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CHAPTER 1 

INTRODUCTION 
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This thesis investigates the nature of women's participation in a 

' political arena which they have entered in large numbers under varied 

political circumstances throughout the world - grass roots protest 

politics. A considerable amount of work has been done on women's 

political participation in working class radical politics in Europe and 

Amer ica.!+ Very little research, however, has been undertaken on such 

participation by women in the developing countries despite the fact that 

“it is in such countries that women tend to dominate in protest politics. 

This is especially the case in the popular urban social movements of 

Latin America. It has been argued that these movements emerge as a 

consequence of the socio-economic problems inherent to the urban sector 

of developing countries which create an antagonistic relationship 

between the State and the working classes and in many cases the 

conditions for radical political change. In addition, the study of the 

popular social movements is an under researched field of investigation 

in which there is no agreed definition about either their political 

significance or their role in the political process. In these 

circumstances, struggles by the working classes are not necessarily 

concentrated in or confined to the area of production but also to the 

areas of reproduction and collective consumption. It is in the latter 

that women have tended to dominate, as participants in and leaders of 

popular urban social movements. 

In Brazil, despite growing evidence of women's political role in the 

popular movements, studies undertaken in the last ten years on women's 

political participation have centred on political organisations such as 

trade unions and political parties. In these, however, women are under- 

represented in numerical terms and their interests are not clearly 

articulated in the political programmes and objectives of these 
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organisations. 2 These studies focus on gender differences to account 

for the nature and extent of women's and men's participation in order to 

highlight the reasons for different levels of involvement. Explanations 

are given in many cases as to why women's political participation may 

differ from that of men, including the difficulties faced by women in 

these political organisations. Very few studies, however, here 

considered factors other than that of gender differences as influential 

to political commitment, political interest and political activity. 

Social and economic practices, the aims and objectives of political 

organisationas and the characteristics of the political system itself 

all influence the nature and extent of women's and men's political 

participation.3° Studies of the popular urban social movements have 

either failed to mention the presence of women in them or if they have, 

have not attributed any political importance to this fact .4+ Thus 

little research has been undertaken about women's participation in the 

popular movements and such research as has been carried out about the 

movements themselves has been both limited and contradictory in terms of 

its modes of investigation and analysis. 

The initial aim of my research was to investigate and provide some 

explanation for the marked presence of women in the popular urban social 

movements aS opposed to other forms of political organisation. This aim 

arose from the sorts of questions raised in the literature when I 

started. However, many other questions arose in the course of my work. 

The evidence suggested that there might be a specific relationship 

between the popular movements and women's participation in them. If 

this was the case then the focus of studies of the popular movements 

would have to shift considerably to account for the role of women in 

this form of political organisation as one of the major components which
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contributes to the specificity of popular movements in the politicel 

process and in class struggle. In principle and in practice this would 

require a totally different type of political analysis. 

The aim of this study, therefore, is to present a different type of 

analysis. It focuses on the role of women in the organisation end 

formation of the populer urben social movements to contribute to a4 

better understanding of both the movements themselves and the nature and 

extent of women's political participation in them. For this reason, 

considerable attention is paid to the way in which the political actors 

interpret what they do and how and why they do it. Traditional methods 

of research appropriate to the study of "formal" political structures 

which concentrate on an external view had to be abandoned in favour of a4 

more fluid and participatory methodology. 

My fieldwork was undertaken in Sao Paulo, Brazil, during the period 

1983-85. AS @ participant observer I worked on three popular urban 

socisel movements : O Movimento de Saude (The Health Movement), O 

Movimento de Favela (The Favela Movement) and O Movimento dos 

Desempregedos (The Unemployed Movement). My research covered nine 

bairros in three different regions of the Greater Sao Paulo area. The 

material on which my thesis is based is derived from the following : 

1. 201 interviews with women who were active participants in these 

popular movements using structured questionnaires (See Appendix). 

All of these women had at least six months active experience in the 

popular movements, attended political meetings regularly and had 

participated in most if not all of the political demonstrations and 

forms of political action used by the movements. 
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2. Informal discussions and interviews with over 200 women and men who 

were either involved in or gave.active support to these movements. 

Interviewees included leaders, representatives and coordinators of 

the movements studied, political activists of CEB's (Ecclesiastical 

Base Communities), Pastoral Operaria (Factory Workers Pastoral), 

Amigos de Bairros (Friends of the Neighbourhood Associations), Centro 

de Defesa de Direitos Humanos (Centre for the Defense of Human 

Rights) and of various political parties, both legal and clandestine 

as well as politicians and members of the Catholic clergy. 

3. Participation in 174 political meetings and 9 political 

demonstrations by the popular movements at community regional and 

state level. 

The five mein chapters of the thesis deal with specific aspects of the 

populer urbsn social movements and illustrate the individual and 

collective experience of the women who participate in them. 

Chapter 2. This chapter provides the historical background of the 

development of the popular movements in Brazil, concentrating on the 

period 1970-80, and offers @ preliminary analysis of the role of the 

popular movements in politics in general. It deals with the the role of 

“external agents" such as the Church, political parties and the trade 

unions in the organisation and mobilisation of the popular classes. 

Exemples of the varied role of these institutions are used to illustrate 

their relationship with and the implications for the autonomy of the 

popular movements. Finally, the question of gender is introduced into 

the analysis of the popular movements and I consider the various factors 

Which mey explain women's psrticipation and contribute to an 

understanding of the relationship between women and the specificity of



  

the popular urban social movements. 

Chapter 3. The aim of this chapter is to construct 4 far clearer picture 

of women's role in the development and organisation of the popular 

movements and to identify factors which affect the level of women's 

perticipation in then. It takes a view from inside the popular 

movements themselves to underline their complexity and effectiveness as 

political organisations. The critical differences between the popular 

movements ere discussed, using the three movements in this study to 

illustrate their heterogeneity in terms of (a) their social and 

political basis, (b) their forms of organisation and political protest, 

(c) their relationship with "external agents" and the ways in which they 

defend or achieve their political autonomy. Finally, it looks at the 

principal features which characterise the popular movements and reflect 

the presence of women in them : the principle of popular democracy, 

political autonomy and egalitarianism. 

Chapter 4 Looks at the specificity of the popular movements as 

political organisations, in terms of their methods of organisation and 

political practice. Here I concentrate on the three main aspects of 

orgenisation of the popular movements and show that a specific 

relationship does exist between women and the conjuncture of the popular 

urban social movements . First, I look at the role of the community as 

the basic orgenizing unit of the popular movements, the wey in which 

women use community networks to develop a wide range of organisational 

techniques and how women, through their socio-economic relationships in 

the community create @ political power base. Second, I consider the 

political practice of the popular movements which is characterised by 

the intermingling of social, economic and political activities to
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develop a sense of commitment and solidarity amongst the participants. 

These political practices are paramount to the political survival of 

popular movements, some of which had a long history of organisation and 

mobilisation. These include : consciousness raising, educational 

schemes, fund raising activities, cooperative work and mutualist 

schemes. In addition, I discuss the use of Oral History as a specific 

and popular form of conscientization used by women. Finally, this 

Chapter deals with the question of leadership end representation in the 

popular movements. Here I consider the question of leadership control 

which was influenced by the nature of the movement itself as well as the 

proportion of women to men in it. Specific emphasis is placed on the 

differences between men and women in relation to their attitude to 

leadership and leadership practices. 

Chapter 5. This chapter is devoted entirely to the women of the popular 

movements. 1 let the women speak for themselves about their political 

participation, and that of others, in the popular movements and give 

their interpretation of the aims and significance of collective 

organisation and political action. First, women speak about how they 

began to participate in the popular movements and what their 

participation means to them and how and why women have become 

increasingly politically active since the 1970s. Second, they talk 

about the question of men's perticipation and support in the popular 

movements. Third, they analyse the support of the Church and the 

Workers Party (PT) for their struggles and their opinions about these 

two institutions. Finally, women give their definitions of their 

participation in relation to politics and the political. 

Chapter 6. discusses the positive and negative aspects of women's 

 



  

political participstion in Brazil. First, 1 look at the question of 

violence and the threat of violence as an obstacle to women's political 

participation. On a general level I discuss the effects of the 

institutionalisation of the use of violence and intimidation as a 

political weapon against popular struggles by the State in Brazil. More 

specifically I look at the role of domestic violence in limiting or 

inhibiting women's political participation and the ways with which women 

deal with this problem. Second, the consequences of women's political 

participation in the domestic sphere are considered and the ways in 

which women tried to orgenise family life to accomodate their political 

activities. Third, I discuss women's personal and political development 

through their participation and the political options that women meke. 

Finally, I look at the emergence of women's organisations from the 

popular movements, the relationship between lower class women and the 

feminist movement and discuss the question of inter-class female 

solidarity.
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CHAPTER 2. 

The Role of the Popular Urban Social Movements in the Political Process 

in Brazil.



eh 

The multifarious popular urban social movements thet have proliferated 

in Europe and Latin America in various historical periods and different 

stages of the social and economic development of capitalist societies 

are still very much an enigma to political science. Their diverse forms 

of popular mobilization, informal structure, political agility and their 

ability to appear and disappear from the political scene with equal 

rapidity, emphasises their protean character which often confounds the 

most zealous observers and academics.!> The ethos of the popular urban 

social movements, while at times facilitating an analysis of their 

political significance at a specific moment in time, often eludes the 

most careful prognosis of their political role in the transformation of 

@ given society.?° Who could have predicted, for example, the 

instrumental role played by such movements in the radical transformation 

3. 
of European society in the nineteenth century or more recently the 

importance that the neighbourhood movements had for the Sandinista 

triumph in Nicaragua ? 4. tt would seem that analyses of this kind can 

only be made retrospectively when history has already been made and with 

all the facts in hand we attempt to decipher the seemingly 

indecipherable. 

Academic interest in the popular movements of Latin America was 

motivated by the experience of Europe and Central America. Faced with 

the social, economic and political conditions normally conducive, in 

theory anyway, to mass mobilization and the politicization of the 

popular classes these academics were thwerted by the reality which 

confronts it. These heterogeneous popular movements which appear to 

lack both a formal structure and eny consistent political coherence or 

orientation create significant problems for an adequate understanding of 

this political phenomenon. In addition those who participate in the
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popular movements do not come from a specific social group or class. In 

studies of the popular movements they are generally referred to as the 

popular classes. 1 shall, therefore, use the word popular classes in 

the political sense to describe the conglomeration of classes and social 

groups who participate in the popular movements, e.g. working class, 

lumpenproletariat, lower middle class, self employed. In a general 

sense the word is used in Latin America to speak of the "people" as 

opposed to the "elites". 

In the 1970s the work of Manuel Castells on the movement of the 

pobladores in Chile indicated that the popular urban social movements 

hed a significant political role as the antecedent of radical political 

5. More recently, he has dismissed this and social change in society. 

idea, in relation to Letin America, arguing that the struggles of these 

movements, because of their "political dependence", were secondary to 

those of the labour movement which is the locus of class struggle. ©: 

The work of Castells is the principle point of reference for Brazilian 

acedemics researching in this area. His influence led to ean emphasis on 

@ macroscopic analysis of the popular movements which concentrated on 

their relationship with the State and political structures, such as 

political parties and trade unions, in order to analyse their political 

significance at a specific moment in time. These studies have tended to 

support Castell's idea of the political dependence of the populer urben 

social movements on formal political structures and the Church which, 

they argue, are the mein driving force behind the organisation of the 

de popular movements. Even those who now criticise Castells and attempt 

to provide a wider political definition of the popular urban social 

movements still reduce their political role to @ popular response to 

"orisis stituations".8- Consequently, on the one hand, studies of the
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popular movements in Latin America have failed to account for their 

Specificity 
in the political process. On the other, they have 

successfully 
described the heterogeneity 

of these movements but they 

have viewed them as temporary forms of political organisation 
which 

appear only in periods of political and economic crisis. 

These movements have not occurred or developed in the way that Castells 

initially predicted. Their forms of organisation and their aims and 

objectives do not conform to those of other political structures. These 

differences, however, do not invalidate them as important political 

structures nor sustain a hypothesis that they constitute inferior or 

secondary forms of political organisation and mobilisation. What is in 

question here is not the political phenomenon itself but the way in 

which we analyse it. 

The problems involved in studying the popular movements are accentuated 

when a macroscopic analysis is used which inevitably leads to a 

restrictive interpretation of the popular urban social movements. Their 

heterogeneity and internal complexity makes it difficult to study them 

other than through participant observer methods. A full understanding 

and interpretation of their significance can only be gained by a view 

from inside the movements themselves. 

At the present time, academics are questioning the use of old methods 

and categories in the study of popular urban social movements which 

have, up to now, proved themselves to be totally inadequate. ?° In a 

recent article which focused on the problems of studying what he 

describes as the "new" social movements in Latin America, Tilman Evers 

describes the problem in the following way :
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"It is not just that the reality is changing : it is 

escaping our modes of perception and instruments of 

interpretation.... 
We do not know what these new social 

movements are, and what direction we should take in search of 

a new understanding (of them).... As a point of departure 

perhaps it would be most prudent in this field, precisely, to 

reflect upon the rupture between reality and perception...." 

10. (Translation mine) 

In nearly all the Latin American countries popular urban social 

movements exist and their demands reflect the socio-economic problems 

specific to dependent capitalist development. Rigorous economic 

strategies imposed by a repressive state apparatus reinforces the 

pauperization of the popular classes whilst at the same time limiting 

the channels of political articulation through formal political 

structures. Certainly, similarities exist between these popular 

movements if only because they are the result of factors situated in the 

roots of the social development of capitalist societies.11- However, 

this does not automatically imply that these movements emerge as 

surrogate forms of political organisation and manifestation when 

"normal" channels of political expression are restricted or repressed or 

that they exist only in periods of economic and political crisis. The 

conclusion of my analysis of the popular urban social movements in 

Brazil, is that they are alternative political structures whose 

importance in the political process tends to increase in two ways. 

First, they occur when the channels of political articulation, such as 

trade unions and political parties, are impeded or repressed. Second, 

they are most active when the resolution of the political issues 

involved require the mobilisation of heterogeneous sectors of the
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population which are not reached by other political organisations. Il 

argue, therefore, the popular urban social movements constitute a 

further dimension of political representation in which new forms of 

expression and social resistance are developed within the political 

space available outside formal institutions and organisations. 

The present study was undertaken in Brazil and was designed specifically 

to look at aspects of women's political participation in the popular 

urban social movements. It was hoped that this would provide some 

explanations for women's high profile in these movements es opposed to 

their low levels of perticipation in other more formal channels of 

working class organisation and mobilisation. The fact that women form 

the msjority in these movements is not a phenomenon exclusive to Brazil 

but can be found in all Latin American societies in which popular urban 

social movements exist.!2: ina study of this kind a view from inside 

the movements themselves, as well as from outside, is essential to a4 

wider interpretation of them. In addition, this would contribute to an 

understanding of what it is ebout this specific form of popular 

mobilisation which tends to attract the perticipation of women end other 

social groups in a way that other political organisations are unable to 

do. 

This chapter provides a historical background to the development of the 

popular movements in Brazil, concentrating on the period 1970-80, and 

offers a preliminary analysis of the role of the popular movemnts in the 

political process. Specifically it examines the relationship between 

populer movements, political perties, Trade Unions and the Church during 

@ period of repression and subsequent partial liberalisation of 

politics. Finally, the issue of the participation of women in the
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popular movements, which has been neglected in other analyses, is 

addressed as a prelude to detailed examination in the following 

chapters. 

The Brazilian case provides an excellent example of the political 

importance of popular urban social movements in developing societies. 

The piecemeal implementation of democracy since 1974, imprisoned within 

a deeply rooted authoritarian political structure, gave the populer 

urban social movements in Brazil an almost schizophrenic character. On 

the one hand, they were searching for an alternative to old political 

structures and forms, for greater participation in the political process 

and for the rights of citizenship. On the other, the immediate 

objectives of these movements were located in socio-economic problems 

related to the reproduction of the labour force. The economic and 

political objectives were not mutually exclusive but the political was 

initianty, implicit than explicit in their political practice. This was 

a result of the political ambiguities of @ partial democracy in which 

the parameters of political participation are far less distinct than in 

circumstances when the popular classes are completely excluded from the 

political system. AS a consequence of their experience of the 

frustration of concrete demands and hopes deposited in the 

"democratically" elected local and state governments, however, their 

political objectives became far more explicit. 

Mass participation in a wide range of popular urban social movements in 

Brazil created a collective consciousness amongst large sectors of the 

populer classes which were soon convinced that socio-economic objectives 

could not be realised without e radical change in the political system. 

In 1983/4 the popular urban social movements joined together with the
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Trade Unions and political opposition parties to pursue a4 single 

political objective - the return of a complete and unconditional 

democracy in Brazil. The popular urban social movements played 4 

fundamental role in the realisation of the largest mass mobilisations 

witnessed in Brazil since the 1960s and demonstrated their rapid 

development and maturity in the short space of ten years. 

1. The Development of the Popular Urban Social Movements in Brazil. 

The military coup of 1964 led to a strategy of political de-mobilization 

in which the oppression of political activities and orgenisations 

effectively neutralised the majority of social and political groups, 

whilst forcing others into clandestinity. It was during the most 

repressive period of military rule, the 1970s, that the popular classes 

became extremely active on the political scene in 4 new wave of protest 

against the State. They organised movements that protested against 

deteriorating urban conditions and the rapidly declining subsistence 

levels of the population. 3: The relative “opening” of the political 

system in 1974, while allowing some space for political and trade union 

action, still kept these formal representative institutions under 

control and thereby reducing their political capacity. Consequently, 

political and trade union activists incorporated their political demands 

with those of the popular urban social movements whose political action 

was less encumbered by legal and political restrictions. The re- 

emergence of the populer urban social movements at this time marked the 

turning point for politicel mobilisation which led to 4 slow but secure 

recuperation of the workers movements. 14: 

In the period 1970-80 the popular urban social movements developed
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inroads into the political process when most forms of political 

organisation were repressed. The incorporation of political activists 

and the involvement of political parties and the Church in these 

movements at this time did create problems for the popular movements. 

The common practice of clientelism and paternalism used by political 

parties and the Church, in order to coopt or menipulate the popular 

classes, left their mark on some of the earlier popular movements and 

led to the de-mobilisation of others. It was in the years of growing 

populer resistance, in the late 1970s, that the popular movements 

struggled for and geined political autonomy and this meade them stronger 

politically, more dynamic and able resist attempts to dominate or 

control them, 15+ By the 1980's it could be argued that : 

".... the practice of clientelism and the exchange of 

favours, by indication dominant practices (in the 1970s), 

no longer have a place in the daily life of the new 

organisations of the population in the periphery."26- 

(Translation mine) 

Popular protests multiplied after the mid 1970s through a wide range of 

community associations and organisations which had survived since 1964. 

These were based on neighbourhood relations and organised themselves 

around issues of concrete local interest. The growth of these community 

groups occurred in two phases in Sao Paulo, first through the creation 

and expansion of SABs (Friends of the District Societies) in the 1950s 

and second through the meteoric rise of CEBs (Ecclesiastical Communities 

of the Base) in the 1970s. These entities played a significant role in 

the invigoration and mobilisation of popular protest, perticularly at 

municipal level.
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In 1945, SABS emerged as a means of retaining the basis of support for 

political parties between elections. In the 1950s these associations 

grew substantially. Attempting to break their ties with political 

patrons, they organised protests around demands for urban improvements 

and a more egalitarian distribution of municipel funds. 17: However, 

their period of "radicalism" was short lived and after 1964 they 

reverted to their original role as channels of manipulation and the 

legitimation of political interests rather than organisations to defend 

18. In recent years SABS have been used as populer interests. 

intermediaries between the government and the popular movements. SABs 

are considered the "legitimate" representatives of the local population, 

and their administration of local assistance programs has reinforced 

their mediatory role in local politics. At the present time, while 

popular forms of organisation often use the SABs headquarters for 

meetings, they fiercely resist any interference or attempts to contain 

them by the directorate or associates of SABS. In recent years SABs 

have attempted to retake their position as the vehicle of local urban 

protest, but because of their past or continued political affiliations 

they have been unable to mobilise the local population in anything other 

then small and unrepresentative groups on specific local issues. While 

there are exceptions to the general appraisal of SABs presented here, 

the mejority of these societies are first and foremost places of 

recreation and assistance who claim to have e¢ minimal organisation of 

local residents. 19. 

It was in the period efter 1964 that CEBs, formed at the beginning of 

the 1960s and officially encouraged by the CNBB (National Convention of 

Brazilian Bishops) began to rapidly increase in number. In 1974 it was 

calculated that forty thousand of these groups existed in Brazil, in
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1979 the figure had doubled and by 1981 the number had reached two 

hundred thousand. 29: Originally formed as an evangelical exercise to 

respond to the spiritual needs of the poorer sectors of society, in an 

attempt to bring the Catholic Church beck in contact with the populer 

classes, they soon became a vehicle of popular protest and association. 

lt is hardly suprising, therefore, that the impressive growth of CEBs 

occurred in the most repressive years of military rule when the Church 

represented the only liberated space where the popular classes could 

21. It was within meet and be heard and as such it was occupied by them. 

these ecclesiastical groups that many of the initiatives for popular 

protest arose. Their emphasis on group discussion, education, mutual 

aid and the exchange of experiences led to the conscientization of the 

perticipants around socio-economic problems and their solution through 

popular mobilisation. Moreover, other popular groups and movements 

bereft of any religious affiliation, such as the student movement and 

other political groups, took advantage of the ecclesiastical space 

available to them : 

" Meetings and debates materialised in church buildings. No 

other institution had the resourses and independence to house 

22s these embryonic forms of civil defense." (Translation 

mine) 

Hence the popular classes were expressing themselves through the Church 

Which for its part, rejuvenated by its new liberationist theology, was 

pressured by them into essuming and legitimating their demands. The 

experiences of the 1970s strengthened the position of CEBs both within 

the Church and the local community, and at the present time members of 

CEBs can be found actively supporting or participating in the populer
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urban social movements, trade unions and political opposition parties. 

While members of SABs considered CEBs to be a political vehicle which 

would hinder rather than help the poor, members of CEBs considered SABs 

to be the vehicle of political clientelism. This eventually led to the 

development of a conflictual relationship between them. However, by the 

late 1970s CEBs exercised considerable influence in the urban periphery 

of Sao Paulo, particularly in the working class neighbourhoods, 

initiating new struggles around classical urban problems that had once 

been articulated by SABs.23* Concommitantly, some left wing groups of 

the 1970s pursued a strategy of politicization at bairro (a district 

within a municipality) level and where they encountered fertile ground 

in the emergent popular movements .24* The activity of these groups in 

the intricate web of community relations and popular mobilisation marked 

a significant period in the development of the popular urban social 

movements, in which the experience gained by the popular classes through 

their relations with religious and political groups led to an autonomy 

which characterises these movements and their relationships with formal 

institutions in the 1980s. The experiences of two movements which 

emerged in the 1970s, the Cost of Living Movement (O Movimento do Custo 

de Vida, MV) and the Bus Movement (OQ Movimento de Onibus, Mo), 

demonstrate the problems and divisions which initiated this process. 

The MCV emerged in 1973 in the Southern Zone of Sao Paulo and the 

participants were mainly women who were members of CEBs or Catholic 

Mothers Clubs in the region. In 1975 the women from 70 Mothers Clubs 

investigated the consequences of rising prices and precarious wage 

levels on the local population by distributing over 2,000 questionnaires 

from house to house. The results of this survey led to the first
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petition from the movement presented to the government in 1976 and 

signed by 18,500 people. From this beginning the movement spread across 

Sao Paulo and to other large cities such as Belo Horizonte and Salvador. 

In 1977 an assembly of all the participants of the movement was held to 

organise the movement and elect a coordinating group. 2>° The emergent 

leaders came from CEBs, the trade unions and members of the MDB 

(Brazilian Democratic Movement). They were people who were well known 

for their experience and competence and a large number of them were 

women. One year later an assembly of over five thousand people approved 

the menifesto, the basic demands of which were : an emergency bonus to 

be given to all workers immediately, a price freeze on all basic 

products and an increase in basic salaries. 26 

The movement reached its peak in 1978, when after various widely 

reported demonstrations all over Brazil, it organised a massive 

demonstration in S80 Paulo at which a petition containing 1, 250, 000 

signatures was to have been handed over to representatives of the 

government. However, on the day of the demonstration the only 

government representative present was the military police which attacked 

27. At the Government Palace in both demonstrators and bystanders. 

Brasilia the petition was examined and declared fraudulent because some 

signatures appeared in the same handwriting. According to the 

government, the repression against the demonstration had been justified 

because the movement was "dishonest" and the creation of "professionel 

agitators who were exploiting economic conditions and conflicts" to put 

the government "up against the wa11",28- After 1978, the MCV entered in 

crisis as a result of internal arguments end rivalries of a political 

nature as a result of which it lost much of its popular support and 

subsequently its political influence.
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The MCV was one of the great movements of the 1970s. With the support 

and protection of the Church and its ample mobilisation throughout 

Brazil the movement became an alternative political platform from which 

to articulate workers' demands. The rapid growth of the movement 

attracted the collaboration of trade unionists, political activists and 

politicians eround 4 concrete problem which affected the interests of 

the populer classes and the middle classes - the cost of living. For 

those who perticipated in the movement it proved to be a valuable 

experience. First, it brought many community groups and organisations 

in contact with one another for the first time. Secondly the 

participation of political groups and church organisers widened the 

contacts of the movement with formal institutions which frequently 

transmitted information that was impossible to acquire within the 

limited horizons of the bairros. 

The impact and size of this movement geve it considerable political 

importance which was to cause problems. It became an attractive 

platform from which to launch political objectives and ambitions. For 

exemple, some local directorates of the MDB were instrumental in the 

development of this movement and it is no coincidence that they launched 

successful candidates from its midst in the Federal elections of 

1978.29: In addition a small group of left wing militants utilized the 

demonstrations of the movement to make political statements in its neme, 

going against previous agreements meade with the movement itself. These 

factors led to bitter arguments and alarmed the majority of participants 

who felt that such politicel objectives undermined their mein 

objectives. 30: Finally, the rapid growth of the movement led to an 

hierarchy of organisation of commissions and coordinating bodies formed 

at state and regional level which created a serious lack of
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communication between the leadership and the grass roots. Decisions 

were taken away from the main body of the movement and local leaders 

became messengers transmitting decisions to the _ pserticipants. 

Consequently political rivalry, internal arguments and lack of 

participation in the decision making process led to the demobilisation 

of the movement. One ex-psrticipant described the problem in the 

following way : 

"The Cost of Living Movement was the first time that I'd 

participated in any kind of struggle. We created the 

movement, we were the movement. It was we who went from 

bairro to bairro holding meetings in houses and Church halls 

to mobilise the people. It was we who spent hours and hours 

in the streets collecting signatures.... In the end the 

leaders stopped consulting us and sent their decisions 

through our representatives. For me, and for many others, 

there was little point in = continuing. We weren't 

participating in the movement, we were working for the 

movement so we just left. " (Maria, 32yrs, Zona Sul) 

The MO began in 1973 in various regions of the periphery of So Paulo, 

Where the inadequacy of public transport presented considerable problems 

for the working population. It was in Santo Amaro that the first 

initiative to mobilise the population around the problem of transport 

was undertaken by SABS and the Catholic Church in 1973. In _ their 

discussions ebout the problems of the region, members of the local 

population who frequented SABS and CEBs decided that the problem of 

local transport was the most crucial. From these discussions the MO was 

formed and after a years intensive work by SABs and the Church in the
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bairros of Santo Amero, which involved regular meetings and debates, a 

meeting of four hundred people with the CMTC bus company was held at the 

end of 1973. Members of the SABs regional assembly took control of the 

movement's demands and played a mediatory role in the negotiations 

between local residents and the bus company. They gained few concrete 

results, however, because the state owned bus company was both unwilling 

and unable to make any promises about expanding bus services in the area 

and with the basic problem still wumresolved this led to the 

demobilisation of the movement. 

in 1974 the Church and SABs retook the initiative but this time they 

carried out research in the bairros in conjunction with the cmc bus 

company. Once again the SABS regional assembly insisted on 4 mediatory 

approach rather than one of confrontation, which was rejected by the 

bairro representatives who perticipated in the movement. After many 

large demonstrations in Santo Amaro, the directors of SABs who could be 

linked with the movement were arrested and police investigations in the 

bairros themselves led to the intimidation of other perticipants. The 

government declared that the movement was "subversive" but the Church 

stepped in to assume the demands of the movement, calling the populer 

demonstrations an "act of faith". In 1975 an Assembly of the People 

handed over a petition of 10,000 signatures to the bus company which 

produced little response. Consequently, the Church decided to take up 

the movement's demands at 4 national level. From then on the movement 

was coopted by the Church and consequently the organisation formed by 

the people themselves disappeared in Santo Amaro. 31 

At the present time the MO or Transport Movement as it is now called, is 

a "state" movement with active groups in nearly all the bairros of S&o
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32. The nucleii of the mM, with an uninterrupted history of Psulo. 

organisation and mobilisation over the last ten years, were those that 

sprung up from the initiative of the local population and in which 

organisational control and decision making remained in the hands of the 

populer classes. The case of Santo Amaro illustrates the effects of 

political initiatives being taken outside of the movements themselves 

and the role of SABs and the Church in the mobilisation, cooptation and 

eventual de-activation of the Mo. In these circumstances, when the 

independent organisation formed by the popular classes is suspended or 

displaced by external initiatives and formal negotiators, the 

participants in the movement have little opportunity to become 

politicised through their experience of local struggles. Thus in the 

case of the MO : 

"In this process, it responds to the immediate necessities 

of struggle and organisation but removes the possibility of a 

movement developing its own experiences and practices of 

u" 33% struggle and the capacity to generate its own decisions. 

(Translation mine) 

The MCV and the MO are excellent examples of the popular urban social 

movements that emerged in the 1970s. Their relationship with formal 

institutions end political structures, often a dependent one, produced 

anomalies in the development of these popular movements. The political 

groups and the Church who wished to express and defend the interests of 

the people often worked against their interests by reducing the emple 

mobilisation of the populer classes .34- However, the early experiences 

of these popular urban social movements were not entirely negative ones. 

The Mcv, for example, brought together diverse sectors of the population
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in which political parties and Trade Unions were able to create a united 

front which led to the formation of one of the largest mass movements of 

the period. This experience led to new forms of mobilisation, the 

expension of youth and community groups, the use of popular theatre and 

pemphlets for the conscientization of the popular classes and the 

extension of political and social contacts outside the limited horizons 

of the bairros. In addition, the MO whilst weakening the influence of 

SABS in the region, served to strengthen the CEBs groups in the 

community in which the emphasis on group decision making and democratic 

practices proved to be more attractive to members of the locel 

population. Furthermore, the non-hierarchical practices of the CEBs 

groups hed an abiding influence on the organisation and process of 

decision making of the popular urban social movements. 

By the late 1970s, the rapid propagation of popular urban social 

movements led to the intensification of popular protest on a wide range 

of issues. These involved diverse forms of political action such as 

land invasions, the destruction of buildings snd public transport, 

consumer boycotts end mess demonstrations, demanding wider access to the 

political process and to the benefits of economic development. Many of 

these movements continue to exist at the present time and some of them 

have the ability to mobilise the popular classes at municipal, regional 

and state level. This is mainly due to the fact that most of their 

demands cannot be resolved in the short term and therefore require a 

basic infrastructure, for the organisation and mobilisation of the 

popular classes that can be sustained over a long period of time. There 

seem to be two reasons why the movements have to sustain themselves for 

long periods. First, the state government is initially reluctant to 

meet their demands because they would be expensive to implement or are
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of no political or economic advantage to the government itself, 3°: 

Second, the demands of the movement are presented to the government one 

at a time, consequently, when one problem is resolved the next one gains 

priority for collective action, as in the cease of favelas (shanty 

towns). 

The basic infrastructure of the popular urban social movements often 

consists of a nucleus of ten or twenty people who attend local meetings 

regulerly, plan end organise struggles, undertake fund raising 

activities, distribute information and, when necessary, represent the 

local population at regional or state level. These nucleii represent a 

hive of social, cultural and political activity which sustain the 

popular movements in the "low" periods of popular mobilisetion and 

generate an increase in the level of political consciousness and the 

organisation of the popular classes. From this basis, these movements 

are able to mobilise large numbers of people around urgent issues at 

local level, such as staging a mass demonstration or a political protest 

at state level. Demonstrations like these are often described as 

"spontaneous" but they actually take place after months of planning, 

consultation and organisation. The popular urban social movements have 

appropriated and consolidated the political spece for autonomous 

political organisation and they have crested a new collective practice 

based on non-hierarchicel forms of orgenisation and socio-cultural 

activities. These aspects characterised the form of popular 

mobilisation in the 1980s. 

2. The Popular Urban Social Movements, the State and "external agents". 

The idea that the popular urban social movements are politically
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dependent, put forward by Castells, and the practices of clientelism and 

paternalism which were dominant in the 1970s has influenced the way in 

which the political role of the popular movements has been investigated 

and interpreted. Links between the popular movements, formal political 

organisations and the Church have either been over-generalised or 

misinterpreted giving the reader the distinct impression that the 

impetus for the organisation and the mobilisation of the popular 

movements has come from outside the popular classes and in some cases 

for political purposes other than those presented in the demands of the 

movements.3©- The idea of external influences is implicit in many of 

the studies of the popular movements and I use the term "external 

agents" to refer to this general theory that the popular movements are a 

product of the mobilisation and organisation of the popular classes by 

the Church, political parties or the Trade Unions. The State in Brazil 

also subscribes to the theory that "external agents" are leading the 

popular movements and inciting popular protest against the State. This 

influences the relationship between the State and the popular movements. 

By reducing the political action of the popular classes to the work of 

the Church or a political party, which is what I will call the 

conspiracy theory, the State can either ignore or attempt to repress the 

political demands which they make. 

This section, therefore, will first, look at the relationship between 

the State and the popular movements in the 1970s and 1980s and then go 

on to consider in detail the question of who "external agents" are. 

What role, if any, do they actually play in the organisation of the 

popular movements ? What effect, if any, does this have on the political 

autonomy of these movements ?
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Relations with the State 

The relationship of the populer urban social movements with formel 

political and religious institutions, as well as with the State changed 

considerably in the pessage from the 1970s to the 1980s. Modifications 

in the political process generated opportunities for the expansion of 

political representation and organisation. These political changes 

permitted a re-definition of the role of these movements in the 

political process, reinforcing their new political character and 

consolidating their notable eutonomy. However, the labyrinth of 

relations that existed end continues to exist between the popular urben 

social movements, formal institutions and the State make a general 

analysis of them extremely difficult. Certain precedents have been made 

in particular circumstances. For exemple, concessions gained by one 

movement through negotiations with the State or active support given by 

the Church or political parties to certain movements depend on the 

nature of the demands involved and 4 wide range of political and social 

factors in play at a specific moment in time. The aim here, therefore, 

is to look at the series of relations involved and their consequences 

for the popular urban social movements. 

The piecemeal democracy which characterises the Brazilian political 

system, slowly began to take shape in the 1970s. By the 1980s it was 

accelerated by the increasing electoral support of the opposition 

parties. However, the impressive electoral gains achieved by opposition 

parties with over-ambitious socio-economic programs in 1982 in the major 

industrial states left the elected politicians wondering how they could 

implement them when economic power remained in the hands of the Federal 

government. Nowhere was the problem more evident than in S&0 Paulo
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Where, during the worst years of political repression in the 1970s, 

hardly @ week went by when the military regime was not the target of 

some popular demonstration repudiating it.37- Legislation permitting 

the formation of new political perties in 1979 led to the emergence of 

parties in which members of the popular movements played a significant 

role. Leaders of the movements became political candidates, while the 

popular movements took positions in favour of certain political perties 

and these parties incorporated the demands of the popular movements in 

38. The increased participation of the their pemphlets and manifestos. 

population in the political process has provided favourable conditions 

for popular political expression in which contact between bairro 

movements could be sustained, permitting the centralization of struggles 

at regional and state level. Thus in recent years the popular urban 

social movements, through the increased articulation within and between 

them, have emerged as a powerful social and political force. 

Authoritarian "democracy" has reinforced the "Jekyll and Hyde" character 

of the State, as enemy and benefactor, inherent in its attempts to 

defuse popular protest and neutralise the demands of the popular urben 

social movements through 4a calculated balance between violent repression 

and negotiation. 

The abertura of the Brazilian political system after 1974 certainly 

provided the basis for a redefinition of the relations between State 

end population in which dialogue would take precedence over repression. 

On a general level this is exactly what happened and in many cases 

proved to be far more effective as a means of containing or demobilising 

the popular movements than the use of repressive measures. Large 

demonstrations were often ended by a meeting with Government Ministers 

who offered to investigate the demands made by the population or
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promised to resolve the problems involved. They usually agreed to have 

further meetings in the months ahead. The State, in recognising the 

legitimacy of the peoples demands and promising to do something about 

them, leaves the popular urben social movements with little choice but 

to defer further collective action and await the outcome of lengthy and 

often fruitless negotiations. In many cases the popular movements, 

deluded by government promises, become de-radicalised for long periods 

of time. 

The government also uses preemptive action when dealing with a social 

problem which cannot be resolved in the short term, as in the case of 

the favelas. In Sao Paulo, for example, social workers act as 

intermediaries between the favela population and the government. These 

workers have to lobby within their government department for a share of 

the limited resources available to provide basic services in the favelas 

to which they have been allocated. Hence, through a system of 

Clientelistic relations, the State is eble to stifle any potential 

collective organisation or action initiated by the favelados (the people 

who live in favelas) themselves. It was only in the 1980s that the 

fragmentary organisation of the favelas developed into the Unified 

Favela Movement which placed the urbanisation of the favelas firmly on 

the government agenda (See Chapter 3). 

There were other movements who, from a position of force, managed to 

introduce modifications in the political system, through negotiations 

with the state government, which permitted greater popular participation 

in the decision making process and the implementation of government 

policy. An excellent example is the Health Movement of Sao Paulo which, 

after various confrontations with the state government, gained the legal
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right to elect popular Health Councils to supervise local and regional 

Health Centres and hospitals in 1980 (See Chapter 3). Victories such as 

these have tended to reinforce the autonomy of the popular movement in 

question whilst at the same time strengthening its basis for popular 

mobilisation. 

The demands of the popular classes for minimum living standards and a 

more democratic distribution of basic services are unable to be declared 

illegitimate by the state apperatus that pretends to be able to satisfy 

these demands. Thus, large scale political protest based on legitimate 

popular demands becomes a real threat to the legitimacy of the State. 

For its part, the State, unable to present rapid solutions to the 

demands of the populer movements puts its repressive apperatus into gear 

in order to quash what it considers to be subversive activity. The 

government justifies the use of repressive action by declaring such 

popular demonstrations illegitimate or umrepresentative and reducing 

their action to the work of "political infiltrators" whose aim is to 

"destabilise" the government. 

The explosion of social protest which greeted the new democratically 

elected state government in S80 Paulo in 1983 was, almost without 

exception, confronted by political oppression and the conspiracy theory 

of the state government was enough to ensure political intervention of 

39. Unlike the Trade Unions, the the Federal government when necessary. 

government is unable to interfere in the organisation of the popular 

urban social movements. Many of them have no fixed meeting place or 

headquarters and some of the more radical movements organise themselves 

semi-clendestinely. Constant changes of leadership and meeting places 

makes any identification of their leadership or participants extremely
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difficult. Consequently, political protests by the popular urban social 

movements is often followed by police investigation and intimidation in 

the bairros or regions from which the protest originated or in which 

nucleii of 4 particular movement is known to exist 40: This may or may 

not lead to arrests or house searches but it is a tactic used by the 

government to acquire information about the popular urban social 

movements and intimidate those who participate in them. 

The use of police repression and investigation against the popular urban 

social movements can have varied consequences which can either 

strengthen or weaken this form of populer organisation and mobilisation. 

For example, the repression of one movement in a particular region can 

lead to the demobilisation of another who has planned a political 

demonstration in the same period. The repression of collective action, 

however, frequently reinforces the commitment of the perticipants to the 

struggle and in some cases increases their numbers because in 

confrontations of this nature between the popular classes and the State, 

the State clearly identifies itself as the adversary by denying the 

people what they consider to be their rights as citizens. Nevertheless, 

covert action by the State in the bairros invariably has a depressive 

effect on popular mobilisation eat local level creating a climate of 

tension and distrust emong friends and neighbours and frequently 

reducing the number of people willing to perticipate in populer 

struggles, albeit temporarily. 

The political ambit of repression and negotiation used by the State 

represents en array of tactical measures to reduce and inhibit popular 

participation in the political process through the popular urban sociel 

movements. In this way the State tries to ensure that only its
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proposals exist when treating socio-economic problems and that the 

popular movements become impotent and inactive.*!- However, by the 

1980s the popular urban social movements demonstrated greater political 

agility in the diverse forms of collective action in which they engaged, 

through their use of the media and professionals such as lawyers, church 

leaders and politicians to give both practical and moral support to 

their political struggles. Thus many of these movements entered into 

negotiations with the State government not only with an itemised list of 

their demands but ealso projects, plans or drafts of new laws or 

amendments to old ones which could facilitate the implementation of 

government measures to resolve their problems. However, this tends to 

lead to a more defensive posture taken by the government who in such 

circumstances will refuse to enter into negotiations with 

representatives of the movements. Furthermore, the use of support 

groups and "extra institutional" publicity merely reinforces the 

governments conspiracy theory which reduces popular protest to the work 

of “external agents" and propagates the myth that the popular classes 

are incapable of organising themselves in their own interests. 

This brings us to the question of who exactly are these "external 

agents" ? The term "external" agents is used extensively by Brazilian 

academics to describe the activities end influence of the Church and 

political parties but it is an inadequate one to illustrate the 

symbiotic relationship which exists between them and the popular 

movements. In addition, it cannot account for the actions of groups or 

individuals who are members of the Church or a4 Political party and which 

may or may not reflect the political programs or proposals of either. 

In practice the political activities of church or party activists goes 

far beyond that of the perticular philosophy which was their original
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point of reference. From this perspective the following discussion will 

concentrate on the nature of the relationship between the populer 

movements and the so-called "external agents" dealing first with the 

ideology and practice of the "renovated" Catholic Church and its 

relationship with the popular classes and their movements and secondly 

the role of the political opposition parties in the popular urban social 

movements. 

The Church 

The conversion of the Brazilian Catholic Church to the "cause of the 

poor and oppressed" began slowly in the 1960s and was rapidly 

consolidated in the 1970s during the period of violent transformation in 

Brazilian society. After the coup of 1964, the Church and the Catholic 

clergy soon became the victims of military oppression : priests and 

Christian activists were kidnapped, tortured, imprisoned and 

assassinated while hundreds of churches were invaded by the militery.42> 

In this political climate the moderates of the Catholic hierarchy 

aligned themselves with the minority progressive wing in the CNBB in 

their open support for popular struggles for freedom and democracy 

against the military regime. Moreover, within the hierarchy of the 

Catholic Church each bishop has autonomy over his region and this led to 

radical positions being taken by some bishops and their clergy in favour 

of the popular classes in struggles for land, workers' struggles in the 

factory and the cause of human rights. Even the most reactionary 

bishops were unable to support the regime's persecution of the Church 

and consequently their resistance to the new liberationist doctrine 

within the CNBB and its identification with popular struggles soon 

disappeared. Under these circumstances the conflict between the Church
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and the State was inevitable : 

"The presence of the Church in the camp of popular struggles 

perplexed and demoralised the military leaders. Contrary to 

what the National Security Law said, Christ is with those who 

struggle against the government. The government and not the 

left is the anti-Christ. The left, and not the military in 

power, embodies national traditions, interests and culture. 

It is curious that this should be attributed to the oldest 

multinational - the Church - whilst in the opposite camp is 

the most national of institutions - the Army. Another formal 

» 43.  (pranslation mine) irony of history. 

The Church was the only institution with an infrastructure which reached 

the far corners of Brazil and which was capable of becoming the vanguard 

of popular discontent at national level. Its presence wes visible in 

all the popular struggles in both urban end rural areas. In addition, 

the increasing involvement of the Church in social and political 

activities was an attempt to keep pace with the changes that were 

occurring in Brazilian society which created new needs and expectations 

in the population. The formation of community end pastoral groups wes 4 

response to these changes in order to bring the Church to the people and 

put its new liberationist ideology into practice. These groups, while 

initially fulfilling a spiritual need for their members, rapidly became 

the focal point for critical reflection on social and political problems 

from which meny initiatives for popular organisation and mobilisation 

arose. The emphasis on equality and democracy, as an underlying 

principle, in the practice of these groups has had an undeniable 

influence on the organisational practices that are characteristic of the
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popular urban social movements in Brazil at the present time. Moreover, 

the spectacular growth of CEBsS and other pastoral groups in the most 

repressive years of military rule in Brazil underlines the fact that 

during this period the Church constituted the only organisational space 

available which provided ¢ minimum of protection. Thus it became an 

indispensable element in the development of the popular movements in 

Brazil. 

The changing role of the Church in Brazil does not represent either a 

radicel point of departure from certain religious and social principles 

that symbolize Catholicism or even a specific political project but a 

response to the growing contradiction between theology and religious 

practice in the light of social changes in Brazilian society. However, 

the new liberationist theology emanated from within a significant group 

within the Church, but by no means became a general doctrine orientating 

the religious practice of priests and bishops throughout Brazil. The 

religious autonomy of Catholic bishops allows the more conservative 

sectors of the Church to administer their regions following 4 more 

traditional line in their social and religious activities. Moreover, 

the role of CEBs and other pastoral groups often conform to models 

defined by the local priest and therefore mey only undertake a religious 

function within the local community. Under these circumstances, members 

of CEBsS or the Pastoral groups of the Church join the popular movements 

on an individual rather than a group basis. 

However, the creation of CEBs and other Pastoral groups has led to a 

certain de-bureaucratization of the Catholic Church. AS a result, 

members of these groups have a voice in the debates, held annually by 

the Church hiererchy, about Church policy on social issues. In this way
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CEBs and the Pastoral groups have had a considerable influence in recent 

years on the increasing priority given to socio-economic problems by the 

Catholic Church. However, the Church continues to maintain an anti- 

communist philosophy, in spite of its rhetoric in favour of radical 

social change, and it has on occasion closed its doors to individuals or 

groups of the popular movements who ere considered to hold communist 

beliefs or a political position incompatible with the teachings of the 

Church. Overall it has, more than any other formel institution since 

1964, constantly defended and supported the struggles of the popular 

movements at both local and national level. Its power, infrastructure 

and resources has made the Church e¢ veritable lifeline to many popular 

struggles and its influence as a collaborator in popular mobilisation or 

as the mediator between popular movements and the State cannot be 

underestimated. 

The Opposition Parties 

The political opposition parties, for their part, have had far less 

influence within the popular urban social movements than the Church. Up 

to 1979, the enforced clandestinity of meny poliical parties and left 

wing groups inhibited rather than promoted a coherent strategy for 

political cooperation with the popular classes. The MDB, was the only 

legal opposition party up to that period, confined its activities in the 

working class bairros to election times as @ means of gaining votes. 

Its overriding philosophy then, and now es the PMDB (Brazilian 

Democratic Party), is that political change can end must, be achieved 

from within the power structure - the State - and therefore it has given 

little priority to the mobilisation of the popular classes as the 

mainspring of political change.
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The formation of new opposition parties, after 1979, led to the 

emergence of workers parties. Their political candidates, particularly 

for local government, came from the populer movements and they 

incorporated the demands of the popular movements in their political 

programmes and manifestos. The PI (The Workers Party) in particular 

made a political commitment to support all popular struggles in both 

rural and urban areas, not least because the impulse for this new party 

came not only from trade unionists and political activists of nearly all 

the existing left wing groups but more importantly from the militants of 

CEBS whose support for strike movements, struggles for land and 

participation in the popular urban social movements made tham an 

important element in the formation of a party of the "messes".44+ In 

practice the support of political opposition parties, in general, is 

confined to publicising the aims of the social protest in question 

through the media and in the legislature or putting party facilities at 

the disposal of the popular movements for meetings, the production of 

propaganda such as leaflets, posters and manifestos. Contact between 

the popular movements and the political parties is also beneficiel in 

terms of increasing the amount of information available to these 

movements about party disputes, new lews or projects in discussion which 

can help and inform the planning and organisation of political action by 

the popular classes. 

Hence the general policy of political opposition parties is one of non- 

interference in the organisation and mobilisation of the popular urban 

social movements. This seems to have occurred for these reasons. 

Firstly, since the liberalization of political party organisation after 

1980, political activity has once again been focused on formal political 

structures and all their political efforts have been concentrated on
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reinforcing the links between the "true" organisations of popular 

struggle - the Trade Unions and workers parties. Secondly, attempts to 

use the popular movements for political ends in the 1970s, both 

Successful and unsuccessful, led to strong resistance by the base to 

political proposals defined outside of the movements and not by and for 

the movement. Thirdly, the defence of party political positions or 

ideologies within these movements had in the past created tensions and 

rivalries which went against the sense of collectivity and consensus 

Which has become the hallmark of the popular urban social movements. 

Consequently, there is considerable opposition within the movements 

themselves to any political orientation by individuals or groups from 

within or outside of the popular movements which is incapable of 

genuinely expressing the immediate interests or aims of the majority. 

Clearly this demonstrates the difficulty for the absorption of these 

movements by political parties. The notable autonomy of these movements 

in relation to political parties and clandestine left wing political 

groups imposes a new picture of opposition politics.45- 

Popular movements and "external agents" - political dependency or 

political autonomy ? 

The general outline presented here represents the position of the Church 

and opposition parties in relation to the popular urban social 

movements. Members of the Church or of the political parties do take 

part in these movements. However, they participate as individuals 

rather than as a group. Some of them have a history of participation in 

the popular movements and continue their association with them as a 

supporter or active participant in their organisation and mobilisation
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in the local community. Others join the movements as members of the 

community because they too are affected by the socio-economic problem in 

question and as such they have a4 personal interest in the aims and 

objectives of the popular struggle. 

The present study found that in the mejority of cases the first 

political experience of political activists was in the popular urban 

social movements with which they continue to maintain strong links. For 

many the movements continue to be their principal area of political 

activity. Many perticipants in the popular movements are involved in 

more than one movement, belong to a Catholic action group, a political 

party or a trade union opposition groups at one and the same time. This 

creates significant problems in the definition of these individuals or 

groups es "external agents" when, in meny cases, their participation in 

other political groups and organisations ceme as a direct result of 

their experience in the popular movements and not the other way around. 

Probably the best criterion for defining the participation of 

individuals or groups in @ particular movement as "external" comes from 

the political practice of the movements themselves. 

Leaders of the populer urban social movements invariably come from the 

popular classes. Thus, for example, the elected leader of a favela is 

someone who lives in the favela and is well known for his/her experience 

and competence and he/she may or may not participate in other political 

groups and organisations. Irrespective of other political activities, 

the leaders of these movements are, with rare exceptions, integral 

members of the collectivity or interest group and as such they have a4 

personal interest in the outcome of its struggles. Those who are 

considered to be "external" have a clearly defined relationship with the
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popular movements which is laid down by the movements themselves. They 

are called supporters or advisors and are frequently invited by the 

movements to give either practical help or political support in the 

process of popular organisation and mobilisation. Such individuals or 

groups have the right to 4 voice but not a vote in the decision making 

process in which ultimate control remains in the hands of the movement 

itself. The contribution of advisors or supporters of the populer 

movements, like that of the Church and political parties, is based on 

collaboration rather than domination and once again the term "external 

agents" is an inadequate one to describe their relationship to these 

movements. 

The skills end knowledge brought to the movements by meny supporters and 

advisors are in many cases indispensable to the realisation of their 

aims and objectives because they transmit information and political 

contexts which ere often inaccessible to the populer classes. However, 

this does not rule out the existence of attempts by such individuals or 

groups to manipulate these movements for political ends. This tends to 

be successful in movements which little political experience and weak 

leadership. Nevertheless, in the 1980s the acquired practice of 

democratic organisation and decision making in the majority of popular 

urban social movements has led to fierce resistance to the actions and 

interference of these "vanguards" who in the 1970s had created political 

divisions in these movements. 

The development of the popular urban social movements in the last ten 

years has given them an integral role in opposition politics. Their 

constant pressure on the Church and opposition perties to support their 

struggles openly and to legitimise their aims and objectives has been
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extremely successful in changing the nature of this support. Hence, 

formal institutions now often supply more concrete practical help rather 

than mere verbal support. Conversely this has accentuated government 

claims that popular mobilisation is due to political agitation and 

manipulation by the Church and opposition parties thereby justifying its 

use of repressive measures to quash political action undertaken by the 

popular movements. In reality, Church and political party support for 

these movements is very much a piecemeal affair. For example, the 

Church and the PT both have a general policy of support for popular 

struggles but individual politicians and members of the clergy may, in 

practice, give little or no support to the populer movements. 

In the 1970s the relationship between the emergent popular movements and 

members of the Church and political parties was a highly unequal one 

Owing to the political conditions and their lack of experience in the 

political arena. At the present time, the political strength and 

autonomy of these movements has allowed them to meke alliances and 

undertake coordinated political action with formal political structures 

for specific causes without confusing or substituting their diverse 

forms of popular mobilisation. Nowhere was this more evident than in 

the mess demonstrations which occurred in 1983-4 for the re- 

democratisation of Brazil in which the popular urben social movements 

played a vital role. 

The campaign for the re-democratisation of Brazil began in the summer of 

1983 when the PT and other workers parties, with the support of the 

Church, launched a national campaign to end the militery regime in 

Brazil. In S80 Paulo leaders and representatives of the popular 

movements along with those of the trade unions and other political
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organisations were invited to take part in the discussions to plan and 

organise the mass demonstrations which were to be the hallmerk of the 

campaign. 

The popular movements, like the other political organisations which 

participated in the campaign, used its own methods of organisation and 

political practice to mobilise the popular classes in the urben 

periphery around a political issue which could, if successful, 

facilitate the mobilisation and success of their struggles. For 

example, the literature and pamphlets used by the political parties and 

the trade unions to promote the campaign were rejected by 

representatives of the popular movements as far too sophisticated and 

unintelligible for their purposes. They produced their own pemphlets, 

set up discussion groups and discussed the aims and objectives of the 

campaign in their politicel meetings. In this way those who were unable 

to read or write were able to hold an informed view about the reasons 

for and the importance of the engagement of the popular movements in the 

campaign. The aim of conscientization was that members of the movement 

could make an informed decision about whether or not the movement should 

make a firm commitment to the campaign. 

The campaign was launched in Sao Paulo but soon spread to all regions of 

Brazil. The conjunction of the opposition perties, the Church, the 

Trade Unions and the popular movements provided the political momentum 

for the campaign. The first mass demonstration was held in Sao Paulo 

attended by 350,000 people in September 1983 and from that point onwards 

almost every week there were demonstrations staged in some Brazilian 

state or region in favour of re-democratisation.46: By the end of the 

campaign in April 1984, two days before the vote on democratisation in 

~~
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the Federal Assembly, Brazil witnessed huge demonstrations in every 

Brazilian state culminating with the largest of all in Sao Paulo where 

almost 2 million people gathered in the Vale de Anhangabau to demand 

that the Federal Deputies vote in favour of the bill for democracy. 

Despite this, the bill failed to get a two thirds majority in the 

Federal Congress and the campaign was unable to revive and continue its 

original momentum after the defeat in Brasilia. 

The significance of the campaign for the re-democratisation of Brazil 

lay in its capacity for mobilisation, despite its failure. A political 

campaign of this magnitude was totally dependent on the successful 

conjunction of political parties, the Church, Trade Unions and the 

popular movements. The role and participation of the popular urban 

social movements in the campaign reflect their increased involvement in 

Opposition politics in recent years. They now openly take positions in 

favour of certain political parties. Political candidates for 

elections, particularly at the level of local government, come from 

their midst and they are without doubt the largest source of political 

activists at the present time.47- Thus in the 1980s the popular 

movements emerged as a competent and effective form of autonomous 

political organisation capable of mobilising heterogeneous sectors of 

the population. As I shall show, many have been more effective than the 

campaign for re-democratisation in achieving their objectives as well as 

improving the material and social conditions of life for the popular 

classes. 

3. Women and the Popular Urban Social Movements. 

The popular movements in Brazil have a characteristic which sets them
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apart from other forms of political organisation and which raises 

Questions about the way in which these movements have been analysed. 

This is the role of women in the formation and organisation of the 

popular movements. The number of women involved in this form of popular 

mobilisation has rapidly increased since the 1970s and at the present 

time women constitute, on average, 80% of the participants. Their role 

as leaders and representatives of the popular classes in a wide range of 

political protests related to urbanisation, employment and the provision 

of basic services is striking. This suggests that they represent 

something of fundamental political importance to women whether it he 

political issues or the form of political organisation and 

representation, or other factors. In contrast, in political parties and 

trade unions women are under-represented in numerical terms and their 

interests are not clearly articulated in the political programmes and 

objectives. This makes the popular movements a challenging area in 

Which to investigate the nature of women's political participation 

because they may represent a serious political option for women, in 

terms of how and in what form of political organisation women will 

participate, rather than indicate the limits of women's political 

participation. 

Recent work on the popular urban social movements48 | continues to 

concentrate on the difficulties inherent in the study of this political 

phenomenon, without considering that one of the keys to understanding 

the political nature and practice of these movements is generic. Anyone 

who has studied the popular movements is aware of the notable female 

presence at all levels of their organisation and yet this important 

Characteristic seans to hold little relevance for academics in this 

field. Perhaps this is because whilst they quite rightly focus their
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analyses on the effects of industrialisation on the working class and 

the creation of the political conditions which favour the emergence of 

the popular urban social movements they ignore the implications of the 

Sexual division of labour for the development of a popular form of 

political organisation outside of "mainstream" politics. 

The few writers who do attempt to analyse women's participation in the 

popular urban social movements consider only one aspect of the sexual 

division of labour in industrialising societies to provide an 

explanation for this participation. In these studies the traditional 

role of women as wives and mothers and their relation to the 

reproduction of the labour force becomes the universal interpretation, 

the sine qua non, for women's political practice and participation. 49- 

The basic equation presented in such analyses is that women as 

"housewives", by definition "non-workers", have more time to organise 

themselves and a "greater affinity" struggle around issues related to 

the reproductive sphere. One analysis of the urban social movements 

goes even further to suggest that women's low expectations in political 

struggles allow them to face defeat with "greater tranquility". 

Therefore women are better suited to struggles the outcome of which is 

"unforeseeable or uncontrollable" and for which it is much more 

difficult to mobilise men.°9- ere we are being asked to believe that 

the differences between men's and women's participation, that is the 

predominance of women in the popular movements, is due to "innate" 

generic qualities which account for certain types of political 

behaviour. Not only does Cardoso present no evidence to support such a 

hypothesis but she also purports to speak for and on behalf of the 

political actors themselves without giving women the opportunity to 

speak for themselves about their political motivation and views about
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their political participation. As Nico Vink so aptly puts it - 

“Modesty is a necessary virtue for the intellectual outsider", >1- 

Hence, women's participation in the popular urban social movements is 

_ explained as é result of ened social consciousness as wives.and mothers 

as opposed to any kind of political consciousness arising from a sexual 

division of labour within society which tents to militate against the 

geioa pee at of women in other forms of political organisation. 

Clearly, the role of women in the home, or for that matter the role of 

men, cannot be dismissed from any analysis of their participation in 

political or economic life. But it can only provide a partial 

explanation for their political and economic activitites in any society. 

Many of the struggles of the popular urban social movements are based on 

issues that directly relate to the reproduction of the labour force but 

not all.of them are inextricebly linked to women's responsibilities in 

the home. Moreover, issues such as land rights, urbanisation, transport 

“and employment cannot be labelled "women's concerns" without any 

éxnloaaeion of why this should be the case. If we take the sexual 

division of lebour as a point of departure for the analysis of the 

perticipation of women in the popular movements then we can see that the 

activities of women in social production generates fewer distinctions 

between the area of production and reproduction, often emphasising the 

inter-relationship between the two, and therefore women are more 

responsive than men to issues that relate to their socio-economic 

activities in the public and private sphere. From this point we are 

able to propose that a specific relationship exists between women and 

the popular urban social movements. 

In Brazil, as in other developing countries, a large number of men and
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women are excluded from formal wage sector employment or registered 

employment. This sector of the urban poor are engaged, either on a 

temporary or permanent basis, in a wide range of activities in the 

"informal" sector or in unregistered employment as self employed or 

waged workers. Studies show that there are far more women participating 

in this sphere of economic activity than men and this includes married 

women as well as female heads of household. °2° For example, the 

unemployment statistics for S80 Paulo in 1984 show that the number of 

unemployed women (15.5%) was superior to that of men (10.4%) and these 

figures include both open end hidden unemployment . 23+ However, these 

figures only apply to those men and women who are looking for work in 

the formal sector and as such do not include women in hidden employment 

which would significantly increase the number of women considered to be 

"unemployed". 

There are few women amongst the urben poor who can afford to devote. 

their time exclusively to unpaid domestic work and due to the barriers 

to women's employment in the formal sector, perticularly in terms of age 

and marital status, the informal sector becomes the main area of 

employment for women. a4; Income generating activities in this sector 

are often far more attractive to wont who have children because of the 

flexible working hours, the localization of such work in or near the 

home. Rates of pay are often comparable to those for women in the 

55- The leck of infrastructure in the urben periphery, formal sector. 

the arduous nature of domestic chores undertaken in often precarious 

living conditions and the incompatibility of school hours with those of 

registered employment make the urban subsistence economy the only viable 

alternative for these women.
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Women, and men, who participste in the informal sector are, in general, 

untouched by or isolated from the formal political structures, such as 

trade unions and political parties in their daily lives. Their contacts 

and inter-personal relationships are formed within the community rather 

than outside of it and, frequently isolated in their working activities, 

the system of social relations in the community ome greater importance 

for them. For informal sector workers social issues are also economic 

issues. Poor living conditions can mean poor working conditions and 

consequently inadequate water and electricity supplies or even transport 

can seriously affect their earning capacity. Hence, socio-economic 

relations and conditions in the community form the basis from which 

locel organisation and mobilisation develop. Those whose lives revolve 

around the community tend to be far more sensitive to the problems that 

affect it and are more willing to perticipete in collective action as a 

means of solving them. 

Furthermore, it may be argued that the participation of women in these 

movements is not any less political than other forms of political 

participetion. The very existence of these movements demonstrates that 

formal political structures do not have a monopoly on political 

organisation and representation. Social issues are political and in the 

popular urban social movements the political is intrinsically linked to 

the social. The political participation of women arises from the social 

bonds which ere created through their socio-economic activities in the 

community through mich they organise themselves and from which the 

political contexts of the popular urban social movements are developed. 

ceneeaeenciy, the politics of the popular movements eare a part of rather 

than set epart from the lives of those who participate in them. 

Moreover, the social, economic and even moral issues which have formed
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the basis of this form of political protest and organisation are 

precisely those which have remained on the periphery of "mslestream" 

politics or have been given little or no priority in political 

programmes of political parties and successive governments. It is 

hardly surprising, therefore, that in a society in which the psrameters 

of women's socio-economic activities ere demarcated that women should 

play a major role in the formation and development of a popular form of 

political organisation the eims and objectives of which relate to their 

socio-economic experience in society. 

There are further clues to to be found in the internal characteristics 

of the popular movements to support an investigation which prioritizes 

the question of gender and politics in an effort to understand this form 

of political organisation. The emphasis on egalitarian political 

practices and non-hierarchicel forms of organisation in the popular 

urban social movements is the antithesis of those of male dominated 

political structures. These practices, inherited from church groups and 

organisations, have been developed even further to reflect community 

practices in which mutual recognition derives from the fact that because 

everyone faces the same problems they become equal. For example, if we 

look at these church groups and organisations once again we find that 

women, as the most important constituency of the Church, also exert a 

significant influence on the organisational practice and objectives of 

these groups. 

In the cities and urban areas Church congregations are largely made up 

of women who play an active part in both the religious and social 

activities organised by the Church. Mothers Clubs provided a meeting 

place where women discuss their problems and where female community
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norms are reinforced through conversation 
and mutual recognition. 

The 
of 

formation of Catholic action groups such as CEBs inevitably led to the 

participation 
of a large number of women which was to influence their 

Orientation and organisation. 
Under these conditions the more 

progressive 
members of the clergy were obliged not only to create a 

Consciousness 
of citizenship amongst the participants 

but also one of 

sexual equality. To attempt to mobilise women who participated 
in CEBs, 

for example, without asserting that they had rights and political needs 

equal to those of men would prove to be extremely difficult.6- 

However, this did not represent a radical change in the Church's vision 

of women's role in society but merely the accommodation of their role of 

wife and mother into the socio-political context of urban poverty. 

Consequently, whilst marital problems could be an area for discussion in 

CEBs or the Mothers Clubs topics of particular interest to women such as 

abortion, family planning, divorce or female sexuality were rarely 

openly discussed. a 

The value of these groups is that they reduced the sense of alienation 

experienced by those who had migrated to the large cities from small 

towns and rural villages in which the Church was the centre of social 

and cultural activity. Once again the Church became a meeting place 

Where friends and neighbours could discuss their problems and 

experiences developing a sense of community and collectivity in their 

new urban environment. The informality of the meetings and the "spirit" 

of equality, where everyone has a voice and can express their opinions, 

provided a non-hostile setting for women to develop a sense of self 

awareness and self valorization. The discussion of socio-economic 

problems in subjective terms and the prioritization of collective action 

as a means of solving them, characteristic forms of conscientization in
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Church action groups and organisations, led to the development of a 

critical conscience and political awareness among the women who 

participated in these groups. The fact that the initiative for meny of 

the popular social urban movements in the 1970s, when the Church 

constituted the only organisational space available which provided 

minimal protection, ceme from Catholic Mothers Clubs or CEBs underlines 

the importance of these organisations in the orientation and 

construction of a new political space in which women pley 4 mejor role 

in the instigation of collective practices and organisation. 

In the 1980s the internal characteristics of the popular movements were 

indicative of women's involvement and domination of this political 

spece. For example, collective decision meking is an inviolable 

principle which involves | long discussions in which everyone must 

perticipate, express their opinions and decide. The day and time that 

Meetings are held can change frequently in accordance with the 

availability and commitments of the mejority of the perticipents. 

Leaders are elected for their experience and ability to represent the 

movement and are frequently changed to allow others who have the same 

capabilities to gain experience of leadership. ‘Thus, the emphasis is on 

the collectivity rather than on formal hierarchies by avoiding the 

institutionalisation of representation. Leadership is a position of 

confidence and trust rather than one of status and prestige. All of 

these practices are the result of the strong influence of women in the 

formation and development of the popular urban social movements which 

create an environment far more conducive to women's’ political 

participation and one which represents 4 new political experience for 

women, as well as men.
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The valorization of women's political participation and the existence of 

few barriers, within the movements themselves, to such participation 

Meant that women quickly dominated this political space. SABs, in 

Comparison, have been far less successful in attracting women. The 

hierarchical nature of these associations and their domination by men 

has left little space for women to participate and few women hold any 

position of responsibility in the directorate. In the Majority of these 

associations men give the orders and women undertake the practical 

political work. In meetings women gain the right to speak or vote only 

under protest and under these conditions Many women are reluctant to 

participate in or support these associations. Thus the popular urban 

social movements provide a sharp contrast, in both organisation and 

political practice, to other forms of political organisation in the 

community wherein women are encouraged to take on a political role 

through their participation in popular struggles. 

The popular movements ‘also have a social and educational role which 

makes this type of political organisation less impersonal and an 

integral part of community life. Social activities to raise funds for 

these movements also serve the purpose of publicising their aims and 

objectives to encourage more people in the community to support and 

participate in the popular movements. Collective work schemes, as a 

temporary solution to their socio-economic problems, also form a basis 

from which to mobilise and politicise the local population. Literacy 

classes, as a form of political education, have helped the personal and 

political development of women of the urban poor who have received 

little or no education. These and many other forms of collective 

activities strengthen the popular movements by creating a solidarity 

Which sustains them in the periods between one form of political protest
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or political action and another (See Chapter 4). This new collective 

practice helped galvanise both community and political activities in 

Which class solidarity was built around community networks. For the 

many women whose lives were rooted in the community the popular social 

urban movements provided a new sphere of political action and 

participation in which they could express themselves, experiment and 

learn, 

The overwhelming presence of women in the populer urben social 

movements, who are in the best hypotheses considered to be 

inconsequential political actors, certainly contributes to or reinforces 

the "secondary" political status of the populer urban social movements. 

This not only underestimates women's political contribution but also 

that of this form of political expression and social resistance. For 

large sectors of the urban poor, and especially for women, who are 

untouched by or excluded from participation in the Trade Unions and 

politicel parties, the popular movements are the only form of political 

Organisation to which they have easy access and which could represent 

their interests in a wide range of socio-economic issues. Community 

based politics took women out of the bairro into the streets of the 

city, occupying public squares and government buildings and bringing 

them in touch with other political organisations, government officials 

and politicians. 1t was through this process that women's political 

consciousness developed in the course of their popular struggles. 

The popular urban social movements were not created specifically for 

women, It was women who formed the majority within a social group whose 

socio-economic experience in Brazilian society was neither reflected nor 

represented in other forms of political organisation. Consequently,
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women have played 4 major role in the formation and development of the 

popular urban social movements in which they have been able to 

experiment with new ways of expressing themselves and have discovered a 

new public identity in 4 political dimension which they have mede their 

own. The nature of this role, the extent of women's political 

perticipation and influence in the history of the popular movements, the 

political motivetion and ideas of these women can only be disclosed in 

large part by the women themselves. It is only from this kind of 

analysis that the "modest" academic can begin to understand the 

relationship between women's political perticipation and the popular 

urban social movements.
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CHAPTER 3. 

DE-MYSTIFYING THE POPULAR URBAN SOCIAL MOVEMENTS —- the general and the 

specific in the popular struggles of the urban periphery.
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In the first year of office of the democratically elected state 

government (1983-4), Sa@o Paulo witnessed a wave of popular protest and 

political demonstrations unequelled since the 1970s. Land invasions, 

sackings, the destruction of public property, marches and demonstrations 

were some of the forms of protest, both violent and non-violent, which 

emerged throughout the urban regions and municipalities week by week in 

the State of So Paulo. In 1983 the Montoro government promised populer 

participation in the political decision making process which led to 

almost immediate pressure from the popular urban social movements and 

the trade unions for rapid and definitive solutions to 4 wide range of 

social and economic problems exacerbated by an economic recession which 

seemed to have reached crisis proportion in this period. The 

government, for its pert, lacking both a coherent socio-economic 

programme and the economic resources to satisfy the onslaught of popular 

demands, soon resorted to methods of de-mobilising and repressing all 

forms of popular political action whilst opening up very little 

Opportunity for dialogue with the representatives of the movements. The 

popular urban social movements, both old and new, then turned to more 

direct and radical forms of collective action to ensure their 

participation in the political process. The outcome of the almost 

constant confrontations between the State and the populer urban social 

movements in this period led to the construction of a system of tenuous 

relationships between the Montoro government and the popular classes 

which was to last throughout its period of administration. 

It was in the political climate of the 1980s that the political 

effectiveness of the popular urban social movements was tested in terms 

of their ability to mobilise large numbers of people, to make alliances, 

to gain victories and, ebove all, to remain in control of their
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organisations and retain their political identity as alternative forms 

of political representation. These movements, once again, became the 

focus of political interest not only for political parties and groups of 

the left but also for the "progressive" sectors of the Church which 

wished to strengthen or renew their connections with these forms of 

populer resistance and organisations of the urban poor. The need to 

make alliances, on the one hand, and the question of autonomy, on the 

other became the main issue of many of the popular urben social 

movements and in most cases was impossible to resolve. For all of these 

reasons this period was one which highlighted both their strengths end 

weaknesses. 

The veritable explosion of social protest in the year 1983/4 raised many 

questions about the origin and nature of the many forms of popular 

mobilisation which emerged in this period. For the purposes of this 

study, a view from inside these movements was imperative to an analysis 

of women's political participation in this political sphere. By looking 

at the different characteristics of the popular urban social movements 

we can both increase our knowledge of and identify the different kinds 

of political structures in which women participate. In addition, we can 

construct a far clearer picture of women's role in the development and 

organisation of the popular movements. Furthermore, some empirical 

studies of the popular movements have recognised two important features 

of this form of political organisation : their autonomy and the forms of 

popular democracy used by them.t: However, neither is explained in any 

great detail yet the question of autonomy and popular democracy is 

important to an understanding of the formation and development of the 

popular urban social movements.
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Thus, the aim of this chapter is to take a view from inside the 

movements themselves to underline their complexity and effectiveness as 

political organinisations. The critical differences between the popular 

movements will be discussed, using the three movements in this study to 

illustrate their heterogeneity in terms of (a) their social and 

political basis, their forms of organisation and political protest, (c) 

their relationship with "external agents" and the ways in which they 

defend or achieve their autonomy. Finally, I look at the principal 

features which characterise the popular movements and reflect the 

presence of women in them : the principle of popular democracy, 

political autonomy and egelitarianism. 2° 

1. The Catalyst for Popular Political Action - social contradictions, 

government response and popular protest 

Meny of the popular urban social movements emerged in Sao Paulo during a 

period of intense industrial growth accompanied by a vertiginous 

population increase which placed enormous pressure on the already 

precarious network of public services such as water, electricity, 

sanitation, transport, housing and health. In the decade 1970/80 the 

seemingly endless flow of migrants to the metropolitian regions of Sao 

Paulo was primarily responsible for the 54.7% increase in population in 

that period. 3: These migrants had left the rural areas to seek better 

salaries, health care, education for their children and a better way of 

life which the industrial heart of Brazil seemed to hold for them. The 

State of S&o Paulo was both unprepared and ill equipped for such an 

influx of workers, having neither the infrastructure nor the resources 

to cater for the needs of its rapidly rising population. However, it is 

impossible to ignore the state government's neglect of public services
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during one of the most prosperous eras of Brazilian history, the period 

of the "economic" miracle, whilst undertaking some of the most 

ostentatious building projects in the capital of Sao Paulo. Nowhere 

were the socio-economic consequences of the government's political 

priorities more apparent than in the urban periphery where the majority 

of workers lived and to which the incoming migrants were sent. 

The communities of the bairros and vilas (towns) of the urban periphery 

of Sao Paulo are the political bese of the populer urban social 

movements. It is here that the worst socio-economic problems of 

industrialisation are experienced by the popular classes who formed and 

developed the popular movements which are the basis of this study : The 

Favela Movement, the Health Movement and the Unemployed Movement. The 

problems of housing, health and unemployment were most acutely felt in 

the urben periphery. The character of each movement, however, depended 

on the problem, the political response of the government and the kind of 

political objectives that they wished to achieve. 

Sao Paulo is an excellent example of the urban disorder caused by repid 

industrialization. In little over twenty years, over 1,500 favelas were 

established in the Greater Séo Paulo area.*: Favelas are the popular 

housing of the developing world. Clustered around the periphery of the 

great industrial centres and industrialising areas, they represent the 

only form of habitation available for a large proportion of the working 

classes. Initially they represented "temporary" accommodation for the 

thousands of migrants who arrived in the urben centres. Eventually they 

became the only form of habitation that the workers could afford. In 

the last ten years the number of favela dwellings has increased by 713% 

whilst the number of people living in favelas and slum dwellings account
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for over 55% of the population.? : The growth of favelas was due, on the 

one hand, to rural-urben migration and the pauperisation of the working 

classes in this period. on the other, it was a result of the lack of 

urban planning or any viable low cost housing programme by successive 

state governments. The favelados, had little option or hope of leaving 

their makeshift dwellings except by force, since they were under 

constant threat of eviction. It was in the second half the 1970s that 

the favela population began to organise themselves and struggle to stay 

on the land they had occupied and to improve and establish the small 

bairros they had created. 

Nowhere in Sé&o Paulo could it be said that the under-funded Public 

Health Service was able to cater for the needs of the population but 

health problems fanneeaee and Medical Services became far more 

precarious the further from the centre of Sao Paulo a person lived. 

Between 1970 and 1979, when the populetion of Sao Peulo grew by 4.5 

million, only nine Health Centres were built and the same number of 

hospitals, which in 1967 catered for a population of 5 million, were 

expected to serve a populaton of 8 million in the city centre.©* The 

situation in the periphery was far worse. The urban poor, unable to pay 

for medical services, were highly dependent on the Public Health Service 

provided by the government but in most areas this barely existed. The 

infant mortality rate, an indicator not only of the living conditions of 

the population but also of the level of medical services available, 

increased by 45% in the thirteen years leading up to 1975 in the 

metropolitan region of Sao Paulo. /* The regional figures illustrate the 

socio-economic inequalities even further. In 1978 the infant mortality 

rate for the urban periphery wes 94.25 per 1,000 live births whilst the 

intermediate and central regions showed a rate of 62.99 and 52.44
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respectively. 8. 

in the urban periphery in the mid 1970s medical assistance existed in 

neme only. Health Centres were little more then distribution centres of 

dried milk and vaccinations; Emergency Clinics had neither the equipment 

nor the staff to attend serious emergencies and Hospitals were often so 

far away that people died before receiving the medical treatment they 

needed. If elsewhere in S&o Paulo the Brazilian Health Service was 

precerious, in the urban peripheral regions the situation had reached 

crisis proportions. In the early 1970s the Health Movement was faced 

with a long and difficult struggle to achieve the most basic medical 

care for one of the poorest regions of S80 Paulo - the Eastern Zone 

After the employment “boom" in Sao Paulo during the period of the 

"economic miracle" in the 1970s, the economic crisis of the 1980s 

produced the highest level of unemployment since the 1930s. The drastic 

reduction in industrial production in 1980 and the period of industrial 

stagnation which followed led to the dismissal of industrial workers "en 

masse" in 1981 and this had a spiral effect on the level of unemployment 

in the years that followed. By March of 1983 unemployment had reached 

the unprecedented figure of 17.4% in the Greater S& Paulo erea.?* In 

the absence of any unemployment benefits scheme in Brazil the 

unemployed, with no other recourse open to them, turned to the 

government for help. Whilst other states of Brazil opened programmes 

such aS work schemes to alleviate the problem of unemployment, the state 

government of Sao Paulo was slow to respond to the plight of the 

unemployed in spite of its announcement of a plan to create employment 

in its election campaign of 1983. The problem exploded over the 

government 4 mere twenty days after its administration commenced, when a
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mass demonstration of the unemployed snowballed into a popular revolt 

during which shops and buildings were ransacked and destroyed in the 

10- with few City Centre and various peripheral regions of Sao Paulo. 

practical solutions to offer the unemployed, the government soon found 

itself confronted with a highly organised movement which channelled the 

anger and frustration felt by those who had been abruptly dislocated 

from the labour market into a politics of confrontation and direct 

political action. 

However, it is important to put in perspective the ability of the 

government to respond to the demands of the popular movements during the 

period of this study (1983/5). In 1983 the incoming democratically 

elected government found that it was unable to finance many of its 

projects announced during the election campaign. The political 

priorities of the previous administration, had been on ambitious 

building projects rather than the improvement and extension of public 

services. This had created a public debt of such huge proportions that 

it left the public sector under-financed. Furthermore, due to the 

economic recession the Federal Government began to take a far larger 

share of the state fiscal receipts which exacerbated the situation. 

Competition between government departments for priority financing was 

fierce but the competition between the popular movements for the 

government's time and attention was even greater. Nevertheless, the 

priorities of this government were still far from placing the 

improvement of public services or the creation of employment high on its 

agenda. The use of repression against popular protest by the Montoro 

government, an indicator in Brazil of a governments inability or 

unwillingness to respond to the political demands of the population, was



wi 

comparable to the Maluf administration which it had replaced. The 

apparent political paralysis of the Montoro government in the area of 

social reform merely fuelled the political protests of the popular 

movements in this period, some of which turned to new and more radicel 

actions in order to gain concessions from the government. 

The politicsl objectives of the popular urban social movements were not 

designed to overthrow the government or produce a radical change in the 

political system but were confined to instigating social and economic 

reforms within the system itself which would favour the popular classes. 

The most effective weapon that the popular urben social movements used 

to put pressure on the government was organised protest of which there 

were meny different types used by all the populer urban social 

movements. Up to 1983, these took the form of delegations to the 

government, mass demonstrations, merches and Caravans.1!1- After 1983 

the politics of confrontation used by the Unemployed Movement developed 

more radical forms of protest, such as encampments and the invasion and 

occupation of public buildings, which were generally edopted by the 

popular urban social movements all over Brazil. The nature of a popular 

movement, its size and political support to a certain extent determined 

the forms of political protest that it would use. 

Financing was a crucial factor influencing the decision to organise a 

certain type of political protest. None of the populer movements had 

any permanent source of funding, so the form of political protest often 

depended on its ability to raise funds and attract material support from 

professional institutions, political parties, Trade Unions and the 

Church. For example, a Caravan was expensive because buses or coaches 

needed to be hired or an encampment could last for days or even weeks
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and therefore needed food supplies, tents and equipment. Thus fund 

raising activities played a fundamental role in the planning and 

organisation of a political protest. Bazaars, rummage sales, dances and 

the sale of printed T shirts were some of the ways in which the popular 

movements raised money. ‘The perticipants of the movements themselves 

also mede contributions to funds, particularly if buses had to be hired 

to take them to the City, and although this usually involved only small 

sums of money a popular movement with a large membership could collect a 

considerable emount in this way. The movements used the personal 

approach to obtain material support from actual or potential supporters 

of their struggles. Representatives would visit members of the 

directorate or officials of various organisations and institutions and 

frequently they were successful in gaining donations or equipment. But 

lack of funds wes a major factor in the delay between the proposal to 

undertake a certain type of political protest and its realisation. Thus 

the more effective the fund raising activities of 4a movement the greater 

the political scope for its struggles. 

The specificity of each popular movement derives from the nature of its 

formation, its political objectives, form of organisation and 

leadership. No two popular movements are alike and each movement has a4 

political character of its own. The success of a movement cannot be 

measured solely by its ability to achieve some, if not all, of its 

political objectives but also by its ability to sustain the politicel 

solidarity and commitment of its members and defend its political 

autonomy. The relationship of each popular movement with the 

government, the kind of alliances which were made and type of support 

that they needed and received were all factors which differentiate one 

populer movement from another. In the context of the Brazilian
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political system the popular urban social movements had everything to 

gein and nothing to lose in their struggle for social and economic 

reform. The way in which each one chose to organise and mobilise the 

popular classes to achieve its political objectives, in the end, is what 

enhanced end reinforced its individuality. 

2. The Health Movement. 

The Health Movement is one of the oldest and most successful popular 

urban social movements in the State of So Paulo. Formed by women in 

one of the poorest regions of Sao Péulo - the Eastern Zone - it has a 

long and formidable history of organisation and struggle. Whilst 

further nucleii of the movement emerged in other regions and spread 

throughout the State of Séo Paulo over the last fourteen years, the 

Eastern Zone continues to be the central area of activity and 

organisation of the movement. 

In 1973 the first orgenised groups of whet was to become the Health 

Movement began to form in two bairros of the municipality of Seo Matheus 

one of which was the ites of Vila Rice. . It was there, in the locel 

Catholic Church, that women who perticipated in the Mothers Club (Clube 

de_Mses) began to discuss the problems that they faced as a consequence 

of the lack of medical assistance for themselves and their children. 

They discovered that few of them had ever received adequate ante-natal 

or post-natal care, in some cases with tragic consequences, and that 

their children had only ever attended a pediatrician when serious health 

problems arose. In Vila Rica there was a Medical Post but no doctor, 

let alone a pediatrician, and like meny others it had only one medical 

attendant who gave out dried milk and vaccinations. The nearest doctors
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and specialists were in Tatuape and Belem, a forty minute bus ride away 

from the vila. Those who were able to make the journey were faced with 

long queues of people from neighbouring bairros and vilas. They 

realised that if they were to improve medical services in their 

neighbourhood they would not only have to organise themselves but also 

other women of the vila. A founding member of the Health Movement 

explains the first steps they took : 

"There were many problems in the beginning. We of the 

Mothers Club decided that we would have to organise ourselves 

end struggle for a better medical service in the bairro, but 

there were so few of us and none of us had any experience. 

The Church didn't have any community (CEBsS) then. But a2 nun 

from Sao Matheus, who was also a nurse, helped us. First, we 

did @ street survey of pregnant women from house to house and 

at the Medical Post to see what the situation was. Many of 

the women who did this were illiterate. We found that some 

women received a little medical care, but they had to go to 

Belem for this, but the mejority were receiving no care at 

all. The lack of a pediatrician left children literally 

dying in the arms of their mothers because the nearest doctor 

in this field was in Tatuape. Then we made an appointment 

with the head of the local PAM (Medical Attendence Post) but 

he wasn't very helpful so we decided to mobilise pregnant 

women in the neighbourhood to take our complaints to the town 

hall. After months of meetings in the Church and in peoples' 

houses we organised our first protest. With over a hundred 

women and children we went to the town hall to confront the 

Meyor. After two hours of debate with the Health Secretary
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he agreed to appoint a full time doctor at the local PAM, It 

was our first experience but there was still so much to be 

done.... To continue our struggle for better medical services 

we formed a Health Commission to organise and mobilise the 

local population.... We have no rules and no leaders. It is 

Health Commissions like ours which form the besis of the 

Health Movement today." (Odette, 52yrs, Vila Rica) 

in the years that followed the Health Commissions of Vila Rica continued 

to struggle for improvements at the local Medical Post, mobilising women 

of the’ neighbouring bairro of Vila Antonieta to struggle for a 

government Health Centre in their neighbourhood. At the same time women 

of other bairros and vilas were starting to organise themselves in much 

the same way. Health Commissions were formed either through the Mothers 

Clubs of the Church or as a result of discussions between women in the 

community. However, these Commissions scattered eround the region of 

Sao Matheus and the Eastern Zone were isolated from each other and 

frequently achieved only temporary or partial victories in their area. 

The struggle to have a doctor in attendance at the local Health Centre 

or Medical Post could take up to a year whilst the struggle for the 

provision of a Health Centre or Medical Post itself was far more 

complicated - almost utopian. 12: By 1977, these Health Commissions 

began to make contact with one another either through CEBs or the 

recently formed Health Pastoral of the Catholic Church, and finally 

decided to consolidete their forces for the improvement of medical 

services at both local and regional level. The consolidation of the 

Health Commissions was most successful in the region of Sao Metheus. 

In 1978 the Health Commissions of Sao Matheus began to hold regional
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meetings on a monthly basis, at which representatives discussed the 

progress of' local struggles and the problems that they were facing in 

their community. The women decided to undertake a survey of the region 

in order to acquire the information necessary to formulate a list of 

demands which could represent the needs of the entire population. They 

interviewed over 3,000 families and visited all the existing Medical 

Posts and Health Centres to find out the number of doctors and nurses. 

The survey also indicated that if their struggle for the improvement of 

medical services was to be successful they needed to find 4 way in which 

members of the local population could inspect and control the standard 

of these services. They discovered that a law already existed which 

permitted the formation of a Health Council to monitor Medical Posts and 

Health Centres and it was this law that was to become the main weapon of 

the Health Movement, 

In 1979 after months of preparation the women of the Health Movement 

mobilised not only the people of Sao Matheus but also those of other 

areas of the Eastern Zone to form the First Assembly of the Health 

Movement, Over a thousand representatives gathered to present the: 

demands of the movement to the Regional Councils Secretary for Health 

Which became the main political objectives of the movement : 

1. Populer Health Councils with the legal right to monitor the Health 

Service. 

2. Improvements to be made to existing Health Centres and new ones to be 

built. 

3. The construction of a Public Hospital with an Emergency Unit and a 

Public Health Clinic in the region.
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The women of the Health Movement used street demonstrations, marches end 

Caravans to achieve their objectives. Their protests were invariably 

peaceful, colourful and lively. Women put their demands to music by re- 

writing the words to Brazilian popular songs and during the protests 

they sang about the exploitation of the workers, ebout death and disease 

and their right to a decent Health Service. Their political strength 

came from their ability to mobilise up to 3,000 people in a short space 

of time. Their political strategy was to use qualitative and quantative 

research to put pressure on the government. Moreover, its use of 

educational programmes and consciousness raising groups in the community 

was en important and successful aspect of their struggle to combat the 

inadequacies of the Public Health Service (See Chapter 4). 

Characteristically they never left the government to carry out its 

promises in its own due time. For example, if the government promised 

to set up temporary Health Centres in the bairros while new ones were 

being constructed then the women would survey the area, find a suitable 

building for rent and even clean and prepare it for immediate 

occupetion. The aim of the movement wes to put constant pressure on the 

government to fulfil whatever promises it had made to provide adequate 

health care for the population of the Eastern Zone and women were 

willing to put a considerable amount of time and effort into achieving 

this. 

By 1980 the Health Movement had gained considerable strength in the 

Eastern Zone. Every month representatives of the newly formed Health 

Commissions from all over the region arrived at the regional meetings to 

reinforce the struggles at regional level whilst at the same time to 

receive support and advice about their struggles at local level. By the 

end of 1981 the Health Movement had gained several important victories.



78 

Nine new Health Centres had been built, sites had been chosen for the 

construction of a Public Hospital and Emergency Clinic and 4 Decree was 

passed permitting the formation of Popular Health Councils to be elected 

by the local population. 13- The creation of Popular Health Councils by 

the government was an important victory because it recognised the Health 

Movement as a legitimate representative of the population. The movement 

also gained the right to inspect and control Public Medical Services 

whilst retaining it¢ autonomy as 4a representative of the population 

rather than of the government. This represented a _ significant 

modification in the political process as a result of which the popular 

classes could have a direct influence on, and participate in the 

decision making process on this issue at least. 

The election of the Popular Health Councils was a turning point in the 

structure and influence of the Health Movement. From 1981 onwards the 

movement had two main organisational structures : the Popular Health 

Councils and the Health Commissions. In theory these had different 

roles and functions but in practice they worked in conjunction with one 

another. The Health Commissions were, and continue to be, the main 

organising body of the Health Movement. Their role is to plan and 

organise collective action, mobilise the locel population and designate 

the priority areas for political action at local level. The Popular 

Health Councils are democratically elected bodies!4 , Which represent 

the interests of the local population by frequently monitoring the 

Medical Posts and Health Centres. They collect information from 

patients and medical staff about the standard of services and the 

provision of medical equipment and medicines. They act as legal 

representatives of the population in negotiations with government and 

provide the information from which the Health Commissions can formulate
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their demands and mobilise the population in emergency situations. The 

members of the Popular Health Councils, usually ten or twelve in number, 

are almost invariably militants of the Health Movement. In this way the 

creation of the Popular Health Councils widened the parameters of 

activity of the movement giving it a social as well as a political 

function. 

The Popular Health Councils constitute ¢ further dimension of the 

political activities of the Health Movement through which it could widen 

its knowledge of the administration and function of the Public Health 

Service and also ensure that any improvements gained through collective 

action are undertaken and maintained. The monthly meetings held by the 

elected councillors with medical staff serve two purposes. First, they 

keep the movement up to date with the daily problems faced by the staff 

to provide an adequate service to the local population. This means, in 

effect, ensuring that promises made by the government, in relation to 

the supply of essential medicines and medical equipment for example, ere 

being carried out. Second, the Councillors can control the standerd of 

medical services by presenting patients' complaints about individual 

members of staff or about the general administration and services 

offered. Patients are always invited to attend and contribute to these 

meetings which allow them to see that their interests are being 

represented and also bring them into contect with the Health Movement 

itself. Hence the activities of the Health Councils widen the contacts 

of the movement with the general population thereby increasing the 

number of participants and supporters of the movement. 

By 1984, after years of struggle the construction of the Public Hospital 

and Emergency Clinic in S&o Matheus was finally under way. The women
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inspected and supervised the construction of the new hospital to ensure 

that it was completed by the end of the year as the government had 

promised. New Health Centres were also inaugurated that year, each with 

@ plaque commemorating the fact that they were the result of the 

struggles by women of the Health Movement. However, even when the women 

had gained certain promises from the government, their implemementation 

was subject to protracted administrative procedures which, in @ period 

of galloping inflation, led to the devaluation of resources destined for 

improvements in the Health Service. Thus the movement was often 

involved in long bettles with the government to secure the victories 

which, in theory, had elready been gained and this often led to the 

deferment of further demands and new struggles. Consequently, the 

Health Movement was not only involved in a long term struggle for an 

ideal - a National Health Service which could attend the needs of all 

the population - but also in its day to day struggles piecemeal 

victories and provisional solutions conceded by the government required 

that the movement monitor their implementation in order to consolidate 

their success. 

The Health Movement, unlike other popular movements, suffered very 

little interference from so-called "external agents" either 

ecclesiastical or political, nor were there any significant ideological 

differences to create factions or conflicts within the movement itself. 

The overwhelming majority of the perticipants were women who fiercely 

defended the need for the movement to preserve its independence from the 

patronage of political parties and the Church. The impetus for the 

formation of the Health Movement had come from the women themselves and 

the success of the movement was due to their utilisation of both formal 

and informal community networks, rather than political alliances, to
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mobilise the local population. This does not mean that the movement did 

not maintain any connections with or receive support from the Church, 

political parties or other sectors of society. Clearly, no popular 

movement could enjoy much success without this, due to the constraints 

placed on all forms of political struggles in Brazil. However, the 

Support that the movement received was not integral to its formation and 

development but was almost invariably the result of, rather than the 

reason for, its intitial success. 

As I have already shown, the first nucleii of the Health Movement 

originated from the Mothers Clubs of the Catholic Church which, once 

formed, took on their own identity and forms of organisation. The women 

of the Health Commissions maintained their contacts with these Clubs, 

passing on information, educational leaflets and holding seminars about 

their work and struggles because the Mothers Clubs continued to be a 

source of new participants and supporters of the movement. However, 

later on many of the initiatives to form Health Commissions came from 

outside of the Clubs by the women of vilas and bairros in the Eastern 

Zone of Sao Paulo. It was only in the latter half of the 1970s that the 

Church gave active support, when the Health Pastoral was formed. Many 

of those who formed part of the Health Pastoral were already active 

participants in, or supporters of, the Health Movement. The principal 

role of the Church, through the Health Pastoral, was in helping to bring 

together small groups scattered around the Eastern Zone, and isolated 

from the main nucleus of the movement in Sao Matheus, to expand and 

strengthen the struggles of the movement at regional level. It was the 

Church which housed the meetings of the movement and allowed the women 

to use its office equipment to produce bulletins and educational 

pamphlets.
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The Health Movement, certainly up to the 1980s, received little support 

from political parties nor did it actively seek such support in the 

restrictive political system which predominated throughout the 1970s. 

Moreover, the women constantly denounced the exploitation of their 

success by politicians who, during election time, drove round the region 

collecting signatures for petitions demanding Health Centres and 

Hospitals for the areas where the movement had already obtained them 

through their struggles. By the 1980s, however, the creation of new 

political parties led to the involvement of the movement in the election 

campaign for state government in 1982. The candidature of a young 

doctor, who stood for the Workers Party (PT) in these elections and who 

had participated in and supported the Health Movement over meny yeers, 

geve the women a chance to help someone who, they believed, would defend 

their interests eat state level. The role of the movement wes 

indispensable to his election as State Deputy. Since his election he 

has continued to be one of the most ardent supporters and defenders of 

the Health Movement and its demands at state level. 

In general the movement has avoided any direct links with any particular 

political party. Due to the protracted nature of its struggles.) has had 

to deal with various governments of different political parties. Any 

type of affiliation to a4 political party would involve a loss of its 

autonomy thereby reducing its capacity to confront and negotiate with 

the State. The nature of its organisation and politicel practice held 

little attraction for political militants because the results of 

struggles by the movement often had a long gestation period. The 

virtual absence of a strong political ideology within the movement left 

it free from political opportunism and interference. Whilst many women 

did start to take an interest in party politics, and some became members
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or militants of political parties, political positions or ideologies 

were rarely discussed inside the movement, not least because of the 

strong resistance of the participants as a whole to the utilisation of 

the movement as @ vehicle for the propagation of party politics. 

Members of the medical profession, however, did play an important role 

in the development of the Health Movement. Some doctors and nurses gave 

valuable technical advice for the production of educational pamphlets 

and provided information regarding administrative procedures and 

legislation governing the Health Service. Generally, medical and 

administrative staff of the Health Centres and Medical Posts supported 

the movement and cooperated with the Health Councils because their 

activities often directly affected their working conditions and the 

standard of service that they could provide, as well as creating 

employment in the Health Service. At the same time, the women of the 

movement supported the strikes of the Health Service workers, frequently 

participeting in discussions and negotiations with the government in 

conjunction with the workers regarding changes in administration, 

working hours or medical practices which might affect the population. 

Doctors in particular, however, often maintained a defensive posture in 

relation to the Councillors of the Health Movement because of the fear 

of losing their jobs. This fear was not without foundation. The powers 

of the Health Councils enabled them to make complaints to the government 

regarding malpractice and maladministration by medical staff and on more 

than one occasion the movement was successful in mobilising the local 

population for the dismissal of @ particular doctor or medical chief of 

staff. Unfortunately this had an adverse affect on the work of the 

Health Councils in some bairros which, in order to be effective, 

depended on successful liason between medical staff and the Councillors
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Hence the Health Movement acquired a wide range of support in the 1980s 

Which made an important contribution to the expansion of the movement 

and increased its political effectiveness without compromising its 

autonomy. In 1983 the movement started to organise Annual Encounters of 

all the representatives of the Health Councils and Commissions to 

exchange experiences, discuss their problems, evaluate their struggles 

and organisation and designate the priority areas for the following 

year. These Encounters helped to consolidate the strength of the 

movement aS each year the numbers of perticipants and regions 

represented increased. While smell Health Movements exist in other 

areas of the State of Sao Paulo, that of the Eastern Zone continues to 

be the largest and most influential, due to its capacity to unite the 

majority of vilas and bairros within its boundaries. Informal contacts 

do exist between the Health Movement of the Eastern Zone and those of 

other ereas. However, few initiatives. have been taken to formalise 

these contacts and to integrate their struggles to create a movement 

with the political force to represent the interests of all the regions 

of Seo Paulo at state level. The movement continues to struggle for an 

integrated Public Health Service which the women believe they will help 

to construct one day through the sum of the small victories which they 

achieve. Women often describe their struggle as a battle in which "we 

take two steps forward and one step back". The longevity of the 

movement is a direct result of the tenacity and conviction of its 

participants who, through their ebility to maintain their political 

autonomy, have developed a political meturity through their own 

experiences of struggle.
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The Favela Movement -— the case of Vila Sezamo. 

All favelas have some kind of organisation through which the favelados 

mobilise around issues related to the regularization and improvement of 

these "temporary" urban residential settlements. However, forms of 

organisation differ and relations within and between favelas vary from 

good to bad. The factors which seem to determine these differences are 

location, length of existence and the ability of some favelas to 

orgenise themselves in contrast to others which need the help of 

“external agents". The case of Vila Sezamo discussed below is an 

example of the struggles of one favela and its attempts to resolve its 

problems of organisation and mobilisation. 

Vile Sezamo started to grow rapidly from 1975 onwards when 4 small group 

of huts which had been constructed in the 1960s by the side of a stream 

became the starting point of a large favela which at the present time 

holds over 1,000 families. By the late 1970s overcrowding was such that 

new arrivals were obliged to build on porous land on the banks of the 

stream itself and during periods of heavy rain these constructions were 

under the constant threat of collapse. The general topography of the 

favela and the lack of uniformity in the types of dwellings which exist 

there, complicated the struggles of the favela around demands for 

general services and land rights. Moreover, the land which it occupied 

was owned not only by the local council but also by various private 

property owners. The risk of eviction was far greater and the chances 

of the favelados gaining the right to use the land was far less then if 

the land had been the property of a single public or private owner . 15: 

The first signs of organisation in Vila Sezamo were a result of the work
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of the social workers of FABES (Department of the Family and Social Well 

being). Each social worker is assigned to two or three favelas. They 

register their growth, help with building materials, organise the 

removal and re-location of families in cases of eviction and generally 

monitor problems related to the living conditions in favelas using 

official channels to put forward the demands of the favelados. The 

small budget allocated to FABES led to the social workers struggling for 

the favelas under their jurisdiction. The more organised the favelados 

were the greater the chance of gaining improvements for their favela. 

Under these conditions many social workers initiated and encouraged the 

formation of the Favela Movements. In Vila Sezamo, two young social 

workers provided the impetus for the creation of a Favela Movement and 

played a leading role in the favela's first major struggle for water and 

electricity. 

In their weekly visits, the social workers listened to the complaints of 

the favelados, particularly those related to the provision of water and 

electricity, and eventually suggested that they held meetings in 

peoples' homes to discuss the problem and try to organise the favela. 

The task was not an easy one. The favela community was heterogeneous 

and the fragmentary relations within and between the various sections of 

the favela provided a less than fertile basis for the development of a 

strong Favela Movement. An active participant in the movement descr ibes 

the initial problems of organisation : 

" When I arrived here there wasn't any kind of organisation 

in the favela. I only knew the neighbours close by and then 

only to say "Hello". Everyone kept themselves to themselves. 

Then one day a neighbour invited me to the meetings in my
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sector, so 1 went. It was mostly women, few men came or 

gave their support. It was the social workers who organised 

and ran the meetings, not just in our sector but also in 

other sectors of the favela. The meetings were held from 

house to house and after a while | started to have meetings 

in mine. We discussed the problems in the favela, mostly 

about the lack of water and electricity because it was really 

hard for us women then.... We decided that if we were going 

to get anywhere the whole favela had to struggle together and 

for this reason we should have meetings together rather than 

separately. The social workers offered to print invitations 

which we could pass around. Betas almost two months we still 

weren't getting many people in the meetings end it was clear 

that we would have to change our tactics. We started the 

house meetings again to convince people of the need to 

struggle for what we want because we weren't going to get it 

given to us on a2 plate. We made a lot of mistakes. For 

example, after the meetings had been going on for a while a 

woman stopped me in the lane and said, "Look, what are these 

bits of peper you keep throwing over my fence?" It never 

occurred to us that many people didn't know how to read or 

write even though most of us are illiterate. The house 

meetings and the house to house visits resolved many of these 

problems and soon we had lots of people attending our 

meetings. You could say that that was when the the struggle 

of the favela really started." (Eunice, 54yrs, Vila Sezamo) 

The social workers had already made an official application through the 

Municipal Council for water and electricity to be installed in Vila
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Sezamo, but the bureaucratic process was slow and there were also other 

social workers putting in applications for the favelas under their cere. 

Officially this was the most they could do for the favelados. However, 

unofficially many social workers were involved to some extent in the 

mobilisation and organisation of the favelas. in cases where favelas 

were already organised, this involvement was reduced to giving technical 

advice, whilst in favelas such as Vila Sezamo where the organisation was 

weak or immature their involvement extended to playing a fundamental 

role in the Favela Movement. In Vila Sezamo the social workers 

emphasised the need for the favela to put pressure on the government. 

The intense competition to gain priority for the installation of water 

and electricity meant that the more organised a favela was, the greater 

chance of receiving these services in the short rather than the long 

term. 16. 

Before 1980 the number of favelados who participated in the Favela 

Movement was too small to organise political protests involving the 

mobilisation of large numbers of people. Instead, the movement used 

petitions and regularly sent delegations of around fifty people to the 

government to demand the installation of basic services in the favela. 

By 1981 promises by the government to give priority to Vila Sezamo and 

news that other well organised favelas were already enjoying the 

benefits of running water and electricity provided the necessary 

stimulus for the mobilisation of a large sector of the favela 

population. The social workers convinced the favelados that only a 

large, well organised demonstrations which involved the favela 

population as a whole could ensure that their demands would be met. A 

temporary Favela Commission was formed to organise political protests 

such as marches, demonstrations and a Caravan. At the end of 1981 the 
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favela enjoyed its first political victory when the first stage of the 

installation of water and electricity was completed. 

However, the success of the struggle brought problems for the favela 

Movement which were to change its organisation of the movement and lead 

to a struggle by the majority of favelados for political sutonomy. 

First, the social workers who hed played a mejor role in the creation 

end organisation of the movement were reprimanded by FABES for their 

pert in the struggle and removed from the favela. The social workers 

Who took their place had a less radical and more paternalistic approach 

to their work. They encouraged the Favela Movement, within the 

stipulated parameters of FABES, with an emphasis on bureaucratic 

Manipulation rather than political action. Hence, many of those who 

participated in the movement saw them as source of "favours" and 

official problem solvers. This resulted in a degree of de-mobilisation 

of the movement. Second, the way in which the favela was organised 

created divisions. Sector 4 17 pertially isolated from the rest of the 

favela, retained @ separate form of organisation controlled by a 

favelado who had the financial "weight" to exercise authority in the 

area and whose leadership was accepted because of his ability to gain 

favours from the government and FABES. The rest of the favela was 

represented by a small group, led by a woman, who emphasised the need 

for the favelados to struggle for their rights rather than depend on the 

social workers. Neither of them were elected representatives. Their 

leadership within the favela was based on the consensus of the 

participants in the movement and depended on their ability to represent 

the interests of the favelados. These two factors produced a conflict 

Which did finally, however, lead to the development of an autonomous 

Favela Movement in Vila Sezamo.
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By 1983, the participants in the Favela Movement decided that without 

their own headquarters in the favela their efforts to organise the 

population into an effective movement would have been wasted. Obliged 

to accept times and dates given by SABS to hold their meetings in its 

headquarters, the favelados were often unable to hold regular meetings 

and this frequently reduced attendance. The social workers managed to 

obtain the materials to build the headquarters but there was no 

agreement between the favelados as to where these should be situated. 

The people from Sector 4 insisted that it should be constructed in their 

sector but the rest of the favela population argued that it should be 

located in or around Sector 2, which was more central and allowed easy 

access for official cars when government officials visited them. Since 

neither side was willing to compromise, the social workers refused to 

release the building meterials until agreement was _ reached. 

Consequently Sector 4 boycotted the favela meetings for over eighteen 

months. The favelados from the other sectors of the favela started to 

hold separate meetings from those held by the social workers. Tired of 

the inertia of the favela population in general and the ineffectiveness 

of the social workers, they began to organise themselves around the 

problem of the headquarters for the favela. 

The question of the headquarters for the favela marked a turning point 

in the history of the movement from which time favelados themselves 

began to take the intiative. They did not include the favelados of 

Sector 4 who were the mein obstacle to the acquisition of the 

headquarters or the social workers who had insisted on an unanimous 

rather than a majority decision as a condition for their support. 

Hence, the small group of activists who represented the other three 

sectors having already found e large hut for sale in Sector 2, began to
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raise money to buy it on behalf of the favela. At this point the 

spokeswoman of the group called in a local activist of the PT to act as 

an independent negotiator in the sale and help them open 4 bank account. 

A large number of favelados contributed money or items to be sold to pay 

for the headquarters. When they had enough for the down payment, the 

favelados invited the social workers and the residents of Sector 4 toa 

meeting to resolve the problem of the headquarters. The social workers 

had no choice but to accept the results of a mejority vote. 

Consequently, they began to reduce their participation in the movement 

and only called meetings when they had official business to discuss. 

The favelados, having broken their links with the social workers and 

their influence in the favela, began to organise around the issue of 

land rights because the installation of basic services in the favela, 

weaS no gurantee against their eviction. In addition they joined the 

Unified Favela Movement (UFM) which planned to stage a huge 

demonstration of the favelados of the Greater S30 Paulo area. 

The UFM was the result of the activities of a social worker who had been 

recently elected City Councillor for the PT and whose militancy in 

favelas had not only given her a wide knowledge of the problems but had 

demonstrated the need for all the favelas of S% Paulo to unite in their 

struggle for land rights. Immediately after her election she created a 

Technical Commission, consisting of lawyers and technical advisors, who 

advised the favelas and later dealt with the legal problems involving 

corticos and the Pro-Morar housing scheme 18, perticularly in relation 

to cases of eviction which had steadily increased since 1982. The UFM 

grew out of the work of the Technical Commission which invited favelados 

to attend meetings in the City Council buildings to discuss their 

problems and the ways in which they could organise a struggle involving
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all the favelas in the Greater Sao Paulo area. The incorporation of the 

residents of cortigos and the Pro Morar housing scheme swelled the ranks 

of the state movement which changed its name to the Unified Movement of 

Favelas, Corti¢os and Pro-Morar. Throughout 1983 the Unified Movement 

grew until representatives of slum dwellings from all regions of Sao 

Paulo pscked into the monthly meetings along with social workers, 

politicians and individuals interested in supporting the movement. 

However, whilst the PT councillor helped to coordinate the discussions 

at the meetings, together with two coordinators elected by the movement, 

representatives from the favelas remained in control of the movement. 

By the beginning of 1984 the movement was in 4 position to plan its 

first major protest. 

The main advantage of the Unified Movement was that it united smeller 

movements, mobilised around specific problems of slum housing, around a 

Single political objective : to improve the housing conditions of 55% of 

the population of the Greater S8 Paulo area. However, the difficult 

task of structuring the movement's demands in a coherent way required 

the guidence of the Technical Commission. Its staff advised the 

movement about their legal rights so that they could formulate their 

demands and collate the necessary information to support them. The 

demands of the movement needed to relate to the specific problems 

surrounding the various types of slum dwellings. Consequently the 

residents of the favelas, cortigos and Pro Morar agreed that they would 

each present a separate document containing their demands to the 

government. The favelas, for example, presented three basic demands : 

1. All favelados should receive title to the land on which they 

lived and this land should be peid for or donated by the
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government. 19: 

2. Interest free loans financed by the government housing fund should be 

made available to buy building materials to reconstruct homes. 

3. The size of a family should determine the amount of land allocated. 

However, there was one issue that united all perticipants in the Unified 

movement - a social tariff for water and electricity. Residents of slum 

dwellings could psy up to four times as much as the average water and 

electricity bills for other types of residence because of the use of 

community meters, and the installation of industrial rather than 

domestic meters by the water and electricity boards. Consequently, they 

demanded @ single tariff equivalent to 2% of the offical minimum wage. 

The Unified Movement of Favelas, Cortigos and Pro Morar became a4 

successful mass movement, its political strength lay in its ability to 

bring thousands of slum dwellers into the capital to demonstrate against 

the state government, using marches and Caravans as their main forms of 

political protest. The first concrete victory of the movement was 

obtained three months after its first major protest in 1984 when a 

Decree was passed creating a single tariff in favour of the residents of 

slum dwellings in Sa Paulo. When the state government tried to beffle 

the slum dwellers with charts, statistics and complex interpretations of 

the law, they turned to the lawyers of the Technical Commission to help 

them and entered into other struggles far better prepared with their own 

statistics, drafts of new laws and amendments to old ones relating to 

property rights. Police repression and intimidation increased rather 

than decreased the level of participation and the amount of political 

support that the movement received. The planning and organisation of 

future struggles by the Unified Movement continued. But the focus of
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the slum residents' political activities turned once again to the 

immediate problems of their respective bairros and vilas revitalising 

long term struggles which had, to some extent, been left in abeyence 

during the preparations for their combined struggle in the Unified 

Movement. 

The Favela Movement of Vila Sezamo, strengthened by the mobilisation of 

the favelados for the struggle of the Unified Movement, concentrated its 

forces on realising projects and schemes such as a community allotment, 

a sewing unit, literacy classes and a building cooperative, which would 

benefit the favela population as a whole. They also continued their 

struggle for the completion of water installation and the implementation 

of a refuse collection service by the local council. Their experience 

and that of other favelas showed them that unless they formed a 

registered association, which involved the election of a4 directorate, 

they would have great difficulty in acquiring funds for their projects 

or gaining recognition as a legitimate representative body in their 

struggles against the government . 29° Thus the movement formed a 

temporary Commission of 23 people, 18 women and 5 men, to plan the 

struggles of the movement and distribute tasks related to the 

realisation of community projects. The social workers and PT activists 

pleyed a supportive role. The social workers acted as intermediaries 

between the favela and the locel government, supporting their demands at 

official level. The PT activists helped the commission to draw up 

applications for funding, fill in the forms, fulfil requirements for the 

registration of the Association and helped introduce an adult literacy 

course. 

The evolution of @ more formal organisational structure in the favela
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led to the incorporation of the leader and representatives of Sector 4 

accompanied by a local priest who supported the organisation of this 

sector to help defend its interests. Over 500 favelados enrolled as 

members of the Association, paying a small monthly subscription which 

gave them the right to vote, to participate in the decision making and 

their inclusion in the activities and community projects to be organised 

by the Association. The Favela Movement hoped that the subscriptions 

would alleviate their financial burdens at the same as reducing the 

gestation period between the planning and realisation of political 

action, The election of the directorate, however, evolved into a 

struggle between the leader of Sector 4 and the spokeswoman of the 

favela (See Chapter 4). 

The creation of the Favela Association at Vila Sezamo led to 

considerable improvements and facilitated the funding of various 

projects. In the following year the directorate accomplished or 

initiated all the projects which they had proposed to undertake and had 

become the mein nucleus of organisation of the Favela Movement. 

However, whilst the formation of @ Favela Association pre-supposed a 

more formal type of organisation there was little change in terms of the 

methods of organisation or the political practice of the favelados. The 

members of the directorate were women who had represented the favela 

over many years. Their election merely formalised their role and there 

was little impetus for change while they continued to be successful in 

mobilising the favelados and gaining victories. 

Work cooperatives and educational schemes organised by the Association 

continued to nurture the solidarity which had developed amongst the 

favelados through its struggles. This wes important to its long term
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struggle for land rights which Vila Sezamo, along with the majority of 

favelas in the Greater Sao Paulo area, has not gained up to the present 

time. Although the favela has been extremely successful in gaining 

services such as street lighting, a public telephone and refuse 

collection through their struggle with the local government. Thus the 

struggle of the favela continues both at local level, which involves the 

solution of problems specific to the bairro itself, and state level in 

conjunction with other favelas and slum dwellers in the Unified Movement 

to secure a better future for the favelados and their children. 

The social workers and PT activists who supported the Favela Movement in 

Vila Sezamo certainly helped the favela population to develop an 

effective movement, however, their support was either intermittent or 

transitory and rarely formed a basis from which they could dominate or 

control the organisation of the favela. The social workers, for their 

part, had at one time managed to maintain a certain influence over the 

favela population due to their role in creating the first units of 

organisation. Nevertheless the divergences between the favelados, the 

change of policy by the new social workers and the rejection of their 

ideas and methods by théffavelados themselves led to their 

marginalisation from the organisation of the favela. The work of the PT 

activists in supporting the movement was an attempt to politicize the 

favela population and they often tried to change the favelas methods of 

organisation. The participants in the movement and their 

representatives were reluctant to change the way in which they 

organised. What seemed to be disorganised and ineffective to outsiders 

represented the complete opposite to the women of the movement not least 

because it was the only way in which an effective Favela movement could 

continue to exist in Vila Sezamo. Consequently, PT activists, who
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arrived at the favela with ideas about the political potential of the 

movement and with the use of more formal methods of organisation, were 

often quickly frustrated by the “intransigence" of the favelados and few 

continued to involve themselves for more than a year. 

The favelados, for their part, whilst welcoming any support that was 

offered to them, demonstrated caution in relation to their dependence on 

certain types of support which were conditional, either explicitly or 

implicitly, on the movement assuming a certain posture in relation to 

the government or opposition parties. Their own experience showed them 

that such support was often prejudicial not only to the struggle of the 

favela but also to the support for the movement within the favela 

itself. Hence, in the case of Vila Sezamo the autonomy of the movement 

was an act of self defence against political dogmatism and interference 

in their political activities which they believed to be contrary to 

their interests. 

The history of the Favela Movement at Vila Sezamo is to an extent 

representative of the difficulties that many favelas face in their 

attempt to construct an organisation which is capable of struggling for 

and representing the interests of the favela population. Since the late 

1970s the favelas of S&o Paulo have been the focus of political 

interest, representing fertile ground for the influence and control of 

the poorer sectors of the population through the practice of 

paternalism, clientelism and corporatism. These have been effective in 

preventing 4a general revolt of the favela population against the 

government and in capturing the support of large sectors of this 

population for electoral purposes either by politicians or political 

parties, The Church, too, by using the same practices has secured
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substantial social and political influence over the favela population. 

These various interests have created a virtual battleground in which the 

favelas are constantly bombarded with political and ecclesiastical 

support. This has, in some cases, suffocated the initiative of the 

favelados themselves to form or sustain autonomous forms of 

organisation. 

The situation is exacerbated by the fact that the favela population are 

victims of both social and political discrimination and are therefore 

far more dependent on this type of support than other popular movements. 

Those movements which have managed to maintain their autonomy up to the 

present time, such as that of Vila Sezamo, are no less dependent on 

social and political support. However these movements, by making a 

conscious political option for one form of support rather than another 

not only benefits them but also brings specific benefits to the 

politicians and political parties who support them. The Unified 

Movement of Favelas, Corticos and Pro-Morar is an excellent example of 

this. It chose to accept the support of the PT which gives considerable 

technical and political support in their struggles whilst the City 

Councillor who constructed the network of support reaped the benefits of 

this work in 1986 when she received the largest number of votes for 

State Deputy of all the candidates of the PT. 

The struggle of the favela population continues against a background of 

governmental changes which can increase or decrease the threat of 

eviction or re-location of the favelados and determine the political 

climate and priorities for their struggles. However, the demands of the 

Favela Movements changed in 1985 as a result of the increase in 

experience and influence of their female participants. The large number
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of women participating in and leading the struggles of the favelados 

led to the organisation of the First Congress of Favela Women in Sao 

Paulo. Here women discussed the general problems of the favelas and 

made a collective decision to participate in the movement for the 

democratisation of Brazil. But they discussed issues which specifically 

related to the family such as creches, schools and domestic violence as 

well as making e collective decision to participate in the movement for 

the democratisation of Brazil. This Congress included demends 

specifically relating to women and the family amongst the general 

demands of the Favela Movements to be presented to local government. 

From this point onwards the struggles of many favelas took on wider 

dimensions in dealing with problems which expressed the difficulties of 

women favelados as mother and workers. 

3. The Unemployed Movement. 

The Unemployed Movement or the Movement for the Struggle Against 

Unemployment exploded onto the political scene in 1983. Calling itself 

"Child of the Crisis", it presented an open challenge to the newly 

elected government to fulfil its election promises immediately - 

starting with unemployment. Its short and volatile history left an 

indelible mark on the political scenario of S80 Paulo and on the 

political practice of the Montoro Government in dealing with the popular 

movements throughout its period of office. It was characterised by the 

use of direct political action which included the invasion and 

occupation of public land and buildings, as well as the ransacking of 

shops and confrontations with the State and Federal police. For over 

twelve months it created a climate of fear amongst the general 

population, politicians and the police.
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Unemployed activists of political parties, CEBs and the Trade Unions, 

who were the mein impetus for the organisation of the unemployed, 

contributed both to the success and demise of the movement. The 

incompatibilities which existed in political practice and ideologies 

between the various factions and the constant need for consensus finally 

exhausted and discouraged many of its participants. The dynamism of the 

movement, its constant presence in the media and at the headquarters of 

municipel, regional and state governments represented a force that would 

finally burn itself out. Furthermore, the social and economic 

conditions which gave birth to the movement were apparently improved by 

the superficial reforms of state and Federal government and by the 

solutions to unemployment found by the unemployed themselves, such as 

cooperative work schemes. In consequence, this popular movement is 

representative of those which emerge during periods of economic crisis, 

a result of the revolt and impotence of the popular classes in their 

struggle for subsistence and fuelled by the dimension of the crisis 

itself. 

The first political action of the unemployed was not so much a result of 

the mobilisation of organised groups but more a spontaneous eruption, in 

mass, of anger and frustration. In April 1983 a demonstration organised 

by the Movement Against Unemployment and Want of Santo Amaro turned into 

21. On the a mass riot of ransacking and depredation in the region. 

following day as the unemployed of Santo Amaro stormed the grounds of 

the Governor's Palace, sacking and rioting broke out in over 48 perts of 

the city of S& Paulo spreading to other regions outside of the city 

centre and lasted for three days. The state government, uneble to 

present immediate and effective solutions to resolve unemployment which 

had reached crisis proportions in Sa Paulo, used the police to deal
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with its effects. There was arbitrary repression and harassment of the 

unemployed in the poorer regions of the periphery but despite intensive 

police investigation the government was unable to link the spontaneous 

actions of the unemployed to members of small movements of the 

unemployed or "political protagonists". The truth was that in the 

climate of revolt which existed at that time little coercion was 

necessary to mobilise large numbers of people even for organised 

political aeaibe, such as the General Strike in July of the same 

year. 22: 

The explosive nature of the rioting had a lasting influence on the 

attitude of the government and the retail trade to the unemployed. When 

the unemployed turned to organised political action as their main form 

of protest they continued to use the threat of further ransacking as a 

weapon with which to force the government to adopt measures to alleviate 

the problem of unemployment. In 1983, each time the unemployed went 

into the streets to protest shops pulled down their shutters and the 

military police came out in force to disperse the demonstrators. 

This populer revolt, which was spearheaded by the actions of the 

unemployed of Santo Amaro, led to the formation of the Unemployed 

Movement of Sao Paulo in September 1983 which brought together small 

organised groups of the unemployed from various bairros and regions 

chanelling the dispersed political activities of the unemployed. Santo 

Amaro was considered to be the vanguard of the Unemployed Movement but 

sma1l movements and Committees of the unemployed also existed in Osasco, 

Cubst0, S80 Bernardo do Campo, Embu, Santo André, S&o Matheus, S&o 

Miguel and Cohab. They were formed by unemployed activists of CEBs, 

political parties, popular movements and the Trade Unions. Each had its
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own history of struggle, although few of them had existed for more than 

@ year and most on average about six months. From April 1983 onwards 

the political activities of the unemployed became the focus of press 

interest as a result of which the small movements and Committees of the 

unemployed, which until then had organised their struggles in the 

isolation of their bairros and municipalities, became aware of each 

other's existence. However, the Unemployed Movement of Santo Amaro 

became the focal point for contacts between the organised unemployed as 

their leaders arrived to speak to members of the movement there, 

exchange experiences and discuss the possibility of joining forces to 

organise a political protest which would bring together the unemployed 

from ell the regions of Sao Paulo. By July 1983, the General Plenary 

Assembly of the Unemployed was formed, consisting of representatives of 

the Committees of Struggle Against Unemployment (Comites de Luta Contra 

o Desemprego), which became the central organising body of the movement. 

At this stage of the movement's development, discussions centred on 

forms of political protest that the movement should undertake. Only 4 

smell number of Committees were involved in the movement and many had a 

mere handful of participants which restricted the kind of protest thet 

could be organised. Consequently, the first political protest had to be 

one which did not depend on numbers. Thus the Plenary Assembly of the 

Unemployed came up with the idea of placing an encampment of the 

unemployed in a part of Ibirapuera Park 23 which faced the State Council 

building to remain there until the demands of the movement were met. 

Due to the use of police repression against any political protest 

undertaken by the unemployed and the possible long term nature of the 

protest, it was decided that the Committees should ask for volunteers 

only amongst their members. Those who were unable to participate would
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form support groups in their bairros to give assistance to those who 

stayed at the encampment. The demands formulated by the movement 

insisted on immediate solutions to the problem of unemployment such as 

free bus pesses, work fronts for the unemployed and unemployment 

benefit. They also included demands for the right to hold political 

demonstrations, agrarian reform, 4 price freeze of basic foodstuffs and 

the elimination of arrocho salarial.24* A political protest of this 

nature required considerable support, both meterial and political, but 

the existence of activists within the movement from ell kinds of 

institutions and formal political organisations virtually gueranteed 

substantial support. 

However, what was to be a symbolic protest by the Unemployed Movement 

turned into a major political demonstration which attracted both 

national and international attention and became a test of endurance for 

those who participated in the encampment which lasted for 42 days. 

Hundreds of unemployed from all over Sao Paulo flocked there to join the 

movement. Within the encampment itself the rapid increase in the number 

of men and women participating left the small Coordinating Committee 

with the formidable task of establishing e more rigourous structure of 

organisation than it had anticipated. The structure of the movement 

they established at this time was : 

Coordinating Executive 

(Coordenag&o Executivo) 

General Coordination 

(Coordenacao Geral)
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Committees of the Unemployed 

(Comites de Luta Contra o Desemprego) 

Many of the Committees of the Unemployed were formed in the encampment 

by people who came from various regions of Sao Paulo but later they were 

formed in the communities of the urban periphery. Each Committee had 

two or three elected Coordinators who represented the unemployed in the 

General Coordination. The Executive was originally "appointed" by the 

the General Coordination to carry out the negotiations with the 

government. Later it became more of an administrative body to run the 

General Coordination control finances and make contact with and 

distribute information to the Committees to improve the communication 

and increase the number of Committees attending the weekly sessions of 

the Assembly. However, there were no leaders as such and it was in fact 

the General Coordinating Group which undertook the direction of the 

movement and participated in negotiations with the government, as the 

movement's sole representative body. It had no power to take any 

decisions on behalf of the movement without consulting members who would 

vote on any proposals made in the General Coordinating Group or on 

proposals made by the government in relation to their demands. Hence 

the movement created a form of organisation in which everyone 

participated but in which the individual Committees of the Unemployed 

did not lose their autonomy and continued to be the main forum of 

debate. 

The encampment of Ibirapuera became a landmark in the short history of 

the Unemployed Movement not least because it was a political protest 

Which gained considerable victories for the unemployed at that tim. 

For example, over a third of the unemployed registered at the encampment
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gained employment, 5,000 square metres of land was allocated by the 

government for community allotment schemes and over 200,000 emergency 

food parcels were distributed amongst the unemployed in the urban 

periphery. These were the concessions made to the demands of the 

movement on condition that they would end their protest. However, the 

movement itself was to experience serious internal problems because of 

the heterogeneity of its membership, the practical difficulties in 

sustaining a protest of this kind and the intransigence of the 

government throughout the negotiations which gradually broke dow the 

fragile political consensus which had been achieved between the various 

political factions of the movement. The end of the encampment was not 

only marked by celebration but also a fierce internal dispute. The 

Committee of Santo Amaro, the largest in the encampment, was divided 

over the acceptance of the government proposals to end the encampment 

and a dissident group within the Committee staged a separate protest, 

unwilling to abide by the majority decision to accept the concessions 

offered by the government. The dispute was such, both within the 

Committee of Santo Amaro and the Unemployed Movement as a whole, that a 

Committee of Struggle Against Unemployment ceased to exist in Santo 

Amaro - though it had provided the vanguard of the Unemployed Movement. 

A further development which arose from the encampment was the creation 

of the Paulista Association of Solidarity in Unemployment (APSD) by the 

Catholic, Spiritualist and Protestant Churches which had given 

considerable support to the Unemployed Movement. The aim of APSD was to 

increase the financial assistance that the unemployed had received 

during their protest at Ibirapuera in order, in the absence of any form 

of unemployment benefit, to provide a minimum wage to each person 

registered with the Association during periods of unemployment.25. the
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government had agreed to give financial support to APSD but monthly 

donations were made by many others from businessmen to factory workers, 

through a numbered bank account which guaranteed anonymity to donors. 

The Unemployed Movement welcomed the idea of APSD as an opportunity to 

sustain activists of the movement, to increase the numbers of unemployed 

participating in the movement and as a means to politicize organised 

groups of the unemployed. 

The 5th of September Fund, a4 registered association created by the 

movement, became the main vehicle for the registration of Solidarity 

Groups of the unemployed with APSD. However, the speed with which these 

groups sprang up all over Sao Paulo made it impossible for the movement 

to achieve its aim to politicize them. The Solidarity Groups were not 

formed for the purpose of organising political protests but to assist 

the unemployed to create cooperative work schemes such as artisan work, 

bread making, market gardening and shoe making which meny groups hed 

already set up with the money they received from the Association. 

Whilst the objectives of the Unemployed Movement were primarily 

political, the Committees of the Unemployed had, for some time, 

organised ways of raising money to sustain their membership and 

consequently APSD became a means by which they could finance 

cooperatives to alleviate the immediate problems of subsistence. 

However, some Committees refused to become involved in what they 

believed to be a paternalistic enterprise which would eventually de- 

radicalise the movement. The links created between APSD end the 

Unemployed Movement were to have a considereble affect on the 

development and demise of the movement. 

After the encampment the movement concentrated its efforts on the
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formation of new Committees and strengthening those which already 

existed. The emphasis at this time was on the organisation of struggles 

in the municipalities and bairros of Sao Paulo to gain concessions for 

the unemployed from local and regional government. However, from the 

beginning of 1984, the meetings of the General Coordenation had been 

attended by less than a fifth of the Committee representatives and this 

had virtually paralysed the organisation of any political protest at 

State level. One of the major reasons for this was the registration of 

the Committees of the Unemployed with the APSD as Coordinators became 

far more involved in administrative tasks such as the distribution of 

cheques and food parcels and the organisation of cooperative work 

schemes than in organising struggles or actively participating in the 

direction of the Unemployed Movement. Moreover, the organisation of 

local struggles, the formation of Regional Assemblies of the Unemployed 

and the participation of the majority of the Committees in the Movement 

for Democracy also contributed to the inactivity of the Unemployed 

Movement at that time. 

In spite of the absence of any combined political protest by the 

Unemployed Movement at this time, some form of protest was undertaken 

by the Committees of the Unemployed almost every week and the success of 

these local struggles served to strengthen the political influence of 

the movement. The forms of protest included marches, demonstrations, 

Caravans and the invasion of government buildings. However, the 

unemployed had to live and the ransacking of shops remained the most 

common form of action. Ransacking, however, had taken on a new 

meaning since April 1983. It was carried out almost exclusively by 

women who, by the end of 1983, constituted around 70% of the 

participants in the Unemployed Movement (See Chapter 4). Ransacking was
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controversial and much of it was carried out without the knowledge of 

the Committees. It was a form of political protest outside of the 

movement's control yet any ransacking carried out in Sao Paulo was 

immediately attributed to the movement. 

In April 1984 the Unemployed Movement organised an Encounter to plan the 

political activities of the movement and bring together the fifty 

Committees of Struggle Against Unemployment. Discussions revolved 

around the movement's political aims and objectives, the forms of 

struggle which it should undertake, the adoption of a single criterion 

for the organisation and function of the Committees and a reappraisal of 

its relationship with supporters. One of the main problems that had to 

be resolved between opposing factions of the movement was the question 

of APSD and the Solidarity Groups. The affiliation of a large number of 

the unemployed to APSD had led to the growth of numerous Solidarity 

Groups the aims and objectives of which were diametrically opposed to 

those of the Committees. Many Coordinators continued to argue that the 

integration of these groups without political orientation would lead to 

the gradual de-radicalisation of the movement. The movement decided 

that it would no longer actively promote the formation of Solidarity 

Groups and that the Executive would control their participation in the 

General Coordination and assume responsibility for their political 

orientation. With this polemical issue resolved, the Encounter went on 

to decide on the form of political protest it would undertake against 

the politics of the state and Federal governments. Once again the 

emphasis was on a political confrontation between the Unemployed 

Movement and the government. It was decided that the second major 

political protest of the movement would take the form of an invasion 

and occupation of the National Employment Service (SINE) which would
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involve the Federal as well as the state government. 

The occupation of SINE represented the political peak of the Unemployed 

Movement and reflected the political experience of its activists and the 

strength of it organisation and support. The protest was organised like 

@ military operation, plans were drawn up of the building, men and women 

from the Committees took it in turns to go to SINE and verify 

information about the number of employees, the daily turnover of the 

unemployed using its services and the number of armed guards protecting 

the building. A self-defense scheme was drawn up to be used in the 

event of an invasion of the building by armed police and, as in every 

new political protest organised by the movement, new leaders were 

elected to avoid intimidation and arrest before the invasion took 

26. However, the self-defense scheme was abandoned when the main place. 

supporters of the movement, the PI and the Church, threatened to 

withdraw all support if such tactics were used during the invasion. In 

return their supporters promised to use their political weight to 

protect the members of the movement. For example, the PT arranged safe 

houses for the leaders of the invasion and a 24 hour surveillance group 

to be posted in the offices of two City councillors.?7* And a group of 

lawyers and politicians promised to provide assistance should any of the 

members be arrested during the struggle. 

The invasion of SINE by 2,000 unemployed turned into 4 political siege. 

The building was surrounded by armed police for over a week and ended 

when the state government threatened to send in the Federal police to 

forcibly remove the protesters. The invasion received national 

publicity and once again became a symbol of political protest for 

Unemployed Movements all over Brazil which replicated each new form of
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political protest undertaken in Seo Paulo. The Unemployed Movement of 

S80 Paulo turned its attention to an even more ambitious political 

objective of organising a national protest of the unemployed in 

conjunction with similar movements in other states of Brazil to take 

their demands to the Federal government. Whilst preparations were made 

for an Encounter. of the Unemployed of Southern Brazil the movement 

concentrated its efforts on strengthening its organisation and 

increasing its membership in the State of Sa Paulo. However, the way 

in which this was carried out merely eccentuated the divisions between 

the various political factions of the movement which contributed to its 

demise. 

By the end of 1984, Regional Congresses had been held by the Committees 

of Struggle Against Unemployment in the Eastern and ABC region of Sao 

Paulo whilst the Southern region planned its Congress for the following 

year. The Congresses were the result of the de-centralisation of the 

movement, the success of the struggle against the regional governments 

and the democratic process of decision making, characteristic of this 

and other populer movements. However, different methods of organisation 

and forms of political protest carried out by the unemployed in each 

region reflected the varying political ideologies which existed in the 

movement. The creation of Regional Assemblies helped to reinforce the 

different political factions within the movement and caused serious 

disputes between the Coordinators of different regions. This affected 

the nature of political protests organised by the Unemployed Movement 

against the state government and csused considerable delay in their 

realisation. The belance of political forces within the Unemployed 

Movement had constituted one of its major strengths. The 

regionalisation of the Committees of the unemployed, however, through
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its very success, weakened this political consensus because of the 

resultant disequilibrium of political forces within the Generel 

Coordination. 

The Committees of the unemployed of the Southern and ABC regions of 

Greater Sao Paulo were influenced by the activists of the radical 

sectors of the Church and the political parties which led to the 

adoption of a politics of confrontation towards local and regional 

government. The Committees of the Eastern Zone, with strong connections 

with liberal and conservative sectors of the Church, chose less 

audacious forms of political protest. The Eastern Zone, unlike the 

other regions, did not have any Coordinating Group to "direct" the 

mobilisation of the Committees at regional level, preferring an open 

assembly of representatives to make decisions for and on behalf of the 

unemployed. However, this form of organisation involved 4 protracted 

decision making process which prolonged the period required to implement 

protests at regional and state level. Moreover, the Eastern Zone 

contained the largest number of Committees and Solidarity Groups in the 

Unemployed Movement. When, by the beginning of 1985, the 

representatives of Committees from the Southern and ABC regions 

significantly reduced their attendance at the meetings of the General 

Coordination the Eastern Zone increased its influence over the methods 

of organisation and forms of politicel protest carried out by the 

Unemployed Movement. 

At this time, many Committees of the Southern region were involved in 

the organisation of cooperative work schemes and small enterprises 

financed by local government whilst the number of Committees in the ABC 

region had been reduced considerably as a consequence of a campaign of
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harrassment and intimidation by the police. In the General Coordination 

there was considerable pressure from the representatives of the ABC to 

organise a combined political protest at state level as soon as possible 

in the face of the general de-mobilisation of Committees in the region. 

They also wanted to strengthen the movement's political influence at ¢ 

time when projects were being prepared by the government in relation to 

unemployment benefit end bus passes for the unemployed. However, 

representatives of the Eastern Zone insisted that plans and proposals 

for political action should come from the members of the Committees and 

groups and not from their representatives. Consequently, arguments 

within the Assembly itself and the prolonged consultation within the 

organised groups of the unemployed delayed the realisation of a further 

large scale protest. 

This ill fated protest, finally organised in August 1985, presented a4 

totally different political image of the Unemployed Movement. The form 

of the protest - @ Caravan - and the expansion of the movement's demands 

to include the question of financing for the APSD reflected the 

influence of the Eastern Zone and the Solidarity Groups in the movement 

at that time. The government response to the protest represented a 

political defeat for the Committees of Struggle Against Unemployment, 

whose presence and influence within the General Coordination hed been 

Significantly reduced. The government preferred to give short term 

financial assistance and practical support for the APSD rather than to 

attend the overall demands of the movement. On the other hand, the 

Solidarity Groups actually strengthened their role in the organisation 

of the unemployed as a result of government support for their 

cooperative work schemes based on a philosophy of self help 4s a 

solution to the problems of unemployment.
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The Eastern Zone, where the Solidarity Groups predominated and exercised 

considerable influence, now formed the majority in the General 

Coordination. This led to a significant de-radicelisation of the 

Unemployed Movement both in terms of its political objectives and forms 

of struggle. Consequently, the representatives of the Committees of the 

Unemployed, unable to have any decisive impact on the decision making 

process within the movement, gradually withdrew their perticipation in, 

and support for, the General Coordination. By the end of 1985 the 

Unemployed Movement of the State of S& Paulo had ceased to exist 

although the Solidarity Groups and some of the Committees continued to 

organise and mobilise the unemployed in various regions of Sao Paulo. 

The demise of the Unemployed Movement was not entirely due to conflict 

between the various ideological factions of the movement but also to a 

change in the social and economic conditions from which the movement 

arose. First, by 1985 the declining level of unemployment led to a 

reduction in the number of Committees in the Greater Sao Paulo area 

Which hed, until then, sustained the Unemployed Movement. This e@lso 

reduced pressure on the government to offer solutions to the problem of 

unemployment which inevitably had an adverse effect on the political 

strength of the movement as the issue of unemployment ceased to be a 

priority for the government. Second, the very success of the Unemployed 

Movement led to the creation of solutions to one of their major demands 

—- employment. The cooperative work schemes originated from the 

initiatives of the unemployed themselves. Thus it was 42 combination of 

these factors which led to the eventual break up of the movement. 

The Unemployed Movement, throughout its short history, enjoyed 

considerable success. Probably its most significant victory was that
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its struggles, as well as those of other movements of the unemployed 411 

over Brazil, led to the drafting of a new law which created a system of 

unemployment benefit in 1986. The Movement became @ point of reference 

not only for the movements of the unemployed which sprang up all over 

Brazil in the same period but also for other popular movements, 

particularly in relation to the choice of political action to achieve 

their aims. After the encampment of Ibirapuera, other encampments of 

the unemployed were organised in other States of Brazil with equal 

success, whilst the invasion and occupation of public buildings became a 

common form of political protest in the years that followed. The rapid 

development of the movement and the early formation of 4 strong 

hierarchical orgenisational structure reinforced its political autonomy. 

Moreover, the movement received financial and political support from 

political parties, churches, Trade Unions and professional associations. 

This meant that it was not dependent on any one source of support which 

could have seriously limited its political activities and the nature of 

its political protests. 

Unlike in the Health and Favela Movements, women did not play a decisive 

role in the creation and organisation of the Unemployed Movement in the 

early stages of its development. However, within ea short space of time 

women began to assume leadership particularly at local and regional 

level though they were under-represented in the Executive Coordinating 

Group of the movement throughout its existence (See Chapter 4). 

Nevertheless, women took up certain forms of political action and made 

them "their own" and they formed the majority in the movement and became 

the main driving force behind it. For both women and men the Unemployed 

Movement, with its politics of confrontation and direct action, 

represented a whole new experience in political perticipetion and many
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of them went on to take part in other popular movements, 28- 

4. Health, Housing and Unemployment - the struggle within the struggle. 

The three popular urban social movements described here represent a 

cross section of the wide range of movements which existed, and continue 

to exist, in the urban periphery of Seo Paulo. They all have one thing 

in common - the perticipents in these movements ere either exclusively 

or predominantly women. The differences between these movements were 

not only a result of their different aims and objectives but also 

reflect the maturity, experience and male/female composition of their 

participants. The latter had a direct effect on the methods of 

organisation and political practice adopted by them (See Chapter 4). A 

unique quality of the movements lies in their ability to politicize and 

mobilise large numbers of women of the popular classes who had had 

little previous experience of collective action and organisation. Their 

achievement lies in their successful confrontation of an authoritarian 

political structure gaining political victories and influence in 

political policy and decision making. 

Health, Housing and Unemployment are typical of the type of political 

issue which has attracted the political interest of women and the 

movements formed around these issues developed characteristics which 

reflect the presence of women in them. The struggles of the Health, 

Housing and Unemployment movements, like those of other popular urban 

social movements, involved the mobilisation of the popular classes to 

improve their condikieas of life. in addition, they struggled to defend 

the political space which they occupied and their right to participste 
) 

in the political process - the struggle for democracy, the struggle for
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autonomy and the struggle for equality. 

The objectives of the popular urban social movements included the demand 

for the democratisation of the political system. The establishment of a4 

partial democracy in Brazil, through the election of state governments 

in 1982, provided a further impetus for large sectors of the population 

to demand their democratic rights as citizens - the right to protest, to 

make demands and the right to be heard. The Health, Favela and 

Unemployed movements, in this new political context, insisted that these 

rights should be recognised not only in theory but in practice. They 

demanded that they be considered legitimate representatives of the 

popular classes to negotiate solutions to their social and economic 

problems which the government. However, the existence of an 

authoritarian political structure still firmly embedded in the Brazilian 

political system meant that the popular classes continued to face 

political repression and a lack of political recognition of their 

organisations by the government. 

The only popular movement which managed to gain popular participation in 

the decision making process and be recognised as a legitimate 

representative of the popular classes wes the Health Movement. 

Nevertheless this only occurred after many years of struggle and not 

without considerable advantages for the government itself. The 

formation of the Health Councils constituted ae formidable weapon in the 

hands of the Health Movement. Yet the women who formed part of these 

Councils beceme "unpaid overseers" of the existing Health Service, 

monitoring the construction of new hospitals and Health Centres, the 

working hours and competence of medical staff and the provision of 

medical equipment end medicines, despite a conscious attempt to reduce
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the benefits to the government emanating from their work to a minimum. 

In this respect, the success of the Popular Health Councils was similar 

to other "victories" gained by the popular movements whereby the 

initiative for the solution of socio-economic problems reverted back to 

the popular classes. For example, cooperatives formed by the 

unemployed, mutualist schemes for rubbish collection and creches in the 

favelas. The government's contribution is restricted to providing 

finances or equipment rather than implementing public services. 

A struggle for’ democracy also went on within the movements. All three 

movements described here attempted to seis and preserve the forms of 

democratic organisation. All of them were under constant pressure from 

“external agents", and sometimes from the participants in the movements 

themselves, to change the way in which they organised themselves. 

Invariably, however, the higher the percentage of women participating in 

the movenent the greater the resistance to the dilution of the popular 

forms of democracy to which they were committed. For example, the 

Health Movement successfully thwarted attempts to interfere in the 

movement or change its mode of organisation. The Unemployed Movement, 

on the other hand adopted an hierarchical organisation with a distinct 

leadership due in most part to the nature of the movement and to the 

origin and previous political experience of its activists. The popular 

"democracy" which is a predominant feature of the popular urban social 

movements constitutes a political strength in attracting large sectors 

of the popular classes, particularly women. But "popular democracy" 

also had its political weaknesses. The lengthy consultations required 

to reach decisions prolonged the period required to implement protests 

at state level. Existing within an authoritarian political structure in 

Which political decisions were often taken rapidly, the popular
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movements frequently found themselves unable to exploit the opportunity 

to influence government decision making. Consequently, there was 

frequent pressure from within the movements themselves to precipitate 

various aspects of the decision making process. Internal democracy was 

a fundamental part of this type of organisation and in many, but not all 

cases, the movements successfully resisted such pressures. 

Political autonomy was also of great importance for the popular urban 

social movements to maintain their identity as an alternative form of 

popular organisation. The dependence of these movements on the support 

of formal political organisations and the Church made them extremely 

vulnerable to attempts to influence or control them. Each of the three 

movements suffered some form of interference or control, if only for a 

short period of time, and the effects on their organisation and 

political orientation was determined by the extent of the movement's 

dependence. The Health Movement initially depended on the Church to 

facilitate the communication between the Health Commissions of various 

bairros and vilas but once established the movement rejected any form of 

political influence from either the Church or political parties. The 

clearly defined structure and mode of organisation of the Health Movment 

offered very little political space to those who wished to change or 

control the movement. Women of the movement refused to allow 

individuals, whether participants or supporters, to promote a political 

line. The other two movements, due to their dependence on and 

relationships with various political and ecclesiastical groups were 

confronted with much greater difficulties in constructing and defending 

their autonomy. The Favela Movement, had initially been created by 

government social workers and only after numerous struggles was it taken 

over by the favelados themselves. The Unemployed Movement had been
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formed by unemployed militants of various political factions and 

religious groups whose links with these organisations created serious 

problems for the autonomy of the movement. Ideological struggles within 

the movement for the control of the unemployed left it vulnerable to 

influences from outside. Thus the autonomy of the popular urban social 

movements waS a principle which determined their very nature, 

constructed and defended by those who participated in them. 

Finally, the struggle for equality was a fundamental part of women's 

perticipation in the populer urbsen social movements. Where women formed 

the mejority, there were few internal struggles regarding women's 

political participation or the question of their leadership. In 

movements in which at least a third of the participants are men, such as 

the Unemployed Movement, this was a fundamental issue which led to the 

exclusion of women from important leadership roles. This often deterred 

women from continuing to perticipsate but in other cases served to 

strengthen women's commitment to the popular struggles which had given 

them @ political identity and brought a whole new dimension to their 

lives. The struggle for equality, therefore, implied the defence of the 

principle of egalitarianism inherent in this form of political 

organisation. It was also conceived as the right of women to be 

politically involved in issues such as health, housing and unemployment 

which heve a direct impect on.their roles as workers, wives and mothers 

and are of political importance to them. Women's conception of 

"equality", the political weight they attached to it and their motives 

for active involvement in these movements constitute the subject of the 

following chapter.
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Notes 

See, for example, P. Jacobi, Movimentos Populeres Urbanos e 

Resposta do Estado : Autonomia e Controle Popular vs Coopta¢do e 

Clientelismo ", CEDEC : S& Paulo (1981) mimeo. 

All empirical material used in this chapter, unless otherwise 

stated, derived from my field work in the urban periphery of Sao 

Paulo in the period 1983/5. Description end information came from 

participant observation in all three movements, interviews and 

discussions with the perticipents and their supporters, government 

organisations, members of the Church, political parties and trade 

unions es well as from the oral and written histories developed by 

the movements themselves. 

Censo Demografico do Brasil 1980. 

FABES, 1984, S&0 Paulo. This figure refers to favelas which contein 

a minimum of fifty dwellings. 

Ibid. This refers to the period between 1975 & 1985. Between 1970 & 

1980 the increase in the favela population was estimated at 446% 

Anuario Estatistico do Brasil 1983. 

CEBRAP. Sao Paulo : Growth and Poverty, Bowerdean Press : London, 

1978, p.46. In comparison the infant mortality rate actually 

decreased from 1940-50 by 30% and fell by a further 32% in the 

decade that followed. 

Censo Demografico do Brasil 1980. 

DIEESE, Unemployment Statistics, Boletim do DIEESE, (Nov) 1984. 

Eduardo Graeff, " Montoro : Dois Anos " in Novos Estudos CEBRAP, 

No 10, (1984), p.10. 

A Caravan is a common form of demonstration in Brazil usually 

consisting of hired buses, trucks or open wegons. It is a kind of
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"convoy" which takes demonstrators from the peripheral regions of 

the large cities into the city centre where the mein government 

buildings and offices are situated. 

Health Centres were financed by the state government whilst Medical 

Attendence Posts were financed by the local municipal councils. 

Health Councils did exist but they consisted of businessmen, lawyers 

and other professionals who neither depended on nor often had even 

entered a government Health Centre. The Health Movement hed ergued 

for many years that these Councils should represent the interests of 

the population and therefore should be elected by them. 

At least a third of the local population participated in the 

elections for the Popular Health Councils and in many areas the 

figure was higher than 50%. 

All favelas were under the constant threat of eviction. However, 

piecemeal eviction is far easier to undertake because this involves 

the re-location of a smaller number of families at any one time by 

the government. They are normally moved to other favelas of their 

choice. The issue of landownership is complicated when land is 

owned by the government and individuals, and has created 

difficulties for those favelas who demand the legal right to remain 

on the land - either buying it through a government mortgage scheme 

or being given the right to use the land for a period of 99 years. 

For example, private landowners are often reluctant to sell or 

demand exorbitant prices for the land so that negotiations are often 

protracted. Their reluctance to sell is a direct result of the 

valorization of the land. The existence of e favela in areas of 

wasteland actually leads to the gradual implementation of general 

and public services such as transport, commerce, weter and 

electricity which increases the market value of such lend by 4s much
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as 100%. 

By the end of 1979 there was no longer a statutory government policy 

for the removal of favelas, although evictions still continued. 

In 1980 there was a re-urbanisation project to carry out 

improvements in the favelas but those who received the benefits 

under this scheme were politically organised. Hence it was around 

this time that there was a rapid increase in Favela Associations and 

organisations in the Greater Sao Paulo area. 

The division of the favela into four sections was instituted by the 

social workers of the local government for the purpose of 

administration and control. 

Corticos are workers' tenements which consist of small flats 

containing a maximum of two rooms to house entire families. 

Many are either in a bad state of repair or unfit for habitation. 

Pro-Morar was a housing programme launched by the government to move 

people out of the favelas and into their own homes. These small 

houses were built using cheap and often sub-standard building 

materials which showed serious construction faults and many people 

moved back to the favelas within the first year either because they 

were unable to pay the high interest mortgages or because they 

considered the houses unfit or too small to live in. At the present 

time the state government is sueing the building contractors engaged 

in the Pro-Morar housing scheme. 

There was a law stating that if a family lived on a piece of land 

for five years they automatically 
had the right to the tenancy of 

the land or an option to but it. However, in practice this law was 

generally ignored. 

Since 1979 many favelas had formed Associations which were legally 

registered bodies to facilitate contact with the government and
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eliminated the use of SABS to supervise the implementation 
of 

concessions 
made by the government to the popular movements demands 

such as the financing of cooperatives. 

Y. Corcoran-Nantes, 
" The De-Mystification 

of the Popular Urban 

Movements - a case study of three popular movement in Sao Paulo, 

Brazil.", (1987) p.49-54, (Unpublished Paper) 

For example, observers calculated 
that the number of people involved 

in the strike in Sao Paulo exceeded the number whom the Trade Union 

Movement would have been able to mobilise. It is also possible to 

assert, but with out the ability to make the same numerical 

calculations, 
that the popular movements in the period of 1983 /4 

also experienced 
a political peak, in terms of the numbers of people 

participating 
in them. 

Ibirapuera Park, situated in a residential 
area, and was a place of 

leisure used mainly by the middle and upper classes, who brought 

considerable 
political pressure to bear on the government to end the 

encampment. 

This was a system of "wage roll back" which was used by the 

government 
in the mid 1970s to control wage increases by the 

manipulation 
of offical inflation figures. This system of control 

left the working classes with a systematically 
reduced buying power 

and standard of living. 

There were several rules governing the registration 
of the 

unemployed 
with the APSD. First, organised groups of the unemployed 

should have at least a third of the number should be employed 

people. Second, there should be no less than twenty and no more 

than 200 members in any one group. Finally, these groups must 

register through a registered 
civil organistion, 

such as SABS. 

It was the general policy of the movement that each new struggle



25 

28. 

124 

should be led by different people to reduce the chances of the 

representatives of the movement being victimised but also it would 

give more people experience in leading the movement. 

The City Council building looked on to SINE and was used for the 

surveillance of the occupation to warn the movement of any invasion 

of the building by the police. 

For example, many of the unemployed who participated in the 

Committees of Struggle Against Unemployment were responsible for the 

formation of the Landless Movement which organised the the 

occupation and invasion of land to construct houses for the urban 

poor.
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CHAPTER 4. 

METHODS OF ORGANISATION AND POLITICAL PRACTICE. ee er nia
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The methods of organisation and political practice of the popular urban 

Social movements arise from the socio-economic parameters within which 

they are constituted, developed and sustained by the popular classes. 

Their field of operation - the community - is a public space invariably 

dominated by women who create forms of political organisation which are 

Shaped by their experience within the community. The popular struggles 

in which women participate are organised around Sati aemomic problems 

Which have a direct affect on this sphere and subsequently on women 

themselves. The participation and influence of women in the popular 

can social movements moulded the way in which they were organised and 

the forms of political action that they undertook. The key to an 

understanding of these forms of :political organisation lies in 

considering the role of the community in their organisation and 

political practice as well as the social and economic activities which 

reinforce and sustain them. The roots of the popular urban social 

movements, firmly based in the vilas and bairros of Sao Paulo, were 

nourished by a system of political and social relationships which 

produced diverse and complex forms of organisation and political 

practice. It was those who participated in the movements who decided 

how they would organise themselves and what kind of political action 

they would undertake. This is of fundamental importance in considering 

the inter-relationships 
between women, and those between men and women, 

who participate in the popular urban social movements. 

No specific rules exist as to how the popular classes organise 

themselves in the forms of organisation and political practice of the 

popular urban social movements. Some movements created organisations or 

associations to support their political action and to legitimise their 

role as representatives of the popular classes. But their members had
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little interest in constructing more formal methods of organisation for 

their own sake or in changing their political practice. Each movement 

had its own way of doing things and what functioned well for one popular 

movement did not necessarily work for another. However, certain general 

characteristics were shared by all the movements in this study and this 

chapter will be primarily concerned with looking at _ these 

characteristics, rather than concentrating on the differences between 

them. 

The popular urban social movements, as we have seen, are not constantly 

involved in the preparation for, or the staging of, political protests 

Which mark the effectiveness of any political organisation. There are 

many socio-political activities which are an essential part of these 

informal organisations which occupy the periods between one political 

protest and another. The success of these activities is reflected in 

the ability of a particular movement to mobilise the popular classes for 

political protests. The activities sustain and reinforce the solidarity 

between those who participate in the popular movements and ensure a 

certain continuity in that participation. Thus, in the political "low 

periods" of the popular movements, that is those periods in which no 

political protest is being prepared or taking place, a wide range of 

activities are undertaken by the women and men involved in the movement 

and regular political meetings continue.t+ These activities include 

literacy classes, conmscientization, cooperative work and mutualist 

schemes which were promoted by the movements themselves and which 

involve people who have never, or rarely ever, participated in the 

political activities of the movements. These programmes were not, 

however, community activities that occurred outside of the political 

context of the popular movements but an integral part of their
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organisation and political practice. 

In looking at these aspects of the organisation and political practice 

of the popular urban social movements I intend to throw some light on 

how these movements are able to sustain their ample mobilisation over 

long periods of time and their importance in relation to women's 

political participation. First, 1 look at the role of the community as 

the basic orgenising unit of the popular movements end the way in which 

women use community networks to develop 4 wide range of organisational 

techniques. Second, I illustrate the kind of political practices used 

by the populer movements to develop 4 sense of commitment and solidarity 

amongst the participants. Finally, 1 compare and contrast the 

cheracteristics of leadership between female and mixed organisations, 

the interaction between leaders/representatives and the participants and 

the relationships between women and between men and women, of the 

populer movements. 

1. Community Networks - women's space, women's organisation and women's 

forté. 

The community is the basic organising unit of the popular movements, a 

place where the first ripples of discontent amongst the popular classes 

appear which either lead to a single act of protest or develop into the 

political nucleus of @ popular movement. Whether or not a popular 

movement will develop depends mainly on the nature of the issue in 

question, the reaction of the government to any initial act of political 

protest and the strength of feeling in the community. Large sectors of 

the popular classes clustered in the urban periphery of S80 Paulo have, 

at some time or other, perticipated in a popular movement as a direct
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result of the community networks which exist in all the vilas and 

bairros. 

Community networks are created through the work and non-work activities 

of the local population. Generally women's public and private lives are 

centred within the community, even if they undertake paid work outside 

it, and therefore they tend to build up a wide range-of relationships 

with neighbours and through their dealings with local commerce, schools 

end nurseries, health centres, the Church and local government. It is 

often through these relationships that the stimulus for women's 

political involvement derives and on which their organisation and 

mobilisation is based. Employed men, on the other hand, are far less 

involved in the community because their political lives, in particular, 

centre on their place of work. which often excludes them from the 

utilisation of community networks as a basis from which to mobilise 

themselves and others. Consequently, it is women who have access to, 

and make most use of, the community networks which have a fundamental 

role in the organisation of the popular movements. 

The nucleii of organisation of the popular urban social movements are 

often formed in isolation from each other in the bairros and vilas. 

Discussions around problems which affect the populer classes carried out 

within the Church groups such as the Mothers Clubs or CEBs, between 

neighbours and friends or within community organisations or groups are 

the prelude to the organisation of the popular movements. However, 

Whilst the ideas for the organisation of a popular movement may 

transpire from within an established organisation or association, the 

actual organisation of the movement is carried out independently from 

it. Usually there are only a smell number of people willing to form,
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end perticipste in, a populer movement in the early stages and 

consequently the arduous task of organising and mobilising the local 

population is in the hands of a small and sometimes inexperienced group. 

Even if these people have had experience in other movements, they 

invariably turn to the use of community networks to orgenise themselves 

and get people interested. It is in this aspect of the organisation of 

the popular movements that women come into their own. They use their 

personal contects and relationships within the community to gain help 

end support, to "publicise" their aims and objectives and most 

importantly to encourage people to perticipete. The use of House 

Meetings (reunioes de casa), community research and mutualist schemes 

were aspects of the organisation of popular movements which derived from 

the use of community networks. 

The political meetings of the popular movements are informal whether 

they are held in someone's house, at the local Church Hall or in the 

headquarters of the local community organisation. Often there is no 

identifiable coordinetor of the meeting or agenda by which to control 

and direct the discussions, even when they do exist. They mey lest 

enything from one to four hours and treat a range of topics. In the 

early stages a popular movement, even if the local Church, SABS or 

community organisation are willing to let members use their premises to 

hold meetings, there are considerable limitations to the use of 

"official" meetings. Women, for example, are reluctant to attend 

meetings in formal and alien surroundings, particularly when only smell 

numbers of people are involved. House Meetings are invariably used to 

combst this problem. For example, in exclusively female movements House 

Meetings are used specifically to recruit more women and the Health 

Movement in particular has head considerable success using House Meetings
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for this purpose. Generally, House Meetings are used for consciousness 

raising, secret or closed meetings of leaders and representatives, 

women's groups and also when the movement has no access to premises to 

hold their meetings. In all the popular movements it is women who set 

up and organise House Meetings. 

The idea of House Meetings, epart from their obvious practicality in 

specific situations, is that they tend to reinforce certain principles 

which govern the organisation of the populer movements. First, a form 

of non-hierarchical organisation in which a person has a chance to 

express their views and to be heard is far easier to practice in small 

groups. This custom continues when larger meetings and Congresses are 

to be held and small discussion groups are formed to plan and organise 

issues of fundamental importance for the movement and from which a 

collective decision is generated. Second, House Meetings ere far less 

intimidating for those who have little or no experience of political 

participation either in formal or informal political organisations. 

Consequently, when people do attend the general meetings there is little 

sense of alienation from the mode of organisation which is based on the 

same informality and egalitarianism that governs the House Meeting. 

Third, this type of meeting builds on the personal and working 

relationships between the participants which exist within the local 

community; drawing from them a new form of solidarity based on political 

organisation and collective action. House Meetings, therefore, do not 

replace the general meetings of the movements but are either a prelude 

or an adjunct to them. 

Wherever the meetings of the popular urban social movements were held, 

the actual task of getting more people to them depended far more on the
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personal contacts of those already involved than on distributing 

pamphlets and invitations in the bairro or vila concerned. Almost 

without exception those who participated in the popular movements were 

invited to do so by a relative, friend or neighbour and, in fact, the 

act of being personally invited becomes the almost sole circumstance of 

entry for this form of political organisation. Women are extremely 

adept at this personal approach to political organisation and often 

spend many hours convincing, often harrassing, other women and men to 

participate. News and information passed around the local community by 

word of mouth is far quicker and much more effective than the use of 

pamphlets or invitations. In any case, the production of written 

Material as a means of communication is not always possible and even 

when it is, a large proportion of those who are potential or actual 

participants in the movements are illiterate. 

All of the popular urban social movements at some tim or other use 

written manifestos and leaflets which they distribute to the general 

population to publicise their aims and objectives or which they use 

during protests and demonstrations. Within the movements themselves, 

however, written material invariably plays a secondary role as a means 

of communication and is used in conjunction with direct personal contact 

both inside and outside the political meetings. Furthermore, the use of 

"word of mouth" to pass on news and information is important when 

attendance at meetings may be on the basis of an informal rota. This was 

particularly noticeable in the Favela Movement. When domestic or work 

commitments made it difficult for women to attend all the meetings, they 

would go on alternate weeks or work out a rota system between their 

friends and neighbours. Through "word of mouth" women kept themselves 

informed of developments.
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The emphasis on personal contact and the use of verbal communicetion in 

the populer urban social movements was extremely important for the 

mobilisation of the local population for, what is often described in the 

media as, "spontaneous" political protests. The emergence of a new 

political factor within the struggle, a breakdown in negotiations with 

the government or the failure of the government to keep their promises 

may provide the impetus for "spontaneous" political action. This may 

require the movements to mobilise the meximum number of people in a 

matter of hours or days and the build up of an intricate network of 

relationships through the popular movements in the local community make 

this type of collective action possible. Consequently, when more then 

one popular movement exists in a particular bairro or municipelity, it 

is not unusual for one to draw support from another to reinforce this 

type of political action. Meetings ere called hastily and those who can 

attend do so, quickly passing the word around the neighbourhood and not 

until the actual time of the protest is it clear just how meny people 

are likely to participeate. Unlike an organised political protest, only 

a place and time is actually decided upon by the movement and what 

actually happens during the protest is generally unplanned and 

uncontrolled. Thus what is often celled "spontaneous" political action 

hes, in many cases, arisen from some form of long term organisation 

which could equally give rise to highly organised political action. 

The term "spontaneous" political action is frequently used, by both the 

media and academics, to describe political protests such as ransacking 

and riots for which there is no identifiable organisational source. The 

sackings by the unemployed of Santo Amaro in 1983 may safely be 

described them as spontaneous. However, the wave of sackings which 

followed this incident were the product of pre-existing organisation and
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cannot be considered as spontaneous collective action. For exemple, 

when women began to carry out most of the sackings which occurred in Sao 

Paulo and in various States of Brazil they did so both within and 

outside organised groups of the unemployed. In most cases, a smell 

group of women would get together and decide to ransack a supermarket or 

local store, pick the time and place then inform trusted friends, 

neighbours and relatives. The "snowball effect" generated by the 

community network is described by one participent as follows : 

"I'd never participated in a sacking before until that 

night. Oh I'd heard about women in the bairro who did, but 

no one knew who they were and if they did they wouldn't say 

anything. Then one Thursday night I was looking out of my 

window when I saw a group of women filing past my house with 

empty shopping bags. I just knew there was going to be a 

sacking so I grabbed my bag and a few paper sacks and 

followed them. No one said a word, everyone was very quiet 

and aS we went along the streets more women joined us. By 

the time we got to the local supermarket there must have been 

about fifty of us or more and that was the first time that 

anyone spoke. One of the women at the front, who I'd seen at 

the meetings of the unemployed in the vila, said “only take 

the basics, nobody touch the till" and that's what we did. 

When we had filled our bags, we all quietly returned to our 

homes. That's the wey it always is, everyone knows the 

rules... if you want to go, you go, if you don't, you 

don't.... mobody ever says anything, round here they don't 

have to." (Maria, 24yrs, Diadema.)
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Within the communities of the vilas and bairros of S80 Paulo the popular 

movements developed a strong organisational base from which to undertake 

diverse forms of political action. This base and the relationships 

which were developed from it also facilitated the implementation of new 

political techniques which derived from women's experience in these 

movements. One of the most important was the use of community research 

as @ political weapon in their struggle against the government. The 

populer movements often found themselves out-manoeuvred and outwitted by 

the government in negotiations and discussions arising from their 

politicsl protests. The use of statistics, complex data and research 

findings by the government served to confuse the popular movements and 

leave them with little defence because they had no deta of their own to 

contest government findings. This led to an extension of the 

qualitative research which meny women already undertook. The 

investigation, by women, of shared and personal experiences of people 

within the community in relation to the issue involved developed to 

include quantitative research, such as the collation of basic statistics 

through the use of simple questionairres. Hence, women developed the 

techniques which they had used to assess the strength of feeling about 

particular issues and how they affected the locel community. By 

collecting the type of data which could reinforce their erguments for 

socio-economic change they could also indicate the priorities for 

political action, ' 

The best example to illustrate this political practice is that of the 

Health Movement which used community research as one of its most 

important tactics as a result of which the movement managed to pressure 

the government into recognising it as a popular political force. This 

movement was successful in mobilising women primerily as a result of the
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research carried out ebout the kind of medical care received by women 

during and after their pregnancy es well as their general experience, 

and that of their families, of the Health Service in the local 

community. Their research techniques were initially quite simple but 

effective. They carried out informal interviews with women in the 

street or at the local Medical Post and Health Centre and from their 

findings they drew up 4 list of priorities for community health needs 

based on the shared experience of women. 

From this beginning women developed their methods of “doing research" by 

undertaking periodic surveys, which involved the collation of numerical 

and factual data sometimes taken from official sources, to up-date their 

information on the quality of the Health Service. For example, they 

regularly carried out surveys in the local Health Centres and Medical 

Posts to assess the needs of the population. The women would prepare 

lists of the number of staff and the types of medicines which the 

Ministry of Health wes required to provide. These would be given to 

those Directors of Staff of local Medical Posts or Health Centres, who 

were willing to collaborate with the movement by providing this date.2* 

When this was carried out by all the Health Councils of the movement, 

whose role was to be a kind of "watchdog" group for the Health Movement 

and the community as a whole, the women were in possession of current 

statistical data relating not to one bairro or vila but to an entire 

region. Consequently, the Health Movement on many occasions had fer 

more up to date figures on the state of the Public Health Service in 

their erea than the government itself and this gave them an advantage in 

their negotiations with the government. The importance of community 

research for the movement is explained by one woman as follows :
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" At first we did research just for us, to find out about the 

kind of things that women had to put up with in the Health 

Service and the kind of medical care they received. We knew 

how we suffered but we had to know if it was the same for 

everybody. We found out that it was worse than we thought 

and wanted to do something about it. You could say that we 

were finding out something about ourselves too and we made 

contact with other women who wanted to participate in the 

movement as well.... Later, when we head success in our 

struggles we knew that we had to keep on top of this kind of 

work because the government didn't take us seriously and 

always said that we had no evidence to prove our claims. So 

we decided to expand our research to improve our knowledge of 

the Health Service as well as provide figures to present to 

the government. Soon we had plenty of information, our 

Health Councillors did research every month at the locel 

Health Centres and Medical Posts, we did street interviews 

and held meetings in peoples houses to get the opinions of 

the local people. From then on we knew that they (the 

government) couldn't ignore us anymore. ‘That was when we 

really had them running, that is how we have managed to win 

so much..... SO it is our most important political strategy." 

(Marcia, 23yrs, Sao Matheus.) 

The use of community research as a political instrument by the popular 

movements was far more prevalent in those movements in which women hed 

considerable organisational control such as the Health Movement and the 

Favela Movement than in the Unemployed Movement. This was because 

"doing research" was important not only to the political growth of the
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movements in which women had organisational control, but also to the 

political development of the women themselves. It was responsible for 

bringing together large numbers of women on the basis of their growing 

collective knowledge of their socio-economic condition as members of the 

populer classes and as women. Thus, community research was invariably a 

female political strategy emanating from women's relationships within 

the community end conversely from the role which the community plays in 

women's lives. 

However, the use of community research was not an indispensable form of 

political action on the part of the popular movements to achieve their 

political objectives. The nature of the movement itself, its formation 

and development as well as its political priorities determined the kind 

of political practice used. The Unemployed Movement, for example, was 

not nurtured within the bairros and vilas of Sao Paulo, it emerged from 

mass protest rather than organised community action. It wes only after 

the organisation and structure of the movement had been formed at its 

first "organised" political protest, the encampment of Ibirapuera, that 

community besed Committees of Struggle were formed. In this case, 

community research did not become a general political strategy and in 

the few cases where it was used it was undertaken by individual 

Committees in their local struggles against municipal government. 

The use of such research would have been of benefit to the Unemployed 

movement but there were few attempts to utilise community research 

techniques. Another reason for this was that the men in control of the 

movement had little experience of community research because it was not 

a tool that they hed used previously to organise themselves politically. 

The movement only began to do some statistical research, with the help



139 

of technicel advisors, after it was confronted with buresucratic 

obstacles in its negotiations with government and even then it wes 

fairly lete in utilising its material. The priorities in this movement 

centred on the kind of strategic research and planning which would 

contribute to the efficacy of organised mass political protests, through 

which it had come to be identified and which it considered to be its 

most important political weapon. 

However, for all three popular urban social movements in this study the 

community was or became the most important organisational bese and the 

source of many aspects of their political practice and support. 

Community networks, therefore, formed the basis of a wide range of 

organisational techniques. Methods of organisation derived from a 

system of relationships which were built up over a long period of time 

within the community. Thus it was that social and economic 

relationships evolved into political ones and created a political power 

base for those who dominated this public space - women. 

2. Political Practice - the development of political consciousness and 

soliderity. 

The longevity of the populer urban social movements owed much to the 

political practices and activities utilised by them within the flexible 

parameters of the political spece in which they operated. Their 

political practice derived from the collective interests and needs of 

those who participated in them as well as the kind of political action 

required to sustain the movements over a long period of time. Each 

movement had its own methods of developing political consciousness and 

solidarity but the purpose of its activities and practices was
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fundamentally the same - to reinforce the relationship between the 

political activities of the movement and the social and economic 

activities of the participants. This was not a conscious political 

strategy but rather an "unconscious" one. It derived from the 

collective need of the participants to make as little distinction as 

possible between the political, the economic and the social in their 

daily lives. The women who participate in these movements found it 

difficult to undertake @ political role which did not relate to their 

socio-economic experience in society or take account of the kind of 

issues which for them ere intrinsically political ones. ‘the inter- 

mingling of social, economic and political activities which 

Characterises the political practice of the popular movements is 

attributable to the perticipation of women in them. 

The forms of conscientization practiced in the popular movements have 

both en educative and political function and cover a wide range of 

activities and practices. The political practice of these movements is 

é means by which they can, from their inception, build a multi-lateral 

system of relationships and reinforce their political base. The need to 

develop 4a sense of commitment end solidarity amongst those who 

participated in the popular movements was paramount to their political 

survival and in each case the means by which this was done developed 

from their collective experience of political organisation and political 

action. The activities and practices undertaken by the popular 

movements were, therefore, e response to a consensus of opinion on how a 

particular movement should organise itself and mobilise the popular 

classes. In the absence of consensus, many types of political practice 

were either discarded or abandoned. This was usually the case when they 

had been imposed on the women and men in a perticular movement either by
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“external agents" or ideological groups within the movement itself. The 

kinds of political practice to be discussed here are those which have 

been successfully used by the popular movements over a considerable 

length of time and which have served the social and political needs of 

the popular classes for collective action and organisation. These are : 

consciousness raising, educational schemes, fund raising activities, 

cooperative work and mutualist schemes. 

Various forms of consciousness raising were used by the popular 

movements and the ways in which they were implemented differed from one 

movement to another. First, there was instruction in socialist theories 

to explain the socio-economic conditions of the urban poor and the 

importance of the popular movements to the struggle for political change 

in Brazilian society. This almost always involved the help of 

supporters of the movements such és the Church or political parties who 

hed political material designed for the conscientization of the urban 

poor. Second, there was a form of consciousness raising which was a4 

means of self-education and collective counselling and dealt with issues 

and problems arising from and related to their struggles. This was a4 

method of consciousness raising which women preferred to use in which 

self-help and the dissemination of informetion was 4 part of the process 

of politicel participstion. Third, was the use of Oral History. This 

was probably the most important and effective way of creating political 

consciousness and solidarity. All the populer movements had some means 

of recording and registering their political history but it was only in 

those movements in which women had organisational control that 4 strong 

emphasis was placed on the use of Oral History as a means of 

conscientization.
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Consciousness raising based on the propagation of socialist theory wes 

undertaken in various ways. In many cases it was an integral part of 

the political meetings of the movement itself during which an individual 

or group, usually with experience in political parties or left wing 

Church groups, discussed current political issues relating to the 

problems of the urban poor. Sometimes it was little more than speech 

making but on other occasions simple visual aids such as diagrams or 

cartoon pictures were used to show the participants how and why they 

suffered in Brazilian society. More sophisticated material was 

sometimes used, such es films or slides borrowed from the Church which 

has produced entire courses for the politicization of the popular 

classes. However, films or slides were usually shown at separate 

meetings because of the amount of time needed for presentation and of 

open discussion. 

These forms of consciousness raising did stimulate interest and 

discussion both inside and outside of the meetings but they were 

difficult to sustain over a long period of time. Msny women lost 

interest fairly quickly as their political ecozecd centred on the 

practical difficulties of resolving immediate problems through their 

present struggle rather than theorizing about how they could perticipste 

in a future one. It wes also difficult to involve a lerge number of 

people at any one time in this way. It was, however, a successful way 

of selecting potential political activists. Experienced activists from 

political parties or left wing ecclesiastical groups who participsted in 

the popular movements would often utilise this form of consciousness 

raising to "recruit" new activists by inviting those people who 

demonstrated some "political aptitude" to attend their meetings. The 

conflicting views of two women demonstrate the positive and negative



143 

aspects of this kind of consciousness raising : 

"I liked the film best. It showed how we live and how we 

suffer. It made us think about why we are poor and elways 

will be the way things ere. But how are we going to change 

the world when its all we can do to get a few changes in this 

society one and after so meny struggles.... If we did change 

society would it be any different ? 1 doubt it ! It'd be 

alright for the men, it's alweys good for them. But what 

about us women ? Nothing changes for us. It could be 

worse.... It's funny they didn't say much about our suffering 

in the film." (Reginaldsa, 32yrs, S&o Matheus) 

" Most people don't like to talk about politics, some of them 

leave the meeting but I think its interesting. The pyramid 

was good, where they showed the different classes in 

different colours 1 think everyone liked that.... It was 

after that favela meeting that Manuel gave me a book to read 

about women and struggle and invited me to 4 meeting of the 

PT group. I go to the meetings every week now. I think we 

women should participste in political perties, not just the 

popular movements, because we can learn a lot more but most 

of the women in the favela aren't interested in political 

parties.... 1 don't know why." (Valdiva, 23yrs, Vila Sezamo) 

This form of consciousness raising, although less successful at local 

meetings of the popular movements, tended to be used far more in the 

Encounters and Congresses held by the movements every year. Films and 

slides would be shown, speakers from the Church, political parties and
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the trade unions would be invited to discuss the role of the popular 

movements in class struggle in Brazil and debating groups would be set 

up to discuss the issues raised. The representatives and coordinators 

who attended them were far more receptive to this form of consciousness 

raising having had greater contact with formal political organisations 

than the rest of the participents in the populer movements. Many of the 

organisers of the popular movements had, in fact, participated in formal 

political organisations (as we shall see below) and were therefore 

familiar with this form of politicization. Thus, consciousness raising 

which treated the ideological issues of political participation tended 

to be used. 

Consciousness raising practices which dealt with issues and problems 

arising from the struggles of the populer movements were extremely 

popular amongst the women participants. They invariably took place at 

separate small group meetings, often in people's homes. Meetings were 

extremely informal and were not necessarily held on a regular basis 

depending on the role of the group within the movement and its aims. 

Irrespective of the form that this type of politicization took, it was 

fundemental to the continued participation of a large number of women in 

the popular movements. Support groups or self-education groups were 

quite common in the popular movements and arose from a besic need for 

women to discuss issues linked to their political perticipetion or to 

the political demands of the movement. The Unemployed Movement and the 

Health Movement provide excellent examples of how these groups 

functioned. 

In the Unemployed Movement the formation of women's groups spread 

swiftly from one region to another as the numbers of women participating
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in the movement rose to 70% of Committee members. In some regions they 

were formed as a result of initiatives by women themselves. In others, 

however, their formation was encouraged by men, who had organisational 

control of the movement, as a means of removing "women's issues" out of 

the general political demands of the movement. Wherever they did 

emerge, they became a forum for the discussion of a wide range of issues 

such as women's political participation, male domestic violence and 

women's role in society. Through the exchange of experiences, 

particularly those related to their ow participation in the popular 

Movements, many women were better able to face the problems arising from 

their political activities with the support of these groups which served 

to reinforce their commitment to the movement. 

Many women enjoyed the opportunity of talking about themselves and their 

lives, as well as finding out more about themselves and other women. 

These groups often developed into a mutual support collective wherein 

the companheiras in the struggle became true friends who gave each other 

help in their personal, working and political lives. Some of these 

groups were little more than small women's meetings but others went on 

to join up with other women's groups and organise talks to which 

feminist speakers were invited to discuss topics such as "The history of 

women's political participation in Brazil" and "Female Sexuality : my 

body, my choice". Many of these groups joined with women's 

organisations and feminist groups on demonstrations and political 

protests about issues such as abortion, violence against women and 

family planning. Thus these groups, whilst initially formed as a means 

of politicizing women within the popular movements through consciousness 

raising undertaken by women for women, sometimes became a vehicle for 

contacts with other women's groups or other women in a wide range of
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politicel organisations. Irrespective of how these groups developed, 

they gave women greater confidence in themselves and many of the women 

of the movement who organised or participated in these groups went on to 

be elected local and regional coordinators of Committees of the 

Unemployed. 

The Health Movement, of course, actually evolved from issues concerning 

women's health end that of their children. Therefore the use of self- 

education as a form of consciousness raising about these issues was 2 

netural progression from the movements initial aims and objectives. 

Their struggle to improve an inadequate and under-funded Health Service 

made women conscious of the need to take action themselves in the area 

of preventive medicine in an attempt to reduce the risk of health 

problems for themselves and their children. Women of the movement were 

principally interested in two main topics : first, ways in which they 

could prevent or reduce the risk of their children suffering from some 

of the more common childhood diseases in Brazil; second, access to 

information on contraception so that women could make an informed choice 

as to what methods were available and most suitable for them to use. In 

both cases, women turned to local doctors and nurses to help them 

produce booklets which they could use in their self-education groups. 

Many young doctors were more than willing to give technical advice and 

information which the women could transform into easy to read pamphlets 

with plenty of diagrams and drawings to facilitate understanding of the 

more technical information. In this way they were able to produce 

informative and detailed literature relevant to their needs and methods 

of self-education. Whilst the initiative for the self-education groups 

came from the elected Health Councillors of the Health Movement, the 

idea was enthusiastically approved by the women who participated in the
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movement and swiftly attracted the interest of women generally in the 

local community. 

The "course" on family health was based on the prevention of common 

infectious childhood diseases such as dysentry, parasites and skin 

infections which were prevalent in the poorer areas of the urban 

periphery. Inadequate and often polluted water supplies, the absence of 

proper sewerage and drainage systems and the questionable hygiene 

standards of local shops selling fresh foods were some of the causes of 

the high incidence of infectious diseases amongst children. Women 

discovered that it was possible to take preventive action against such 

illnesses and in the self-education groups they discussed ways in which 

they could help themselves and their families on the basis of the 

information which they had acquired through the pamphlets. Women learnt 

how to sterilise their water supply, what to look for in fresh foods end 

how to identify certain diseases in their children to facilitate early 

diagnosis end treatment. The leck of emphasis within the Brazilian 

Health Service on preventive medicine meant that this form of self- 

education was extremely important. 

The leaflets produced by the Health Movement on family planning were 

also an invaluable source of information for women. In Brazil there 

were no official family planning schemes or health advice services for 

women and the Public Health Service offered little orientation for women 

who wished to use contraceptives, apert from advice on "natural" methods 

of birth control supported by the Catholic Church. In practice, while 

there wes no official line taken by the government on the question of 

family planning, women of the working poor were often pressured into 

using sterilization as a permanent solution to their "problems" without
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being advised on alternative forms of contraception available to them.3+ 

The self-education groups and pamphlets were a means of informing women 

about the different methods of contraception available in Brazil, 

showing the advantages and disadvantages of each one to help women make 

an informed choice on what method was best for them. Women who did not 

participate in the Health Movement attended these informal groups on 

family planning and some of them went on to participate in the movement 

itself. 

Meetings held by the Health Movement about the issues of family health 

and family planning were invariably held in people's houses, often as 

"Street meetings" to which women from the movement would invite their 

friends and neighbours. Working from the pamphlets, women would discuss 

the questions raised and any practical difficulties which arose. No 

professional people participated in the groups : they were run by 

ordinary women who sought practical solutions to health problems which 

were not resolved within the Public Health Service. The very existence 

of the groups demonstrated the importance of the Health Movement in the 

struggle for a better Health Service and they reinforced or developed 

women's commitment to the movement. 

The use of Oral History as a form of politicization was fundamental to 

the creation of a political identity for the movements themselves and 

for those who participated in them. Many of the popular movements do 

write down the history of their organisation and struggles and use this 

material for the conscientization of new members.4- But the use of Oral 

History is a rich and personalised tribute to past events and the 

contribution of each of the participants to the movements "success". An 

Oral History is developed from the individual and collective experiences
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of those who pserticipste in the movements. It is a vivid, living 

testimony of their political defeats and victories which is recalled at 

eny and every opportunity to demonstrate the courage, tenacity and 

commitment of those who participete in them. Women, without e@ doubt, 

ere the most avid "subscribers" to this form of politicization. They 

take great pride in their ability to recall events and even 

conversetions in the minutest detail, often dramatising the conflicts 

end confrontations with government or the police during their struggles. 

It is the way in which they re-affirm the importance of their 

perticipetion in this form of political organisation and the viability 

of the popular movements as an instrument for political and social 

change. 

In the meetings held after @ political protest has been cerried out, 

those who participated recall their personal experience of the struggle 

and how they felt about it. Not everyone who participates in the 

popular movements can or will participste in their protests and 

demonstrations. The practice of using individual accounts of events 

informs those who were not present but it is also a means of encouraging 

far more people to participate. Everyone is given a chance to speak or 

ask questions; the emphasis is on the individual contribution to the 

collective, the relaxed, enthusiastic atmosphere of these meetings 

alleviates the inevitable anti-climax which follows the intense period 

of political activity leading up to collective action. For those who 

perticipste in the popular movement every struggle is a success which is 

counted not only by the concrete victories obtained through the struggle 

in relation to the demands of the movement but also by its impact both 

on the government and the perticipents.
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These meetings are an emotive and exciting vindication of the latest 

political protest organised and carried out by the popular movements. 

No one seems to tire of the inevitable repetition within the individual 

recollections of the participants; each one is different because it 

discloses é personal interpretation and experience of the protest. Each 

moment of the protest is re-lived and re-told in an atmosphere of 

excited interest and anticipation which conjures up an intricate web of 

mental pictures in the minds of those who listen attentively to these 

recollections of the latest act of political defiance. Individual acts 

of courage are recorded and acknowledged in these meetings; even those 

who suffered personal hardships through their perticipation in the 

protest are pointed out and applauded. It is here that the history of a 

movement is mentally recorded and developed not through the eyes of an 

observer but through the recollections of political actors themselves. 

The Oral History of the popular movements catalogues both the triumphs 

nd tribulations of their political practice and those who perticipate 

in the movements are the ones who make and develop this history. The 

past successes of a movement is often what sustains its organisation and 

the political commitment of those who participate in the movements in 

some of the more difficult and less successful periods of its political 

action. Women in particular are eager to record their political 

experiences, to create for themselves and reaffirm a specific political 

identity one in which women are not inconsequential but successful 

political actors. In this way, Oral History is not merely an adjunct to 

the political action of the popular movements but one of the key 

elements of their political practice. 

Adult Literacy courses based on the methods of Paulo Freyre, which use
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short literacy courses as a means of politicization, were also a popular 

and constructive form of conscientization.° Many of the urban poor who 

participate in the popular movements are illiterate. Women in 

particular have had few chances to educate themselves and when they 

begin to undertake organisational roles in the movement there is 

tremendous pressure on them to obtain basic literacy skills. Dealing 

with members of the government, participating in negotiations and the 

need to take notes at meetings presents difficulties to those who are 

unable to read or write. Women will often bypass these difficulties by 

using tape recorders or by taking their children along to the regional 

or state meetings to take notes, so that they are able to recall the 

main points of discussion or proposals to report back to members of 

their group or the movement. However, the high rate of illiteracy 

amongst those who participate in the popular movements often gives a 

privileged position to people who can read or write. There are women 

with valuable political skills who have been elected to a representative 

or coordinating position in the movements who hide the fact that they 

are illiterate. Whether it is from a feeling of inadequacy or as a 

result of internal or external pressure, it is invariably the leaders or 

representatives of the movements who instigate literacy courses as a 

means of educating both themselves and others in the popular movements. 

Literacy courses are always undertaken with the help of activists from 

either the Church or the political parties who have experience in this 

field, and who will initially teach the course. These activists are 

invited by the movements to teach the literacy course. Eventually a 

member of the movement is shown how to teach the course and this 

eliminates the need for outside help. The courses are nearly always 

over-subscribed and it is frequently women who are the most interested
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in becoming literate. This interest derives, primarily, from the desire 

to enhance and expand their new found political skills : to be able to 

make notes, to vote in government elections, to read political material 

or even to write their own placards were all skills that these women 

wanted to acquire. Thus, it was these factors which made this type of 

literacy course based on politicization ideal for the popular movements. 

Cooperative work and mutualist schemes were two other activities which 

developed and strengthened the solidarity between those who participated 

in the popular movements. They were 6 means, amongst the urban poor, of 

resolving immediate socio-economic problems and could be of a short or 

long term nature. Cooperative work schemes usually entailed the sale of 

goods or commodities and only benefited those who participeted in them. 

Mutualist schemes, on the other hand involved the provision of services 

end frequently benefited those who did not perticipete in them es well 

as those who did. Irrespective of the social or economic beneficiaries 

of the schemes they arose from the political practice of the popular 

movements. These schemes became an integral part of their political 

organisation and extended the members' political commitment to the idea 

of collectivism into the local community. The basic philosophy was what 

cannot be resolved until "tomorrow" through political action will be 

resolved "today" by community action. Although initiated by the popular 

movements, there were no barriers to participation in them and many 

people of the community who were not activists of the popular movements 

either perticipated in or supported these schemes. Hence, these schemes 

gave considerable support to the activists of the popular movements in 

the "low" periods of their political organisation by sustaining a sense 

of solidarity end commitment to the struggle, they also attracted many 

new people to the popular movements.
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It was the Unemployed Movement that used cooperative work schemes as an 

immediate solution to the subsistence problems of its members and in the 

period 1983-5 they became popular amongst the unemployed throughout 

Brazil. Some state governments financed projects submitted by the 

unemployed but in Sao Paulo the majority of financing came from the APSD 

and was only given to groups registered with the Association. Once 

again it was women who were most interested in the schemes which covered 

a wide range of petty commodity production such as bread making, 

6. These schemes were confectionary, tailoring and craft production. 

"tallor mede" for women; they were located near the home, they used 

flexible work rota systems and initially there were few expectations 

that the financial remuneration would do more than help to sustain the 

family unit during periods of unemployment. However, some of these 

cooperatives became extremely successful and the share of the profits 

wes comparable to women's wages in the "formal sector". Whilst some 

cooperatives were more successful than others in financial terms, most 

of them managed to provide subsistence wages for the unemployed who 

participated in them. Furthermore, some of the cooperatives gave a4 

small percentage of their profits to the funds of the Unemployed 

Movement to help finance political action. 

The initiatives for the cooperative work schemes were encouraged by the 

Unemployed Movement as a whole but individual projects were devised and 

organised by the local Committees of the Unemployed or Solidarity Groups 

of the Unemployed. 7+ The cooperatives were organised along democratic 

lines and decisions were made by the collective about how it would be 

run. Those who wished to participate had to work 4 minimum number of 

hours per week in order to keep their place in the cooperative and 

receive a share of the profits. Anyone who did not comply with these
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regulations had to leave : there were usually plenty of people willing 

to take their place. In some cases people who did not participate in 

the movement were part of these cooperatives because the only 

qualification necessary to join wes to be unemployed and eventually 

people began to participete in the Unemployed Movement through the 

cooperative work schemes. Relationships built up amongst the unemployed 

within the movement were strengthened by these schemes and the services 

that they provided not only benefited the unemployed but elso the local 

community. 

Mutualist schemes were, at one time or another, used by all the popular 

movements to resolve problems within the local community on a4 short term 

besis. The populer movements, found that considerable onus was placed 

on the urban poor themselves to find solutions to many of their demands 

such as creches, house construction, refuse collection and other 

services. The Favela Movements, for example, set up many mutualist 

schemes due to the difficulty of getting general services installed in 

the favelas and the time it took for favelados to gain these services 

through their struggles. Between 1983-5, the Favela Movement in Vile 

Sezamo organised a mutualist scheme for rubbish collection as well as 

for the construction of the movement's headquarters. In both cases, 

volunteers came from within and outside of the movement and even 

favelados who didn't perticipate in the scheme gave money, tools or 

supplied food for those who undertook the physical work. The rubbish 

collection scheme is probably the best example of how these schemes tend 

to work. 

Despite several attempts by the Favela Movement in Vila Sezamo to get 

their rubbish collected the local council hed refused them an internal
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service. Rats, vermin and mosquitoes had created health problems and 

the movement proposed that the council send a truck to @ point outside 

of the favela each week and the favelados themselves would deposit the 

rubbish. The council accepted their proposal and promised to provide 

placards to be posted around the favela to prevent dumping and to instal 

large litter bins at various locations within the favela .8- The 

mutualist scheme arose from this proposal. Part of the scheme was to 

educate people to take a pride in the favela and keep their environment 

clean. Members of the Favela Commission held consciousness raising 

meetings ebout the importance of their scheme to people's health and its 

benefits to the favela itself. They also made house to house visits 

telling people about the scheme and asked for volunteers or practical 

help to make it a success. The scheme was the first of its kind in the 

favela and its success encouraged the Favela Commission to introduce 

other kinds of schemes, including cooperative work projects, to benefit 

the favela community. 

The many forms of political action employed by the popular urben social 

movements, as we can see here, have many different functions, The need 

for conscientization or the creation of solidarity within the movements 

themselves were not always the initial purpose of these practices but 

often became the reason for continuing or developing them. Some 

practices arose from a simple need or idea expressed by those who 

participate in the movements whilst others were a direct attempt to 

conscientize the populer classes. Irrespective of the impetus for or 

the development of such forms of political practice used by the popular 

movements, in most cases they reflected the desires and needs of the 

women who dominated this form of political organisation. In doing so, 

it gave many women the chance to "improve" themselves and develop both
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socially and politically by utilising a wide range of skills to enhance 

and expand their new found politicel ones. 

3. The Leaders and _the Led ? - the question of leadership and 

representation. 

The general organisational structure of the popular urban social 

movements developed from a form of popular "democracy" through which é11 

members participated in the decision meking process and in which the 

grass roots of the movement, in general, remained in control. However, 

the question of organisational control, such es how much control and by 

whom, did vary from one movement to another and tended to reflect the 

nature of the movement itself as well as the proportion of women to 

women in it. Whilst the popular urban social movements can be described 

as women's political space, and on the whole women did dominate this 

form of political organisation, the majority hed from a mere handful of 

men to 30% male participation. Whilst this did not have an overriding 

effect on the methods of organisation or political practice of the 

movement it did have a considerable influence on the question of 

leadership and representation within it. 

There were no individual leaders in the popular movements. Those who 

undertake @ leadership role are called representatives or coordinstors, 

the former are usually members of a large organising Commission and the 

latter members of a small organising group. Both coordinators and 

representatives of the popular urban social movements were all people 

who demonstrated political skills in the organisation and mobilisation 

of the popular classes. At @ local level meny held their positions 4s a 

result of various means of selection, most of them informal, based on a
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person's ability and experience as well as their availability. In some 

cases they were people who volunteered to undertake the responsibility 

of running meetings, dealing with local government and coordinating the 

organisation of political action on a temporary or permanent basis. 

However, whoever undertook the tasks had to be acceptable to the rest of 

the participants in the movement and therefore those representatives and 

coordinators whose positions were obtained via "self selection" required 

some form of legitimation of their role by the movement itself to 

continue on anything more than e temporary basis. Whether or not such 

representatives or coordinators continued to carry out this role wes 

usually decided by the participants in the movement after a period of 

time during which they were able to "assess" their leadership. 

At local level there was always et least two or three coordinators or 

several representatives of a movement who operated as a team rather than 

any outright leader. Initially, they were usually those who founded the 

movement; later they "appointed" or "recommend others, basing their 

Choice on the political development and skills of individual members of 

the movement. The methods of selection used depended on the nature of 

the movement itself and the way in which it developed politically. At 

local level there was rarely any formel means for selecting leaders and 

therefore differences existed between one community besed nucleus of 4 

movement and another. The only common denominator between one form of 

selection and another was that leadership positions were always 

allocated on the besis of some form of general consensus amongst the 

participants of the movement in @ particular bairro or vila. 

At the regional end state level of a movement's organisation, the 

leadership were invariably proposed and elected by local coordinators or
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representatives. There was no outright or individual leader, but 

several coordinators who worked as a team and who were normally elected 

each year at the Encounters of the movements. The people who led and 

coordinated political protests were not necessarily the same people who 

formed part of the general coordinating group or committee of the 

movement. Coordinators could be changed every time the movement carried 

out some form of political protest in order to reduce the emount of 

repression or intimidation that any one leader or coordinator of the 

movement might suffer at the hands of the State and Federal military 

police forces. It was also a means of giving leadership experience to 

as many local coordinators and representatives as possible so that the 

movement itself did not depend on any individual or group of individuals 

for its successful organisation or its survival. 

Differences within and between the movements about the question of 

leadership often rested on whether men or women had control of a 

particular movement. In most cases men had a different attitude to 

leadership than women and this affected not only how @ movement was 

orgenised but also the actual qualities and skills required to become 4 

coordinator or representative of the movement, In addition, each 

movement had certain models of leadership which evolved from the nature 

of the movement itself and the kinds of political action which it 

undertook. These models, in turn, came from the expectations of those 

who perticipated in the movements end the capebilities of the leaders in 

the final analysis was judged on this basis. However, the level of 

women's participation in the leadership hierarchy and their ability to 

retain these positions depended both on their political skills and on 

their social ones particularly in movements where certain difficulties 

and obstacles had to be overcome in order to attain a leadership
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position. The three movements studied provide examples of how these 

methods of leadership selection functioned, the differences which 

existed between male and female "leaders" and the struggle with which 

women were confronted to achieve and maintain leadership positions in 

the popular movements. 

in the Favela Movement women had been the main instigators of collective 

organisation and in most cases they became the official representatives 

of the favela population and were finally elected to these positions 

after quite a few years of organising the movement. There were also 

male leaders in the favelas : some were the leaders of several favelas 

and most sought some form of official sanction for their political work 

almost immediately. This usually occurred through the early formation 

of Favela Associations, and once @ power base of this kind was 

constructed, these leaders were quite difficult to unseat. These two 

basic trends were apparent in the Unified Favela Movement where women 

leaders tended to concentrate on the evolution of a large political 

orgenisation through their efforts without worrying about the need for 

formel organisation whilst men tended to be concerned in "legitimating" 

their leadership status before embarking on the organisation of the 

favela or its representation, 

lt must be said that to lead or organise a Favela Movement was no easy 

task. The heterogeneous population created various social factions 

within the favela community, including violent ones, which left those 

who organised or led the movement, and their families, at risk (See 

Chapter 6). It took a certain kind of person with courage and tenacity 

to lead the political struggles of the favela population. The 

differences between women and men lay in how they approached the actusel
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joo of leadership and the values that they placed on it. The case of 

Vila Sezamo gives some insight into these differences, although it by no 

means represents relationships between leadership and perticipants in 

all favelas. 

In Vila Sezamo there were initially two groups, one led by Sr N which 

pertained to one section of the favela and another led by Sra C which 

represented the other three sections of the favela. The sector led by 

Sr N had from the early stages, remained outside of the general 

organisation of the favela. Sr N had quickly assumed the position of 

the "self selected" leader and spokesman for Sector 4 and as a4 person of 

financial standing with an ability to “get things done" he soon acquired 

@ considerable following in that part of the favela. Through the use of 

personal favours in return for loyalty, the use of personal finances to 

fund political action and the manipulation of social workers to support 

the interests of Sector 4 he managed to acquire a smell but influential 

group around him to sustain his leadership. Sr N dominated ell aspects 

of the organisation of Sector 4 and having surrounded himself with a 

group of "like minded" people he had little difficulty in dominating the 

decision making process. Consequently, collective decisions frequently 

represented his personal views rather than the result of discussion end 

debate. From this basis he became a fairly autocratic leader often 

making decisions for and behalf of Sector 4 without prior consultation 

although this eventually led to his leadership being undermined. 

Conversely, Sra C was one of a number of women who were originally 

involved in the organisation of the rest of the favela. Her position as 

spokeswoman was basically acquired through her ability to speak well and 

defend the interests of the favela as a whole. She also had the ability
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to bring together large numbers of the population to participate in the 

Favela Movement and had earned the respect of both men and women for her 

courage in various political struggles. At no time did she work alone 

in the organisation of the favela but constantly sought other people to 

work with her and share the tasks involved. The success of the opposing 

styles of leadership was tested in 1985 when the favela, having created 

an autonomous Favela Movement, decided to hold elections to create a 

Favela Association with legal powers to represent the favela population. 

In the elections for a Favela Commission, in December 1984, all but 

three votes were cast for the group led by Sra c.2* on the eve of the 

election, certain of a humiliating defeat at the polls and after having 

spent a considerable sum of money on canvassing for votes, Sr N had 

resigned his candidecy leaving his group to fight the last stage of the 

election alone. After such e demoralising defeat, Sr N was unable to 

sustain his previous authority in Sector 4 although he continued to lead 

@ small rebel group in the favela. His political skills, whilst proven 

effective for the leadership of a small sector of the favela, were not 

only unaccepteble to the majority of favelados but also inapplicable on 

that scale. The organisational methods used by Sra C and her group had 

been far more effective in representing the favela as a whole as well as 

mobilising the favelados for successful political action. These 

elections were principally about the kind of leadership being offered by 

the two groups because the person who would become President of the 

favela would not only be its official representative and spokesperson 

for the but also be responsible for the organisation of the 

representative group - the Favela Commission. Sra C coordinated a 

Commission which consisted of up to 23 people which wes essentially 

besed on collective organisation and decision making. This form of
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organisation was one that Sra C's group had put into practice over 4 

long period of time and allowed for far wider participation in the 

Favela Association for the favela population as a4 whole. 

One interesting factor which emerged from the election at Vila Sezamo 

was that the success of Sra C's group was not simply a result of a vote 

for women by women of the Favela Movement. The creation of a Favela 

Association derived from the political activities of the favela 

population but its aims were also to promote social activities and to 

this end membership was open to all members of the favela population 

irrespective of whether they perticipated in the Favela Movement or not. 

Over half of the registered members of the association were men, most of 

whom had little or no history of political participation in the favela, 

yet the majority voted for a female leader. However, even those who 

were not active perticipents in the Favele Movement were familiar with 

the political work of Sr N and Sra C. Probably the most important 

factor in the electoral dispute was that the favela actually had two 

different models of leadership and organisation from which to make a 

decision. 

In the Health Movement, which wes almost exclusively female, the 

question of leadership never arose quite simply becesuse the women of the 

movement saw little need for any kind of leadership hierarchy. The 

Health Commissions which were the main organising nucleii of the 

movement had no official leaders or representatives as such. Meetings 

were organised tasks were shared collectively. Those who represented 

the Commission at local or regional level were usually people who were 

available on that particular day and an open rotation system was used to 

this end. New participants in the Commissions learned very quickly that
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in a short space of time they too were required to participate fully in 

the task of organisation and representation. AS several women from the 

Commissions attended regional meetings or dealt with government 

officials at any one time, an inexperienced member of a Health 

Commission was not required to take on the responsibility of 

representation alone. The whole emphasis of the organisation of the 

Health Movement was based on collective responsibility. No one person 

or group of persons had organisational control or were required to 

assume total responsibility for the organisation and mobilisation of the 

movement. Moreover, there were no status positions dependent on 

education or experience. For example, women who had many years of 

experience in the movement shared that experience and knowledge with 

others and helped and encouraged new members to develop their political 

skills in their own time and in their own wey. 

The creation of Popular Health Councils, as 4 result of the struggles of 

the Health Movement, provided a further dimension to the political 

activities of the movement giving it an official body from which to 

pursue its "supervision" of the Health Service. However, they were 

organised along the same lines as the Health Commissions, the main 

difference being that the Councils, unlike the Commissions, consisted of 

elected representatives of the locel population. Anyone could put 

themselves forward as a candidate for election, but those who were 

elected were usually either members of the Health Commissions or 

supporters of the Health Movement. Elected Councillors were usually 

women known for their activities in the Health Movement or who hed 

demonstrated their ability to act in the interests of the local 

population. Monthly meetings between the Popular Health Councils and 

the medical staff of the local Health Centres and Medical Posts were
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held in conjunction with the local population who participated with a 

status equal to their elected representatives. 
Furthermore, there was 

no difference in status between the Popular Health Councils and the 

Health Commissions : both were complementary components of the Health 

Movement's structure each reinforcing the role and organisation of the 

other. 

The absence of a leadership hierarchy or organisational body as such did 

not seem to affect the efficiency or effectiveness of the Health 

Movement. In many ways it has strengthened and sustained the movement 

throughout its long history. The emphasis on collective respons ibility 

leaves the movement free from any political dependence on individuals or 

groups for its continued existence. Thus the turnover of participants 

in the movement over the years has not weakened its organisational 

structure or led to a decline in the standard of its representation. 

Most of the women who participate in the movement continue to do so 

precisely because the flexibility of its organisation allows women to 

combine their political activities with domestic and work commitments. 

The Health Commissions do lose some of their most active militants when 

they obtain full time paid employment away from the community yet many 

continue to participate, playing a less active role in its organisation 

and representation particularly at regional level. The Health Councils 

also have a high turnover of Councillors who are elected every two years 

but usually this is not the result of resignations but because women 

step down to give others a chance to participate in the movement at this 

level. Thus, the women of the Health Movement have developed a system 

of organisation based on what we might call a form of political 

altruism.
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In the Unemployed Movement the question of leadership and organisational 

control was important for its political effectiveness, not least because 

of the large numbers of people involved and its propensity to carry out 

radical political protests. In this case, despite the fact that the 

majority of the participants were women, they remained @ minority at all 

levels of representation and at Executive level they were virtually non- 

existent. This is not due to women's lack of political skills. Women's 

political competence shows no variation between one popular movement and 

another. It was a product of male organisational control which 

presented models of leadership and representation which were difficult 

for women to attain or aspire to. Nevertheless, aS women assumed 

positions as coordinators of the Committees of the Unemployed at local 

level, they began to put their own brand of "leadership" into practice 

which percolated up to the leadership et the top. 

From the beginning, the founders of the Unemployed Movement and the 

majority of the coordinators of the Committees were men who devised the 

system of organisation end representation in the initial stages of its 

development. Whilst the majority of the perticipants in the movement et 

this time were women, even those who had experience in other popular 

movements were unfamiliar with some of the political practices and 

10. As in other popular methods of organisation instituted at this time. 

movements, a form of popular "democracy" prevailed. Coordinators, 

certainly at the beginning, were elected, political action was decided 

upon and voted for by all the unemployed and coordinators were obliged 

to consult their Committees at all times with reference to any decisions 

which were to be made at state or regional level. Nevertheless, the use 

of a formal agenda at meetings, time limits given for people to speak, 

meetings controlled and led by the coordinstors of the Committees and
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the propensity for speech making rather than group discussion presented 

difficulties for women. Many of these practices originated from the 

male coordinators whose political experience derived from formal 

political organisations such as Trade Unions and political parties, and 

were new to both men and women who had no experience in this area. 

However, in that the movement itself represented 4a whole new political 

experience for those who participated, in it ) there was no open 

resistance to the methods of organisation which predominated at that 

time. in fact there was general agreement that it was the best way to 

organise the movement. 

The more formal structure of the meetings of the Unemployed Movement at 

local level, that is within the Committees, certainly reduced the space 

and opportunity for the participants to develop politically. Each 

Committee had either two or three elected coordinators who kept these 

positions throughout the life of the movement unless someone became 

employed and left, in which case another would be "chosen" or 

"recommended" by the other coordinators of the group rather than the 

group itself. Consequently after the initial formation of 4 Committee 

the role of coordinator became an assigned rather than an elected 

position. 

Whilst the political skills of a person were an important factor in the 

selection of new coordinstors, there were other attributes which 

reflected the values and attitudes of the men who had organisational 

control in this movement. Coordinators were expected to have a certain 

political acumen, be "politicised", have a general idea of various 

political ideologies and practices (usually Merxist) and be capeble of 

leading large numbers of people in a political protest. Clearly this
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was an "ideal" held particularly by the Executive Coordinating Group, of 

the kind of coordinators with which they should be working and was one 

of the major reasons why there was not one woman in the Executive at any 

time. There were few women, on the other hand, who actually aspired to 

becoming part of the Executive and on the one occasion that @ woman was 

recommended for an executive position she only managed to attain enough 

votes to come on the list of reserves. However, in the community based 

Committees women were more interested in attaining leadership positions 

and they quickly began to fill the positions of coordinators. 

By following women's political development in this movement 1 discovered 

that women's interest was not the only factor involved in the rapid 

increase in the number of female coordinators of the Committees of the 

Unemployed. Men too had a vested interest in having at least one woman 

coordinator in their Committees. Msny male coordinators had little 

experience of working with so many women in @ political organisation and 

because the majority of Committee members were women some men actually 

felt incapable of leading and organising such groups where the political 

methods they were familiar with were often incompatible with the 

political skills and experience of these women. Consequently, mele 

coordinators often gave considerable help and encouragement to those 

women who, in their eyes, demonstrated 4a certain “political acumen" 

whilst at the same time trying to shape and mould them into their own 

"political image". Most women were not so malleable and whilst willing 

to learn and improve their political skills they were unwilling to don 

the strange clothing that the acceptance of male attitudes and velues, 

perticularly with respect to leadership, entailed. Those women who did 

so became mere carbon copies of their male counterparts, losing the 

inspired individual attributes that had got them noticed in the first
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place. Women coordinators whose style of leadership and attitudes were 

more closely associated with those of men were, in general, considered 

to be better political activists by male coordinators. However, those 

women who developed their own style of leadership and who remained in 

touch with the views and needs of the people within their group were the 

ones that began to exert some influence on the methods of organisation 

of the movement. 

As the number of women coordinetors increased, certain organisational 

tasks became "theirs" as the most importent political skill of women 

became apparent - their ability to sustain and mobilise the Committees 

in the community over e long period of time. It was women who orgenised 

the fund raising, rallied and cajoled the unemployed end members of the 

local community into supporting or participating in the movement, and 

maintained a social side to the political activities of the movement. 

Above all they showed far more sensitivity than men to the views of the 

members of the Committees and would constantly defend the right of those 

views to be heard and considered at both regional and state level.11- 

As much as the Executive Group would have liked to have seen some 

uniformity in the way the Committees were run and in the politicization 

of the unemployed, the increase in the number of women coordinators with 

their own views as to how this should be accomplished made the task 

almost impossible. Nevertheless, mele end female coordinators worked 

well together in the Committees, in spite of any differences they may 

have had about each others political methods. Meny men who previously 

had doubts about the ability of women to "hold their own" in a radical 

popular movement such as this one often expressed total amazement at the 

womens' ability to develop politically, to adept to all kinds of 

situations and to confront extremely difficult political moments in
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collective action, at times far better than the men. One male 

coordinator expressed his feelings on the subject in this way : - 

" The women are really a suprise. Look at Rosa, when she 

started to participate in the Committee she was very quiet, 

she would have burst into tears rather than speak at a 

meeting.... Listen to her speaking now in front of three 

hundred people, like a militant of many years experience 

and after so little time too !.... She asked me for a note 

book because she wants to take notes and write dow her 

experiences, she's developed so much.... She's really 

marvellous and she's not the only one there are many good 

women activists here." (Paulo, Embu.) 

In the last year of the Unemployed Movement women constituted over 50% 

of its Coordinators, a role which required them to represent their 

Committees at state level, participate in the election of the Executive 

and the leaders of political action undertaken by the movement. As 

members of the General Coordination they could defend the position of 

the unemployed in their Committees and influence decision making at 

this level. At regional level women also began to take their place in 

the leadership hierarchy. For example, in the ABC region 12 , Which 

had been a male stronghold in the movement, women took nearly two 

thirds of the seats in the election for the Regional Coordinating Group 

in 1984 with both men and women putting them forward as candidates. 

After the demise of the movement in 1986, many of these women went on 

to undertake leadership roles in other popular movements, strengthened 

by their experience in the Unemployed Movement.
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The differences between men and women who undertake leadership roles in 

the popular urban social movements does not lie in their individual 

political skills, although there are certain clear contrasts between 

men and women in this area, but on the value they place on leadership 

and the attitudes that they have towards the grass roots of the 

movement. In general both men and women who became coordinators or 

representatives of a movement felt that they had “earned" that position 

through their political work and were now working for and on behalf of 

the activists of the movement. It is how they interpret this in 

practice that the difference between men and women became far more 

apparent to me. However, the differences which I will describe arose 

from my observation of men and women in the populer movements and may 

or may not reflect the opinions of those who participate in them. 

For men, a leadership role was one of status in that it differentiates 

them from the rest of the perticipants in the movement and therefore 

requires them to adopt different attitudes and practices in relation to 

their political participation. In placing such value on leadership, 

and often without realising it, men actually behaved differently 

towards their "“companheiros". They tended to dominate rather then 

cooperate, lead rather than coordinate and work twice as herd as 

everyone else to justify their position in the movement. Conversely, 

they went to extraordinary lengths to assure the rest of the movement 

or group that nothing had changed, that they were just the seme as 

anyone else but that they were carrying out a job that they hed been 

elected to do. Men were more likely to struggle to maintain their role 

@sS coordinators or representatives, or compete for more important 

positions in ¢ movement but less likely to give up a leadership role. 

Consequently, men showed themselves to be far less secure in 4
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leadership role because of the great value that they placed upon it. 

Having proved themselves capable of achieving such a position they felt 

a constant need to prove that they were worthy of it and capable of 

retaining it at all costs. Finally, for men the actual act of 

achieving a leadership position confirmed their political 

"development", a transformation from "student" to "teacher", rather 

than one where there were many aspects of political participation to 

learn. 

Leadership roles had little or no status value for women, many of whom 

hed few aspirations to become a coordinator or representative of a 

popular movement. For women what was really important was the act of 

perticipating in the popular movements rather than the kind of role 

that they undertook in them. When women did take on these positions in 

the popular movements there was little change in their political 

behaviour or their attitude towards their fellow activists. They 

considered it to be a personal achievement, the result of their 

political work within the movement and a sign of their companheiros 

trust in them to represent their interests. Women had no need to 

reassure others that there were no differences between them. They 

preferred to work as part of a team, to encourage rather than dominate 

and to coordinate rather than to lead. Women still maintained the same 

kind of relationships with other activists using their position to give 

others greater help and political support. As representatives or 

coordinators of @ popular movement they considered the role as 4 means 

of improving their political skills, learning more about political 

participation end a further stage in their political development. 

Women would actually give up @ leadership position to give others an 

opportunity to gain experience in that role and in general demonstrated
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far less preoccupation about retaining a position of leadership than 

men. 

The different preconceptual baggage that men and women take with them 

into leadership roles, however, did not generally affect their ability 

to organise or mobilise the popular classes, because it was precisely 

on the basis of their ability and political skills that they were 

elected or "allowed" to assume this role. When political power 

continued to rest in the hands of the grass roots of the popular 

movements themselves, then in the end it was the activists who could 

make or break both the leadership or the movement itself. The question 

of leadership or that of organisational control only became an 

important issue when it went against the will and the interests of the 

Majority. Women, as the mejority, in placing far less importance on 

the role of leadership than men actually set the perameters for 

leadership practice end control. Perhaps this was one of the reasons 

why men who undertook leadership roles within the popular movements 

often displayed @ certain insecurity in the way in which they carried 

them out. The majority of men who were coordinators or representatives 

in the popular movements had gained their political experience in 

formal political organisations where the parameters for leadership end 

organisational control are very different and the value placed on 

leadership is far higher. In the popular movements, men are confronted 

with a totally different political perspective yet are "equipped" with 

values and attitudes which may not be compatible with the political 

reality they face.13- Nevertheless, this has had extremely positive 

consequences in the popular movements themselves. Both men and women 

have benefited from each others experience, developed new ideas and, in 

some cases, different political perspectives.
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Notes 

These activities also continue in the "high" periods of a 

movement, that is when it is prepering for, or carrying out, 4 

political protest but usually with fewer people participating in 

them. 

This practice was not always possible because there were medical 

centres where the chief of staff refused to cooperate in any way 

with the Health Movement. 

The Health Movement, along with feminist groups and womens' 

organisations, had strongly opposed all the family planning 

programmes proposed by the government for being far too 

authoritarian. 

For example : O Movimento de Saude da Zona Leste, " A Historia do 

Movimento de Saude da Zona Leste ", (without date) and O Movimento 

dos Desempregedos, Movimento de Luta Contra o Desemprego " Nov. 

(1983) 

Psulo Freyre created ea literacy course which utilised political 

material as subject matter to teach an adult, in the space 

of forty lessons, the besic skills of reading and writing whilst at 

the seme time developing a political consciousness in the student. 

In recent years the Catholic Church has adapted this method to the 

conscientization of the popular classes and many political militants 

attend the weekend courses given by the Church to learn how to teach 

this literacy course. 

In all the states of Brazil where help was offered by the 

government, the majority of projects were either submitted by women 

or were to be carried out by women. 

Not all the Committees or Solidarity Groups had cooperative work
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schemes as part of their organisation, but had some form of 

allotment scheme worked on @ cooperative basis to grow fruit and 

vegetables to supplement the diets of the unemployed. These schemes 

were organised in the same way as other cooperatives, the only 

difference being that production was for use rather than for sale. 

People from local bairros and vilas often used favelas as dumping 

grounds for their rubbish. Part of the scheme was to prevent this 

happening by acquiring official notices to be placed around the 

favela threatening the culprits with prosecution. 

I was asked by the favelados to act as an independent "adjudicator" 

and observer of the elections. One of my "responsibilities" was to 

count the number of votes cast. 

Approximately 60% of the participants in the Unemployed Movement 

were women when it first started 

This was also the case for women who founded and coordinated the 

Solidarity Groups of the Unemployed through APSD which functioned 

along the same lines as the Favela and Health Movements with open 

leadership and collective decision making. The increase in these 

Solidarity Groups participating in the Unemployed Movement also 

increased the influence of women within it. 

The part of Seo Paulo known as the ABC region is comprised of the 

municipalities of Santo Andre, S30 Bernardo de Campo and S&é0 Caetano 

do Sul. 

Some men went on to change their approach to political organisation 

based on their experience with women in the movement end would often 

support women over issues directly related to women within the 

movement itself.
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CHAPTER 5 

THE WOMEN OF THE POPULAR URBAN SOCIAL MOVEMENTS —- "Do you not know I am 

a woman ? When I think, I must speak. 1.
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This chapter is devoted entirely to the women of the popular movements. 

I let the women speak for themselves about their political 

participation, and that of others, in the popular movements and give 

their interpretation of the aims and significance of collective 

organisation and political action. Firstly, women speak of how they 

began to perticipate in the popular movements and what their 

participation means to them. They also give their views on how and why 

women have become increasingly active politically since the 1970s. 

Secondly, they discuss the question of men's participation and support 

in the popular movements. Thirdly, they talk about the support of the 

Church and the Workers Party (PT) for their struggles and give their 

opinions of these two institutions. Finally, women give a definition of 

their participstion in relation to politics and the political. It is 

only through their opinions and interpretation of what they do and what 

it means to them that we can gain some insight into the question - Who 

are the women of the popular urban social movements ? 

The women of the popular movements are indistinguishable from their 

neighbours, colleagues and friends in the communities from which these 

movements arose. There are no special qualities or traits that might 

indicate who may or may not participate in this form of political 

organisation, much less identify those who actually do participate and 

are grass roots activists. The open ended membership typical of these 

movements means that yesterday's supporters can become today's activists 

and there are also many people of the popular classes who either have 

participated or will perticipete in the populer urban movements at some 

time. The reason for this is that there are very few restrictions to 

political participation in the movements, most requiring only a 

commitment to their aims and objectives and therefore they are an easy
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form of organisation to enter and to leave. However, the turnover of 

active perticipants in the popular movements is in general fairly low. 

For the purpose of this study I used a simple criterion to define who 

was a "member" or an "active" participant in the popular urban social 

movements. 1 define activists as those who ere more or less regular in 

attendance at political meetings end who participate in both political 

action and the political protests of the movements. In short activists 

are those who heve mede a personal political investment in the 

development and organisation of the popular urban movements. 

There were women and men in the community who considered themselves to 

be members of the popular movements because they had on occasion 

perticipated in political action or political protests but they had 

rarely attended political meetings or made any contribution to the 

organisation and mobilisation of the movements. These could ke 

described as non-active or non-political participants because they did 

not make any political commitment to the movement nor could active 

participants depend on their participation and support. Supporters of 

the movement in the community were those people who did not perticipate 

but gave some form of financial or moral support to its struggles. All 

of these people formed part of this study but here I concentrate on 

those women who had participated in all aspects of the organisation and 

political action of the popular movements for at least six months and 

Whom I would describe as political activists rather than non-active 

participents or supporters. 

In the few written sources where perticipents of the popular urben 

movements are identified women appear as a homogeneous social group and
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Table 1. 

Marital Status of Activists. 

(1) (2) (3) (4) Total 

No of women 119 28 34 20 201 

% of women 59.0 14.0 17.0 LOFO 100.0 

  

(1) Married/Partner 

(2) Single 

(3) Divorced/Separated 

(4) Widowed 

Source : Author's primary data
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Table 2. 

Education of Activists. 

(1) (2) (3) (4) (5) Total 

No of women 121 42 10 20 8 201 

% of women 60.0 21.0 5.0 10.0 4.0 100.0 

(1) Illiterate or partially literate 

(2) Primary (Incomplete) 

(3) Primary (Complete) 

(4) Secondary 

(5) University (Complete) 

Source : Author's primary data.
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Table 3. 

Employment/Occupation of Activists. 

(1) (2) (3) (4) (5) (6) Total 

No of Women i ites 20 7, 24 23 3 201 

% of women 56.0 10.0 8.0 12.0 11.0 2.0 100.0 

(1) Domestic Service 

(2) Factory Work 

(3) Factory Outwork 

(4) Self Employed 

(5) Housewife 

(6) Political Assessor* 

Source : Author's primary data. 

* Paid political assistant/advisor to a politician.
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are described as “housewives and mothers" or as some form of large 

2. However, this "supporting cast" within the movements themselves. 

study showed that the women activists of the popular movements represent 

a wide cross section of the popular classes, in education, work and 

social condition. Of the 200 women interviewed the majority were from 

the urban poor and were between the ages of 15 and 68. Not all women 

were married or had 4 permanent partner (See Table 1) and of the total 

number of women interviewed 33% were heads of household. These were 

women who, either in the absence of a permanent partner or due to the 

incapecity, disability or age of 42 partner or of perents assumed 

responsibility for the femily unit. In terms of education (Table 2) the 

majority of women were illiterate or pertially literate, few had 

completed primary education and of the 10% who went on to secondary 

education only one women had actually completed. Of the 4% of women who 

went on to higher education, however, 411 finished their courses. These 

were all single and under twenty five. Few women could be described as 

"housewives", in the sense that they never undertook paid work. The 

mejority of women undertook paid work either part time or full time, 

most of which was unregistered apart from factory work. Self employed 

women were meinly street sellers of lottery tickets, confectionery and 

craft work whilst a few were peper collectors, manicurists or 

dressmakers : nearly all of these were unregistered workers. 

AS we can see here, therefore, women who participate in the popular 

movements have little to distinguish themselves from thousands of other 

women who live in the periphery of S80 Paulo. Their decision to enter 

or form 4 popular movement is as much an individual decision as 4 group 

decision and the facility with which both women and men can participate 

in this type of political organisation leaves us with few general clues
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as to why at any particular moment in time they should choose to do so. 

Conversely, as this study is about those who participate in the popular 

movements I have few concrete answers on why people may not participste. 

On the question of participation and that of the experience of women in 

the popular movements I give the political actors an opportunity to 

speak for themselves about various aspects of their political 

participation in the popular movements. 

1. In the beginning - " Unity makes us strong ! ". 

For those who have no political experience probebly the most difficult 

step is to begin to participate in a political organisation. Many women 

had very specific ideas about what such participation might entail. 

Some thought that it would be far too difficult for them due to their 

lack of experience in other forms of political organisation. Others 

believed that because of their lack of literary skills and education 

they could make no worthwhile contribution to the popular movements. 

Thus, the "act" of being invited to participete in a popular movement by 

someone Known to them was an extremely important one for many women 

because it helped them over the first hurdle to become an active 

participent. The participation of other women in these movements was an 

important factor to those who had no experience of collective action. 

Even those women who founded such movements did not do so alone. The 

movements evolved from discussions between neighbours and friends or in 

community and Church groups. The relationships between women was the 

basis and catalytic agent for the political perticipetion of the 

majority of women in this study. For 90% of women activists, the 

popular movements were the first form of political organisation in which 

they had participated. The remaining 10% gained their first political
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experience 
either in neighbourhood 

or women's associations 
which 

Organised political struggles or in trade union struggles. 
However, 

once a woman had joined a political organisation 
they usually went on to 

participate 
in more than one popular movement and either participate 

in 

or give active support to "formal" political organisations. 

In this study I found that women's first political experience often 

determines the course of their subsequent political participation and 

political development (See Chapter 6).3- For most, their first 

experience of participating in a political meeting was anticipated with 

fear : the fear of appearing foolish, of not being educated enough and 

most of all the fear of speaking in front of others. Once women 

overcome this initial trepidation few are willing to let any obstacle 

stand in the way of their participation and most of them see it as an 

important step in their personal development as women and as citizens. 

It is difficult to generalise how and why women start to participate in 

the popular movements but here two fairly typical women give their. 

version of how it happened : 

" I'd never been in anything before until my husband changed 

his job and we had to move house. When we arrived in this 

bairro it wasn't like the other one, it had nothing at all. 

No transport, roads, electricity or a school - nothing ! 

Every day I just sat down and cried from the time my husband 

went to work until the time he came home again. Then one day 

I had to decide whether I would continue to cry about what 

the bairro did or didn't have or to do something about it. A 

neighbour took me to the Bairro Association meeting. At that
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time it was just a small group of people who wanted to do 

something about the problems in the bairro, and from then on 

I joined in all the struggles in the neighbourhood. We 

managed to gain everything through our struggle, a creche, 

transport, a school and services.... Since then we have 

helped other bairros in their struggle to gain the same 

things.... Now I join anything that I think is important, 

like the Committees of the Unemployed. Its so much easier 

now that I have greater (political) experience." (Maria S., 

33yrs, Cohab) 

" This is the first time I've been in a struggle, I'd only 

joined in the Mothers Club at the local Church before this. 

I never really knew of anything like this but to tell you the 

truth Il never had the incentive. It was my mother who 

started participating first, she asked me to come. I didn't 

really want to at first but I went to the meetings and L've 

participated ever since. Its really important to me now. I 

go to all the meetings but I haven't been to all the 

demonstrations because my mother perticipates in everything 

so I don't have anyone to look after the children. They are 

so tiny that I can't take them with me so its basically me or 

her.... In @ struggle like SINE I can't go so I am in the 

support group collecting clothes, money and food for the 

think Il have more courage now, you know, to face things and 

you have to be strong to fight against the government and 

change things.... in the end that's what it's all about." 

(Maria Apsrecida, 2lyrs, Maua.)
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Both of these women gained their first experience of political 

participetion in the popular movements and express a sense of pride in 

what they do and what they have achieved. The important ingredient for 

their participation was the belief that it was only through struggle 

that these women could change things. For most women in the popular 

movements it is not what they do or how they participate thet is 

important but the fact that they are making a contribution to achieve 

their aims and objectives. Without exception, women identify some 

change in themselves through their participation, the difference it has 

made to their lives and the obstacles that they are faced with when 

their political activities become an important part of their lives (See 

Chapter 6). Moreover, the difficulties that they had in the early days 

often gives them a tremendous empathy with others who begin to 

participate in the popular movements and they in turn help to facilitate 

the entry of new women. One woman talks about how difficult it was for 

her end what her perticipation means to her now : 

" at first I was in CEB's, L['ve always been very involved in 

the Church, where we gave support to local favelas. Tie 

wasn't like actually participating the way I do in the Health 

Movement. Then I was invited to join the Health Movement and 

I was elected to the local Health Council soon after I 

started.... I was so pleased till I had to go toa regional 

meeting alone, you know, you have to account for that meeting 

and tell the others what happened. You see I don't read very 

well, only slowly and I can't understand some words. I write 

only in a way that I can understand so it's not as if I can 

give the notes to someone else to read out. The first time 

I had to do it I was so frightened, so ashamed that someone
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might find out that I can't read well , IL just trembled.... 

Now I don't worry so much, you know there are women who have 

an education that never open their mouths, who don't know how 

to struggle but when its the best thing that you do then you 

find a way to compensate for the things that you aren't good 

at. That's what I tell the others when they join the 

movement, its an important responsibility and the most 

responsible people always participate..... We women in the 

movements fight tooth and nail, those who stay at home 

feeling sorry for themselves will never understand how to 

struggle. We have rights, we must battle for them because 

its the system that is wrong." (Efigenia, 53yrs, Vila Rica) 

Most of the women who participate in the popular urban movements 

believed when they began that there was a direct link between the 

ability to speak at meetings and education. In the initial stages of 

their participation few women were able to overcome their fear of 

speaking out but gradually in this political environment in which great 

value is placed on the contribution and the ideas of the individual, 

they begen to feel far less encumbered by lack of literary skills or 

education. In the popular movements they learned to value their 

practical skills, their political contribution and, for some, their new 

found freedom : 

" Il am so grateful to Carmelita for introducing me to the 

struggle, at that time 1 didn't even know what 2 movement 

wes. In the meetings I didn't know what to say, 1 thought 

that you needed to think a lot before you speak so as not to 

say anything stupid. Now I say to the others "if you want to
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speak you don't need to be ashamed, if you are right or 

wrong, we're all equal".... You see, 1 had a hard up bringing 

.... my father kept me like a prisoner, I had no childhood 

friends, no schooling and I wasn't allowed to speak. You 

know, it was just like being in prison and I had to put up 

with it. But I have a little ability and a good memory which 

is good for certain things, like explaining things for my 

companheiras here. I have no one to help me, I have no 

child, no husband, the women here ere my family and my 

friends. We are born knowing nothing, we grow up end have so 

much to learn.... Even now I am learning so many things in 

the struggle, you don't learn anything staying in the house, 

and through our unity, through the struggle and through our 

meetings we will succeed." (Alzira, 48yrs, Vila Sezamo.) 

One important factor which ran through all the my interviews with women 

was’ their discovery that they could meke a4 valuable political 

contribution by struggling to change the way they lived, to achieve 

their "rights" and even to try and “change the system" itself. All of 

the eer ars extremely critical of those who stayed at home and did 

not participate even though they admitted that they too, at some time, 

had stayed at home with their “arms folded" waiting for something to 

happen instead of making it happen. Women believed that the transition 

from being a politically passive citizen to @ politically active one was 

not such a difficult one once they had got over their first anxieties. 

The biggest problem was getting other people to join the struggle. If 

women were unable to understand why people failed to participsete in the 

movements they had few doubts about why more women were participating in 

popular struggles than ever before :
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"I have been in many struggles, for asphalt, creches and 

Health Posts and we have won them all. A woman has to 

perticipate and be firm too, I think it's a noble action 

women struggling and how they speak about everything now.... 

Women are no longer satisfied to be isolated in the home, 

the days of staying at home ere finished, now women feel 

that they have to participate in things outside of the 

home." ( Maria Jose, 60yrs, Maua) 

"It is not enough to be a good mother, a good wife and 

provide everything inside the home, you must defend the 

interests of the family outside of the home too.... It is 

the women who have more courage and are less inhibited 

generally, a struggle has to have women in it or it is no 

good because she is strong and keeps everything together.... 

il am not a feminist but this government disgusts me we don't 

have any rights. These days we are like men and doing more 

than men.... A lot more women are participating now, 4@ woman 

is more possessive so she always insists, always has 

hopes.... " (Gedilva, 38yrs, Santo Eduardo) 

Women also argued that the changes experienced in Brazilian society over 

the last decade such as greater opportunities for women to work and 

greater political freedom for everyone, were responsible for the 

increase in the number of women participating in the popular movements. 

Between 1970 and 1980 female participation in the labour force almost 

doubled and this coincided with an increase in women's political 

participation in general.*: It was in this period that women founded 

and participated in movements such as the Cost of Living Movement (O
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Movimento Contra Carestia) and the Creche Movement (Luta para Creche) 

and there was also a considerable increase in women's trade union 

membership. The protracted democratisation of Brazil also gave the 

popular classes greater political scope to participate in the political 

system and it seems that women seized this opportunity to take their 

place in the the political life of the country. Women believe that 

these changes extended the horizons of many working class women, like 

themselves, and gave them the opportunity to pursue an active role not 

only in politics but also in life in general : 

" From 1964 to 1970 women didn't participate but at the 

present time the progress of women in this area is impressive 

and many more women are participating. After 1968 many 

Church and union leaders were killed. No one even spoke 

about politics in the house because of the fear this created. 

Political participation as it is now started after 1968. 

Women have organised themselves in a coherent way since then 

but in the last five years working class women have come into 

their own..... " (Virginia, 43yrs, Vila Antoniete) 

“Women are far more conscious of their rights these days to 

be a person, to work, they want justice and equality within 

the home as well as outside of it.... The number of women 

participating in the popular movements has doubled, women 

have lost their fear, are leaving the home and looking for 

liberty they have never had before.... " (Vincentina, 43yrs, 

Sao Matheus) 

"Women have been participating a lot more since 1980, in
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every struggle there are more women. They have 4 greater 

capacity to express themselves, when she speaks it's because 

she's lived it not read it." (Emiko, 27yrs, Sta Emilia) 

Thus, women felt that changes in Brazilian society had given them the 

opportunity to fight for those things that were important to them whilst 

at the atts time increasing their expectations with regard to their 

relationships both within the home and outside it. Women expressed a 

desire to learn more about themselves and about others, to assume 4 

political role in society and to integrate themselves more fully into 

society as a whole. The popular urban social movements had given them 

the opportunity to learn ebout things and develop interests that no 

other aspect of their lives had given them and it is for this reason 

that they were so determined to continue participating in this form of 

popular organisation. 

_2."0s__Companheiros" e meu __companheiro - the question of men's 

participation and _ support in the popular movements. 

As we heave already shown, in all of the popular urban social movements 
\ 

that we have studied women outnumbered men and this seems to apply to 

the populer movements in general Women constantly tried to increase 

the number of men participating in the movements : they changed the 

times of meetings, canvassed the men either individually or in groups 

while those men who did participate often appealed to women to convince 

their husbands or partners to join in the struggle but the number of men 

remained low. If women had little luck in convincing men in general 

that they should teke an interest and actively participate in the 

popular movements, it was an even more difficult task in relation to
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their partners, the majority of whom took no interest in or gave little 

support to the participation of women. . It is hardly surprising, 

therefore, that in my interviews and discussions with women the question 

of men and their perticipation and support for these movements was an 

important and often embittered one. The way in which the women of the 

popular movements speak about men in general and their partners in 

particular reflects their bitter struggle to get men to perticipate in 

this form of political organisation. 

In Brazil there are many men and women who have no politicel involvement 

in political parties, Trade Unions or popular movements. In spite of 

the "opening" in the poltical system, there are few incentives for the 

popular classes to enter into political struggles. The general climate 

of political repression and constant attempts by the government to 

regulate and control many political organisations, Trade Unions and 

political parties tends to deter most people from becoming politically 

active. The question of men's lack of political participation in this 

form of organisation does not imply that men, in general, do not 

participate in political organisations. Men participate in. greater 

numbers than women in neighbourhood associations, Trade Unions and 

politicel parties. Men dominate the management of all these forms of 

political organisation. The specific question raised here, and one that 

was addressed by 411 the women, is why do relatively few men participate 

in the popular movements. 

In this section women offer a number of explanations for why men do not 

involve themselves in the popular movements. These include : the 

question of responsibility and the different attitudes of women and men 

to struggles which defend the interests of the femily, the personal and
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general characteristics of Brazilian men and women and the low value 

given to this kind of political struggle by men. In addition, women 

discuss the question of the "support" that they receive from their 

partners and its influence on their participation. 

Probably one of the strongest feelings that arose from and stimulated 

womens participation in this form of political organisation was the 

responsibilty involved in their participation - to defend the interests 

of the family unit. For women, this is a political issue. Women 

argued, however, that sole responsiblility for all the socio-economic 

problems that affect the family unit should not be theirs. Men, too, 

were responsible for the family yet they did not assume their part of 

that responsibility. Women believed, therefore , that they had gained 

the political responsibilty to defend the femily and its interests by 
<= 

rand -default : 

"It always seems to fall on us to take action over the 

problems in life..... Women participate more in the life of 

their children, men don't pay too much attention.... " (Maria 

Tereza, 28yrs, Vila Bencario) 

"Men don't want to participate, they have the same 

responsibility but they prefer to leave it to the women." 

(Dina, 48yrs, Vila Sezamo) 

"We are more interested and know what's happening, men don't 

have the same interest because it is women who have a greater 

sense of responsibility." (Margareth, 3lyrs, Sao Caetano do 

Sul)
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What is important here is that women may go into the streets to protest 

“as wives and mothers" or because of their role in the reproduction of 

the labour force yet women do not feel that it is their responsibility 

alone,” * | By participating in these popular struggles women assume their 

part of the responsibility to protect the interests of the family. It 

is not just a question of a sense of responsibility that was important 

to women. It was also one of interest and few women could give 4 reason 

why men should be less interested in the issues involved in the 

struggles of the popular movements than women. As one woman argued : 

"It appears that women need this not men (land rights), they 

don't seem to be bothered at al1l.... " (Aurelina, 5lyrs, 

Vila Sezamo) 

However, if it was merely a question of need then far more men would be 

involved in the popular movements. Women had their own ideas on why 

there were so few men participating in the struggle. Over 30% of the 

women argued that it was because men's three great "loves" took 

precedence over everything else and all mentioned at least two of them. 

AS one woman humourously put it : 

"Men aren't interested, they want to drink pinga, watch 

football and have sex in that order ! " (Eunice, 45yrs, Embu) 

The rest of the women, however, were far more explicit about the 

problems involved in getting men to participate in this kind of struggle 

and why it is women rather than men who engage themselves in the popular 

movements. One of the reasons given was that men tend to work some 

distance away from home and therefore they were unable or too tired to



194 

attend the meetings. However, even when the times and days of the 

meetings were changed this made little difference to the perticipation 

of men : 

" Its mainly because men work but if we have meetings on a 

Sunday we do get men coming to them but not many. Women are 

more conscientious in this wey." (Odette, 55yrs, Vila Rice) 

" The majority of men work, some work at night, so they don't 

have the time or the energy to participate but there are just 

@s many who don't work end do not have any interest so they 

send their wives to the meetings." (Berenice, 42yrs, Vila 

Sezamo) 

The majority of women thought that the question of work wes not 4 valid 

excuse because women work too. They all spoke of the "double work" that 

women do and yet still support the struggles of the popular movements : 

"Women tend to see the problems because they suffer a lot 

more because of them. Men just work and sleep. Women have 

double work to do and still they confront the situation." 

(Aurinda, 42yrs, Vila Sezamo) 

"In my opinion it is the women who struggle because we have 

suffered much more than men, it's equal responsibility but in 

practice it alweys falls on us. We all have the same rights 

but women should have more rights than men, it's us who 

suffer more and work twice as hard. Men come home from work, 

they go and lie down, they ere able to rest and play around.
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A woman no ! She still has the housework to do. So I think 

we are more head of the household than the so-called men 

around here ! " (Meria Reginalda, 48yrs, Vila Sezamo) 

Even when women discussed the question of work as a possible factor 

inhibiting male perticipation, they continued to argue that men should 

take on some of the responsibility for the representation of the family 

in this type of popular struggle. There was also the constant assertion 

that men basically just had no interest in this kind of political 

struggle, it was far too "time consuming" and women argued that men were 

too easy-going and did not think of the future the way women do : 

."Its the same thing, men think of today end women think of 

tomorrow.... @ woman has more guts, 4a men is easy going, they 

don't understand the problems like women do.... We have the 

same rights but women actually work more than men.... Men 

aren't interested, we fight on regardless. There's always’ 

got to be something in it for them or they won't perticipete. 

Men are the worst in the community in terms of 

participation." (Maria de Lourdes, 29yrs, Maua) 

\ 

Men are very comfortable, born of women they do nothing 

without women. In this country it is the women who lead. A 

man has to have a family, it is the women who have more 

courage to struggle for the family.... " (Gedilva, 38yrs, 

Santo Eduardo) 

Women also related men's lack of interest to the overwhelming presence 

of women in thé struggle. They believed that men thought that they were



196 

tweak" and “incompetent" and disliked the "discussions of women". In 

addition, many women asserted that men were "ashamed" of their problems 

and therefore were less likely to struggle to resolve them whilst women 

felt that their "courage" was due to he staces that they could not only 

confront their socio-economic situation but also fight to change it : 

"Men are ashamed of their problems so women tend to take the 

responsibility.... Women have more courage and will continue 

to struggle any way they cen, for example, in the Northeast 

the majority in the Frentes de Trabalho (Work Schemes) are 

women.... 1 think that 4a woman is more convinced of the value 

of political struggle so she is engaged more in the popular 

movements." (Eliana, 2Oyrs, Maua) 

"Women are feeling things a lot more, men are extremely 

machista and don't feel that this type of thing is for men 

because of the prejudices they have. Women don't have such 

prejudices, they have to sustain eae family under all 

conditions and circumstances.... Men think with their heads 

and women with their womb, I think that's the difference." 

(Emiko, 27yrs, Sta Emilia) 

Men's preconceptions about any form of organisation which involved women 

was a far bigger issue than it at first appears to be. The idea that 

these were women's struggles was often quite clearly imprinted on the 

minds of men. In my discussions with men they identified this type of 

struggle with women quite simply because it was women, rather than men, 

who participated in them. They questioned both the political competence 

of women in terms of "results" and the political value of this kind of
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struggle, in relation to the the time and effort involved to produce 

such "results". Some men actually agreed with many of the reasons the 

women gave for men's lack of paerticipstion in general but a large 

majority would not or could not give any reason for not participating 

themselves. However, one mele coordinator who has participated in many 

popular movements summed up the problems as follows : 

"You've seen how it is here, we get very few men 

participating in the movement and it has been more or less 

the same in all the movements I have participated in. We've 

tried, we really have but only rarely do we get more men to 

participate but normally they only stay for a short time, a 

few meetings or so. The women are more prepared to fight for 

the things that are important to them and their femilies. 

The women here are excellent they just keep on fighting, and 

more than this they are fighting not just for employment for 

themselves but for their men and their children. It isn't 

just their responsibility to do this, it is the 

responsibility of men too but it appears that men don't value 

this kind of struggle, don't have the same faith as women and 

so we have to accept that it is only women who will make this 

kind of political struggle...." (Paulo, Embu) 

The participation and support of husbands and partners was, 

nevertheless, very important to women in the popular movements. Women 

who received support from their partners were able to share their 

political experiences, to discuss their political activities and were 

faced with far fewer obstacles in the domestic sphere to their politicel 

participation. Only 20% of the women hed companheiros who either
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participsted in the popular movements or other forms of political 

organisation. Of these men more than 50% perticipated in political 

organisations other than the popular movements. The level of men's 

political participation directly influenced the degree of support thet 

they offered to women. Men who had a history of political participation 

frequently gave considerable support to their "wives" and many actively 

encouraged their political participation. Women who enjoyed such 

support felt that ideally men and women should both participate in some 

form of political organisation. Some men and women participated as 4 

team with one assuming the responsibilites of the other if work or 

domestic commitments created any obstacles to their participation. In 

all cases women spoke of the importance that this kind of mutual support 

had for them personally and the benefits that this brought to their 

perticipstion : 

"My husband has always supported me, he too has a long 

history of perticipation in the Trade Unions and political 

parties.... Over the years he has supported me as I have 

supported him and this is important during the difficult 

times of the struggles. Like me, he is also a member of the 

PT.... The two of us make up part of society therefore both 

should participate." (Virginia, 43yrs, Vila Antonieta) 

"We both participste in the movement but since my husband 

started working nights I have taken his place on the 

Commission. So now I'm more involved in the organising while 

he attends the meetings when he can, usually at the weekends. 

What is important is that in this house we both participate." 

(Palmira, 44yrs, Vila Sezamo)
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Overall, 55% of women claimed to receive support from their pertners for 

their participetion in the popular movements. However, of this number 

only 20% actually received active support. The majority received what IL 

would call passive or conditional support. Women claimed that they were 

receiving support from their partner if he expressed no objection to her 

participation or displayed no interest in her participation : 

"Men don't want to come here (the meetings), they are 

ashamed to be unemployed. Mine keeps quiet and stays in the 

house. Its me that speaks for us." (Maria Rita, 2lyrs, Embu) 

" He doesn't understand what I am doing. He doesn't have the 

patience but he supports me.... my husband isn't bothered 

he's already left me once. I do exactly what I want and he 

realises that." (Rosa, 29yrs, Sta Emilia) 

" He's never passed comment " (Isabel, 52yrs, Sto Eduardo) 

Of the total number of women who claimed to receive support from their 

partners 30% received this sort of conditional support for their 

political activities. They could attend political meetings, 

negotiations with the government and participate in all the political 

action of the popular movements. However, partners of this type usually 

drew the line at their perticipation in political protests and 

demonstrations. This limitation was probebly one of the most difficult 

things thet women had to deal with because once they had made a2 

commitment to the movements it was difficult for them to refrain from 

taking part in everything (See Chapter 6). However, although many women 

admitted that conditional support could create some obstacles, they
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usually managed to maintain a balance between their political 

participation and the conditional support which they received from their 

pertners ; 

" my husband supports me more or less but he doesn't like me 

participating in the demonstrations. He made that very 

clear ! After the last demonstration when I took the children 

with me he got very angry ! Now I just don't participate in 

the demonstrations then there isn't any problem." (Francisca, 

30yrs, Maua) 

" I've promised him that I won't go to the demonstrations 

that way he doesn't mind if I participate in the movement and 

enyway there's lots of other things to do in the movement 

that are just as important to the struggle. So why create 

problems ? " (Nilda, 35yrs, Embu) 

The rest of the women received no support whatsoever from their husbends 

and boyfriends and for some this had an extremely negative effect on 

their participation, often leading them to reduce or discontinue their 

participation. Some women tried to change their husbands’ opinions, 

others ignored them, but in the end the women argued that it was their 

right as an individual to choose what was right or wrong for them. The 

majority of women in this category insisted on their right to 

participate in spite of their partners' objections : 

" He neither supports me nor participates, he simply puts up 

with it !.... I also have problems with my husbend, he 

complains a lot and is basically against my participation
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because it takes up a lot of my time. But I push for my 

right to do this." (Amalya, 58yrs, Vila Rica) 

" He doesn't really like me participating, to be honest he's 

a bit behind the times.... sometimes he gets really angry 

about it and we fight. 1 won't miss the meetings because of 

him ! " (Maria de Lourdes, 39yrs, Sao Caetano do Sul) 

" No he doesn't accept what I am doing but he has come to 

accept things a little more when he has seen the things we 

have accomplished over the last few years. But support me ? 

Definitely not !.... L am affiliated to the PT and 4 member 

of the Catholic Church.... but my husband doesn't think its 

right to be pert of the PT so I don't tell him. He certainly 

wouldn't accept that." (Odette, 55yrs, Vila Rica) 

When women discussed the question of non-support they geve various 

explanations for this problem. They argued that partners objected to 

their participstion because they were "old fashioned" or "behind the 

times". Men failed to see that changes had taken place in Brazilian 

society and that women's interest in politics, for example, was just one 

of those changes. Consequently, women felt that they were justified in 

ignoring the "traditional" ideas of their partners ebout what women 

should or should not do. Women who faced resistance either confronted 

it or actually hid their political involvement. Odette, for example, 

had been openly involved in the popular movements for over twelve years, 

despite her husbands objections, and it was only after this length of 

time that he had begun to accept her participation. She had hid her 

participation in the Workers Party from him knowing that he would
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certainly make strong objections. There were a considerable number of 

women, however, who chose to avoid any such problems in their personal 

relationships : 

" Many women perticipete when their husbend isn't at home so 

thet he isn't aware of what she is doing because she knows 

that if he is aware of this then he will try and stop her 

participating in the movement." (Virginia, 43yrs, Vile 

Antonieta ) 

Women who hid their participation from their pertners went to great 

lengths to avoid being discovered and often received considerable 

support from other women in their subterfuge. Mothers covered for their 

daughters, friend for friend and neighbour for neighbour. Even children 

did not escape the web of intrigue on which the participation of some 

women depended. The majority of women, in fact, received little or no 

support from their partners. Consequently soliderity was not only 

essential to the political practice and the organisation of the popular 

movements but also to the act of participsting in them. 

The question of the support and participation of men in the popular 

urben movements was a fundamental one for women. In most cases, lacking 

the active support of their partners, women expressed pride in the fact 

that at least they were willing to assume the responsibility of 

defending the interests of the femily. Women clearly felt quite 

strongly about men's unwillingness to join this type of popular struggle 

and argued that mens “lack of interest" was due to their inability or to 

their reluctance to assume this part of the responsibility for the 

family. For women the family is an important political issue, far more
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importent than it is for men and this, I would argue, is probably one of 

the main reasons for the relatively low mele perticipation in the 

popular movements. The lack of support from their partners was believed 

to be symptomatic of the low value that men placed on this kind of 

struggle as well as a general belief that women should not "debble" in 

politics. For the women who went against their partners' wishes, the 

price was often very high indeed (See Chapter 6). 

3. The Church and the Pf —- their support and our needs. 

The question of the political support given by other forms of political 

organisation end the Church was also important to women. The nature of 

this support and its contribution to the struggles of the popular 

movements is analysed here by the women themselves. Women speak of the 

kind of support they receive as well as the support they would like to 

receive from the two mein supporters of the popular urban social 

movements : the Catholic Church and the Workers Party (PT). In 

addition, they present their own analysis of the effectiveness of these 

two agencies in defending and supporting popular classes in their 

struggles. 

Both the Church and the PT had 42 policy to assist any popular struggle 

in Brazil. However, how much support and by whom, is often left to 

individuals or regional committees to decide. The’ popular movements 

themselves also chose what kind of support they wanted and would accept, 

which sometimes led to a conflict of interest between the Church, the PT 

and the popular movements. The women who participated in the movements, 

through their contact with the Church and the PT, developed firm ideas 

about the role of these two "formal" organisations not only in the
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political life of the country but also in society itself. In the way 

they express their views about the Church and the PT, women display a 

crucial political development which has grown from their experience in 

the popular movements. Irrespective of whether or not they were members 

of the Church or the PT their views were based on their political 

experience in the popular movements. Their struggles allowed them to 

see not only the potential that these organisations hed for giving their 

support to the populer classes but also their limitations. The 

contradictions between policy and practice, the needs of the popular 

movements and the question of selective support were all issues that the 

women raised and debated in my interviews with them as well as in their 

political meetings. The conclusions they came to demonstrated their 

capacity to analyse the workings of the Catholic Church and the PT, to 

recognise the political shortcomings of them and make recommendations eas 

to how these organisations could be of greater use to the struggle of 

the popular classes. 

The majority of women who perticipete in the populer urben movements are 

deeply religious, although not necessarily regular churchgoers or 

participants in Church groups. They all expected a high level of 

support from the Church which had declared, in the 1970s, that it would 

support ell the struggles of the popular classes and fight against 

social injustice. They were, however, as I have already shown, sectors 

of the Church which refused to meke any political stand in favour of the 

urban poor. Even in those areas where the Church gave considerable 

support to populer struggles, women were aware of the problems : 

" The Church is very good in this area. Our Church helps a 

lot, for example CEBs where I was before, they also help to
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mobilise the people. 1 have learnt a lot through the Church 

about struggle and about politics.... All sectors of the 

Church need to open its doors to the people and help the 

popular movements." (Rosa, 29yrs, Santa Emilie) 

" They accompany the people well but it (the Church) is 

extremely divided within itself so therefore its support 

often reflects the clergy and its attitudes in that 

particular area rather than a general trend. in this case 

some do not give ective support to the popular movements.... 

The Church is. something of the people so it _ should 

participste more in general and not just in terms of material 

assistance." (Josefiele, 19yrs, Taboao) 

The clergy who described themselves as progressive did give a lot of 

assistance to the popular classes and women who perticipated in the 

ecclesiastical groups such as CEBs and the Pastoral Operaria geined 

considerable experience in political organisation and_ struggle. 

However, those who did so were in the minority and the majority argued 

about the the progressive role of the Church in the political life of 

the country and the incongruity between the ideology of the Church and 

its political practice : 

" The Church collaborates a little but should do a4 lot more. 

They have power in their hands but don't use it.... in 

reality it isn't as progressive as it makes out to be. In my 

view it should be more politicel and defend the rights of the 

people." (Virginia, 43yrs, Vila Antonieta ) i
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" The Church isn't consistent in its practice and in my view 

it has an important role to play in the popular movements.... 

The Church needs to make its role a lot clearer to put into 

practice the support that they propose to give because it 

just isn't happening ! Many religious people are extremely 

bourgeois which mekes the task more difficult." (Emiko, 

27yrs, Santa Emilia) 

Whilst a large number of women did argue that the Church had difficulty 

in relating to the poor because of its "“bourgeois" influences, the 

majority felt that the Church should help the poor in order to maintain 

its own support in the bairros of the urban periphery. Nevertheless 

criticisms of the Church did not merely rest on its inconsistency in 

supporting the popular movements. There were women who argued that the 

general political stance of the Church was incompatible with its "option 

for the poor" which required a policy of action far more progressive 

than the one it had at that time. Moreover, they felt that it was 

difficult to expect support from a Church which spoke of liberty and 

equality when it still ignored the question of women's rights and 

equality : 

" The Church started many movements but afterwards they left 

us alone to organise. It supports the popular movements but 

once agéin within certain limits. It speaks of liberation 

and about the people of this country being important, in that 

case it shouldn't still be traditionally conservative yet 

politically it's extremely right wing in my opinion.... It 

has all the mechanisms through its work with the people and 

the power to do a lot more, but the theory and the practice
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are two very different things. The Pope, for example, has an 

enormous influence on the practice of the Church here yet in 

particular he ignores the rights of women, for example 

abortion, and reinforces the traditional role of women." 

(Vincentina, 43yrs, Sao Matheus) 

The criticisms of the support given by the Catholic Church to the 

popular movements, however, were mainly directed at the hierarchy of the 

Church and those sectors of the Church which upheld the traditional 

conservative position which still tended to dominate its policy making 

in relation to the social, economic and political role of the Catholic 

Church in society. Women recognised, however, that even amongst the 

more progressive sectors of the Church the question of women and 

controversial issues such as family planning, were still pushed aside or 

ignored. Nevertheless women argued that the Church, despite its 

shortcomings, gave them more support than any political party. 

Of the legal political parties in Brazil the PT was the only party which 

the women mentioned in relation to its support for, and its work with, 

the popular movements. The Workers Party was a party that they could 

relate to and the only one that they had any contact with outs ide of 

election time. Through the struggles of the popular movements, women 

were able to assess not only the political value of the party to the 

working poor but also its viability as a political representative in the 

Brazilian political system. This was important because the "democratic 

opening" of the political system, since the 1970s, had allowed many of 

these women to vote for the first time for important executive positions 

in the government, such as mayors and State governors. Greater 

political freedom, which facilitated women's and men's participation in
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all forms of political organisation, enebled them to appraise the 

potential of political parties through their participstion in the 

populer movements. Consequently, women were able to make an informed 

decision about which party they would vote for or support on the basis 

of their practical experience. Here two women discuss their impressions 

of the Workers Party, what they believe to be its politicel role and its 

prospects as a political party : 

"The PT is a perty of the lower class formed by Lula. As a 

combative Brazilian he is intelligent, in terms of struggle, 

without having eny formal education. He is my equal and has 

a valid role in the popular movements.... I think that the PT 

is at a standstill, it needs to be more active, it needs to 

agitate more, it needs reorganisation to encourage people to 

Open their mouths and speak up for their rights." (Gedilve, 

38yrs, Santo Eduardo) 

" The PT as a party is weaker and lower than the rest. We 

don't really know its qualities because it has few political 

representatives. 1 will vote for them in the next election 

but we will have to wait and see what they can do as a party. 

For me they are helping the movement at the present time and 

that is very good..... They need to do a lot more work to be 

elected, they need to recognise the things that they must do 

for the people. They can't forget the past and the promises 

that they meade, more than anything they need to mobilise the 

people of the base." (Rosa, 29yrs, Santa Emilia) 

AS 4 comperatively new political party in Brazilian politics, and one
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with a@ commitment to popular struggles, nearly all women had high 

expectations of the PT as a political representative of the working 

poor. The Workers Party had frequently given support to the popular 

movements and its accessibility to the working poor led many women to 

join the party (See Chapter 6). The way in which it had been formed had 

involved the popular classes but even women who were members of the PT 

felt that it still had a long way to go before it could fulfil its 

promises to the popular classes and their organisations : 

"I would like to say that my political activities, first and 

foremost, are in the popular movements and because of my 

participation I decided to join the PT.... It is basically 

individuals within the perty, activists and politicians who 

are actively involved in the popular movements or giving 

their support so a few are working with the grass roots much 

more than the rest. When, let's say, the perty has a clear 

political line on this and perticipsted more it would be a 

considerable political investment for them.... The party, for 

me, is meade up of individuals and has left a great gap 

between them and the masses, when in reality it was formed as 

a party of the base and candidates were elected by popular 

assemblies. The majority of politicians only give support to 

certain types of struggles and this tends to be in their 

electoral regions rather than in the State as a whole. Few 

are actively perticipating in or assisting the popular 

movements so in my view the PT as 4 party needs to do a2 lot 

more." (Vincentina, 43yrs, S80 Matheus) 

" The PT is the type of party which has good proposals for
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the popular movements but has little participation with the 

grass roots and this is where they need to participate to 

construct the party through its links with the bese. It is 

always the same few politicians of the party that support or 

participste in the movement therefore, in my opinion, the 

grass roots is very distant from the perty.... The perty 

doesn't have to make propaganda to be a party of the workers 

it needs to work a lot more with the grass roots. Their 

proposals and commitment must be reflected in their 

practice." (Emiko, 27yrs, Santa Emilia) 

Women's experience in the popular urban social movements gave them the 

means by which to judge other political organisations. The importance 

of grass roots politics dominated their views in relation to political 

perties. Probably one of the reasons why they directed most of their 

criticisms at the Workers Party was not only beceuse it was a party who 

made an open commitment to popular struggles but also because it was 

launched as a party by the masses for the masses. Women, faced with the 

reality of perty politics and practice, frequently expressed their 

disillusion when they described the kind of political party the PT 

should be. However, even those women who had become members of the 

party emphasised that their political commitment was first and foremost 

to the popular movements : 

"The PT as a party is very good, it supports us when we need 

them. I'ma member of the PT now and 1 em proud to be a part 

of the perty.... But my first commitment is to the movement 

here, this is the politics of the people and no political 

party can make this struggle for us. Here in the favela we
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all suffer the same misery, hunger and want, we women know 

the price of this suffering and the cost of winning better 

things, @ better life. We in the popular movements have a 

common cause, to struggle for our rights, the political 

parties, too, have the same goal, to be the government. I 

would like the PT to be the government but if they too did 

not keep their promises or forget the poor then we will 

struggle against them also." (Carmelita, 40yrs, Vila Sezamo) 

Most of the women, however, were neither affiliated to nor wished to 

join a political party. Their political participetion would be confined 

to their activities in the popular movements, a form of organisation and 

politicel action they could relate to end which effectively represented 

their political interests and needs. Without exception those women who 

were members of a political party gave priority to their perticipetion 

in the popular movements. lt was here that women had nurtured and 

sustained their political interest and it is where political issues of 

fundamental importance to women are raised and defended. In their 

criticisms of the PT they demonstrate the shortcomings of a political 

party in its relations to the grass roots and question the ability of 

party politics to defend their interests in the politicel system. Thus 

the popular urban social movements were a concrete political option for 

the women who dedicated their political lives to the maintenance and 

continuity of this form of politicel organisation. 

4. The Political and Personal Politics - the affirmation and negation of 

a political role for the popular movements by women. 

Unlike other forms of political organisation the collective action and



212 

organisation of the popular urban movements is not necessarily 

considered to be political either by those who participate in them or by 

observers. The issues around which they are mobilised, the overwhelming 

participation of women in them and their multifarious forms of 

organisation and political action often mask their political role and 

aims. In addition, in those studies of the popular movements where 

women do appear they are described as "housewives" and this leads to 

mis-interpretations of women's collective action (See Chapter 2). As 

Brunsdon once observed : "when women take political action as housewives 

this sometimes can be represented and understood as non-political". © 

Clearly, to describe something as political depends entirely om a 

person's definition of what is political and this was aptly demonstrated 

by the women of the popular movements themselves. However, during my 

research | found that the subject was far more complex than it seemed. 

For example, for a person to define or describe their organisation or 

collective action es intrinsically political depends on a subjective 

view of what constitutes the political. It also depends on their 

willingness to be associated with or considered part of collective 

action which is political. In my work with women it was invariably the 

latter which determined their definition of their activities. 

In this study | felt that it was important to question women on the 

political nature of the popular movements and identify whether or not 

women were conscious of the political role, if any, which these popular 

organisations have in the political system. For exemple, were women 

participating in the populer movements because they did not identify 

this type of orgenisation as political; becsuse the popular movements 

represented a different kind of politics; or because they saw it as a 

form of political orgenisation which could best produce change in



213 

Brazilian society ? The response from women in this study fell fairly 

evenly into these three different trains of thought and here I would 

like to present their views and consider the reasons why women were 

inclined to analyse their collective action and organisation in these 

ways. It was difficult to understand why some women considered their 

struggles to be apolitical or to understand whet they meant when they 

described their political action as personal politics. Women who 

believed that their struggles were intrinsically political were more 

forthcoming in their answers to my questions. Nevertheless, Il 

discovered that the question of the political wes an extremely sensitive 

topic for women to discuss end it was only through observation end open 

discussions that I was able to gain some insight as to why this should 

be so. 

Just under @ quarter of the women denied that what they were doing had 

anything to do with politics. In this group there were two clear bodies 

of opinion. First, there were those women who associated the political 

with politics, politicians, political parties and elections and quite 

rightly came to the conclusion that what they were doing bore no 

relation to this definition of politics : 

"No it's not political I don't see any political party 

involved in this." (Maria Tereza, 28yrs, Vila Bancaria) 

"NO I don't think its political its about rights not 

elections." (Valiria, 23yrs, Vila Sezamo) 

No its not. Politics is about voting isn't it ? " 

(Marinete, 47yrs, Maua)
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Secondly, there were those women who denied the political nature of what 

they were doing because their struggles were for the needs of the messes 

Which they did not feel was 4 political issue : 

"I don't think that this struggle is political. We are 

trying to make things better for ourselves not to interfere 

in politics." (Maria Aparecida de Moraes, 48yrs, Vila Sezamo) 

"No this is a struggle for everyone, you can't just sit at 

home with your arms folded and do nothing. It has nothing to 

do with politics." (Maria Celia, 53yrs, Embu) 

"It is necessary to be united, but I don't understand 

politics. This struggle is e necessity so I don't think that 

counts es being political." (Dina, 38yrs, Vila Sezamo) 

In both cases women were demonstrating the belief that only formal 

political institutions end organisations meke politics. The people were 

neither a pert of that scenario nor did they influence this process. 

Even the question of the rights and needs of the people were not 

considered to be a political issue by this group of women in spite of 

the fact that these were fundamental issues to the popular movements and 

their struggles. In practice there was absolutely nothing by which to 

differentiate these women from any other who participated in the populer 

movements, either through the level of their participation, their 

commitment to the movements or the way in which they spoke and defended 

the eims and objectives of their collective action. Nor could one 

describe these women as ill-informed about politics or without any 

contact or experience of other political organisations : there were many
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women within this group who had such experience or were even involved in 

a political party. Clearly all of these women had 4 clear definition of 

What is political in mind and this did not extend to what they were 

doing or why they were doing it. 

On further examination | found that there were three basic reasons for 

their use of such 4 narrow definition of the political. First, the 

virtual exclusion of the populer classes from the political system for 

such a long period of time had led to their estrangement from it even 

during @ period in which their participation in political life was being 

encouraged. At the same time, the continued use of repression against 

any popular opposition to the government continued to nurture an innate 

fear amongst large sectors of the popular classes of anything political. 

Clearly, for this group of women this had some influence over their 

definition of their activities in the popular movements. By denying the 

political nature of their struggles, women hoped to defuse any 

retaliatory action by the government against their struggles in order to 

meximise the possibility of a successful outcome to their collective 

action. This was en effective political tactic frequently used by women 

in their struggles. Second, meny of the women in this group had faced 

or anticipsted considerable opposition from their partners, neighbours 

and families on the besis that their activities in the popular movements 

were political. By denying the political nature of their collective 

action and organisation, they were in fact trying to protect themselves 

from possible and actual reprisals against their participation in the 

popular movements. Third, women were unable to relate their collective 

action and organisation to the political because of the disparity 

between the forms of representation and activities of the popular 

movements and those of "formal" political organisations. As there was
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no parallel to their forms of organisation and collective action within 

the "formal" political serena, women were at a loss to associate what 

they did with the political without expanding their definition of the 

politicel to encompass issues which seemed only to be of interest to 

women. 

Over a third of the women in this study, whilst meintaining a narrow 

definition of the political, believed that what they were doing was 

political and described it as "personal politics". /> These women 

believed that politics in general was highly "impersonal" and bore 

little relation to their lives, their needs or their interests. The 

struggles of the popular movements had evolved from their frustration 

with the forms of political representation and organisation available 

within the system which were unable to defend their interests. Women 

argued that their collective action and organisation was 2a means of 

dealing with issues which had been given little political importance by 

successive governments but which caused considerable hardship and 

suffering to themselves and their families. To these women the personal 

is political and therefore the popular movements were involved in 

personal politics : 

"I think it's personal politics if anything. It's a 

struggle of the people, it's about our lives, our families 

and our children's future. It's important to us but I don't 

think it's important to them (the government). We have to 

make them see that its important. We need a decent home, 

jobs, proper schools and transport, we need everything and we 

are not obliged to suffer in silence. It's personal because 

its ebout us - all of us - and beceuse of this we are all
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struggling together." (Maria Jose, 60yrs, Maua) 

"It is political and it isn't at the same time. What the 

government does is political and what we do, to them, isn't. 

They say we don't represent anybody but we do, we represent 

ourselves and others who can't or won't speak up for 

themselves. We are participating in something political and 

doing something for ourselves at the same time. At base 

everything is political so I think thet what we do is meke 

personal politics." (Maria Amelia, 40 yrs, Zona Leste) 

Amongst this group of women, like the previous group, there was a strong 

sense of alienation from what they considered to be the political and 

politics in general. However, unlike the other women they needed to 

recognise the politicel nature of their struggle while at the same time 

disassociating it from formel politics or other forms of politicel 

organisation and representation. For these women the idea of 

representing themselves was a2 legitimate political act in defence of 

their rights and interests : 

"You could say that 411 politics is personal. The 

politicians defend their own interests and we have to defend 

ours. They don't represent us, they never have. They don't 

know what it's like to suffer so how can they represent us ? 

The government isn't even a little democratic. Politicians 

only represent themselves so we have to represent ourselves, 

you see, its @all personal in the end." (Francisca, 44yrs, 

Maua )
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The idea of personal politics to these women was not about the 

prioritization of individual interests, that was a concept exclusive to 

"formal" politics and was anathema to their idea of what politics should 

be about. For women, the personalization of the political was 4 means 

of humanizing the political process, a form of collectivism based on a 

personal experience which was shared by the urban poor and a4 political 

precept that they could relate to. The differentiation of personal 

politics from "formal" politics by women was not only a means of 

defining the political dimension in which they were active but also a 

way of justifying their political role in the political system. Even if 

some women were unable to define what they meant by personal politics, 

in describing their participation in the popular movements what they 

were doing was making @ political statement about their collective 

action and organisation. It wes "different" because it is 4 "struggle 

of the people” and it is "about us end what we need". Most of all it 

wes a kind of politics that they felt a pert of and one which arose from 

the all encompassing deprivation of their own lives. Collective protest 

evolved from personal grievances which in turn had become a political 

issue. Personal politics for these women was not only a struggle for 

social and economic change but also changed their wey of life. 

There were, however, a large proportion of women who argued that their 

collective action and organisation wes political. For them no form of 

political organisation had a monopoly over the representation and 

organisation of the masses. The political was all encompassing, not 

something that was separate from their everyday lives. Over a third of 

the women who participated in the popular urben social movements 

believed that there were very few things in life that were not 

political. In fact the majority argued that at base everything is



219 

political : 

" Everything is political, everything we do in this world." 

(Luzia, 47yrs, Maua) 

" Everything is political ! People were struggling against 

authority end inequality in the time of the kings, now its 

against the rich in general. We have the same rights and 

must battle for them it's the system that is wrong." 

(Efigenia, 53yrs, Vila Rica) 

These women used a very wide definition of politics which incorporated 

all kinds of struggle and political action and within which all social, 

economic and moral issues were or could be political. The question of 

inequality and peoples' rights were the basis of their struggles and, 

for these women, they were a fundamental political issue irrespective of 

Whether or not they were considered to have eny rights at all under the 

present political system. Women argued that the fact that they were 

making these demands and confronting the political system was a 

political act in itself. In their opinion the forms of representation 

Which existed were inadequate and unrepresentative. Their struggles 

were political because they were challenging the political system : 

"Yes, this struggle is political because we are confronting 

the political system. Our grievances are taken to 

politicians who are supposed to govern in the interests of 

the people.... " (Virginia, 43yrs, Vila Antonieta) 

" For me it is politicsl because it is against the
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politicians" (Maria Aparecida, 2lyrs, Maua) 

" The way the government speaks about us and the way we are 

used is political. This is a political struggle. We are the 

same as everyone else but we are unequal in every way, our 

struggle is for equality, for work and for unity. 

Politicians don't just give you things you have to fight for 

them and one day it is us who will win. " (Alzira, 48yrs, 

Vila Sezemo) 

The women believed that through their political action they could 

achieve social and economic change within the present political system. 

This was the mein priority for the popular movements and the aim and 

objective of their struggles. However, for some women the struggles of 

the popular movements were pert of a greater objective - to transform 

the society they live in. It was a struggle not only to gain changes 

within the political system itself but to transform the political system 

and subsequently society itself : 

"This struggle for me is far wider than the question of 

employment, it is a struggle to transform our society which 

is the only way, in my view, to gain or change anything." 

(Elizete, 24yrs, Msaua) 

" All aspects of the struggle are important but our struggle 

is far greater than this. We need to change the society we 

live in and start from within the movement itself." (Emiko, 

27yrs, Santa Emilia)
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Some women were explicit about the kind of changes they were struggling 

for and its importance to them and their children : 

"This is an important struggle for us and our children who 

are with us, watching and accompanying their mothers in this 

struggle, must learn too. We have to show them because they 

are our only legacy. If I die before we win this struggle it 

can't stop now, my children must continue until we win what 

is rightfully ours. We fight to end this capitalism that we 

have here that leaves our children hungry énd sick and to 

defend socialism.... Socialism is where everyone has the same 

rights, where a woman hes liberty, everybody has @ good life, 

@ good house, creches for our children and work for everyone 

- everybody equal.... This cepitalism makes us suffer, we 

have to struggle for a better society, a different society 

beceuse the way it is now we pay a very high price for making 

money for the rich. " (Carmelita, 40yrs, Vila Sezamo) 

Whether it was 6 socialist society or a more democratic society that the 

women were struggling for, they were all certain of the kind of things 

they wanted to see in such a society. They wanted "justice", "liberty", 

“equality " and "unity" and these were things they were attempting to 

construct, as one woman said , from within the movements themselves. 

The political practice of the popular movements was itself a challenge 

to the political order. For those women who believed that the political 

role of the popular movements was to bring about a radical change in 

Brazilian society, the egalitarian and democratic practices developed 

within the movements themselves was a fundamental pert of that process, 

not just for themselves but for their children too. The popular
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movements constituted a different kind of educational institution where 

their children could understand the meaning of struggle, unity and 

equality and these women felt that it was probably the most important 

"legacy" that they could give their children. 

Through their discussions of the political connotations of their 

participstion in the popular movements, women demonstrated that even 

emongst those who ere engaged in collective action and organisation 

there is no collective view of the political. The wey in which they 

define the political and their relationship to it demonstrates the 

fluidity of their political understanding and orientation. Those women 

who do not recognise any possible political basis to their participation 

or deny the political nature of their struggles do so for various 

reasons. The act of political distancing which is involved, however, 

raises questions about whether or not women are consciously withdrawing 

from a political arena which does little to acknowledge, encourage or 

defend either women's political activities or politicsl interests. 

Those women who describe their political activities as personal politics 

are making some attempt to define what they are doing as politicel 

because what they are made to believe is political neither conforms to 

what they feel is political or the nature of their political involvement 

and commitment. Those women who defend the political role of the 

popular movements take another approach to the political. By 

acknowledging the political aspect of all kinds of relationships and 

activities in their lives, they not only place their political 

perticipstion firmly within the existing political arena but also see 

their activities as an open challenge to it. 

irrespective of how women define the political or their activities in
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the popular movements, all of these women are unwilling or unable to 

differentiate their political activities and relationships from any 

others in their lives. As political decisions affect every aspect of 

their lives, so too can their political perticipstion. Neighbours, 

friends, relatives and even their children become comrades in the 

struggle and to differentiate one relationship from the other, for these 

women, would be to deny the social bonds which formed the basis for 

their political action. The fact that women choose to participete in a 

form of political organisation which does not make any arbitrary 

divisions between @ person's social, economic and political activities 

but, on the contrary, utilises the inter-relationships between them to 

strengthen its basis for collective action, shows that women's political 

interests tend to be focused on "practical politics". Women argue that 

they are in the business of "getting things done". Whether or not their 

activities are political are of secondary importance; it is the success 

of their collective action which is peramount to them. The political is 

nothing very special, merely an integral part of their lives.
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CHAPTER 6 

VIOLENCE, DOMESTIC CHANGE AND PERSONAL DEVELOPMENT - " The women who, in 

external as internalized, are able to transform themselves into leaders 

of great human maturity, talent and personality." 1.
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Il have argued that the popular urban social movements were @ political 

spece within which women could develop political skills, ea sense of 

achievement and é means of struggling sround political issues which were 

of primary importance to them. Women's political activities changed 

many aspects of their lives and challenged others. In spite of the 

facility with which women were able to enter and participate in the 

popular movements, however, they still confronted considerable obstacles 

to their engegement in political activity. Politics had been a "no mans 

land" for women in the early 1970s, but by the early 1980s women hed 

quite irrevocably meade politics women's business too. 2" However, 

although the participation of women in all aspects of political life and 

in all kinds of political organisations had dramatically increased, this 

had not radically changed the way in which women who "messed" in 

politics were perceived either by the government or by the media. These 

perceptions of women's political activities are discussed briefly in 

this chapter, where I shall argue that despite the fact that women are 

"put down" they are not deterred by public comment. The real obstacle 

to participation wes in their personal relations with their 

husbends/partners. 

The women of the popular movements remained, in general, unperturbed by 

general criticisms of or contempt shown for their political activities. 

All too often government reaction to their protests was patronising or 

contemptuous but women would, on some occasions, turn this to their 

advantage. For example, government ministers would often express 

surprise that “housewives" should take the time and trouble to interest 

themselves in political matters and were "more than willing " to discuss 

the demands of the movement and consider the issues they raised. 

However, once popular movements had gained a4 political reputation for
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being successful, access to government officials and representatives was 

far more difficult, even for women. 

In spite of the fact that it is in the media, particularly newspapers, 

that we can find the most information about the nature and extent of 

women's political participation in Brazil, women are still not portrayed 

as political actors in their own right. Even when the protest was 

carried out almost exclusively by women the participants were invariably 

described as "housewives" which tends to depoliticise the nature of the 

protest or the demands involved. In those protests in which a 

reasonable percentage of men participated women were relegated to a 

supportive role and the participants were described as : "the 

unemployed, women and children" or "the residents, women and 

Children".3- Even when there was only a small percentage of men 

participating in the protest it was men, rather than women, who were 

interviewed by the media about the movement and who were considered to 

be the aggrieved party. Women were still considered to be an anomaly in 

politics and therefore there seemed to be a need to explain the presence 

of women in political protests. This resulted in the trivialization of 

their political activities or the misinterpretation of their political 

role. Such attitudes to women's political action were not in themselves 

an obstacle to women's political participation but were representative 

of a general negative climate within which women carried out their 

political activities. 

If women generally were underrated and undervalued as political actors 

and, as a result, confronted problems in being taken seriously or 

constituting a political threat in political circles, in their personal 

relationships this was not the case. Women's political activities had a



228 

direct affect on their lives and on their personal lives in perticular. 

Most women began to think differently about how they saw their role in 

the family, about themselves as women and their role in society. In 

short, women changed through their political experience of the popular 

movements, developing @ new found freedom to express themselves on 

political metters that were important to them, to question the nature of 

their role as wives and mothers and to challenge ideas ebout what women 

should do and the way that they should live. The changes that women's 

political participation brought to their lives did not occur without 

resistance from their friends and families. This resistance wes 

probably the biggest obstacle of all for women to overcome end not all 

women were able to withstand the pressure that this placed upon them. 

For many women their political activities entered into direct conflict 

with other aspects of their lives. The struggle to maintain some form 

of balance between the various roles that women are obliged to perform, 

perticulerly that of wife and mother, was not always a successful one. 

This chapter deals with the personal struggles of women to sustain and 

defend their political commitment to the struggles of the popular 

movements. lt considers both positive and negative aspects of the 

personal changes that women experience, the obstacles that women face 

and the solutions which women encounter to resolve the tribulations and 

conflicts which arise from their political participation. 

First, I look at the question of violence and the threat of violence as 

an obstacle to women's perticipation. On a general level I will discuss 

the effects of the institutionalisation of the use of violence and 

intimidation as a political weapon against popular struggles by the 

State. More specifically I will look at the role of male domestic
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violence in limiting or inhibiting women's political participation and 

the ways in which women deal with this problem. Second, the 

consequences of women's political participation for the domestic sphere. 

Third, I will discuss women's personal and political development through 

their political participation and the political options that women make. 

Finally, 1 consider the emergence of women's organisations from the 

popular movements, the relationship between lower class women and the 

feminist movement and discuss the question of inter-class female 

solidarity. 

business! I'll beat her till she learns that no woman of mine messes in 

politics." 

The question of violence and its relation to women's political 

participation is both complex and multi-faceted in a country where all 

forms of political organisation and political action have, at some time 

or other, been met with government repression both violent and non- 

violent. Rarely have women been spared from the arbitrary and sometimes 

violent political repression used by successive governments when they 

have engaged in political action and political protests. Like men, they 

have had to face the consequences of challenging or confronting the 

political system end its policies. The threat of violence or 

intimidation wes part and parcel of 411 kinds of political participation 

in Brazil and would be experienced at least once by anyone who wes 

politically active. Consequently women who participated in the popular 

movements were aware of the risks that they ran by engaging in certain 

forms of political protest, and when a movement anticipated that some 

form of police repression mey be used against them, those who
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participated in the protest were always volunteers. 

Female representatives and coordinators faced further problems which 

arose from their role in the organisation of political action : that of 

violence and harrassment by members of the local community. These women 

were aware that in taking on a leadership role in the movements that 

they could become the main targets of police repression and intimidation 

but they were far less prepared for the animosity, abuse and threats 

that they received from their peers in the local community. 

Women who were elected to representative or leadership positions in the 

popular movements took on responsibility for the orgenisation and 

implementation of political action. They were also deemed responsible 

for the outcome of this action. People looked to these women to resolve 

their problems and obtain political victories on their behalf. Under 

certain circumstances, these women received threats, or suffered abuse 

from members of the community who did not participate in the movement 

when political protests had not been totally successful. Women favela 

leaders and representatives suffered most from this form of intimidation 

and violence. The heterogeneity of the favela population, the existence 

of rival social factions and struggles over leadership seemed to be the 

mein factors which increased the incidence of threats and provocation of 

those women who lead or represented favelas. In my research at Vila 

Sezamo I found that there was enough evidence to suggest that such women 

and their femilies were frequently the targets of violence and abuse. 

In Vila Sezamo, women elected as representatives of the favela found 

themselves under constant scrutiny. Any sudden improvement in their 

standerd of living could lead to accusations of misappropriation of
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funds or misuse of their position, although such accusations were 

usually mede by those who did not participate in the movement. Their 

lives became an open book and their homes meeting places and offices 

where the problems of friends and neighbours were solved and decisions 

were made. Everything they did was open and above board and there was 

little opportunity for it to be anything else. However, this provided 

the women with little protection from the intimidation and abuse they 

received if and when anything did go wrong in the struggles of the 

favela. The woman who was eventually elected President of the favela, 

and her family, had suffered from a wide range of threats and abuse 

during the eight years in which she had been one of its leaders. Her 

children had been the victims of beatings and intimidation by their 

peers as well as adults in the favela. They had to listen to 

speculation about their mother's integrity end were shunned by those who 

held their mother and the favela movement in contempt. The President of 

the Favela herself was constantly on the receiving end of rumours, abuse 

and thrests. 

The response of the movement was the same. Any threats or accusations 

made against any representative of the favela were made public, the 

problem was discussed at their meetings and steps taken to defend and 

support one another. As long as representatives could maintain the 

solidarity and support of their companheiros in the Favela Movement then 

they were eble to withstand the forms of violence and ebuse which they 

confronted collectively. 

However, there was one form of physical and psychological pressure, far 

more difficult for women to endure, which ceme from within their own 

homes. For some women the spectre of domestic violence was more
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intimidating than any other beceuse it threatened the one thing that 

they were struggling to defend - the well being of their families. 

Furthermore, it was a form of violence against which most women neither 

sought nor were they able to receive protection. The relationship 

between a man and woman was considered to be sacrosanct and few people 

had the courage or felt that they had the right to intervene. In 

addition, women were often far too ashamed to let their companheiras 

know that they were being beaten or suffering all kinds of pressures 

from their partners as 4 result of their participation in the popular 

movements. In most cases, domestic conflicts only came to light when 

women had reached breaking points such as suffering serious physical 

injury, being thrown out of their homes or separating from their 

pertners. It was at this point that the victims of domestic violence 

sought help from their companheiras who supported and assisted them both 

emotionally and materially in whatever course of ection such women 

wished to take. 

The previous chapter described the wey in which women spoke of the 

support they received from their spouses in relation to their 

perticipation in the popular movements. Only 20% of the women claimed 

that they received the active support for their political activities 

while 45% received no support at all and the remainder received varying 

degrees of support which were subject to change over time. Domestic 

conflict which developed from women's perticipation in the populer 

movements and led to violent retaliation by men against’ their 

wives/companheiras put enormous psychological pressure on women. This 

conflict often developed over a long period of time during which women 

saw their relationship with their partners deteriorate gradually and 

some women were obliged to choose between their partners and their
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political activities. For many women the choice was a difficult one and 

was only finally mede when the women saw that they actually no longer 

had a choice as such. 

It was the use of violence as a means of "persuading" women to 

discontinue their political activities which wes the most difficult to 

witness. It is, of course, difficult to give accurate figures on the 

incidence of "wife beating" directed against women in the popular 

movements and prove that men abused their wives because of their 

political activites. These women associated domestic violence with 

their political activities. It is not possible to prove that women who 

were politically involved were subject to more violence than women who 

are not by providing figures to demonstrate the connection. Women 

themselves, however, were quite clear that this was the case and the 

explanations they offered are described below. The explanations affirm 

that women appreciate that their political activities have transformed 

their relationship with their husbends/pertners and that they are being 

beaten because they do not conform to being an “obedient wife". Thus 

the development of women's political consciousness leads them to 

reassess their gender realtions in the family. As far as it is possible 

to put figures on the issue, I believe that at least one in five women 

who claimed to receive little or no support from their partners for 

their political activities had been the victims of physical abuse. It 

may well be that that the number of women who were abused was much 

higher. Here Il have chosen three individual cases which are 

representative of the kind of abuse that women suffered and the ways in 

which they attempted to resolve the conflict that had developed between 

their personal relationships and their political activities.
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Nilza had been participating in the popular movements for about 4 year, 

first in the Fevela Movement and later in the Unemployed Movement as 

well, and regularly attended meetings with her mother. She was active 

in all forms of political action end rarely missed @ chance to 

participate in any protest organised by the movements. Her husband had 

never agreed to her participation and was perticulerly against her being 

involved in any form of political protest. Nilza had, for quite some 

time, managed to hide her participation in demonstrations and protests 

Which had reduced domestic conflict. However, one day her husband 

discovered that Nilza had not taken pert in a recent protest organised 

by the favela but had also formed pert of the deputation to the State 

Housing Secretary. Once the extent of Nilza's perticipation wes mede 

known to him, he demanded that she should end her political activities 

and beat her every day for ae week until she promised that she would 

never participate in any populer movement again. As a result, Nilza was 

admitted to hospital. Her mother went to the representatives of the 

favela and begged the women to persuade her daughter to stand up to her 

husband. The women and tried to persuade her to continue and asked if 

there was anything they could do but Nilza had already made up her mind 

to discontinue her participation if only for a short period of time. 

She explained her reasons to them and to me in the following way : 

" ,....This isn't the first time it's happened, he's beaten me 

before, not so much of course but now he has forbidden me to 

carry on. He says I have shamed him to go out and show 

everyone that we have problems, that I have made him look a 

bad husband. We will manage, he says, but I know we won't. 

I want things to be better for us, for all of us but it's no 

good . I'm sorry I can't take anymore. He's a good men



235 

really but he doesn't understand and I can't go against him 

not after this....(She starts to cry)....The struggle is 

important I know, maybe Il'm too weak but I can't struggle 

against the government and my husband at the same time. My 

children are getting frightened, they cry every time my 

husband comes home and I don't want them to suffer because of 

me. SO you will have to go on without me, at least for a 

While, maybe 1 can change his mind but I doubt it." (Nilza, 

25yrs, Vila Sezamo) 

It was not unusual for women in the same circumstances as Nilza to leave 

@ movement suddenly, without giving any explanation for doing so. Often 

it was only sometime later that the true reason for their absence was 

disclosed and rarely would they return to participate in the popular 

movements. The dramatic affect on family life, the sense of outrage and 

hostility vented against such women by their partners and the inability 

to find some form of compromise forced some to take this step. 

The reasons why Nilza's husband objected to her political activities are 

the same as those of many men who opposed their wives participetion in 

the popular movements, although not 411 of them resorted to violence in 

order to state their case. Men did genuinely feel a sense of shame 

that, for example, they lived in a favela or were unemployed because 

this reflected on their ability to provide a reasonable standard of 

living for their families. When women went out into the streets to 

struggle to change their situation it wes the act of making 4 family's 

problems "public" which incensed men™ most. Men felt emasculated by 

their wives' political activities yet they were unwilling or unable ko 

defend their families interests in this way. The more organised and
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successful movements became, the greater the number of women who began 

to experience difficulties in the home and with their pertners, 

although not necessarily in the form of violence. For some men there 

was something quite "improper" about women who invaded government 

offices and occupied buildings or even marched in the streets shouting 

slogans and they were not prepared to let "their" wives make a public 

spectacle of themselves irrespective of the issues that they were 

defending. AS one woman argued : 

"I think our men are behind the times, they think that a 

women's plece is in the home and the minute they see that 

something is well organised they don't want their women to 

perticipate any longer. They feel threatened, they think 

that we might go against them and it's really because they 

don't understand what we are doing. They won't join us and 

they don't want us to continue in the struggle. It's very 

difficult for many women here." (Rosa, 26yrs, Sta Emilia) 

The support which women may or mey not receive from their spouses is in 

practice extremely arbitrary. As local movements became mass movements 

and as political protests became far more radical men who had, up to 

thet point, made few objections to their wives involvement became 

violently opposed to their political activities. In some cases the 

Change in attitude was a gradual process, in others the change was 

almost overnight, passive support became conditional support or even 

radical opposition and this led women to reappraise the importance of 

their political participation for themselves as individuels and for 

their femilies. However, the consequences of violent opposition was not 

always the end of a woman's perticipation in the popular movements.
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Many were able to reach some sort of compromise with their partners and 

this led to the reduction or withdrawal of such opposition. 

Maria had participated in the Unemployed Movement for over two years, 

ever since 4a committee of the unemployed was formed in her bairro . She 

never missed a meeting or a2 political protest and played an important 

role in the fund raising activities of the committee. Maria said that 

her husband supported her political activities "up to a point" but it 

was only when the movement invaded end occupied SINE that she discovered 

exactly where her husband had drawn the line. She had, on her own 

admission, deceived her husband as to the nature of the protest and as 

she, like many others, believed that the protest would not last longer 

than one day she did not think that it would make any difference. 

However, when Maria failed to return home that night, her husband went 

to the local priest to discover where she was. With nobody to look 

after the children, he had been confined to following the progress of 

the occupation on television but the following morning he arrived at 

SINE demanding to see his wife. When he finally managed to enter the 

building he wes beside himself with anger and ordered Maria to get her 

things together and go home. Maria refused to abandon the protest and 

insisted on staying with her companheiras until they had gained some 

concessions to their demands from the government. 

When she finally returned home five days later she was brutally beaten 

by her husband. However, Maria was unwilling to stop participating in 

the movement, insisted that there was nothing wrong with her activities 

and, if he was worried, then he should go along to the meetings end find 

out for himself. At the subsequent meeting of the Committee, Msria 

arrived with her husband who seemed genuinely interested in
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participating in the movement. Nevertheless, he stopped coming after a 

few weeks on the grounds that he was unable to spare the time but he 

agreed that Maria should continue to perticipate on condition that she 

would never again be part of any political protest similar to the one 

staged at SINE. 

Women who experienced considerable opposition from their partners 

frequently took them along to political meetings and Congresses in 

attempt to assuage any doubts they may have had about their activities, 

as well as to encourage them to take an interest in the struggles of the 

popular movements. However, few men either changed their ideas about 

their wives' participation or got involved in the movements as 4 result. 

Some, like Maria's husband, attended only @ few meetings then left 

declering themselves to be unimpressed with their organisation and 

appalled by the "lack of leadership". In general, most had no interest 

in perticipating in any form of political organisation and even after 

they had become familiar with the organisation and struggles of the 

populer movements they still failed to understand why their wives should 

be interested in taking part. The attempt by women to encourage their 

partners to take an interest in their political activities failed 

precisely because men were not opposed to the populer movements 

themselves but to their wives' participation in them. 

Like Meria, women agreed to all kinds of conditions in order to continue 

their part in the popular movements, such as reducing the extent of 

their political activities, giving their partners and their domestic 

duties absolute priority and even increasing the frequency of their 

sexual relations. The conditions laid down were invariably 

uncompromising and the threat of violence ensured that women did not do
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anything to go beyond the parameters set by their spouses. In effect 

the conditional support which women claimed to receive from their 

partners was equivalent to no support at all. It was basically an 

agreement to raise no objections to a woman's political perticipetion as 

long as certain conditions were adhered to. Conditional support could 

lead to conditional perticipation which restrained and controlled the 

nature and extent of a women's role in the popular movements. There 

were women who were able to accept such restraints, to conform to the 

conditions laid upon them and who were satisfied with the opportunity to 

play some part in the struggles to which they were committed. 

However, some of the conditions laid down by spouses were practically 

impossible for women to uphold because they were based on the premise 

thet a woman's political activities should not change or affect the 

family or a woman's relationship with her pertner when in reality they 

were affected. There were women who would not and could not agree to 

such conditions : women who, probably for the first time in their lives, 

were beginning to express themselves as individuals and consider their 

own wants and needs. Such women went through e long and often painful 

appraisal of themselves and their relationship with their partners in 

which they were obliged to make a choice between their relationship and 

the constraints that it placed upon them and what they described as 

their "new selves". For some women the only solution was separation or 

divorce as they chose to struggle on their own in their independence 

rather than struggle within their “merriage" for their independence. 

Lourdes had taken part over é period of eight years in struggles for a 

creche, public services, land rights and more recently against 

unemployment. At first her husband encouraged her interest in politics
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and actually said that he had found her more interesting as a person 

because of her involvement. However, as Lourdes became more involved in 

her political activities and began to lead and coordinate struggles and 

participete in more radical forms of political protest, his anxiety and 

Opposition to her political activities grew. Moreover, as 4 result of 

her political activities, Lourdes had changed. She had become more 

assertive, independent and "opinionated" and if her husband was 

uncompromising in his demand that she leave the movements, she wes 

equally uncompromising in her insistence that she would continue. After 

three years of fights and beatings Lourdes finally decided to leave him. 

Here she describes why she made that decision and gives her 

interpretation of the events that led up to it : 

"We are going to seperate, this time its really the end. He 

wants me to choose — him or the movement. Can you believe 

that ?.... I know what it is, he wents me to be the woman [| 

wes and I am not that woman anymore, | have changed and 1 

like how I am now. Do you know that there was 4 time when I 

would never have disobeyed him like this ? But through the 

struggles 1 have gained the courage to argue with him, to 

argue about what I think is right too and we have argued a 

lot in the last two years.... There was a time when he liked 

me being in the movements, he thought it was good for me but 

when we got well organised and had many victories and we were 

in the pepers and even on television, he changed. Of course, 

after all that came the police and the investigators, then 

he got really mad. He said that I had become a bad wife and 

mother because I was putting the family at risk when they 

should come first. How can I be a good wife and mother and
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do nothing while they suffer, when we are being kept down by 

this government without hope for a better life ? You have to 

struggle for what you want in this world and that is what we 

are doing, struggling together.... My husband will not join 

me or support me. IL em not a dog that you beat so that I 

will obey. IL have rights too but he does not think about 

that. He has become very selfish and I have become very 

stubborn so it is best that I take my children and go.... My 

companheiras said they will help me, it is always like that 

we all give each other support. As my mother says, its 

better to be single and I think it will be better for the 

children too.... " (Lourdes, 34yrs, S30 Bernardo do Campo) 

Women like Lourdes often went through several separations from their 

husbands before the arrangement became a permanent one. Sometimes, it 

was the only way in which women could make themselves heard and in some 

cases couples did manage to resolve their differences. By taking such 

radical action women were able to impress upon their husbands the 

importance of their political participation to them and to the family 

and there were men who then began to give their wives some support. 

However, for many couples their differences were irreconcilable : the 

changes that a woman's participation had brought to their lives and the 

change in women themselves were unacceptable to many men. On the other 

hand, women too were frequently uncompromising in their views, they saw 

a transformation in themselves that they wished to extend to every pert 

of their lives and for many that meant making a different kind of life 

for themselves —- alone. 

Single, widowed and divorced women confronted few obstacles to their
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participation because there was no man in their lives with enough 

influence over them to restrict or affect their political activities. 

Older children did sometimes raise objections to their mother 

perticipating in @ political protest in which she might suffer physical 

injury or ebuse but rarely did they present any strong opposition. 

Merried women who faced strong or violedt opposition to their 

perticipation and ‘who were forced into making some compromises in 

relation to the nature of their participation were not necessarily 

limited by any conditions that their partner might place upon them. The 

popular movements by their very nature offered many opportunities for 

women to concentrate their efforts in some, but not all, ereas of 

political action if they chose. For example, if 4 woman was unable to 

participate in political protests, her contribution to the struggle 

would be concentrated within the local community, organising the beck up 

for the protest, raising funds or forming pert of the communications 

network. Thus, the constraints on married women, when they existed, 

limited their choice of how and in which forms of political action they 

would participate. Women may not have liked the compromises that they 

made with their partners but they were still able to make an important 

contribution. 

When women who were victims of violence or under threat of violence 

turned to their companheiras for help and support, they inveriably 

received it : they would be accompanied to the police station or 

hospital and given shelter and material help. The solidarity between 

women extended beyond their political activities and occasionally women 

were called to help defend one of their companheiras who was under the 

threat of violence. They were all aware of the impact of violence on 

themselves and others and, if necessary, they too would use the threat
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of violence to defend themselves and each other : 

" Women suffer so much in our society which is very machista, 

here in the movement we women stick together: when one 

suffers we all suffer so we defend and help one another. For 

exemple, the other month my brother in law said he was coming 

to my house to beat me up because he said I was trying to 

influence my sister, his wife. He said no decent woman 

messes in politics and that 1 was evil. 1 was so afraid 

because 1 live alone so | ran to the others and told them. 

They ell came to my house and waited with me, we had sticks 

and some of us had knives and when he came it was him who was 

frightened. Men like my brother-in-law think that women are 

weak and try to dominate us but those times are gone.... In 

the movement we women talk about these things, about 

equality, ebout our rights as women and perhaps if we can't 

change this society machista then together we can change some 

things in our lives. Together we are strong, we have the 

same lives, we suffer the same things so we must fight 

every day to make things better for us women...." (Alzira, 

48yrs, Vila Sezamo) 

The use of violence or the threat of violence against women as a4 result 

of their political participation was the most difficult and serious 

obstacle that women faced. Domestic violence in perticuler placed 

tremendous emotional stress on women because it threatened the stability 

of the one thing that they were attempting to defend and protect - the 

femily. The choices with which some women were faced were difficult 

ones and their decision could mean either a radical change in their
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personal lives or @ partial withdrawel from political life. There were 

few women who witnessed a radical change in their spouses attitude in 

favour of her participation. The question of @ partners support was en 

extremely fragile one, and the fine line between support and opposition, 

between non-violent and violent opposition could be crossed many times 

throughout a woman's political career. Nevertheless, those women who 

were able to come to some form of agreement with their spouses sometimes 

found that they could receive some support or understanding. Women who 

managed to overcome the personal conflicts which had arisen from her 

political activities and find an adequate solution to them actually felt 

strengthened by the experience, as one woman said : 

" The most difficult struggle Il've ever been in is the one 

with my husbsnd because of my participation in the movements. 

After that e11 our struggles in the movement seem easy and I 

feel I could face anything now." (Maria Barbosa, 32yrs, S&o 

Matheus ) 

2. Domestic Change and the Family - the imperfect compromise. 

There were many aspects of a woman's life which underwent change because 

of her political perticipation but it was within the family itself that 

most difficulties srose. A woman's role as wife and mother demanded a 

great deal of her time end was often uncompromising and inflexible in 

relation to changes in its routine, norms and needs. In Brazil, labour 

saving devices are beyond the reach of the urben poor, convenience foods 

do not exist and water supplies are either unreliable or inadequate. 

For women of the urben poor, unpsid domestic work is arduous and time 

consuming and those women who choose to perticipate in the popular
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movements find themselves making considerable sacrifices in order to 

accomodate political with domestic commitments. 

Domestic commitments, women would argue, were sometimes more restrictive 

than work commitments. Women could and would take a day off work to 

attend a political protest or participate in a local delegation to the 

government but unpaid domestic work could not so easily be left or 

postponed. It was in the home that women required the help and support 

of her partner or older children in order to fulfil her political 

commitments. If there was one aspect of family life in which men were 

determined not to make life easier for their wives it was that of 

domestic work. Even those women whose partners supported or did not 

oppose their political participation found that they were reluctant to 

look after the children while their wives were engaged in political 

action. Men argued that the care and well being of their children were 

primarily a womans responsibility and most men were unwilling to relieve 

women of this responsibility even for a few hours. Married women with 

children were in the same position as single mothers although the 

pressure on merried women was greater in relation to household duties 

because their spouses insisted that a woman's "duties" should not be 

neglected or disrupted by her political activities. However, the women 

who participated in the popular movements struggled to maintain some 

kind of belance between the time spent as a wife, mother, worker and 

political activist. In some cases women managed to create new norms, 

questioning their role within the family and obliging their spouses to 

take a different view of their relationship and responsibilities to the 

family. 

The family was a difficult sphere in which to introduce change. The
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task was not an impossible one but for many women it was too great to 

even contemplate. Men and women had very clear ideas on their rights 

and obligations within the family and these were often difficult to 

change. When women began to participate in the popular movements, they 

began to realise the restrictions that their role as wife and mother 

placed upon them. Even those women who went out to work received more 

practical support from their husbands than they could expect to receive 

for their political participation. A woman's politicel activities did 

not necessarily bring any immediate benefits to the femily itself nor 

did it bring money into the home. On the contrary, it could bring 

problems to the family and certainly require that considerable 

sacrifices be mede by women themselves sometimes, at the expense of 

their domestic commitments. 

For many women there was little hope of any change occurring in the 

domestic sphere, particularly where their partners were concerned. 

These women worked hard to organise their lives in such a way that they 

could create the space in which their political activities could be 

accomodsted. Acknowledging the fact that their spouses would do nothing 

to assist them in the home, they struggled to maintain a belance between 

the needs of their family and their commitment to the struggles of the 

popular movements : 

" Women are brought up to serve and men to be served. That 

is something very difficult to change. My husband has never 

helped in the home, he won't lift a plate. When I have 

meetings or protests I have to do all my housework the day 

before and I tell the kids not to dirty anything. I prepere 

all the food ready to heat up then I don't have so much to do
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on the day. Sometimes I work until very late because I work 

too, so I have less time to prepare things now. As long as 

the house is clean, his clothes are ready and his food is 

served to him he doesn't complain about me being in the 

movement. You know, even if he is late from work I still 

have to wait for him, serve his food at the table and then | 

will run all the way to the meeting. He won't even heat his 

food up once a week, you have to put it in front of him. The 

kids are no problem, they go with me, it's my husband that is 

the problem but he's too old to change his ways now. I've 

tried arguing with him but he says it's my job and if its all 

too much then I should pack it in. I won't leave the 

struggle because of him so 1 manage, it's a lot of work and 

sacrifice but I think that in the end it's worth it if we win 

What we want." (Meria das Gracias, 35yrs, Vile Rica) 

Women may have questioned the demands placed upon them by their spouses 

in the home but many were unable or reluctant to insist that there 

should be some changes made in the household in view of their struggles 

to try improve their lives. If some men were willing to make few 

objections to a womans political activities as long as his demands were 

met in the home, then women were willing to make sacrifices in order to 

maintain the status quo within the domestic sphere. Meny of these women 

had been brought up to obey their husbands and did believe that their 

role as wife and mother took precedence over any other work and 

activities that they might undertake. But through their participation 

in the popular movements, women did change their ideas about a women's 

role in society, they insisted that men end women had the same rights 

and spoke of the limitations that "double work" placed on their lives.
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But not all women would struggle for or defend changes within the femily 

itself. As one woman observed : 

"We have women in the movement who are militants with 

courage, they argue with people in the government face to 

face and will confront the police but when they go home they 

are good wives they don't stand up to their husbands. They 

feel that is the price they must pay for their freedom to 

perticipate and it is a freedom that they don't want to lose. 

I don't have these problems anymore because | am separated, I| 

am my own boss end my children help me and participate with 

me in the movement. If I don't have time to do some jobs in 

the house there is no one to tell me they must be done and 

anyway there is always another day.... No woman should be a 

man's slave, we have the same rights so we should be partners 

but I think that will be the hardest struggle of all for us 

women." (Josefa, 30yrs, Sao Matheus) 

Nevertheless there were women who were prepared to struggle for change 

in their relationship with their husband and in the home. Some believed 

that if they had to make sacrifices to struggle for the family then the 

family must make some concessions to allow them to do so. Sometimes 

women were not very successful in their attempts to change the order of 

things in the home and in most cases help or support in the home from 

their partners only came after women had been perticipeting in the 

movements for a considerable time. Even then there were limitations to 

the kind of support and help @ men would give his wife. He may assume 

responsibility for certain tasks within the home only during an 

important struggle or when his wife had to attend a Congress or a
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meeting with the government but in many cases such support was only 

temporery and afterwards he would expect everything in the home to 

"return to normal". Change when it did come, no matter how small, was 

considered to be an important achievement by women : 

" My husband has always made a fuss about my participation, 

he says L've changed and that it doesn't bear living with me 

in the same house any more. But I told him that I think that 

I've changed for the better and that he needn't think that 

its something temporary. You know, he's changed too. When I 

was in the struggle at SINE he did everything in the house, 

he cleaned, cooked and looked after the children. He's 

always been the kind of man who did nothing in the home 

before, he never so much eas washed @ plate and he'd never 

cook end his food would have to be put in front of him. His 

support was very important to me. Maybe its the first and 

last time but I think if he's done it once he can do it again 

and now maybe other things will change too." (Margereth, 

3lyrs, Sao Caetano do sul) 

Women, like Mergareth, expected and demanded some change within their 

relationship with their pertners and when change did occur they saw it 

as an important personal achievement because in Brazil there are 

generally few men who are willing to take on the responsibility of what 

is considered to be women's work, even on a temporary basis. Thus, 2 

man who wes willing to undertake domestic work, irrespective of the 

frequency of such help, must have considered at least some aspects of 

his wife's political activities to be important. Usually, it was only 

after the movements began to experience some success through their
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political action that such men started to give their wives some support 

in the home, if at all. Moreover, when the benefits of women's 

political action begen to filter through to the local community and 

subsequently to the family then some men would acknowledge that while 

they did not like their wives participating in the movements their 

struggles were both important and beneficial to the family itself. 

Changes in the domestic sphere did not occur overnight. It was a 

gradual process which was invariably instigated by the women themselves. 

Through their political perticipation, women were far more conscious of 

their rights and some of them were willing to fight for equality within 

the home as well as outside of it. They encouraged their husbands to be 

less dependent on them, to play @ more active role in the home and to 

respect a woman's right to engage in political action. The more 

determined women used various means to institute domestic change: they 

stopped speaking to their partners, they withdrew their domestic labour 

and in some cases they even stopped sleeping with their husbands until 

the men "came to their senses". The struggle by women for greater 

equality within the home was not alweys successful, but for some women 

it was far more effective than they ever imagined : 

" My husbend wes not against my participetion but he wasn't 

much in favour either. At one time I struggled to do my work 

at home, my work as e domestic and be part of the movement as 

well. He wouldn't lift a finger to give me any help in the 

house so when I wasn't there everything stopped. Then one 

day Il came home from a meeting and there's my husband 

watching the football on television and the house was in 4 

mess so I got very engry. He told me the house was my
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problem and he wanted to watch the football. I said that if 

it wasn't for us women he wouldn't be able to watch football, 

he could use the electricity we had won through our struggles 

but he couldn't use the water we also won to wash the 

dishes.... For three days I did nothing in the house, not 

even cook the rice and beans. Then we had a terrible fight 

and afterwards we sat down and discussed the problem. We'd 

never talked so much for years. Things didn't change 

overnight but slowly we became real partners. Now everything 

is different, he does his part and I do mine. Today for 

example, I went into the city for a meeting and my husband 

made dinner, even for me ! He didn't even know what had been 

on the television. That's the way it should be. Now we talk 

all the time, we discuss everything together and I think he 

finds me more interesting as a person." (Maria Zaldina, 

38yrs, Vila Sezamo) 

There were women who had few problems in organising family life to 

accomodate their political activities. Older children would give 

considerable help in the home whilst their spouses played an active part 

in supporting them in their struggles. These women had developed a 

relationship with their partners which was flexible and mutually 

beneficial : one in which women could receive active support from their 

spouses for their political activities. While these men may not have 

participated in the popular movements they sometimes gave some practical 

assistance to the women in their political action.4- While such support 

and collaboration was not common, it is important to acknowledge that it 

did and could exist. In some cases this relationship had evolved froma 

long and bitter struggle by women to achieve domestic change and
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principally changes in their relationship with their husbands. However, 

in other cases such a relationship had always existed in some form or 

other between the couples and for some women it was fundamental to their 

political participation : 

As you have already seen I have nine children and two of 

them paraplegics. Without my husbands help I couldn't be a 

part of this struggle. We are a couple who have unity, I 

help in one part, he helps in another, that is how we have 

managed all these years to survive and continue struggling. 

Me, Antonio and all of my children play some part in this 

struggle, that is the way it should be because it is for all 

of us. I think that if a woman doesn't have unity in the 

home she is a person without friendship, without liberty, a 

prisoner. But if she has unity in the home she will have it 

outside of the home too. When a man does not want a woman to 

get on, when there is no trust then it ends in divorce or the 

cemetary.... There are women here in the favela who suffer a 

lot because of their husbands. Thank God that I have a good 

man, who gives me every support and thinks that our struggle 

is very important. We have equality now, men and women 

should share the responsibilities inside and outside of the 

home, so women share the right to be in these struggles. But 

I think I am very lucky that this exists for me in practice 

not just in theory." (Carmelita, 40yrs, Vila Sezamo) 

Married women, or women who had some form of permanent relationship, 

whose family lives could adapt to the often increasing demands and 

incumbency of their political activities, represented only a small
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percentage of those women who participated in the popular movements. 

For the majority of women, political participation required considerable 

personal sacrifices in order to fulfil their obligations as a wife and 

mother as well as develop and sustain their commitment to the struggles 

of the popular movements. However, these women accepted the problems 

Which their political activities created. They managed to apportion 

their time and energy in order to fulfil their various roles in life and 

were willing to withstand the pressure within the home to abandon their 

political activities. As many women of the popular movements argued, if 

they were defeated in the home they could never hope to win their 

struggles outside of it. 

Children seemed to create far less of an obstacle to women's political 

participation than their spouses. The majority of women in the popular 

movements had children and even those who were "married" could expect 

little or no support from their partners in looking after the children. 

Consequently, they were as much a part of the popular movements as their 

mothers. Political meetings were attended by children of all ages and 

it was not unusual to see women breast feeding their babies whilst 

participating in the discussions and decision making. Children 

willingly or unwillingly participated in all forms of political action 

in some way: they attended political protests, helped in cooperative 

work and mutualist schemes and those who were literate wrote out 

placards, took notes at important meetings for their mothers and even 

did a little book-keeping when necessary. Women tried to make politics 

fun for their children by stimulating their interest in the struggles 

and many children were only too willing to help in order to participate 

in part of the adult world. On the other hand, children were subject to 

the stress and hardships involved in certain forms of political protest
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which were undertaken by the popular movements. Women argued that this 

was part of the children's political education and that it was important 

for the children to realise the importance of struggling for their 

rights : 

" Most of us have children and many women bring them to the 

meetings, even the little ones. I think it is important for 

children to learn a little about politics and to understand 

what we are doing for them. We are poor, they should know 

why we are poor and why we must struggle to make our lives 

better. To be honest, my children like the meetings but most 

of all they like the protests when we dress them up sometimes 

and give them banners to carry. I think they feel important, 

that they too belong to the struggle and even if they don't 

understand everything I think that they gain some political 

consciousness through this in the end.... Women in my bairro 

who aren't in the movement criticised me for taking the 

Children out of school to go to SINE. They said it would 

hold them back but I think that they were advanced by the 

experience. " (Maria de Lourdes, 29yrs, Maua) 

" Our children are the only legacy that us poor people leave 

behind us. So they must learn from us too, not just in 

school, about this government and our struggle to end this 

capitalism which leaves our children sick and hungry. They 

must learn that we pay a high price for making money for the 

rich.... When I die I want my children to carry on the 

struggle because it is for their future and their children's 

futures that we are fighting.... " (Carmelita, 40yrs, Vila 

Sezamo)
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Women did receive a lot of criticism from relatives and friends for 

involving children in the struggles of the popular movements but there 

were few women in the movements who were against the participation of 

Children either in their meetings or their protests. Moreover, when a 

woman preferred not to take her children to a particular protest, then 

other members of the movement who would not be going looked after their 

children. On some occasions a temporary creche would be set up for the 

duration of the protest although this only occurred when there were 

enough children to warrant such efforts. In this way women of the 

popular movements helped each other in order that their children did not 

either become a serious obstacle to or suffer because of a woman's 

political participation.>- the majority of women, however, preferred to 

have their children with them. They wanted to involve their children in 

their political activities in order that they would take over such 

struggles and defend the issues. 

Domestic change was almost inevitable as a result of women's involvement 

in the popular movements because the family would always be affected in 

some way by a woman's political activities. However, the ability of the 

family or women themselves to resist or reduce such change did vary and 

often constituted a struggle in itself. Compromise often followed 

domestic conflict and women found themselves imposing conditions on 

themselves in relation to their participation. It was one thing to 

attempt to create a different set of norms within the family but it was 

quite another to insist that this should take place even if it led to 

the breakdown of the family itself. Consequently, women became adept at 

domestic politicking and negotiation. The object was to develop some 

form of flexibility in the home which would give women the space 

necessary to pursue their interests outside of it. There was no easy
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way out of the problem yet whether women confronted the family, 

principally their spouses, or preferred to avoid domestic conflict by 

making their political participation a clandestine activity, they still 

found themselves under substantial personal stress. Women who managed 

to sustain their political participation were those who had found a 

means of coping with the diverse pressures and obstacles with which they 

were faced. Principally they were women who had overcome the 

internalised conflicts arising from the contradiction between their 

traditional role in the family as a wife and mother and a new 

independently created role as a political activist. In doing so, women 

of the popular movements were able to make their political activities a 

permanent and important part of their lives. 

3. Personal and Political Devel: t - i the distance and 

political hor izons. 

In the popular movements, as in other forms of political organisation, 

those who make a personal commitment to their political struggles and 

ideals find themselves involved in a lineal process of personal and 

political development. Political participation increases a person's 

contacts with peers, people in public office and all forms of social 

and political organisations through which they reinforce, expand or 

develop their ideas about a wide range of issues and topics. For most 

women, their first political experience was in the popular movements and 

it was here that they had the opportunity to develop new skills, 

increase their knowledge of political affairs and redefine their role in 

society. Women who once found themselves isolated from or disinterested 

in politics avidly absorbed and sought all kinds of information which 

helped them to understand the society they lived in, the political world
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which encompassed them and principally issues which affected them as 

women. 

Whilst there were women who underwent a radical change in their way of 

thinking about themselves and their role in politics, there were others 

who preferred to reinterpret their principal role as wives and mothers 

to encompass and justify their political participation. Participation 

in the popular movements did give women greater opportunity to join a 

political party, to support trade union action and to support and 

participate in women's protests organised by feminist groups and women's 

organisations. On the other hand, a woman's introduction to and contact 

with a specific political party or organisation did not signify a 

woman's "conversion" to its aims or ideals, or that she may participate 

in them or support them in any way. Greater access to information about 

such organisations allowed women to make an informed decision so that 

they could increase or reduce their contact with them accordingly and 

defend their reasons for doing so. An indication of a woman's political 

development, in my view, cannot necessarily be based on the extension of 

her political participation to other forms of political organisation but 

rather that she is able to exercise and defend a political choice as to 

where and how she will be politically active. 

Women who had succeeded in sustaining a commitment to the popular 

movements over a period of years encountered many opportunities to 

become involved, in one way or another, in other struggles organised by 

trade unions, political parties, and feminist groups and organisations. 

They were inevitably approached by representatives of these struggles to 

assist, support or take part in various campaigns and political 

protests. Many women, either collectively as representatives of the
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popular movements or individually participated in a wide range of 

struggles of both regional and national importance. Women supported 

local and general strikes, raised funds for strikers’ families, 

distributed leaflets and reinforced the picket lines at the factory 

gates. They participated in election campaigns, both locally and 

nationally, for political candidates who supported the popular movements 

and even put forward candidates themselves. In 1983/4 women 

participated in the Movement for the Democratisation of Brazil as 

members of the popular movements and in the women's campaign for 

democratization in conjunction with women's organisations and feminist 

groups. These temporary incursions into other aspects of political 

activity led some women to extend their political activities on a 

permanent basis by becoming members of political parties or forming 

their own women's organisations. 

Since the early 1980s in Brazil, women of the popular movements have 

become the largest single source of new party political activists. The 

P.T (The Workers Party) has been the main beneficiary of this trend 

mainly because it is the only party which has consistently given support 

to the struggles of the popular movements. In addition, the creation of 

a small nucleus of party militants in many vilas and bairros in the 

Greater Sao Paulo area has made the party far more accessible to the 

grass roots in general and to women in particular. Whilst women of the 

popular movements in general are opposed to the mixing of party politics 

with their struggles, individually many women have become members of the 

PT and participate in local party politics. 

Women began to participate in the PT either through friends who had 

become members of the party or by invitation of local party militants.
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Many women went along to local meetings out of curiousity, to see what 

happens there and how the party is run. Some women went on to become 

members of the party and become active grass roots militants or 

political assessors of party politicians. Some were unimpressed or 

disillusioned with the organisation and machination of party politics : 

"I was invited with four other women from the movement to 

participate in a local meeting of the nucleus of the PT so I 

went along to see what it was all about. It was really 

interesting, they talked about the government and the role of 

the PT in the struggle for a better society and democracy. I 

learnt things there that I would never learn just being in 

the movement. It was very different from our meetings. 

Maybe it's because men run things there.... Since then I go 

every week and I think its important for us women to 

participate in a political party as well as the movement, to 

show our strength there too. I am now a member of the party 

and I will help at the next election, maybe we can even get a 

woman to stand for the local Council." (Valdiva, 23yrs, Vila 

Sezamo) 

"I was very active in the PI for a while but now I just 

support the party.... I started going to the local meetings 

with a friend, we participated in the last election campaign 

and even went to the the women's group meetings of the PT 

that are held in the city. For a party that says it is for 

equality it is very unequal and with men making most of the 

decisions and giving the orders I don't think there is much 

hope of women getting a real voice in the party. For
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example, the women's group of the PT is part of the party but 

it isn't at the same time and when they make proposals to the 

party many times they are ignored.... Basically it's about 

personalities and power and I think that's why few women are 

sucessful in the party because we women aren't like that and 

we shouldn't have to change our way of thinking to be part of 

it.... In the movement we are all equal, we get things done 

and that to me is what politics is all about !" (Josefa, 

30yrs, Sao Matheus) 

However, those women who have joined political parties as a result of 

their participation in the popular movements still prioritize their 

political activities in the movements. Women argue that the struggles 

of the movements take priority over any other form of political activity 

because it is there that they use their political skills to pursue 

issues which are of considerable political importance to women. Women 

participate in party politics for various reasons, to gain more 

experience, to support and work for a party which they believe will 

defend the interests of the working poor and to extend their political 

knowledge. Moreover, women believed that their participation in the PT 

would be instrumental to the struggles of the popular movements, because 

they would have a voice representing the movements within the party and 

also they would be able to utilise the party machinery to get greater 

support and assistance for their struggles : 

" I participate in the PT now. The new headquarters here in 

the bairro will be open soon and I'll go and join. It's 

difficult to know who's interested in the poor. For me they 

are helping the movement at the present time and that's very
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good. I think that we should participate and support them 

too and maybe we can get them to give the movement more 

support in our struggles.... I have learnt so much being in 

the movement but I think I can learn much more being in the 

PT as well. But it is our movement that is most important to 

me, to us women, because we are doing something practical to 

help ourselves, to struggle for ourselves, for things that 

are important to us. No political party can do that !" 

(Rosa, 29yrs, Santa Emilia) 

" I started in the popular movements and that is what is most 

important to me. Now I participate in the opposition party - 

the PT. The women in the popular movements who are also in 

the PT do not bring their politics into the meetings, we 

believe that they are two seperate things. But the 

participation of militants of the PT in the popular movements 

is always used by the government to prejudice the movement 

and blacken the names of those participating.... The party 

has proposals for the popular movements and we must make sure 

that it carries them out. I believe that we should use the 

party as an instrument of struggle but at the moment that is 

not happening. We have to make sure that the party 

represents the interests of the popular movements and it is 

the militants of the popular movements who have to do 

this.... " (Virginia, 43yrs, Vila Antonieta) 

Women who had decided to sustain some form of participation in a 

political party all agreed that it was an important experience and one 

from which they had learned a lot. There were many women, however, who
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refused to have anything to do with party politics and who had a low 

Opinion of what they called the "political class" and their ability to 

represent the interests of the people. All women who participated in 

the popular movements fiercely protected their autonomy as a form of 

political organisation which was above party politics. Women who did 

extend their political activities to playing an active role in a 

political party treated those activities as being entirely separate from 

those that they undertook in the popular movements. Moreover, whilst 

many women of the popular movements supported a political party, no more 

than 15% were actually members of a political party. There was 

considerable resistance within the movements themselves to any intrusion 

of party politics into their organisation or political action. 

Nevertheless an increasing number of women demonstrated an interest in 

participating in a political party not only to reinforce the support for 

the popular movements or place their political demands on the agenda of 

these parties but also because they believed that women and issues that 

were important to women should be represented in a political party too : 

"I think more women are interested in moving into other 

political areas. Some of the women in the movement are now 

participating in the PT, for example. There we can put 

pressure on the party to support our struggles and to defend 

the rights of women. I want more freedom as a woman. I 

think our society is very machista, the PT is machista but if 

we don't enter the party we can't change anything.... " 

(Natalina, 2lyrs, Maua) 

Most women who had participated in the popular movements for a 

considerable time wanted to expand their political participation in some
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way. Their contact with other struggles and political organisations 

offered women a wide range of choice as to how and in which area they 

would do so. Some women preferred to confine their political 

participation to the popular movements themselves taking part in 

anything up to four different movements at the same time. The 

heterogeneity of the popular movements offered women new political 

challenges and experiences in a political space which they had dominated 

and made their own. Others preferred to extend their political 

activities to formal political organisations, such as political parties, 

in order to expand their political horizons, play an active role in 

party politics and represent the interests of the popular movements and 

those of women of the urban poor. The participation of activists of the 

popular movements in political parties, such as the PT, has guaranteed 

the candidature of those who participate in and actively support the 

popular movements both locally and nationally. For example, in the 

Brazilian General Election of November 1986 a favelada Benedita da Silva 

was elected Federal Deputy (PT) for the State of Rio de Janeiro as the 

first favelado and also the first black woman to be elected to the 

Federal Assembly in Brasilia. For women of the urban poor all over 

Brazil she became a symbol of political achievement. Whether or not 

women had such political ambitions, their participation in the popular 

movements gave them the political space to nurture their perspicacious 

political talents and the opportunity to extend them to other forms of 

political organisation and representation. 

4. Feminism and Sisterhood - working class women's organisations and the 

question of inter-class female solidarity. 

An important aspect of women's participation in the popular movements
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was the development of a political consciousness in relation to sexual 

discrimination, women's rights and women's role in society. The 

problems that women faced as a result of their participation highlighted 

the difficulties which existed for women in Brazilian society. But 

women of the urban poor who joined the popular movements also discovered 

a forum in which they could discuss their experiences as women and 

create a network of mutual support. Collectively women faced the 

problems and difficulties that occured in their lives and together they 

found the courage to struggle to defend their rights as women. All of 

the women spoke of the courage that they had gained through their 

participation not only in the struggles of the movements themselves but 

also in their everyday lives to confront their husbands and families, to 

defend their rights at work and to question their role in society : 

" Before, I was very isolated with the children who always 

seemed to get sick at the same time and without a husband it 

was so much more difficult. Even in my work as a domestic I 

was isolated and because of that my employer exploited m a 

lot. When I joined the movement my life changed, I gained 

greater courage just to know that there were other women like 

me and to share my experience with the other women. For 

example, many women are domestics and it was through them I 

learned that I didn't have to put up with many things in my 

work. They gave me the courage to stand up to my employer, 

to demand things as well and now I think she has more respect 

for me.... Now I am in there fighting with the rest of the 

women, we are like sisters and it is our struggle for a 

better life which has brought us together. I think it is our 

friendship and camaraderie which has given us the strength to
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fight for our rights too...." (Luzia Perriera, 4/yrs, Maua ) 

The development of solidarity and consciousness amongst women of the 

popular movements did not depend on any contact with other women's 

organisations or feminist groups. It came from their political 

practice, and their collective experience as women of the urban poor. 

Women acquired a political jargon which repeatedly emphasised the 

importance of unity and strength amongst women which was as much a 

demonstration of their "political experience" and consciousness as a 

means of restating their commitment to the struggle and to one another. 

However, the word feminism rarely entered into their discussions as a 

means of characterising their ideas about women's rights or female 

solidarity. Many women identified feminism with struggles of middle and 

upper class women for sexual equality and had great difficulty in 

relating to these struggles. The only contact that many women had with 

feminists was through their work as domestic servants and it was mainly 

these women who dismissed the idea of sexual equality as a political 

ideology for all women. Women's practical experience of social 

inequality through their work made nonsense of any suggestion of 

political sisterhood without a combined struggle for social equality, in 

their view, this did not exist in Brazilian feminism. The personal 

practice of many feminists in their working relationships with poor 

women merely increased the political and social distance between them, 

leaving lower class women questioning the value of "feminist" struggles 

to the cause of women's rights and the question of social and sexual 

equality : 

"As a woman I believe we must struggle for women's rights 

and against the machismo in our society. I've participated
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in struggles for abortion and family planning but I'm not a 

feminist. Feminism is for the burguesas, their idea of 

equality is not ours. Look, I've worked as a domestic all my 

life and I've worked for these so called feminists. They 

show you books about women's equality and tell you how you 

should fight for your rights but in practice they exploit us. 

They are the most difficult and demanding employers I've ever 

had. If you refuse to work extra hours without pay or take a 

day off because you are ill or your children are sick they 

say its a lack of solidarity. If it wasn't for us domestics 

they wouldn't be where they are now but they don't see it 

that way, they think that they are doing us a favour.... I 

may be poor and ignorant but I don't want that kind of 

equality. I think that the struggle of poor women is very 

different from the struggle of the feminists." (Maria das 

Gracias, 39yrs, Sao Matheus) 

In 1984 an interesting article by Bell Hooks discusses, amongst other 

things, the lack of an agreed definition about what feminism is and the 

reasons why many women reject the term feminism or are averse to 

associating themselves with it.©> In Brazil lower class women, because 

of their personal encounters with middle and upper class women, 

disassociate themselves from feminism because they equate it with a 

specific form of intra-class female solidarity from which, in practice, 

they felt socially and economically excluded. The institutionalisation 

of domestic service in Brazil brings women of different classes together 

in an oppressive and exploitative economic relationship and this 

accentuates the social distance between them. Consequently, women of 

the urban poor who were involved in the popular movements sought to
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create their own women's organisations in which their common socio- 

economic experience became the basis for female solidarity and 

sisterhood. 

However, women's organisations formed by the women of the popular 

movements were not entirely isolated from similar groups and 

organisations of middle and upper class women. Feminist groups and 

women's organisations did make an effort to contact women in the 

periphery of Sao Paulo, they set up workshops in some areas, created 

booklets and visual aids which poor women could use to learn more about 

themselves and their rights. Nevertheless, such efforts were isolated 

and there was no general objective by feminist groups and organisations 

to bring together women from the popular movements and women from other 

political organisations on a permanent basis to strengthen women's 

struggles on a whole range of issues. Disagreements of a political 

nature between various feminist groups had, for a long time, inhibited 

the development of a coherent political strategy to struggle against 

sexist oppression. Consequently, divided within themselves, feminists 

in Brazil had little basis from which to incorporate women of different 

classes in a struggle to transform the lives of all women. Conversely, 

there was little incentive or initiative among the women of the urban 

poor to involve themselves in such a struggle. Women of the urban poor 

who have had contact with other women's groups and organisations still 

felt that the gap between the middle and upper classes and themselves 

was far too wide, their life experience too different. Yet there were 

those who hoped that someday all women will join together in a struggle 

to improve the lives of all women in Brazil : 

" lin the last five years working class women have come
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into their own and women of the middle and upper classes are 

trying to organise them, but the distance is great and so 

they are still very far away from our reality here in the 

periphery." (Virginia, 43yrs, Vila Antonieta) 

" Often women of the middle and upper classes call on us, 

they don't know anything about what it's like in the 

periphery of Sao Paulo, about our lives, how we think or 

feel. There is a great difference in terms of class between 

women that I don't think that we can ever resolve but some 

day I would like to see all three classes of women speak ing 

the same language. " (Vincentina, 43yrs, Sao Matheus ) 

In spite of class differences between women, they did join together in 

single issue campaigns around issues that were important to all women 

such as abortion, family planning and violence against women. Moreover, 

every year on the 8th of March, International Women's Day, women from 

all kinds of political, feminist and women's organisations joined 

together to celebrate the event, organising a march through the city, 

open discussions and debates and showing films about the role of women 

in Brazilian society. The women from the popular movements who 

participated in these events were influenced by the contact that they 

had with other women. It gave them access to new information, 

stimulated their ideas about themselves and other women and put them in 

touch with women from all kinds of organisations including other popular 

movements. Events such as these sometimes provided the initiative for 

women of the popular movements to organise their own women's groups in 

the communities of the urban periphery. These groups not only gave 

women an opportunity to discuss a wide range of issues that affected
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them as women but also allowed them to develop their own proposals and 

ideas for women's struggles and campaigns : 

"On International Women's Day we went to the city to hear 

the discussions of women from all over Sao Paulo but they 

were mostly from feminist groups and other women's groups. 

They talked of things we've never heard of or thought of 

before, women's laws, our rights at work and women's rights 

in general. We were very impressed but what is important to 

them is not so important to us, our lives are different to 

theirs but they aren't better than us.... We decided that 

instead of going outside of the favela to the meetings of 

others we should have our own meetings here and have our om 

women's movement. Then when we are invited there again we 

have our own proposals to put forward there." (Maria de 

Paixao, 20yrs, Vila Sezamo) 

Many women's groups and organisations which were formed by women of the 

urban poor reflected the influence of contacts with feminist groups. 

For example, the group of Women Against Violence in Sao Matheus was 

formed by the women of the region themselves as a response to the high 

incidence of domestic violence experienced by many women, not just those 

who participated in the popular movements. This group gave help and 

support to victims of violence. The principle and practice was that no 

woman should be alone in her suffering and they accompanied each other 

to seek legal advice and to report incidents of violence to the police. 

Most important, however, were their discussions about such violence and 

this exchange of experiences and mutual support was of considerable 

therapeutic value to the women themselves. Women's groups such as these
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were not widespread in the periphery of Sao Paulo but they represented a 

Significant development of women's participation in grass roots 

politics. These groups were not necessarily instruments of struggle but 

primarily “groups of reflection" or consciousness raising groups in 

Which women could discover more about themselves and other women and 

work out practical solutions to their problems : 

"We formed this women's group because in the struggles of 

the popular movements we fight for our families and the 

community without taking time to think about us, as women, 

our rights, our difficulties and things that are important to 

us. We invited women speakers to talk to us about the law, 

female sexuality, the history of women's’ political 

participation and other topics that we thought would interest 

us and other women of the community. There were men who came 

as well and joined in the discussions. In that way it was 

very sucessful.... We'd like to get together with women from 

other bairros to discuss their struggles and exchange 

experiences. That way maybe us women of the periphery will 

be able to get together and organise struggles about women's 

rights and women's issues that are more important for us." 

(Glaise, 42yrs, Sao Caetano do Sul) 

Women's groups and organisations which emerged in some areas of the 

urban periphery formed by and for women of the urban poor were an 

extension of their participation in grass roots politics. Female 

solidarity and sisterhood which women had developed to defend the 

interests of the family were easily transfered to the women's groups and 

organisations that they founded in the urban periphery. The emphasis
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was on self-discovery and consciousness raising. The strategy was, to 

stimulate discussion and debate about which women's issues were 

important to them in the light of their social and economic 

responsibilities and their personal experiences. These small 

consciousness raising groups encouraged women to consider the altruistic 

Struggles they organised as a vehicle for the assertion of women's 

rights both politically and socially and as a means of creating greater 

solidarity between women. A shared identity which women had discovered 

and nurtured through their participation in the popular movements became 

the basis from which they could begin to consider the struggle for their 

emancipation. However, the struggles of the popular movements continued 

to take priority as women fought to defend the interests of their 

families. For the majority of women the spectre of poverty dominates 

day to day living and survival takes precedence over their own 

emancipation. a
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In this thesis I have argued that previous studies of the popular urban 

Social movements have failed to contribute to an understanding of the 

specificity of these movements in the political process and in class 

struggle. Furthermore they do not account for the role of women in this 

form of political organisation. First, I criticised the work of 

Castells and others who consider these movements to be secondary forms 

of political organisation. They have argued either that they are 

politically dependent on other political structures or that they are 

temporary rather than permanent forms of political organisation.1!- 1 

argued that the modes of investigation and analysis used to study the 

popular urban social movements have led to limited political definitions 

and inadequate understanding of them. Second, those studies which do 

attempt to analyse women's participation in the popular movements have 

either (a) considered only one aspect of the sexual division of labour 

in industrialising societies, that is, women's role as wives and 

mothers, to provide an explanation for this participation 2. or (b) 

asserted that the differences between men's and women's participation in 

the popular movements, that is the predominance of women in this form of 

political organisation, is due to "innate" genderic qualities which 

account for certain types of political behaviour.3- 1 have shown that 

this type of analysis can only provide, at best, a partial explanation 

for women's political and economic activities in any society. 

The struggles of the popular movements are based on issues which are not 

inextricably linked to women's responsibilities in the home but are 

concerned with improving the conditions of production and reproduction 

and these conditions also affect men. I have argued, therefore, that 

women's participation in the popular movements arises from a sexual 

division of labour within society in which women's productive and
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reproductive lives are centred in the bairros and vilas of the urban 

periphery. Women organise themselves around these issues in the popular 

Movements because (a) women tend to be discriminated 
against in other 

political organisations and (b) because other political organisations do 

not take up these issues. Finally, I have demonstrated that an 

interpretation 
of women's political motivation and behaviour must be 

based, in part, on explanations given by the political actors themselves 

about what they do and how and why they do it. 

The aim of this thesis has been to provide a different kind of analysis 

which focuses on the role of women in the organisation and formation of 

the popular movements to contribute to a better understanding both of 

the movements themselves and of the nature and extent of women's 

participation in them. I believe that I have provided sufficient 

evidence to support the hypothesis that a specific relationship exists 

between the popular urban social movements and women's participation in 

them. 

In Chapter 2, I showed how the popular urban social movements developed 

in the decade 1970-80 and the way in which they became a further 

dimension of political representation in which new forms of expression 

and social resistance were developed within the political space 

available outside formal institutions and organisations. This was a 

period in which the relationship between the popular movements, the 

Church and political parties became more clearly defined. In the 1970s 

the political relationship between the emergent popular movements and 

members of the Church and political parties was a far more dependent one 

than that which existed in the 1980s, owing to the political conditions 

and their lack of experience in the political arena. In the 1980s, the
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strength and autonomy of these movements has allowed them to make 

alliances and undertake coordinated political action with formal 

political structures for specific causes without confusing or 

substituting their diverse forms of popular mobilisation. Nowhere was 

this more evident than in the mass demonstrations which occurred in 

1983-4 for the re-democratisation of Brazil in which the populer urben 

social movements played a vital role. Finally I showed how the 

political perticipetion of women arises from the social bonds which are 

created through their socio-economic activities in the community within 

which they organise themselves and from which the perticular cheracter 

of the popular movements are developed. 

The differences between the populer urban social movements were 

described in Chapter 3. Using the three movements in this study 1 

showed how the specificity of each derives from the nature of its 

formation, its political objectives, form of organisation and 

leadership. No two popular movements are alike and each has 4 political 

Character of its own. I argued that the success of a movement cannot be 

measured solely by its ability to achieve some, if not all, of its 

political objectives but also by its ebility to sustain the political 

soliderity and political commitment of its members and defend its 

political autonomy. I illustrated the role of women in the formation 

end organisation of these movements. I showed how forms of populer 

democratic and non-hierarchical organisation are critical to the 

endurance of the movements and to ensure the participation of women in 

them. 

Chapter 4 showed how the participation and influence of women in the 

populer urban social movements moulded the way in which they were
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organised and the political practices they used. First 1 described the 

role of the community as the basic organising unit and how the community 

develops into a strong organisational base from which to undertake 

diverse forms of political action. It is women who have access to, and 

make most use of, the community networks. The relationships which were 

developed in these facilitated the implementation of new political 

techniques which derived from women's experience in the movements. On 

the one hand, there was the use of House Meetings which reinforced the 

principle of popular democracy which governs the organisation of the 

popular movements. The use of community research, on the other hand, 

was a political weapon in the struggles of the populer movements and a4 

strategy emanating from women's relationships in the community. Second, 

I showed that the inter-mingling of social, economic and political 

activities which characterises the political practice of the popular 

movements is also attributable to the participation of women in them. 

These included : the use of Oral History as e form of conscientization, 

self-education, collective counselling, cooperative work and mutualist 

schemes. Irrespective of the impetus for or the development of such 

forms of political practice, in most cases they reflected the desires 

and needs of the women who dominated this form of political 

organisation. Finally, I argued that the proportion of women to men in 

@ particular movement affected the form of leadership used by it. 

Despite the differences between leadership practices and attitudes of 

women and men, however,the question of leadership or that of 

organisational control only became an important issue when it went 

against the will and the interests of the majority. Women, as the 

majority, in placing far less importance on the role of leadership than 

men actually set the parameters for leadership practice and control.



279 

Chapter 5 gave an insight into the characteristics of the women 

activists of the popular urban social movements as well as their views 

and interpretation of many aspects of their participation. First, women 

spoke about themselves. For most women the first experience of 

political participation was in the popular movements and they expressed 

a sense of pride in what they do and what they have achieved through 

their participation. Women felt that changes in Brazilian society had 

given them the opportunity to fight for those things that were important 

to them and had increased their expectations with regard to their 

relationships both within the home and outside it. Second, women spoke 

of their struggle to get men to participate in or support the popular 

movements. Women felt strongly about men's unwillingness to join their 

struggle and argued that men's "lack of interest" was due either to 

their inability or to their reluctance to assume this pert of the 

responsibility for the family. 

Third, in discussing the support of the Church and the PT and their 

political role in the struggle of the populer classes, women 

demonstrated a crucial political development which had grown from their 

experience in the populer movements. The conclusions they ceme to 

demonstrated their capacity to analyse the workings of the Catholic 

Church end the PT, to recognise their political shortcomings and make 

recommendations as to how these organisations could be of greater use to 

the struggles of the popular classes. Finally, women discussed the 

politicsl connotations of their perticipetion. A women's definition of 

her activities was determined by her willingness to be associated with 

or considered part of collective action which is political. Even 

amongst those women who are engaged in collective action and 

organisation there is no collective view of the political. The way in
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Which they define the political and their relationship to it 

demonstrates the fluidity of their political understanding and 

orientation. 

In Chapter 6 I showed how the use of violence or the threat of violence 

against women, as a result of their political participation, was the 

most difficult and serious obstacle that women faced. However, it was 

male domestic violence which placed the greatest emotional stress on 

women because it threatened the stability of the one thing that they 

were attempting to defend and protect - the family. The choices with 

which some women were faced were difficult ones and their decision could 

mean either a radical change in their personal lives or a pertial 

withdrawal from political life. Second, I demonstrated the 

inevitability of domestic change as a result of women's involvement in 

the popular movements. Attempts by the family or the women themselves 

to resist or reduce changes in the home varied and often constituted a 

struggle in itself. 1 showed thet women who managed to sustain their 

political participation were those who had overcome the internalised 

conflicts arising from the contradiction between their role as a wife 

and mother and 4 new independently created role es political activist. 

Third, IL argued that an indication of a woman's political development 

cannot necessarily be based on the extension of her political 

participation to other forms of political organisation but rather that 

she is able to exercise and defend a political choice as to how and 

Where she will be politically active. Some women from the popular 

movements went on to join a@ political party, others to participate in 

the Trade Unions, but without, exception women prioritized their 

political activities in the movements. Women argued that it was there
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that they could best use their political skills to pursue issues which 

were of considerable political importance to then. Finally, I showed 

how the women of the urban poor who joined the popular movements also 

discovered a forum in which they could discuss their experiences as 

women and create a network of mutual support. Some women went on to 

form women's groups and organisations in which the emphasis was on self- 

discovery and consciousness raising. Contacts with feminist 

organisations and groups did provide the initiative, in some cases, for 

these groups. However, Many women were more concerned with immediate 

struggles to defend the interests of their families rather than a 

struggle which defends gender interests. 4° 

I believe that in this thesis I have shown that a focus on the 

participation of women in the popular urban social movements gives a 

much clearer understanding of both women's political participation in 

general and the specificity of this form of political organisation in 

particular. The key to understanding the political nature and practice 

of the popular movements is generic. The methods of organisation and 

political practice are attributable to the influence of women in this 

political arena. The issues around which they are organised are those 

which are of greater political importance to women. In conclusion, 

therefore, it is difficult to imagine the existence of this form of 

political organisation if women did not organise. 

I have shown that the popular movements are not secondary forms of 

political organisation. In Latin America, workers struggles are not 

necessarily concentrated in or confined to the area of production but 

extend to the conditions of social production and collective 

consumption. Women's political participation and political
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consciousness erises from a sexual division of labour in which women's 

activities in social production generates fewer distinctions between the 

area of production and reproduction, often emphasising the relationship 

between the two. Women are far more responsive than men to issues that 

relate to their socio-economic activities in the public end private 

sphere. 1 have shown how the political practice of the populer 

movements derived from a collective need to make as little distinction 

@s possible between the political, the economic and the social in the 

participants' daily lives. The women of the popular movements found it 

difficult to undertake a political role which did not relate to their 

socio-economic experience in society or which did not take account of 

the kind of issues which for them are intrinsically political ones. 

The notable autonomy of the popular movements in relation to politicel 

parties and left wing political groups imposes a new picture of 

opposition politics and one in which women have an important political 

role. These movements represent a serious political option for women 

and one in which they have created a new collective practice based on 

non-hierarchical forms of organisation and socio-cultural activities. 

In this way women may have @ specific contribution to make to class 

struggle. This mey contribute to a better understanding of women's 

active role and participatio in National Liberationist and 

Revolutionary movements where women enter the struggle as members of 

popular movements or other similar forms of organisation. * These 

movements consist of a conjuncture of many different forms of political 

orgenisation. Traditional forms of political action and resistance are 

often abandoned in favour of more flexible and innovative forms of 

political action. In these circumstances, women's political skills and 

modes of political action are more important and women are actively
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encouraged to participate in them because they present a less hostile 

political environment. Consequently, women's role in the class struggle 

may be more specific than originally thought. The political skills and 

values that women bring to these struggles, in so far as they differ 

radically from those of conventional politics, may be invaluable to the 

formulation of strategies that will successfully defeat conventional 

political interests and produce radical political change.
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NOTES 

M. Castells, Cidade, Democracia e Socialismo, Paz e Terra : Rio de 

Janeiro, (1980) and M. Castells, "Squatters and Politics in Latin 

America : a comparative analysis of urban social movements in Chile, 

Peru and Mexico" in H.1. Safa (ed) Towards a Political Economy of 

Urbanization in Third World Countries, Oxford University Press : 

London (1982). See also L.E. Wanderley, "Movimentos Sociais 

Populares : Aspectos Economicos, Sociais e Politicos " in Encontros 

com a Civilizacao Brasiliers, No 25, Vol 111, (1980) and E.Henry " 

Urban Social Movements in Latin America - towards é@ critical 

understanding " in D. Slater (ed) New Social Movements and the State 

in Latin America, CEDLA : Latin American Studies No 29, Amsterdam, 

(1985) 

T. Evers, C. Muller-Plantenberg & S. Spessart, "Movimentos de Bairro 

e Estado : Lutes na Esfera de Reproduceo na America Latina", in Jose 

Alvaro Moises et al (eds) Cidade, Povo e Poder, Paz e Terra : Rio de 

Janeiro (1982). 

R.C.L. Cardoso, "“Movimentos Sociais Urbanos Balango critico" in 

Bernardo Sorj & Maria Herminia de Almeida (org) Sociedade e Politica 

no Brasil Pos-64, Editora Brasiliense : Sao Paulo (1984) 

See M. Molyneux, "Mobilisation without Emancipation ? Women's 

Interests, State and Revolution in Nicaragua " in D. Slater (ed) New 

Social Movements and the State in Latin America, CEDLA : Latin 

American Studies No 29, Amsterdam, (1985). 

See for example, M. Randall, Estamos Todas Despertas, Globe Editora 

: Sao Paulo & S. Urdang, " Women in National Liberation Movements " 

in M.J. Hay & S. Stichter (eds) African Women South of the Sahara, 

Longmen.
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APPENDIX 

The structured questionairre used in this study is shown below. All 

questions were put to the 201 women in this study except in the 

following cases : 

* Only to the women in the Favela Movement 

** Only to women in the Unemployed Movement 

*** Only to representatives and coordinators of the movements 

1. What is your neme ? 

2. How old are you ? 

3. Are you married ? 

4. Do you have 4 partner ? 

5. How many children do you have ? 

6. What are their ages ? 

7. Where do you come from ?* 

8. For how many years were you at school ? 

9. How many years have you lived in Sao Paulo ?* 

10. Why did you come to Sao Paulo ?* 

11. Do you work ? 

12. Have you ever worked ? 

13. How did you become unemployed ?** 

14. Whet is/was your job ? 

15. Where do/did you work ? 

16. Who looks/looked after the children while you work/worked ? 

17. Do/did you have to pay ? 

18. How much do/did you pay ? 

19. What is the worst problem you are facing at the moment ? 

20. How do you think you can resolve this problem ?



21. 

22. 

23% 

24. 

25. 

26. 

27. 

28. 

29. 

30. 

als 

32. 

33. 

34. 

Boi 

36. 

oT. 

38. 

89. 

40. 

41. 

42. 

43 
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How long have you been a member of the movement ? 

How did you come to the join the movement ? 

Do you participate in everything ? 

Why not ? 

Does your husbend/pertner participate or support your 

participation ? 

Why not ? 

Is this the first time that you have participated in the popular 

movements ? 

What other movements have you participated in ? 

Do you participate or have you participated in any other 

organisation or political party ? 

Why not ? 

Have you ever been a member of a trade union ?- 

Why not ? 

Do you think that women have the same rights as men ? 

Why not ? 

How many men perticipate in the movement, your bairro/vila ? 

Why do you think (most) men do not participate ? 

What kind of support does the Church give you and what kind of 

support would you like to receive from it ?*** 

What kind of support do you receive from the PT and what kind of 

support would you like to receive from it ?*** 

Do you have any problems in perticipating in the movement ? 

What is the most important aspect of this struggle for you ? 

Do you think your struggles are political ? 

Why not ? 

What do you hope to achieve through your struggles ?
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