public Policy-making

Marta Lamas

INTRODUCTION

The early 1970s marked a resurgence of the feminist movement in Mexico.
The groups behind this new wave of Mexican feminism played a significant
part in introducing a new political culture and a critical cultural discourse.
However, these groups have not been able to sustain or renew their initial po-
litical impact, and in the 1990s the feminist movement cannot be considered
a key participant in the policy-making process relating to women.

The movement is currently disorganized and fragmented. It functions like
an underground stream,! with little public participation, but with hundreds
of feminists scattered amongst disparate professional and political settings. The
poor political performance of the organized movement contrasts with the cre-
ativity shown by feminists who, from their public and private work niches,
bring their influence to bear on the design of government programs relating
to women, on the inclusion of feminist categories in the census and surveys,
on developing a critique of sexism in publishing and education. A few women
functionaries openly declare themselves to be feminists, yet many more act as
feminists whilst not declaring themselves openly to be so. Their presence has
encouraged the creation of support networks between civil servants, female
politicians and feminists.

The feminist movement in some countries has become an officially recog-
nized political actor. By challenging institutional politics and developing consi-
derable expertise on public policy and women, the women’s struggle has gained
in strength and legitimacy. Society as a whole and the political parties have
come to accept the reality of women’s oppression and to redress it through such
measures as affirmative action or quotas. In this way, women’s movements?
have come to form a visible political presence, which must be taken into ac-
count by the ruling group.

Why is it that feminism in Mexico has not expressed itself so strongly as
feminism in Europe or North America and why has it not entered into a po-
litical dialogue with the state? The answer lies partly in the specificity of Mex-
ican national political culture: the lack of a tradition of political mobilization,



