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My project began with a feminist health organization in Recife, a coastal city in the
northeastern region of Brazl. My goal was to study globalization—not the inexorable
spread of capital and commercialized culture throughout the world, but the construction
of a transnational social movement and the complex network of relationships that
sustained it. Asa point of entry, | chose a feminist nongovernmental organization known
as SOS Corpo (SOS Body), which had a long history, global connections, and broad
influence inside and outside Brazil. My research, which took place during three five-week
trips to the country followed by ten months of fieldwork, combined interviews, archival
work, and participant observation as a volunteer for the organization. | translated grant
proposals and brochures, catalogued English-language library materials, attended
meetings, seminars, and international conferences, drank cachaca, danced and went to
the beach with members and former members of the organization, as well aswith
activists from a wide variety of women’s groupsin the region. In between | interviewed
many of them, as well as representatives of key institutions with which Recife feminists
engaged.

But, for some time, the global eluded me. It was everywhere in organizational practice
and discourse, and nowhere that | could pin down to study. E-mails winged silently across
borders, SOS members flew off to international conferences, visiting researchers and
activists appeared from abroad, the fax machine churned out a steady stream of global
correspondence, and the daily mail produced bushels of feminist publications from
everywhere imaginable. Early on | had thought | could delimit my subject by researching
the links between SOS and a particular feminist institution in the United States, but |
discovered that there was no single, prototypical relationship that incorporated the
meanings of globalization for Brazlian feminism. Instead, there was a variegated web of
transnational relations between SOS and international development agencies,
foundations, academic feminists, women’ s organizations, and other social movements
around the world.

Frustrated with the difficulties of drawing boundaries around the field, and unwilling to
spend my time simply catal oging the multiple mechanisms of global connection, | began
to listen to the ways SOS member s talked about their work, the key meanings around
which their practice was organized. Tracing the paths these discour ses had followed in
their travels led me back “ home™ to Boston, the city where | grew up, and where one of
the earliest and best-known organizations in the U.S.-based women’ s health movement
was located. As a teenager in 1970, | had joined a pro-choice guerrilla theater group led
by a member of the Boston Women'’ s Health Book Collective, the first edition of whose
health manual, Our Bodies, Our Selves, had just hit the streets. As the decade wore on,
the Collective' s book became a best seller and their influence spread around the world. In
Brazl, a group of women heard and appropriated its message about women’s right to



their own bodies, founding an organization called SOS Corpo: Grupo de Saude da
Mulher (SOS Body: Women's Health Group).

But, as these Brazilian feminists struggled and negotiated with institutions in their
environment, the imported discourses of “ women” and “ body” took on distinctive
meanings. Intime, SOS s evolving practices outgrew their discursive foundations and
“women’s bodies’ were eclipsed by reconstructed conceptions of “ gender” and
“citizenship,” the former with roots in the U.S. academy, the latter a creation of
Brazlian social movements. The two new discourses were linked by feministsin a way
that politicized gender struggles, locating them in the context of broader efforts for social
transfor mation.

Many years after my first contact with the Boston Collective | went back, curious about
how the U.S.-based organization had changed and what shape its discourses and
practices had taken. | wondered whether any of the discursive innovations | had seenin
Brazl had traveled North and how they had been received. | found an organization
which, though its practices had touched the lives of nearly every woman | knew, and
whose influence reached Congress and the Food and Drug Administration as well as
movements around the world, had a discourse remarkably similar to that with which it
was founded. “ Gender” and “ citizenship” were nowhere to be found; discursivetravel,
at least in this case, was a one-way affair.

During my time in Brazl, like most ethnographers, | felt permanently liminal—neither
definitively outside, nor categorically inside the organization | was studying—a status
that was simultaneously painful and privileged, humiliating and exhilarating. In my case,
this unsteady location gave me useful insight into the very diguncturesin
communications between people rooted in different sets of global and local hegemonies
that | was writing about: 1, within the orbit of the U.S. academy, engaged in specific
funding relations, part of a particular kind of feminist political community, and SOS
members, in their relationships with the state, international funders, local social
movements, and women’ s health movements around the world. Like the traveling
discourses | was studying, my questions and their answer s often threatened to pass each
other, without connection, in midair, though, as time went by, they increasingly swerved
to meet awkwardly in some negotiated equivalence. Just as the members of SOS Corpo
transposed and translated the discour ses of the Boston Women' s Health Book Collective
and other Northern feministsin their own context, | have done my best to translate and
transpose Brazlian feminist conceptions in mine, while recognizing that meanings never
arrive quite intact fromtheir global journeys.



In 1980, asmdl group of feministsin the city of Recife, in the northeast corner of Brazil,
founded awomen's hedlth organization and gave it the name SOS Corpo-SOS Body." For a
decade, women's bodies had been Situated at the foca point of feminist movementsin Europe
and the United States.” In the United States, the Boston Women's Health Course Collective,
founded in 1969 in the heyday of the women's liberation movement, was one of the earliest
advocates of women's empowerment through knowledge of their own bodies™ “The
information [about women's anatomy and physiology] is a wegpon without which we cannot
begin the collective struggle for control over our own bodies and lives,” the group wrote in its
book, Our Bodies, Our Sdlves, first published in 1970." The hedth manua sought to
demystify medicine by equipping women with the tools to make informed choices about their
medical care. At atime when knowledge about the femae body was still seen asthe province of
male experts, topics such as sexudity, contraception, pregnancy, and childbirth, aswell as
women' s fedings about them, were discussed openly in accessible language. The Boston
Collective made the revolutionary claim that women themselves were the best source of
knowledge about their own bodies, aswdll as the agents of change, through both individua
empowerment and a collective process in which persond problems were transformed into
politica issues.

It was not long before this feminist gpproach to the politicization of women's bodies
began to travel. In the latter haf of the 1970s, Collective members began to take aleadership
rolein theincipient international women's hedlth movement and to make contact with the many
organizations that were beginning to emerge around theworld. By 1976, Our Bodies,

Ourselves had made the U.S. best-sdller list, and, by 1980, it had been adapted and trandated



by locd women's groups from Englishinto eeven other languages and had sold more than two
million copies” The book was read and itsinfluence felt on every continent. However, though
feminists around the world seized on the message that knowledge of and control over the body
were centrd to the project of women'’s liberation, this conception took distinctive formsin
different places.

The discourses of women and the body reached Recife sometime in the mid- to late
1970s. A number of the women who founded SOS Corpo had read Our Bodies, Ourselves
and others had participated in the feminist self-help movement as exilesin France. In the early
1980s, discourses of “women’s bodies” smilar to those of the women'’s health movement in
Boston, predominated within SOS, and gynecologicd sdlf-exams and discussions of their own
sexudity gave interna coherence to the group. By the 1990s, however, a gtriking shift had
occurred in the organization's discourses and practices. The privileged place of “women” had
been saized by "gender rlations,”" and the view had shifted outward from "the body" to
"atizenship,” while dill remaining focused on hedth questions. Rether than practicing self-help,
the organization engaged directly with the Sate in a quest for bodily rights.

How did these discursive changes come about, and how were they linked both to local
ingtitutions and to the globa connections forged by groups such as SOS? What were the
relations between traveling theories and discourses, and between movement discourses and the
on-the-ground practices that expressed and were articulated by them? And, findly, how did
globa power reaions congrain or facilitate theoretica and discursive migration?

Though the feminists of SOS Corpo participated in the conferences, networks, and

adliances of the transnationd feminist movement, the shiftsin the discursve landscagpe in



northeast Brazil were not a smple matter of one-way transmission from the North and passive
absorption in the South, but reflected sgnificant departures from European and North American
modes.”" Nor were these discourses and the practices related to them locked together in one
to one correspondence, but rather operated in semi-autonomous relation to one another. The
discourses of women and body "imported” in 1980 brought with them a certain set of practices
based in feminigt sdf-help movements in the United States and Europe. However, while the
discourses remained essentidly the same over the next decade, the practices quickly began to
change, ultimately undermining alanguage and conception that could no longer make sense of
them. After a decade, new discourses, this time with roots in academic theory, supplanted the
old. Findly, while dramatic changes occurred in the discourse and practice of feminist
movements in northesst Brazil, the same was not true for the women's health movement in
Boston, where a discourse of women and the body persisted nearly three decades after itsinitid
appearance.
Traveling Feminisms

There isagrowing body of academic literature on "traveling theories™ much of this
work by feminigts interested in untangling the complex and often digunctive connections among
feminisms in different geographical locations"" These authors treat theory as what Grewa and
Kaplan call an "object of exchange," part of the transnationd culturd flowsin an increesangly
globalized world"'™ It is a literature acutely aware of the significance of context, which looks at
the way meanings meet resistance and shift asthey cross different kinds of borders. John, who
studied relations between feminist theorizing in the United States and India, argues that theory is

a*“composite,” geologicd congtruction whose sedimentations reflect the locations in which it was



created or through which it has passed. Relocation and assimilation are not smooth processes,
given the ways that fundamenta assumptions embedded in the theory reflect itsoriginsin
different circumstances.

A number of these scholars cdl attention to the structurd inequdities among the
differently stuated nodes of theoreticd travel. As John comments, "The power of the West is
manifested... in its ability to project its influence beyond its own geo-national borders--to render
selectively permeable the boundaries of other states and nations."* What wereinitialy
conceptions local to the richer, more developed countries, become, with the benefit of the
materid power a their points of origin, global forces asthey trave to, and embed themsalves
in, the so-cdled "Third World.™

But this body of literature lacks a concrete andysis of the dynamicsinvolved in these
relationships of unequal conceptud exchange. In part, thisis because most of these theorists
focus their attention on how academics transmit and receive new conceptions, rather than on
how socid movements selectively gppropriate and transform globa meanings, and materidize
them in loca practices™ The concern of the authors referred to here is with the transfer of
theories--intellectual systems of thought that are both coherent and explicit, and that
have no necessary connection to concrete practices. Through my study of SOS Corpo, |
argue that, while socia movements a times incorporate theories, more commonly it is
discourses--ways of conceiving of and talking about social experience that are often
fragmentary, sometimes contradictory, and frequently founded on only partially
conscious assumptions--that movements draw on and that come to shape their thinking and

action. Discourses are a much more flexible and easily assmilable weapon for tactica maneuver



and improvisation in the face of obstacles. When movements do cal on more formd theories,
they often dismantle and reconstruct them as discourses, which can then be linked, not only to
other discourses, but to a variety of practices.

As means of conceptudizing the world, both theories and discourses can have important
consequences for ingitutiona and movement action. Unlike theories, however, discourses are
aways linked to a set of practices. But the practices inspired by a given discourse are not
inextricably bound up with it in a seamless package; the two are semi-autonomous with respect
to one another, change a different rhythms, and are cgpable of mutud influence, even asthey
present an gpparently unified front. To understand the fate of traveling feminisms asthey are
trangposed by movements outside their places of origin, discourses and practices must be pried
gpart and the relation of their respective rhythms reveded. Beyond that, analysis requires
understanding the ways activist discourses and practices are shaped by the configuration of
globa and locdl ingtitutions that congtitute any particular movement's field of action.™"

Theories and discourses are constructed and trave differently, as| have argued here,
and they are appropriated by socid movements at different pointsin their development, in the
context of shifting fieds of action and contrasting sets of power relations between loca politicad
actors and globd influences. The relationship of socid movements in the South to globaly
mobile meanings from the North is neither a matter of Smple imposition of dien conceptions,
nor of totally autonomous locd innovation, but rather an ongoing process of negotiation with
digtinctive moments.

In the case described here, the first moment occurred in 1980, around the founding of

SOS Corpo, a atime when both the organization itsef and the larger Brazilian feminist



movement were dill relaively new, lacking forma structures and established practices.
"Women'sbodies' initidly entered Brazil and reached SOS in Recife as a set of European and
North American discourses linked to particular kinds of feminist practices. At this juncture, for a
brief period, Northern feminism gone globa imposad its outlines on feminism in northeest Brazil.
But, as Recife women's hedlth activists engaged with the forces around them:-the State,
internationa funding agencies, and local socid movements, their practices developed in different
directions from those initidly imported, and ultimately outgrew the old discourses.

At asecond moment, traveling feminisms once again played a catalyzing role, but this
time SOS |leaders drew, not on movement discourses, but on academic theory, to at least
partidly fill the discurave gap left by the obsolescence of "women™ and "the body." Theories of
"gender rdlations’ had become pervasve in Northern academic feminigt circlesin the late 1980s
and began to circulate as wdll among Brazilian intdlectuds in the academy and in
nongovernmenta organizations. In 1990, SOS Corpo, now fully ingtitutiondized, with a history
of innovating its own practices, and aleadership role in the Brazilian feminist movement, as well
asin internationa women's networks, organized discussions of Joan Scott's work on gender. At
this higtorical juncture, Recife feminists negotiated with Northern theoretica conceptions from a
position of relative strength and organizationd maturity. Rather than smply adopting the
language of gender, SOS members made a conscious choice to incorporate Scott's approach
into their work, recongtructing the theory as discourse and linking its disaggregated dements to
other locad discurgve congructions. The fact that the theory migrated South direct from the
academy, unencumbered with activist methodology, facilitated the process of articulating

"gender relations’ to SOS's pre-existing organizationd practices. In the process, responding to



the particular indtitutiona configuration within which SOS carried out its work, like "women™" and
"the body" before it, the discourse of gender evolved differently in its new surroundings than it
did in the United States.
The differences were crystdlized in the links made by SOS between "gender” and
another discourse, that of "citizenship.” Brazilian feminist understandings of citizenship had a
historica trgectory much more rooted in the loca context than that of gender relations
discourse. A product of socia movements born in the struggle againgt dictatorship, "citizenship®
became ardlying cry asthe process of democratization unfolded. By coupling "gender” with
demands for new kinds of rights, what had originated as academic theory became politicized as
discourse in Brazil, becoming an organizing tool aswell as an andyticd category.
Embodying Women, 1980-1982

But why thisslence? Why does the woman's body remain so unknown, so

mysterious, so forbidden for the very owner of this body? Could it be that we

never had the curiosity to know ourselves? How isthat possble, if knowing

onesdlf is an elementary right of human beings? Could it be that this right hes
always been denied to us? SOS Corpo, Corpo de Mulher, p. 5.

The founders of SOS Corpo were, for the most part, white, well-educated, middle-
class women with links to or sympathies with the left opposition to the dictatorship then in

Xiv

place™ The mgority had internationa connections or experiences. three had lived in France,
one had traveled in the United States and Mexico, another was from Switzerland. A number of
them had read and been influenced by Our Bodies, Oursealves, and some had had contact with
gynecologica sdf-help practicesin France. Mot had participated in an earlier feminist

consciousness-raising group, Acdo Mulher, which dishanded in 1980 as members' interests and



drategic visons diverged. Those who conceived SOS were united by their concern with
sexudity and women'’s hedlth.

The gate of Pernambuco, where they launched their project, is located in the poorest
region of asemi-peripherd country. But, even there, state-led economic development made
itsdf fet in the 1960s and 1970s, stimulating urbanization and migration from rural areasto
Recife and the new indugtrid centers in the southern part of the country, creating greater socia
and economic polarization, drawing womeninto the labor force in growing numbers, and
offering new educationd opportunities to women of the upper and middle classes who would
become the socid base of incipient feminism in Recife and around the country.™”

In 1980, a dictatorship till ruled Brazl, but agradud politica opening begun five years
earlier had loosened the regime’s grip.X" What had been a dichotomous political fidd of state
and opposition was breaking down, and new political subjects were beginning to appear. Inthe
mid to late 1970s the hegemony of class discourses in the opposition was eroding, as
movements around race, gender and sexudity began to challenge socid, aswell as palitical,
authoritarianism. "

Feminist movements in Brazil were gavanized by the activities around the United
Nations World Conference of the Internationd Women's Y ear in Mexico in 1975, whose ripple
effects were fdt throughout the Third World, but particularly in Latin America A seminar hdd in
Rio de Janeiro that year led to the formation of a number of Brazilian groupsin southern cities.
Mogt of these were consciousness-raisng groups, to the extent that they took palitica action

during the 1970s, their struggles were articulated with the broader movement for
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democratization and what Molyneux called “ strategic gender interests™'" were kept out of the
public sphere

SOS was one of anumber of new groups to take a different gpproach, putting the focus
directly on women's pecificity. In a December 1980 fundraising letter written to awoman in
France, itsfounders stated their gods:

Knowledge of our bodies, of our sexudity, of possible maadies, of their cure and

prevention, in order to diminish the dependence which hastied us to doctors and

alopathic medicines, to make this new knowledge known... [and], in the medium term,
to form other groups of the same kind....*
Initidly, like the Boston collective, their objectives were to educate themsdalves and to help other
women develop the knowledge that they felt would change doctor-patient relations. Though
they had ambitions to transform the indtitutions which affected women’s lives, they were not, at
firgt, oriented toward pressuring the state, not least because of the dictatorship’s continuing
power.

For ten months the group concentrated on conducting sdf-exams together and
experimenting with herbs and other dternative cures. By the second meeting everyone had
bought speculums and begun to explore the terrain of their own bodies. Their new knowledge
represented a“ great discovery” for SOS members, according to one participant, one which
they were eager to share, particularly with women in poor neighborhoods who had little access
to such information and faced wretched hedlth conditions™

With thisin mind, they produced a booklet, Corpo de Mulher (Woman’s Body)—a

Brazilian versgon of Our Bodies, Ourselves, written in popularized form—and began doing

outreach in low-income areas where some members had contacts, using athester piece

11



designed to stimulate discussions about women's lives and reproductive issues, offering
workshops on sexudity, femae anatomy, and the use of herba remedies, and participating in a
weekly radio cdl-in program.

The enthusiastic response from the bairros confirmed their sense that those who
clamed that “this business of the body is amiddle-classwomen'sthing” were entirely wrong.
However, their plan to encourage low-income women to conduct their own gynecologicd sdf-
examsfdl flat, because, explained one SOS member, of the*cultura abyss’ between the
middle-class activigs and their condtituency.

Asameans of making further contact with women in the bairros, and of better
understanding their experiences, individuas in SOS acquired funding to conduct research, based
largely on interviews with women, about Serilization, the causes and consequences of abortion,
and the qudity of medicd attention they received. Ther plan was to use the datato improve
their organizing strategies and to disseminate the results in popularized form to the research
subjects. Though the SOS founders considered setting up awomen's clinic in a margindized
community, the ideawas ultimately regjected as too redtrictive in terms of the condtituency that
they would have the resourcesto serve.

Centrd to SOS swork in these early years was a discourse of the body, expressed
as0 in the content of their practices. As one founder put it, ... the question of [the dogan] ‘ Our
Bodies Belong to Us!” and of the body as a physical redity, as a metgphor, of the body asa
symboal, ... aspersond existence, was avery powerful thing which was emerging in the debate.”
Empowerment for women, SOS members believed, would come through knowledge of their

own bodies. Their first publication urged women to “get to know this body better, and to love
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it,” and both their internd practices and their educationa work in the poor communities on the
periphery of the city reflected this exhortation. ™"

This attention to matters of the body reflected, in large part, the long reach of feminism
in the indudridized North. “We drank from that fountain,” said one of Recife s early feminigts,
referring to the local influence of European and U.S. movements™"" The transnationalized
experiences and connections of many SOS founders had put them into contact with European
and North American radica feminisms which focused on the body and on reproductive hedlth,
discourses to which they were especidly receptive because these conceptions reached them at
atimein thar lives when sexudity and the bodily experience of reproduction were key persond
issues, as they were for many other women.™" But global feminism was only one of the
indtitutions with which feminigs in Recife were entangled: their reationship to the Sate, other
socid movements, and internationd funding agencies aso played a part in the course of the
organization’ s discursve devel opment.

SOS members literd inward turn toward their own bodies came a atime when the
gtate was beginning to open up, and demoacratization of some sort had begun to seem inevitable,
if not yet aredity. Unified opposition to and focus on the state no longer seemed imperative,
and women, dong with other socid actors throughout Brazil, had begun to assert their own
identities. Sdf-help for one’'s own body was a discourse and tactic that befitted this brief
moment of trangtion, when the regime sill clung to power, new possibilities for intervention in
the state had not yet solidified, and the class-based movements which had dominated the
opposition struggled to adjust to the new political conjuncture. Then too, as the dictatorship

Sputtered to an end, the focus on the body by a politica generation which had seen many of its
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members physicaly “disgppeared’” may have also served as a means of reasserting ownership
over their corporeal selves and thelr right to exist in the world.

The feminigts of SOS defended women'’ s rights to make informed decisions about their
own fertility and were openly critical of both the government’s officid pro-natdigt podtion in the
early 1980s and the neo-Mdthusian poalitics of population control being fomented by certain
sectors of the Brazilian ditein dliance with USAID and other internationd interests™" At the
time that SOS founders launched their project and chose to structure their practices around a
discourse of the body, there was little to suggest that their approach might win the approva of
international funders. However, it was not long before international agencies, such asthe Ford
Foundation, which funded SOS sfirst research project in 1982, offered support for this
orientation.”"" Subsequently, the decision to focus on women's hedlth issues was consistently
rewarded with funding, making possible ingtitutiona consolidation and expangon, aswell as
SOS's growing hegemony within the local and national women's movements™**"

Similar factorsinfluenced the gppropriation of the discourse of “women” by SOS, as
well as many other Brazilian feminigts of the time. The 1980 Ietter describes the purpose of the
group’ s proposed research as follows: “[T]he research ams to know the voice of women...to
understand how to describe their lived experience...to make known their testimonies...to try to
let women spesk....” """ Women, in SOS discourse, were both victims of patriarchy and
potentia carriers of their own liberation through knowledge and self-awareness.

Thiswas a discourse that reflected that of Our Bodies, Ourselves and other Euro-
American feminisms with which SOS founders had had contact, but, given the Brazilian politica

and socid context, “women’ came to have a particular meaning. For Recife activigts, it meant,
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not women in generd, but the poor women of the urban periphery and their dlies of the middle
class. Rgecting “militancy for me,” SOS members saw themsealves as sharing the knowledge
that privilege had granted them.®™ As one woman explained, unlike what she had seenin the
United States, in Brazil the links between middle-class and |ow-income women:

...occurred immediately because there were women [in the group] who came from

participating in the movement for direct eections, and for amnesty. So, there was

aready a concern with the democratization of the country and of information and a

clarity that the mgority of women lived in conditions of poverty and didn’t have access

to what we were experiencing.

SOS s discourse reflected the influence of the Marxist world view dominant in the
opposition in other ways aswdl. “Women” was a category pardld to that of “working class’
for the l€eft; both represented groups whose oppression was seen as fundamentd to the socid
gructure and who were the potentia carriers of transformation. Unlike “class,” however, the
discourse of “women” (and of “the body”) offered a bridge across the “ cultural abyss,” aswell
as across the stark economic differences, that separated the SOS founders from the women
they sought to reach. Both groups of women shared, at least gpparently, fundamenta concerns
about sexudity and reproductive hedlth.

The state participated as wdl, though indirectly, in the construction of the discourse of
“women.” Alvarez argues that its own machismo caused the dictatorid regime to conceive of
women's organizing as non-political and therefore unthrestening. By tolerating women's activism
around the cost of living, political prisoners, exiles, and other issues, the Sate dlowed “women”

as a caegory to consolidate itsdlf in public discourse. Within afew years of SOS s founding,

international funders too began to offer support for projects framed within this category.
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During this firs moment, the incipient Recife women'’s health movement |ooked abroad
for discursive models, adopting a set of discourses and, dong with them, particular practices,
from movements in Europe and the United States whose early development and location in the
Northern centers of power gave their conceptua frameworks globd reach. But the ties
between these imported discourses and the practices that had accompanied them soon began to
unravel.

I ndigenizing Practices, 1983-1989

Between 1983 and the end of the decade, though SOS discourse remained centered
primarily on women and the body, the organization’ s practices began to shift asit engaged with
aweb of loca and globd indtitutions and expanded its arenas of action. Changes occurred in
four areas. themes of organizing, tactics and strategy, condtituency, and indtitutiond structure. In
each, the new forms of practice ultimately came to outgrow the discourses with which the
organization was founded and to pose new kinds of risks and chalenges.

In terms of broad themes, over the decade SOS moved from an initiad emphasison
sexudlity to questions of reproductive hedth, from pleasure to survivd. One current Staff
member explained:

...[ T]he door of entry was sexudity, and from sexudlity you passed immediately to

hedlth issues or to issues of violence. Given that this NGO [non-governmentd

organization] worksin Brazil, if you put afoot down in the fied of hedth, you have no
way to leave because health conditions are redlly very dramatic... [S]o we practically
stopped working on sexudlity... [and] health occupied a greater and greater place....

Working in the margind bairros brought SOS members into contact with women’s

urgent health needs and the incapacity or unwillingness of the state to address them.

Reproductive hedlth conditions, in particular, were darming. As economic development and
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urbani zation restructured the labor market and changed vaues, many women entered the [abor
force and large families became economicdly disadvantageous. The state, meanwhile,
maintained an officid pro-natalist policy until the early 1980s, while dlowing private family
planning programs to operate without oversight and fostering saes of the pill through its
pharmacedtica policy.™

This atitude of planned omisson meant that contraceptives were distributed
indiscriminately with little or no education or medica supervison. SOS s research found that
women, discouraged by the sde effects and ineffectiveness of available methods, increasingly
turned to clandestine abortion and derilization promoted by “ philanthropic” physicians. The
result was a 50 percent drop in Brazilian fertility rates between 1970 and 1990°"; by the mid-
eighties 18 to 20 percent of women under twenty-fivein the state of Pernambuco had been
sterilized, according to an SOS estimate "' Conditions such as these increasingly led SOS
toward basic reproductive health concerns, an arena that was smultaneoudy becoming the
object of interest for internationa funders concerned more with lowering birth rates than with the
right of women in the Third World to sexud plessure.

At the same time, the organization made another trangition, from an emphasis on
practices of sdlf-hdp and the autonomous development of knowledge in local communitiesto a
growing engagement with the sate at a nationd leve, both from outsde and from ingde. One of
the firgt tentative contacts occurred in 1984, in the twilight of the old regime, when a hedth
minigry officid sympathetic to feminism came to Recife. An SOS founder described the

interaction;
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... [H]e was Coordinator Genera of the Ministry, and he asked to vist SOS. We
received him with alot of interest... somewhat fearful of that invasion, dl of us
suspicious. We received him, but not very well. ... In the afternoon, therewas abig
debate herein a [date] government agency, the Pernambuco Development Council, ...
and we were invited. SOS was there, but there were other people, from the union. It
was the period when those moments of diaogue were beginning... and there was
representation of civil society, but more as observers. [ The Coordinator Genera] spoke
about the importance of didogue and said that it gave him enormous pleasure... to see
seated there ‘' my associates of SOS Corpo.” He said that and we panicked. We left
running to SOS and had an urgent meeting where we said that he had stated publicly
that SOS was an associate [of the Ministry]. Girl, it was something. It caused chaos...

[and people said] that we had to undo it. Earlier, [in the debate itsdlf], during the period

for comments, the other two pushed me—they said, ‘you have to speak.” And | was

very ddicate... | spoke nicely, but | clarified that the partnership did not exist, and then
ran to shelter mysdf among my autonomous comrades.

Despite their early misgivings, SOS became involved in desgning a new, comprehengve
women's hedth program, initiated by feminists within the helth ministry, and in training groups
of state hedth professonds to increase their sengitivity to women’s needs. Unlike the earlier
maternd-infant care modds, in which women were seen as no more than a*“reproductive
apparaus,” the new Program for the Integra Protection of Women's Hedlth (PAISM) treated
women as “ citizens possessing rights and as whole beings, where the body’s history islinked to
the life history...,” according to an andysis published by SOS**" Approving of this framework,
and seeing an opportunity to influence the medical care provided to the poor mgority in the
public hedth system, SOS members and other autonomous feminists put aside their doubts and
launched into a collaborative relationship with the state.

In 1985, an activist from the organization was invited, as a representative of the broader
feminis movement, to join the National Council for Women's Rights, crested by the newly
elected government to channel demands from civil society. Again, SOS debated the issue, but

again accepted the invitation, swayed by the urgings of other women’ s organizations whose
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members saw it asimportant to counteract the influence of the church on government palicies.
Three years later, the Recife women's hedth organization, dong with most of Brazil’s feminist
movement, participated in anationd effort to lobby for the incluson of feminist concernsin the
new nationd condtitution. In the process, as with its involvement on the women's council, SOS
was drawn into debates on issues, such as the rights of domestic workers and of femae
agriculturd laborers, outsde the more limited sphere of hedth. The move to the paliticdl arenain
the context of democratization required developing proposals for change that went beyond
knowledge of the body to clamsfor rightsto citizenship.

The third process of redignment revolved around the nature of the group’ s condtituency.
Initidly, SOS, in the tradition of radicad feminism, was an organization explicitly devoted to
working with women and fostering their identity and sense of power as women, as distinct from
men.™ But, over the years, they increasingly found themsalves working with mixed groups of
men and women, as they began training state health professionds, holding workshops for other
NGOs, working with women' s organizations affiliated with mixed unions and neighborhood
associaions, and encountering the persond and familid networks in which therr femae
congtituents were embedded. All of this was along way from SOS s beginnings when, as one
gaff member put it, it was unthinkable for you to have feminists, both in the governmentd and
the nongovernmenta spheres, training men.”

In onefind trangtion, over the decade, what had been a collective of eight volunteers
working out of their homes, became aformd inditution with a szable office, some twenty-five
gaff members and a budget of severa hundred thousand dollars ayear. At the beginning, the

group studied feminist theory and practiced sdf-exams together, everyone participated in all
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projects, and al adminigtrative tasks were rotated. There was an implicit philosophy of what
one person called “ spontaneous horizontdity.” But growing public demands and persond
differencesled to painful internd drife:

Y ou cannot imagine the leved of interna conflict.... It [had] become the close house of

the sgters, with the tensons deriving from... persond idiosyncrasies, deep conflicts...

you bring from your previous life..., and the conflict with this origind imaginary that
women are good—we are the bon sauvage from the twentieth century, which is not
exactly the case. So, we [had)] that kind of mobilizing ideology from the beginning and
we were struggling with the [drama] of interna conflict and being chalenged by the fact
that we were dready very public.
For atime, tensgons were so0 high that pardysis set in and the group brought in a psychoanayst
to help them repair their relationships and move forward.

But, by the late 1980s, in an effort to respond to the growing demands on their time,
the group had begun a process of professonaization and indtitutiondization. Members
specidized in certain tasks, group sdlf-help practices were abandoned, and generd discussions
of theory became more sporadic. One participant explained her pragmatic view of collective
decison-making:

It works when you don't have so many responghilities. But you have to define

priorities.... Indtitutions are complex and have division of labor and... hierarchy, not

because they love power, but because it is necessary to make things work.

The process of indtitutiondization was both facilitated and demanded by the U.S. and
European funding agencies that increasingly supported SOS swork. Thefirg sgnificant funding
came from the Ford Foundation in 1982, in the form of agrant to one individud to carry out

research. In the mid-1980s, European agencies, inspired by the 1985 United Nations

Conference on the Decade for Women in Nairobi, began funding women's organizationsin
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Brazil, including SOS. It was one of them, a German indtitution, that ingsted in 1989 that SOS
put an end to adminigtrative chaos in order to provide better financid accountability:
It was very clear. | went to Germany in ‘89 and they told me. They made a huge
request about accounting.... They demanded... afull report for the three years of
projects and this was red conditiondity. It was, either you do it, [or] you won't have
the money. When | got back, | cameto Rioand | called [SOS]... and for three days |
kept hearing screaming on the phone that | have submitted mysdlf to the Germans, to
the men, to whoever... and | said, OK, it isup to you. Y ou decide. If you want to say
no, for methat is OK. Just remember that seven people from this organization are
getting their sdlaries from that [grant].
Thisincident led to the creetion of a new, more professionalized structure with a specidized
adminigraive department; what was once a collective of volunteers had become an ingtitution.
The move both ratified and facilitated SOS s increasing involvement with state agencies,
internationa funders, and the broader transnationd network of dlied feminist organizations.
These changesin SOS s practices both alowed the organization to extend its field of
influence and put new perilsin the path of agroup of feminists who had set their sights on deep
socia changes—the perils of co-optation, bureaucratization, and loss of radicad vison. At the
sametime, their evolving practices began to put questions on the table that could not be
addressed by the discourses of women and body aone. Increasingly their work revolved
implicitly around notions of corpord citizenship, rather than bodily knowledge, and around the
cregtion of and participation in anew kind of polity as gendered beings, rather than aswomen
per se. New discourses ultimately made this subterranean shift in conceptions explicit and gave
SOS tools to confront the dangers that faced them as an expanding movement.

Engendering Feminism, 1990-1997

Gender isauseful concept to explain many of the behaviors of men and women
in our society, helping us to understand alarge part of the problems and
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difficulties that women confront a work, in politicd life, in their sexud and
reproductive lives, in the family. That iswhy the women’s movement discusses
gender so much. Camurcaand Gouveia, O Que E Género? Um Novo
Desafio para a Acao das Mulheres Trabalhadoras Rurais, p. 5.

In 1990, SOS Corpo: Grupo de Salide da Mulher (SOS Body: Women's Health
Group) became SOS Corpo: Género e Cidadania (SOS Body: Gender and Citizenship),
reflecting the incorporation of new discourses that had a better fit with the ingtitution’s modified
practices and with their increasingly political vison. “Gender” had gppeared in SOS documents
some years earlier, soon after the 1985 United Nations Conference in Nairobi, where the term
was aready being used. It came into broader circulation among Brazilian feminists during the
mohbilization around the new nationa condtitution in 1988, when they sought, through their
proposals, to articulate women’s concerns with broader social changes.

Though some feminists had begun to incorporate a gender anayss, in 1990 there was
dill little or no bibliography on or discussion of gender in the locd universtiesin
Pernambuco, " and debate on the concept was just beginning within the national socid science
association. ™™ “Gender” was starting to make its way into the language of mainstream
development and funding agencies, but, with afew exceptions, had not yet been widdy
inditutiondlized or clearly theorized.

One SOS founding member read Gayle Rubin’s“ The Traffic in Women” in 1980, but
the concept of gender was not integrated into organizationd discourse until 1990 when she reed

and trandated Joan Scott’ s article, “ Gender: A Useful Category of Historicd Andyss,” into
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Portuguese. SOS subsequently organized both internad discussions and public debates for the
Recife feminist community on Scott’s theory.
Theinitid reaction to gender as an andyticad category among participants in these
discussions was mixed. One woman expressed the source of her frustration at the time:
| thought [“gender”] was very strange and it took me along time to incorporate this
concept. Since it was very complex, with different interpretations from different
authors,...for me, not being atheoretician, this discussion was very complicated and |
didn't identify much with it. And | was alittle exasperated because in redity people
began to use the term without knowing what they were talking aboi....
According to another SOS member, there were also politica objections:
People didn’t want to abandon the old categories- - subordination and patriarchy--
and...they were not convinced. The reaction was that this is much too abstract. It does
not talk about women's suffering.... | think that feminists [were] more nervous about
gender... [because] they had to gtart thinking about men again.... Y ou cannot think of
gender... without having to pay atention to men. And feminists reacted very quickly.
But, for reasons discussed below, the concept was compelling, and the theory,
recongtituted as discourse and linked to other discourses on gender, was increasingly integrated
into the work of SOS, aswell asthat of many other feminist organizations around Brazil, in a
way and to a degree unprecedented among feminist movementsin the discourse’' s country of
origin where “women” continued to dominate the field.
SOS daff members brought “gender” to congtituencies as far removed as peasant
women and international funders. In 1995, they wrote a pamphlet for and with the Rura
Women Workers Movement (MMTR) entitled O Que E Género? (What |s Gender ?), "

which required what they described as a very difficult process of trandating Joan Scott for the

redities of the Brazilian countryside. The MMTR supplemented the materid with workshopsin
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which mde and femde agriculturd workers andyzed the way gender relations were played out
in inditutions such as the union, family agriculture, and the Catholic Church.

In that same year, SOS organized a seminar which brought together Brazilian feminists
and representatives of European, U.S., and United Nations funding agencies to discuss the
relaionship between development funding and gender palitics. The organization aso launched
anew “Gender and Development Project” amed at working with women involved in mixed
community-based urban movements and, in 1997, SOS members planned a project to andyze
the gender content of government communications on hedlth issues. Throughout the 1990s, the
Recife women'’s hedlth organization conducted “ gender training” workshops and seminarsfor a
wide variety of groups in Pernambuco and around the country, including mixed (mae and
femae) NGOs oriented toward socid change, feminist ingtitutions, and grassroots women's
organizations.

Beyond the programs explicitly addressing the new conception, rather than sgnding
dramatic changesin practice, for the most part the moveto “gender” facilitated those that were
dready occurring. By 1990, SOS was dready working with mixed groups of men and women
in workshops and other settings, though al of its work was intended to benefit women, and
most projects continued to be directed at them. But gender offered a new tool for gpproaching
these groups. Whereas, in the 1980s, health workers were trained to be more sengtive to
women, in the 1990s, they were educated about the nature of gender relations and the ways

they structured dl aspects of life, including hedth care.
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SOS had dready begun working within the Sate before the discursive trangtion, but the
language and meanings of gender gave the organization added legitimacy vis-a-vis government
ingitutions, as one saff member explained:

Going to the government hedlth service or in any other area of socid policies and saying,

‘Ligten, if you don’t dedl with this question, you aren't going to be doing anything.... [1]f

you don't take into account that the impacts of policies are differentiated for men and

women, that policy won't work.” And for you to say that and be heard... | think that
owes alot both to the introduction of the concept and to the adoption of this
perspective within Brazil in the form that it was adopted.... [H]ere in Brazil the
impression | have is that we took... the gender perspective and used it to broaden
politica action.

In the 1980s, SOS had aready expanded from itsinitid focus on sexudity to the
broader field of health and reproductive rights. With the introduction of gender discourse, the
indtitution moved into the arena of gender and development, while maintaining its central concern
with health. This more encompassing gpproach gave legitimacy and greater capacity for
negotiation with awide variety of inditutiona counterparts— incuding funding agencies, and
other NGOs, as well asthe sate. Given the widespread prejudices againgt feminism, the
adoption of new language aso created the potentid for degpening aliances with other socid
movements, such as unions and community organizations, which had seen the pursuit of
“women’s’ interests as parochia and divisve.

Some feminigt activists have critiqued “gender” as a technocratic discourse linked to the
professiondization of feminism, aswell as to the development industry. ™" In the case of SOS,
by 1990, when the new conception was adopted, the Recife organization had aready begun to

move away from “ spontaneous horizontaity” toward indtitutionaization and to extend its sphere

of influence. However, the arrival of “gender” helped to further consolidate this process by
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giving the organization expanded access to a development establishment dert to the latest trends
in discourse.

Gender is a contested concept and the meanings associated with it in the academic
literature aswell asin activist practice are diverse. Joan Scott was cited repeatedly by SOS
daff asthe inspiration for their interpretation of “gender”:

SOS understands gender as a socid relation of power, developed at the leved of

representations, and ... produced and reproduced through norms, laws, customs,

ingtitutions, [and] the ways individua action is structured. It therefore adopts Joan

Scott’ s perspective ™

Shifting ther discourse from “women” to this particular approach to “gender” had a
number of important theoretical implications for SOS. Whereas the earlier discourse, and the
practicesinitidly associated with it, implicitly placed both problem (patriarchy / women's
oppression) and solution (women's knowledge of and control over their bodies) in the hands of
one =X, “gender,” asthe inditution interpreted it in much of its work, focused on socid relations
as the problem and their transformation as the solution.  Society as awhole, rather than women
aone, was depicted as both object and agent of change. Women's health and bodily
knowledge became vehicles for promoting broader changes, aswell as endsin themselves.

Just asthe category of “women” had earlier been to feminiam what “working class’ was
to Marxist analyss, in the 1990s “gender” pardlded “class’ inits theoretica power and ability
to embrace dl of society. From the new discourse, groups like SOS drew theoretical

judtification for amuch more ambitious palitica project than that originaly constructed around

“women.” Executive director Silvia Camurca described the universe they saw opened up by the

26



new conception: “Working with gender requires usto act a the leve of socid contradictions, in
the subjective arena, the fidld of politics, relationships, ingtitutions, norms, laws™

By stressing that gender relations were socialy constructed, SOS moved away from an
ahigtorica conception of patriarchy as an entrenched system to an understanding of gender as
potentidly infinitely malegble. This dlowed a shift in how men were concaived; from villains,
they became victims and potentid alies, dbet with power over women under current gender
arrangements.

In our work with mixed NGOs, it gives a certain tranquillity to people...to show

a...posshility that men—concrete men—are not the villains and that gender relations

a0 create cartain difficulties for them. It's very interesting when we start to talk about
norms. that men don't cry...tha men are violent, that men aways have to be ready for
sX.... [Pleoplefed relieved, because it seems like we are going to accuse them and
suddenly we show that everything isacultural congtruction.

Findly, in contrast to the universa qudity that had been bestowed on “women,” Scott’s
conception of gender relations created the possibility of recognizing differences among women
through acknowledging the ways gender was inflected by other experiences, such as class, race,
and sexudity. Indeed, SOS pamphlets and workshops made reference to the “ great web of
differences’ among women, aswell as between women and men. But, in practice, SOS mainly
addressed differences of class and gender, leaving others unexplored. None of their projects
explicitly addressed either race or sexud preference, for example. One longtime SOS member
commented:

... SOS Corpo never discussed leshianism adequatdly, at least in the same depth that it

discussed other themes, never. ... | think that it isredly aresstance... aprgudice.... |

think that race al'so was never discussed, though at certain moments there were certain
choices of staff members to be contracted, choosing the black woman because it was

necessary, it was good to have black peoplein the picture, but the issue of race... was
never debated.
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In the 1990s, these omissions were increasingly critiqued by black women and leshians,
as they began the process of congtructing their own movements. Though some black and lesbian
activigs kept their distance from white feminism, others maintained a did ogue with SOS,
seeking to expand the ingtitution’ s practices around gender. One Afro-Brazilian activigt and
SOS dly remarked:

“I think that the organization should be looking more closdly at thisracia question.

...you can't work on thingsin an isolated way. The gender relationisn't so smple.

Thereis something that differentiates a black woman and awhite woman. What isthis

something? What can we do o that we advance as a group, as black, white and

indigenous women?’

Though Scott’ s was their dominant interpretation of “gender,” SOS members at times
drew grategicaly on other sources of meanings for the term, based on the work of feminists
from Latin America, as well asthe United States and Europe. Moser’ s operationa approach to

nxli

“gender planning,”™" was used in their workshops with development professionals eeger for
ways to implement their new understandings.  The conception of gender as avariable by which
the impact of government policies could be measured surfaced in their work directed toward the
gate. In the context of SOS s organizing with grassroots congtituencies, the work of Castro and
Saffioti dong with that of other Brazilian feminigts, on the intersection of class and gender, was
an important influence "

The process of theoretica gppropriation and conversion to discourse took placein the
context of SOS' relationships with three other dominant forcesin their field of action at that

particular higtorica moment, two of them “loca” and one “globa.” The characterigtics of the

exiging socid movement field in Pernambuco played an important part in shgping feminist
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discourses. In particular, the early dominance of class-based movements in the struggle against
dictatorship meant that SOS feminists who came of age in that period had absorbed radica
inclinations toward socid transformation and, when “gender” came on the scene, were
receptive to Scott’ s gpproach. One group member explained:

| think that ideas reach a certain place [from esewhere], but they find a paliticd,

theoretica and cultural base where they either settlein or they don't. ... | think Joan

Scott caught on so much here because feminigs..., in generd, have aMarxist heritage.

Even though... radica feminism was very strong in Brezil...it didn’t lose the commitment

to ahigtorical perspective on socid transformation....

This perspective, dong with the socid inequditiesin Brazil, led SOS to direct their message
toward the popular mgority from the beginning, and, later, to give class content to “gender.” At
the same time, the absence of movements around sexud preference and the weakness of black
women's organizing in the region in the early 1990s meant that there wasl little pressure to
incorporate these other differences among women more actively.

The shifting nature of the Brazilian state dso influenced SOS s discourse. The lack of
resources for health in a context of political democratization, drew SOS s attention back to the
State, after abrief period of withdrawd into civil society. Smultaneoudy, the infiltration of the
Ministry of Hedth, in the last years of the dictatorship, by a number of feminist bureauicrats,
offered opportunities not available to feminists working on other issues for the women’s hedth
organization to intervene in state policies. With feminist pressure from outside, other niches were
created, such asthe Nationd Council on Women's Rights, and the struggle to shape the new

nationa congtitution, in both of which SOS participated. Taking advantage of these openings

meant working with both men and women, creating alliances, and developing proposas for
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broader socid change. Scott’s notion of gender offered a theoretical means of making sense of
this new politica context.

Fndly, internationd funding agencies dso had arole in the emergence of a particular set
of meanings around “gender.” The early support they gave for SOS s focus on women's hedlth
made possible and accel erated indtitutionalization and professiondization. These developments,
inturn, alowed SOS to maintain and expand its transnationa connections through participation
in global networks, attendance at internationa conferences, growing access to and use of the
Internet, and so on, connections through which gender theories and discourse were propagated
and reached Recife. Subsequently, internationd grants made possible SOS svishility around
gender issues and its capacity to respond to anew demand for gender training created by the
pressure of funding agencies on al grant recipients for proposas with a gender component.

In the process, through its ahility to use its legitimacy with each inditution to strengthen
its position with the others, SOS itself became a hegemonic forcein its own right. It had begun
to play aleadership role in feminist networks in Latin America and was much sought after to
participate in transnational projects around hedth and reproductive rights coordinated in the
North. Funding agenciesincreasingly looked to SOS to coordinate exchanges among foreign
donors and their grantee organizations, and state inditutions continued to invite the feminist
hedlth organization to collaborate on avariety of programs. This nationa and globd networking
gave the women's hedlth organization the resources to hegemonize locd women's movements.
Not only did SOS act as trandator of transnational feminist discourses and as broker for
women's groups in Recife in dedling with internationa funding agencies, but it played akey role

in setting the agenda for locd feminist activity, arole not dways appreciated by those, like some
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of the black and working-class activists, who felt their pergpective was sometimes margindized
in codition efforts. Locdly, then, SOS' globa connections were a double-edged sword—both
conferring and undermining its legitimacy.

In 1990, faced with the inadequacy of the organization’s origina discourse to articulate
its evolving practices, SOS once again drew on feminism from the North as aresource. But, at
thisjuncture in its higtory, as an established ingtitution with aleadership role at the nationd and
internationd levels, SOS negotiated with foreign influences from a pogition of strength. Rether
than borrowing both discourses and practices directly from Northern feminist movements, the
organization's leaders sdlectively gppropriated academic theories of gender, rearticulating them
asa st of activig discourses and integrating them with their own pre-existing practices, aswell
as with other more locally based discursive congtructions.

Expanding Citizenship, 1990-1997

[O]ne of the fundamenta e ementsin transformations of gender inequditiesis precisely

the recognition that by struggling to improve the concrete conditions of their lives,

women [are] exercigng thair citizenship on adaly bass, they are acting in the politica
sphere and, beyond that, constructing through these actions a bridge between the public

and the private.... Camurca and Gouvela, Cidade, Cidadania: Um Olhar a partir das
Mulheres, p. 33.

Gender did not stand alone in SOS discourse, but was closely linked to a much more
indigenous idiom—that of citizenship. Placing gender in the context of thisloca discourse had a
politicizing effect that opened up the possibility of navigating the treacherous shods of success

and maintaining commitments to socid transformation.
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Unlike “gender,” “citizenship” made no sudden, dramatic gppearance among the
feminists of SOS Corpo; rather it seemed to seep into their discourse, asif part of the
surrounding ar, its ensconcing in the organization’s name the first clear sgnd of itsarrival.
Though it appeared frequently in writings and political dogans, grant proposds, and seminars,
the concept was not often the explicit focus of efforts amed a demydtification; instead,
“citizenship” was incorporated as a broad framework, though one associated with certain
practices.

Thefirgt practice was the dissemination of knowledge. In the 1990s, SOS grouped its
documentation center, media liaison, and video didtribution projects under the rubric,
“Information for Citizenship.” Knowledge of the body and hedlth practices took on new
meaning; no longer only a vehicle for women's autonomy and empowerment, now they were
aso ameansto full participation in anew socid order.

At the end of the decade of the 1980s, as palitica openings were closed and the
nationd date retreated from earlier commitments, SOS, like other Brazilian feminist groups, dso
shifted its efforts from fighting for the forma recognition of socid rights, to struggling for the
implementation of those rightsit had won in the previous decade. At the same time, its locus of
politica action moved away from direct involvement with the state on anationd leve, and
toward, on the one hand, greater engagement with local government and, on the other, more
concerted efforts to influence the nationa and local states through transnational organizing.

Thanks to changes in the laws which gave them greater autonomy and resources,
“Municipdities become...the basic paliticd setting in which the daily congtruction of democracy

and citizenship takes place, through negotiation and local agreements among groups with diverse
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interests,” according to a publication edited by SOSin 1997 With this understanding, the
inditution sent a representative to the Municipal Development Council, began working with
women in neighborhood associations and launched a newdetter, De Olho na Cidade, (With an
Eye on the City).

But it was dso in the 1990s that SOS s globa involvement accelerated. By the end of
the previous decade they were dready participating in araft of transnationd feminist
artticulations and had attended manifold internationd events. In the 1990s, they assumed
leadership of severd networks and played an important role in the locd, nationd, and
internationd preparations for the 1995 United Nations women’s conference, using the latter as
an opportunity to srengthen aloca aliance among women'’s organizations and articulate their
demands. In the aftermath of Beijing, SOS worked with the Pernambuco Women's Forum to
publicize the Platform of Action and useit asameansto lobby for concrete legidative and
policy changes a amunicipa level, aswell as participating in asmilar effort a anaiond level
through the Brazilian Women's Network. Globd participation became a vehicle for expanding
women's citizenship in Recife, aswdl asin the nation Sate as awhole.

SOS's conception of citizenship included both €ements common to feminist anadyss
elsawhere and contributions particular to the Brazilian context. Their overdl concern was with
pushing the boundaries of citizenship outward to incorporate rights that would alow women
equa participation in both society and pality. In particular, the Recife organization, like feminist
movements in the United States and Europe, sought the inclusion of reproductive rightsin a

broader definition of citizenship, a move that would * make the sphere of reproduction a site of
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the congtitution of political subjects” and contribute to the dissolution of boundaries between
public and private "

Beyond a set of particular rights, for SOS.

... [Clitizenship [was] dso a‘ conflictive practice linked to power, which reflects

struggles about who can say what in defining what are common problems and how they

will betreated.” [Jdin 1994] In other words, the conquest of rights necessarily passes
through the recognition and action of political subjects, mae or female, and the ‘right to

haverights [Arendt, cited in Jdin 1994] X
In this sense, the concept was closaly linked to overdl struggles for democratization being
carried on by awide variety of socid movementsin Brazil a thetime.

Fndly, “dtizenship” involved not only guaranteeing the right of women and other
vulnerable groups to make decisions affecting their lives, but dso ensuring the socid conditions
to guarantee their ability to take advantage of thisright. Women who faced the dramatic
conditions of poverty, illiteracy, poor hedth, and racism in Brazil, and in the Northeast in
particular, would not have accessto “free” politica and reproductive choices without sveeping
changesin socid reaions. In an article published in the academic journd, Revista Estudos
Feministas, SOS coordinator Maria Betania Avilawrote: “Feminism... should condtitute itsdf
as a permanent Ste of redefinition and insertion of these [reproductive] rights in the broader
dynamic of the transformation of socid inequalities™ "'

In this context, SOS s discourse on citizenship implied firm opposition to the dominant
economic and political model whose effects in terms of misery and margindization were

increasingly felt in the 1990s among the women with whom they worked. In Avila swords:

... [L]iberdism... where the market is perceived as the indtitution that promotes
possihilities for choice, and accumulation and competition are basic vaues that support



it,... could never incorporate the implicit issues in the notion of reproductive rightsin an
integrd Way.x"’”

Full citizenship and the competitive market economy being championed by successve Brazilian
dates were fundamentally incompatible.

The shift in SOS discourse from “the body” to the kind of “citizenship” described above
had important theoretical and strategic implications. The discourse of the body had first been
linked to practices based on an inward turn toward onesdf as an autonomous being. As
organizationa practice evolved, however, the body was congtituted as the carrier of
(reproductive) rights and, therefore, a subject of palitics. In both cases, the focus was on femae
specificity and the struggle was defined as the province of women.

The move to citizenship, which grew out of this change in practices, established a
broader framework in which bodily rights were to be clamed. It implied, in fact required, the
negotiation of aliances with diverse groups, both insde and outsde Brazil, that shared an
interegt in thisinclusive vison. And it meant understanding how, not only women, but men and
women, and the reconstructed relations between them might be part of thisvison. Aswith “the
body,” the emphasis was on gender difference, rather than sameness, but, in this case, it was on
the particular rights required to ensure that women, particularly poor women, had equa status
as political subjects.

The new discourse of citizenship came, not from abroad, but from Brazilian movements
struggling to push democratization beyond the narrow confines conceived by the lite. It began
to circulate among the oppostion in the 1980s, as defeat for the old regime became inevitable

and forma democratic politica indtitutions were established, and became a vehicle for awide
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diversity of heretofore suppressed aspirations for socid rights, from employment and land, to
racia pride and culture, to health and sexud pleasure. As an SOS daffperson explained, it was
aso ameans of rgecting old clientdigtic practices.

Citizenship, in the generd discusson, meansthis: | am aperson full of rights, that might

not be recognized, but | have the right to be happy, to earn money, to study,... to have

fun, to be hedlthy. | don't owe favors to anyone. | have to win thisright for mysdlf. To
do that | have to have theright to participate, to express myself, to organize fredy, to
march, to carry out political pressure....
It was not surprising that the conception of citizenship constructed by an oppostion with a
Marxist legacy would aso rgject libera policies and emphasi ze the importance of socid
transformation as a necessary condition of politica participation.

But despite the indigenous origins of citizenship as an oppositiona discourse,
transnaiond feminism—and the internationd funding agencies that facilitated accessto it—aso
played a part by shaping the specific content that feminists gave to citizenship. Both SOS
founders experiences with movements around reproductive issues in Europe and the United
States and their participation in the internationd women's hedlth movement during the 1980s,
contributed to their conception of rights. Early struggles in the Northern countries around
abortion and birth control as fundamenta to women’ sright to sexudity, were broadened and
reframed as reproductive rightsin a 1984 Internationd Tribund in Amsterdam. According to
Avila, “Inthis new perspective, conception, birth, contraception and abortion are seen as
interlinked events where the impossibility of accessto any one of them puts the woman in a

submissive position.” """ This approach, which defends the right of women to have, aswdl as

not to have, children, isthe one reflected in the meanings SOS gave to citizenship.
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Findly, feminigs relaionship to the sate played a part in congtructing the discourse of
citizenship. During the 1980s, openings for feminist movements led SOS and other organizations
to occupy spaces in the state and to participate in struggles for the forma recognition of socid
rights. Despite a series of victories, however, many of the programs that were won, including the
women's hedlth program, PAISM, were never effectively implemented. According to SOS
andyses, thisreflected intervention by the Church and private family planning agencies, politica
corruption, and alack of political will to address women's needs, aswdll as structurd ties
between the state and economic dites whose interest lay in restrictions on socia spending. ™

Meanwhile, an accelerating economic criss degpened the reproductive hedlth crigs. By
1992, one study found that 64.39 percent of those using a contraceptive method in the
Northeast used sterilization, an increase of 16.49 percent over 1986. Thiswas one factor in
what has been cdled the “demographic trangtion” expressed in plunging fertility rates. At the
same time, maternd mortdity showed a dramétic increase. Given their political commitments,
the combination of worsening hedlth conditions, the closing of doors to feminists a the nationa
leve, and the clear inadequacy of a democratization process that remained at the leve of formal
political ingtitutions led SOS to adopt a conception of citizenship that embraced substantive
socid rights and thet rested on an inclusive political vison.

Gender, as a discourse with academic roots far from Recife, offered much to local
feminigs. But it was only by fusng it with homegrown concepts of citizenship that itsredica
implications could be fully explored. By caling for the extenson of democratization, citizenship
tempered to some degree the disequilibria fostered by unequa accessto global connections and

provided a framework for aliances among movements based on class, race, sexud orientation,
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and gender, among others. Whether these dliances could be forged, however, remained a
subject of ongoing struggle and negotiation.
Dislocated Travel

The experience of SOS clearly shows that feminist theories and discourses sometimes
follow trgectories from North to South, where they are sdlectively appropriated and
idiosyncraticaly implemented in the context of new inditutiona configurations. But do they travel
the other direction? Did “gender” linked to “citizenship” survive the journey North to be
adapted and incorporated by activistsin the United States just as “women's bodies’ and
“gender” had earlier traveled South and been gppropriated and transformed by feministsin
Recife?

Revigting the Boston Women's Hedlth Book Collective (BWHBC) nearly thirty years
after its emergence reveded an organi zation quite changed in some respects, but, at the same
time, quite faithful to its origind discursve orientation. WWomen's bodies remained centrd to its
project; neither gender nor citizenship were anywhere apparent in its discourse. Where SOS
used the language of “gender,” the Boston Collective continued to speak of “women;” where
SOS fought socid exclusion and targeted the state, BWHBC continued to struggle againgt the
socid control of women's bodies and took aim &t the ingtitution of medicine; where SOS
demanded citizenship and the right to have rights, the Boston Collective continued to seek
consumer empowerment and the right to control one's own body.

The experience of the BWHBC does not stand done. Across the United States, few
non-academic feminist activists have given discourses of gender and citizenship the centrd place

in their work and thinking that SOS Corpo and many other Brazilian feminists have!" Discursive
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and theoreticd travel between women's hedlth activigs in different parts of the globe hasa
didocated qudity, with flows from North to South occurring far more easily than in the reverse
direction. On the one hand, it is clear that activigts in different locations engage with different
kinds of indtitutions. Organizing in the context of anewly democratizing Sate, for example, cdls
for digtinctive discursive strategies, unlike those cdled for by organizing in the context of avast
private medical industry. On the other hand, despite these kinds of differences, Brazilian
feminists were able to make use of discourses from the U.S. and European women's hedlth
movements, as well as theories from the Northern academy, even while adapting them to their
own local conditions. How, then, isit that the opposite did not occur?

Here enter those dominant globd forces that have the power to close borders and
exclude, or to ensure their porosity to cultural imports. The barriersto South-North conceptual
migration are both economic and discursive. On the one hand, the periphery and its intellectud
products are constructed as both exotic and specific, while the center and its discourses and
theories enjoy dl-embracing, universd status. On the other, economic inequalities ensure that
distribution networks for Brazilian academic—and activis—theorizing do not operate with the
same ingstence and power as those that disseminate Euro- American discourses and theories!”
Despite its impressive accomplishments, the transnationa feminist movement has only begun the
process of congtructing asocid space where horizontal discursve travel could replace the
fundamental asymmetriesin globa culturd flows, a oace where women's movementsin the

North could benefit fully from the rich experience of feministsin the South.
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“Our Selves’ became “Ourselves.”
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“The Boston Women'’ s Health Book Collective Celebrates Its 25™ Anniversary!”
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feminist movement is one of the most transnationalized, in part because of the United Nations conferences
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beyond Borders, for a description of how what they call “transnational advocacy networks’ were built
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“I' Grewal and Kaplan, “Introduction,” p. 16.

 John, Discrepant Dislocations, p. 3.

* recognize that much of the terminology available to characterize the differences in power and wealth among
countries (First World/Third World, center or core/periphery, devel oped/underdevel oped, industrialized/
agricultural) isladen with implicit hierarchies, aswell as dichotomies that seem increasingly inadequate to
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less value-ridden. While some authors refer to the "West," in this paper, writing from the perspective of
Latin America, | have chosen to use the term "North" to describe the economically dominant Euro-American
states/cultures from which feminists in countries of the "South," including Brazil, appropriated theories and
discourses.
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the strategies and tactics of these movements.

' Grewal and Kaplan, in acritique of universalist conceptions of women’s oppression, refer to this diverse
array of dominant forces with which different movements engage as “ scattered hegemonies.”

X All citations originally in Portuguese translated by the author.
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workers, and a student; Maria BetaniaAvila, in Estelade Aquino and Dina C. Costa, “ Entrevista Realizada
com Beténia.”
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I Unless otherwise noted, all cited material isfrom the author’ s interviews conducted in March and April,
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it Acgo Mulher/Brasil Mulher, Letter, p. 5.
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¥ The value placed on being an all-women’ sinstitution was such that there was even controversy when a
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