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Abstract: This article contributes to fenlinist state theory and studies of zuomen 's
police stations in Latin Alnerica by exalnining the processes shaping the multiple
and changing positions of explicit alliance, opposition, and ambiguous alli
ance assumed by policewomen regardingfenlinists since the creation ofthe world's
first zuomen's police station in 1985 in Siio Paulo. While studies of women's po
lice stations tend to overlook the political conjuncture, much of the literature on
the state and gender explains the relationship betzueen the state and zuomen's
movements as a function of the political reginle. I argue for a more grounded
feminist state theory, taking into account interactive macro and micro, local and
international forces. As this case study demonstrates, policewoman-feminist re
lations evolve due to interactions between the political conjuncture, the hege
monic masculinist police culture, developments in the feminist discourse on
violence against women, and the impact of the contact policewomen sustain with
women clients.

In August 1985 Brazil attracted the attention of international media
for reasons other than the usual soccer championship, street violence, or
Rio carnival. Media buzz centered on the Delegacia da Mulher (women's
police station), a specialized police station run exclusively by female
police officers, established by the Sao Paulo state government to investi
gate crimes of violence against women. The first women's police station
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came about-despite Brazil's, and more specifically the police's, domi
nant 1nachista culture-due to the political conjuncture ushered in by
the process of redemocratization, which allowed feminists to demand
successfully that the state treat violence against women as a crime. The
women's movement effectively argued that the police, almost always
men, rarely prosecuted cases of physical and sexual abuse of women.

With the establishment of this unprecedented institution in Brazil (and
in the world), the state expanded women's rights, redefining an issue
hitherto viewed as "private," even "normal." The new institution also
created new jobs for women on the police force. Thousands of women
felt encouraged to report the violence that they had been suffering in
silence and the number of complaints continued to increase over the years,
giving greater visibility to violence against women. Hundreds of similar
stations were opened throughout the country, and the new police station
was immediately judged a success.1 Today, there are 125 women's police
stations in the state of Sao Paulo, and 339 throughout Brazi1.2

Although Brazilian feminists supported the new police station, it was
a qualified support: from the beginning, feminists challenged the
government's "separatist strategy," which was based on the essentialist
assumption that female police officers would not oppose criminalizing
violence against women and would be more sensitive to the needs of
female victims of violence than male police officers would be, indepen
dent of their training. Studies of women's police stations have confirmed
the initial feminist critique as well as the need for gender-sensitive train
ing (Jubb and Izumino 2002; Nelson 1996; Santos 1999; Silva n.d.;
Machado 2001; Massuno 2002; Muniz 1994; Conselho Nacional dos
Direitos da Mulher 2001). Existing research, however, tends to homog
enize the interests of policewomen and overlooks the broader political
forces that shape policewomen's practices. Moreover, most research
under-theorizes the complex and often contradictory relationships be
tween policewomen and feminist organizations (for exceptions, see
Nelson 1996; Santos 1999).

Based on in-depth, tape-recorded interviews with policewomen and
feminist activists in the city of Sao Paulo, I have found that policewomen

1. During 1984 over 3,000 complaints of violence against women were registered in all
regular police stations in the city of Sao Paulo. Between August 1985 and August 1986,
the first (and then only) women's police station registered approximately 7,000 com
plaints and served over 65,000 women (Folha de sao Paulo, August 6, 1986).

2. See Conselho Nacional dos Direitos da Mulher (2001); AGENDE, CLADEM Brasil
et al. (2003, 30). Eight countries in Latin America (Argentina, Colombia, Costa Rica, EI
Salvador, Ecuador, Nicaragua, Peru, and Uruguay) have adopted some version of this
Brazilian invention (Jubb and Izumino 2002). Countries in Europe, such as Portugal and
Spain, as well as in Asia (e.g., Pakistan and India) have also established women's police
stations (Station 1989; San Francisco Chronicle 1993; Oherald.com 2003).
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assumed three basic positions regarding feminists. 3 In the first instance,
I met policewomen who made explicit alliances with feminists, fully
embracing the feminist discourse on violence against women. This po
sition was predominant in the 1980s and regained prominence in 1994
and then again in the period between 1998 and 2000. Second, I encoun
tered policewomen who opposed any contact with feminists and did
not view violence against women as a "real" crime. Their position held
sway in the early 1990s and reflected the hegemonic masculinist police
culture. Finally, I met policewomen whose alliances with feminist orga
nizations were indirect and ambiguous; they embraced aspects of the
feminist discourse on violence against women but did not, or could not,
make explicit alliances with feminists. This position was predominant
in the mid-1990s and has prevailed since August 2001. These three posi
tions have coexisted within the Sao Paulo Police Department since 1985
one being more prominent than the others at particular times, as noted
above. Also, I often found that individual policewomen held at least
two of these positions over the course of a career.

What explains policewomen's divergent and changing relationships
with feminists? More broadly, this question refers to the relationship
between the state and women. Since Sonia Alvarez's (1990)
groundbreaking book on feminist politics in the transition to democ
racy in Brazil, a new and expanding literature on the state and gender in

3. The data and ideas presented here draw on research I have conducted for my Ph.D.
dissertation (Santos 1999) and for my forthcoming book on women's police stations in Sao
Paulo (Palgrave-St. Martin's Press). I conducted in-depth, tape-recorded interviews with
twenty-eight police officers (twenty-three females and five males) at various levels of the
police organization in the city of Sao Paulo during different periods of research in 1994,
1995, 1996, and 2001. With the exception of two male police officers, all of the interviewees
were working or had worked for the women's police stations, or had coordinated these
stations. Among these, fourteen were delegadas de policia (female police delegates), eight
were escriviis (female police clerks), and four were investigadores (investigators, one female
and three male). I also had numerous informal conversations with policewomen working
in the nine women's police stations located in the city of Sao Paulo, all of which I visited in
1994. Moreover, I conducted in-depth, tape-recorded interviews with twenty-seven femi
nists involved with governmental and non-governmental organizations addressing the
problem of violence against women. Among governmental organizations, I interviewed
members (or former members) of the Conselho Estadual da Condic;ao Feminina de Sao
Paulo and Casa Eliane de Grammont. Among non-governmental organizations, I inter
viewed members (or former members) of the following: the extinct S05-Mulher, Uniao de
Mulheres de Sao Paulo, Pr6-Mulher, Coletivo Feminista Sexualidade e Saude, Geledes
Instituto da Mulher Negra, Casa da Mulher Negra, Coletivo de Feministas Lesbicas, Servic;o
de Orientac;ao a Familia-SOF, and CLADEM Brasil-Comite Latino-Americano para a
Defesa dos Direitos da Mulher. In 2002 and 2003, my research assistant, Adriana Carvalho
conducted additional interviews with one policewoman and two feminists. In addition to
interviews, this article draws on booklets, newsletters, and reports on violence against
women and women's police stations published by the state and women's non-govern
mental organizations, as well as newspaper articles and legal documents.
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Latin America has emerged. Building on Alvarez's historical and politi
cally contingent (not essentialist) approach to the state, there is a con
sensus in the literature that the state is not a monolith and does not have
pre-determined, essential intentions regarding women or gender issues.
Moving away from essentialism and structuralism, feminist scholars now
conceptualize the state in Latin America as a "differentiated set of insti
tutions" and a "site of struggle" both representing and reconstructing
gender relations (Alexander 1991; Waylen 1996; Rai 1996; Schild 1998;
Alvarez 1999-2000; Santos 1999; Molyneux 2000).

Feminist scholars explain the relationship between the state and
women as "evolving and dialectic," contingent upon the historical and
political conjuncture (Alvarez 1990; Waylen 1996; Rai 1996; Lievesley
1996; Metoyer 2000; Molyneux 2000). The "women's policy machiner
ies," created in the context of redemocratization in Latin America since
the 1980s, are good examples of how the state can foster both social con
trol and social change in women's lives, depending on the political con
juncture. Scholars have shown, however, that these feminist institutions
are fraught with contradictions. In addition to their limited power to
influence other sectors of the state, they may disarticulate the women's
movement by drawing key women organizers who become constrained
by their positions within the state (Alvarez 1997; Schumaher and Vargas
1993; Friedman 1998; Schild 1998).4 That is why Alvarez (1990, 1997)
aptly recommends that feminists develop multiple strategies to work
both inside and outside of the state. Molyneux (2000, 67) also points out
that the success of feminists in government depends on "strong link
ages with those outside." In addition, "The degree of commitment to
democracy more generally, the sympathy governments express toward
women's issues, and the general direction of policy depend crucially on
the party in power" (Molyneux 2000, 66).

Although showing that the state is not a monolith and does not have
pre-established, essential intentions regarding women, this new litera
ture has not completely moved away from a macro-level analysis.5 It is
certainly true that the contradictory relations between policewomen and
feminists in Sao Paulo are situated within the context of changing state
society relations during the political transition to democracy in Brazil.
However, even under governments controlled by the same party, po
licewomen have held conflicting interests and divergent positions with
regard to feminism. As Sara Nelson (1996) asserts, these contradictory
relations are the result of women's police stations being located within

4. See Franceschet (2003) for an alternative argument on the positive effects of the
Chilean national women's policy machinery on the women's movement.

5. See Haney (1996) for a similar argument regarding the literature on the U.s. welfare
state.
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the coercive and masculinist arm of the state. Therefore, by positing the
relationship between the state and women as a function of the political
regime or the party in power, feminist state theorists overlook the par
ticular culture of the specific institutions with which women interact. In
addition, they ignore the micro-level changes in civil society and the
day-to-day interactions between state actors and their clients.

In this article I analyze the dynamics of the relationships between
policewomen and feminists from both a macro and micro perspective.
In particular, I examine the processes in the city of Sao Paulo that led to
the emergence of a feminist police in the 1980s; the coexistence of a
masculinist and feminist women police in the early 1990s; and a feminist
versus gendered police since the mid-1990s.6 My analysis, which contrib
utes to studies of women's police stations and feminist state theory, fo
cuses on the interactions between the political conjuncture, the
hegemonic masculinist police culture, the developments in the feminist
discourse on violence against women, and the impact of the daily inter
actions policewomen sustain with women clients in the women's police
stations. My goal here is to show that while the political conjuncture is
important and shapes the practices of state actors, the dynamics of state
society relations must be captured at both macro and micro levels of
analysis. The fascinating and unique case study of women's police sta
tions serves to illustrate this point and sheds light on the contributions
and contradictions of institutionalizing a gender-based agenda through
the creation of an all-female space within the repressive arm of the state.

THE 1980s: CRIMINALIZING VIOLENCE AGAINST WOMEN AND BRINGING

FEMINISM TO THE POLICE

The politicization and criminalization of violence against women in
Brazilian society was made possible thanks to the emergence of the sec
ond-wave women's and feminist movements of the 1970s.7 Concurrently,
pressures from local and international social movement organizations
led the military-authoritarian regime, in power since the 1964 military
coup, to initiate a process of abertura polftica (political opening) and a
transition to civilian rule. This process both resulted from and contrib
uted to the expansion of a mass-based women's movement (Alvarez

6. With one exception, no policewoman whom I interviewed identified herself as "femi
nist." They believed that feminists were radical, angry, and against men. But some were
supportive of the feminist movement and openly in favor of establishing contact and
learning from feminists working for governmental and non-governmental organizations.
Because of their open alliance with feminists, I am calling them "feminist police."

7. See Alvarez (1990) for the most comprehensive account of the Brazilian women's
movement in transition politics. For accounts by local activists, see Teles (1993); Soares
(1994); Soares et al. (1995).
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1990). The United Nation's designation of 1975 as International Women's
Year sparked an incipient transnationalization of feminism, which also
fostered the expansion of the women's and feminist movements in Bra
zil. Feminist activists define feminism as "the political action of women.
Feminism includes both theory and practice and centers on women as
agents effecting change in their own condition.... The feminist move
ment is one segment of a large and increasingly heterogeneous women's
movement that is creating opportunities for women's political partici
pation" (Soares et al. 1995/ 302). Although initially composed mostly of
white, middle-class women, since the 1980s the feminist movement has
incorporated diverse segments of the women's movement, including
working-class women from the periphery of large cities, rural workers,
lesbians, and black women. They have fought for the expansion of citi
zenship rights, advocating new rights for women and new gender-based
public policies (Soares et al. 1995).

Violence against women was one of the most important issues for the
first Brazilian feminist groups (Alvarez 1990 and 1997; Teles 1993). In
the late 1970s, feminist activists focused their attention on cases of wife
murder-not rare in Brazilian society-and organized numerous pro
tests and campaigns on the issue.8 In the early 1980s groups called
SOS-Mulher (SOS-Woman) were created all over the country to'provide
social, psychological, and legal services to victims of domestic violence.
They became the most influential groups with regard to the construc
tion of the feminist discourse on violence against women, which they
framed as the quintessential expression of patriarchy (Grossi 1988). These
groups constantly faced sexist practices in police stations, which were
run by mostly male police officers who did not take cases of violence
against women seriously. The SOS-Mulher of Sao Paulo was created in
1981. Although extremely successful in attracting media attention, SOS
Mulher folded in 1983 due to changes in the political conjuncture, as
well as internal disagreements over its structure (Gregori 1993).

In 1983 the opposition party Partido do Movimento Democratico
Brasileiro (PMDB) gained control of several state governments, includ
ing Sao Paulo's. Feminist activists who worked in support of this party
in the 1982 electoral campaign had the opportunity to work for newly
established "women's machineries/" such as the state councils on the
status of women (Alvarez 1990 and 1997). In 1985 the PMDB won the

8. Wife-murderers were acquitted by the jury on the basis of the "honor defense"
argument-a throwback to Portuguese colonial law that allowed a man to kill his adul
terous wife and her lover (Americas Watch 1991). In 1991, the Brazilian Superior Tribu
nal of Justice (STJ) outlawed this argument, but later contradicted its own decision
(Macaulay 2002). On the construction of the "honor defense" argument, see Correa (1981);
Ardaillon and Debert (1987); Izumino (1998).
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federal government, and President Jose Sarney created the Conselho
Nacional dos Direitos da Mulher (National Council on Women's Rights,
or CNDM).lJ He staffed the Council with intellectual and middle-class
feminists recruited from governmental and non-governmental orga
nizations.

In the state of Sao Paulo, the newly elected PMDB governor, Franco
Montoro, initiated institutional reforms based on principles of "partici
patory democracy," which called on social movement actors to work
within the state in new hybrid state-society institutions where they would
both design public policy and legitimate state authority. In 1983, Montoro
created the Conselho Estadual da CondiC;ao Feminina (literally, the State
Council on the Feminine Condition, or CECF), staffed by women state
actors, feminist academics, and mostly middle-class feminist movement
participants. Feminist activists were divided about participating in the
new state. While some activists, including members of SOS-Mulher, fa
vored participation, others feared that the movement would be co-opted.
But given the unique opportunity, many activists ended up embracing
the creation of the CECF (Alvarez 1990, 1997).

Strongly influenced by the practices of SOS-Mulher groups, violence
against women soon became one of the priority issues of the Council.
CECF feminists then devised a public policy that advocated providing
female victims with "integrated services," and advocated this policy to
Montoro. These "integrated services" included, among others, the cre
ation of shelters and new institutions to provide legal and psychologi
cal services to victims of domestic and sexual violence, the anti-sexism
training of police officers and the hiring of social workers in every po
lice station, as well as the incorporation of the concerns of the women's
movement into a gender-based public policy agenda (see Conselho
Estadual da Condic;ao Feminina 1984).

Montoro's Secretary of Public Security, Michel Temer, responded to
the feminist demands by proposing the creation of an all-female police
station.10 Temer overlooked the request for training, assuming that fe
male police officers would not be sexist. On August 6, 1985, despite the

9. Sarney originally belonged to the rightist party PDS, which supported the military,
but he had to join the PMDB in order to run for vice president with Tancredo Neves
(PMDB), first civilian president selected by the Electoral College after the 1964 military
coup. Due to health problems, Neves died right before taking office.

10. Unlike the United States, police stations in Brazil specialize in certain crimes, such
as homicide and drug trafficking. Therefore, Temer's proposal was not so different from
the local legal tradition. During the redemocratization period, other secretaries of pub
lic security also proposed new police stations specializing in racial crimes, crimes against
elders, and environmental crimes. The major novelty of these stations was the state's
recognition of the demands of new social movements, granting rights to social groups
often excluded from access to justice.
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resistance of policemen in the police department, Montoro launched the
first women's police station and charged it with investigating crimes
committed against women. This new specialized police station exercised
jurisdiction over cases of the crimes of actual bodily harm, threat of bat
tery, battery, rape, as well as other crimes listed in the Brazilian Penal
Code (Decree 23,769, August 6, 1985). In addition to exclusively investi
gating crimes against women, only female police officers could provide
services to the female complainants.

Although feminists embraced Temer's proposal, they had reserva
tions. As Cida Medrado, former member of the CECF, explained:

How could we think of a women's police station at that moment, when we were
just emerging from a dictatorship? But we were aware that social workers did
not have the power to register complaints. So we welcomed the creation of the
women's police station. ll

Rachel Moreno, co-founder of SOS-Mulher, further recalled that "No
body was against the creation of a women's police station, but there was
no proposal to create a shelter, for example. We thought that this station
was insufficient to deal with the multifaceted problem of violence against
women."12 Moreover, feminists did not share the essentialist assump
tion that policewomen would automatically be sensitive to their female
clients. They successfully lobbied to include a paragraph in the legisla
tion establishing that female police officers should attend seminars and
lectures coordinated by the CECF and the Sao Paulo Bar Association
(Portaria DCP 12, August 7, 1985).

The Legal Ideology of Neutrality and the Masculinist Police Culture

Feminists were particularly concerned about the legal ideology of
neutrality and the dominant masculinist culture pervading the Brazil
ian administration of justice. In Brazil's legal tradition, the main goal of
the judicial system is to "find the truth" neutrally and objectively through
the correct interpretation and application of the law to each particular
case. In both civil and criminal law, the judiciary-not a jury-is charged
with "finding the truth" and relies on the interrogation, detection, and
investigation carried out by the civil police to do so (Kant de Lima 1995).
Every police station, and every investigation, is headed by a male delegado
de policia or female delegada de policia (police delegate). The delegado/a,
who is required to have a law degree, directs the inquerito policial (police
inquiry) with the help of investigadores (investigators) and escriviios (po
lice clerks), both of which are required to have a high school diploma.

11. Interview with Cida Medrado, Sao Paulo, October 10, 1994.
12. Interview with Rachel Moreno, Sao Paulo, November 21, 1994.
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While the investigadores go out into the streets to conduct a service, ar
rest, or detect evidence, the escriviios perform the administrative tasks of
the police station. In order to enter each of these careers, police officers
must pass a series of public exams on penal law, constitutional law, ad
ministrative law, and other branches of law. After passing their exams,
police officers are required to complete a three-month course at the po
lice academy. This training includes classes on criminology, legal medi
cine, constitutional law, telecommunications, human rights, child and
adolescent, self-defense, and shooting. There are no courses on violence
against women or on the women's police stations (Massuno 2002).

Although the work of the civil police supports the judiciary in "finding
the truth" about allegedly criminal facts, they are independent of the judi
ciary and fall under the jurisdiction of the state's executive power. Both the
judiciary and the police are presumed to be "neutral." This supposed neu
trality rests on the separation of law and politics and of law and economics
that is enshrined in Brazil's legal principles. The fact that the judiciary and
the police are tenured civil servants is thought to guarantee this impartial,;.
ity. Police officers and judges are presumed free from biases that would
result from political pressures, economic interests, even their own gender,
racial, or class prejudices. Neither the character of the crime nor the gender,
race, or class of the alleged criminal or victim is supposed to influence the
practices of police officers. As delegada Iraci Medeiros says, "We are trained
to be police officers, the victim has no sex."B

The dominant police culture is masculinist in the sense that it does
not consider violence against women to be a crime, or, if considered a
crime, not one as serious as robbery, drug trafficking, or kidnapping.
Furthermore, although women's police stations must investigate com
plaints initiated by women, the police academy does not include a semi
nar on violence against women in its three-month preparatory course
for police officers. Recruitment of policewomen is not based on exper
tise on or commitment to reducing violence against women. There is no
evaluation of policewomen's attitudes of respect or disrespect for their
women clients.

In August 1985, responding to this supposed neutrality and the
masculinist police culture, the CECF organized the first workshop on
violence against women with the full support of Montoro's administra
tion. This unprecedented meeting between police officers and feminists
was attended by two hundred delegados and three delegadas. Feminists
spoke about their analysis of violence against women being a result of
patriarchy, as well as about their experience dealing with female vic
tims of violence. Then president of the CECF, Eva Blay, voiced the femi
nist concern about the culture of police officers: "It is necessary that

13. Interview with Iraci Medeiros, Sao Paulo, April 29, 1994.
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female victims press charges, but it is also necessary that police officers
and judges do not reproduce patriarchal values when women initiate
their complaints" (quoted in Diario Popular, August 16 1985).

Despite the alliance between Montoro's team and the women's move
ment, most policemen were not receptive to the feminist discourse on
violence against women. As one delegado expressed:

I do not want to become a felninist. They are creating a war between men and
women. Since the creation of this women's police station, policemen have been
diminished and tnen have been portrayed as torturers. I think that the family's
stability is more important than an actual bodily harm inflicted on a woman.
(quoted in lornal da Tarde 1985, August 16)

Although failing to institutionalize a course on violence against women
in the police academy, the CECF was successful in organizing similar
meetings and workshops with policewomen (not policemen) until the
late 1980s. Many policewomen attended these events and developed an
alliance with the CECF.

The Elnergence ofa Fen1inist Police

Before July 1985 only 1 percent of police officers in the state of Sao
Paulo were women. There were 1,622 male police delegates and only 16
female police delegates (Tribuna Operaria, July 9-15, 1985). The rapid
expansion of these stations opened up new jobs for women and police
women. Montoro established twelve additional women's police stations
in the remaining sixteen months of his term, which ended in December
1986. Other states across the country immediately followed in the foot
steps of Sao Paulo. By September 1986 there were twenty-three women's
police stations throughout Brazil, and the CNDM was able to organize
the first national meeting of delegadas (Conselho Nacional dos Direitos
da Mulher 1986). However, women officers still comprised a minority
within the police department and faced discrimination. This state of af
fairs made it possible, or necessary, for policewomen to seek out the
support of feminists.

The alliance between feminists and policewomen prospered under
the leadership of delegada Rosemary Correa, appointed to head the
world's first women's police station. This was so despite the fact that
Correa did not want to work for the new women's police station, at least
at first. She held all the usual prejudices: she believed that being sent to
the women's police station meant that her career was over. She did not
perceive violence against women as a "real" crime and believed this
was an issue to be dealt with by social workers, not police officers. She
did not consider violence against women to be a visible problem in Bra
zilian society. And she believed, as the police asserted, that regular po
lice stations did not discriminate against women clients. In short, Correa
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did not think that a police station specializing in crimes against women
was necessary.14

As soon as Correa started running the first women's police station,
however, her viewpoint changed. The day after the women's police sta
tion was inaugurated, Correa found herself facing a line of 500 women
waiting to file complaints: "I saw that women lacked basic knowledge
about their rights, and they were not heard anywhere else. I saw how
important the work was, and I fell in love with it."ls Correa gradually
changed her views on feminism-a movement she originally believed
was "too radical" and "against men." She attended the seminars and
meetings organized by the CECF and started to understand feminism as
a movement struggling for women's rights. She began to publicly iden
tify herself as a feminist. From feminists she learned that working at a
women's police station demanded that policewomen perform more than
a legal job; they should also develop sensibility, solidarity, and humanity.

Correa knew that many female police officers did not consider the
women's police station a "real" police station and that most of them did
not want to work in a women's police station for the same reasons she
initially held. She learned, as the feminists taught, that being a woman
was not enough to understand the situation of female victims. It was
necessary to raise policewomen's consciousness. During her tenure as
the head of the first women's police station she encouraged all female
police officers to attend the seminars and workshops coordinated by
the CECF. In addition, she saw the CECF as an ally to policewomen as
they endeavored to empower themselves as policewomen vis-a-vis po
licemen.

Correa's personal and political transformation was not unique. Other
officers told me similar stories, although they did not identify them
selves as feminists. Investigator Ivete Ramos, for example, felt that she
was not a police officer anymore when she was transferred from a regu
lar police station to a women's police station in 1986. But the number of
women reporting problems changed her views. As she recounted,

Although we had seen some cases in regular police stations, we had no idea
about the gravity of the problem. It seems that all women decided to report
when the first women's police station was opened, the lines were always enor
mous.16

Ramos was also influenced by the meetings and debates organized by
the CECF, which she came to consider important to raise policewomen's
consciousness. As she explained,

14. Interview with Rosemary Correa, Sao Paulo, June 16, 1994.
15. Ibid.
16. Interview with Ivete Ramos, Sao Paulo, April 24, 1994. Upon her request, I am

using a pseudonym for this police officer.
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The oldest policewomen have not left the women's police stations, because we
all ended up embracing the cause. If you interview my group, Dr. Izilda, Silvia,
Maria, Valdete, Dr. Rose, Maria Clementina, and others and others and others,
[you'll see that] we embraced the cause. I7

Although many who started working for women's police stations in the
1980s had contact with feminist groups through the CECF and "em
braced the cause," it is important to note that not all of them supported
an alliance with feminists, as I will illustrate later.

Gradually, policewomen gained power and visibility in society and
in the police department. The female population was decidedly enthu
siastic about these stations. Rede Globo, the largest Brazilian television
network, ran a weekly serial named after the women's police stations.
The media constantly interviewed policewomen and covered their work
at the women's police stations. The number of these stations multiplied,
jumping from thirteen to fifty-eight during the administration of
Montoro's successor, Governor Orestes Quercia (PMDB, 1987-91).

In 1989, the police department created an Assessoria Especial das
Delegacias de Policia de Defensa da Mulher (Special Advisory Commit
tee on the Police Stations in Defense of Women, or the Assessoria) to
coordinate the work of the women's police stations in the state of Sao
Paulo. Correa was selected to head the Assessoria, and in that capacity,
she strengthened policewomen's ties with the CECF. In October 1989
Correa and all female police officers working in women's police sta
tions in the state of Sao Paulo attended the first meeting of delegadas and
their assistants organized by the CECF and the State Department of
Public Security. At the time, there were over one hundred female police
officers working in forty-two women's police stations.

Correa left the Assessoria in November 1989 to run for the Sao Paulo
state assembly. After she left, the alliance between policewomen and
feminists foundered, being reestablished in 1994 for a short nine-month
period. Two divergent positions, one of opposition and one of alliance,
were shaped by changes in the feminist discourse on violence against
women and the nature of the democracy adopted by the local govern
ment.

199<>-94: THE MASCULINIST VERSUS FEMINIST WOMEN POLICE

In Sao Paulo in the early 1990s, the feminist discourse on violence
against women changed in three major aspects, both facilitating and hin
dering alliances between feminists and policewomen. First, Brazilian
scholars, influenced by U.S. and French debates, started to replace the

17. Ibid. Those whom Ramos calls "doctors" are police delegates, whereas the others
are either investigators or police clerks.
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term "woman" with the term "gender," which they defined as a socially
constructed category created through power relations between the
sexes-therefore, not determined by biological differences between men
and women (Heilborn 1992). "Gender violence" was seen as emerging
from asymmetric and unequal power relations between the sexes (Saffioti
1994; Teles and Melo 2002). The use of "gender violence," a more neu
tral and scientific term than "violence against women," facilitated the
incorporation of gender claims made by feminist organizations into
public policy.

Second, the practice of consciousness-raising (a more grassroots pro
cess of acquiring a feminist consciousness and a gender identity) was
replaced by the method of capacitarao on gender (technical training with
a critical perspective on gender aimed more at professionals in the areas
of health and security). This shift happened in the context of what Alvarez
(1998) identifies as the "NGOization" and "transnationalization" of femi
nist movements in Latin America. In the 1990s a growing number of
feminist movement organizations, professionalized and specialized,
transformed themselves into "non-governmental organizations" (NGOs)
and increasingly dedicated themselves to intervening in policy processes
on both national and international levels (Alvarez 1998). These trends
proved to be double-edged. For example, the emphasis on the prepara
tory meetings preceding United Nations conferences in the 1990s tem
porarily distanced NGO professionals from local feminist mobilizations.
At the same time, the participation of feminists in the 1993 United Na
tions Conference on Human Rights held in Vienna helped to revitalize
local anti-violence struggles and launched the now internationally rec
ognized assertion that "women's rights are human rights" (Keck and
Sikkink 1998).

A third shift in the local feminist discourse on violence against women
related to the emergence of a medical-therapeutic approach. In Sao Paulo,
some local feminist NGOs working in the area of health, such as Coletivo
Feminista Sexualidade e Saude, began to incorporate violence against
women into their agenda in the early 1990s. During the administration
of progressive Sao Paulo mayor Luiza Erundina (1989-93), then affili
ated with the Workers' Party (PT), members of Coletivo Feminista
Sexualidade e Saude and other feminist NGOs successfully developed
social and psychological services for battered women at the Casa Eliane
de Grammont, a governmental organization established by Erundina in
1990. Mayor Erundina opened a shelter in 1991, also run by feminists in
charge of Casa Eliane de Grammont. 18 In 1993, Coletivo Feminista
Sexualidade e Saude began to offer a series of courses of capacitarao on

18. For security reasons, this shelter was closed in 1992 but only reopened in 2001,
almost ten years later, by another female mayor from the Workers' Party, Marta Supliey.
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gender violence from a public health perspective, mostly targeting health
care providers and social workers.

These three changes accompanied and were shaped by two impor
tant changes in the national and local political situation: the adoption of
neoliberal policies, also known as structural adjustment policies (SAPs),
and a move from a participatory to a more formal democracy. In 1989
Brazilians chose Fernando Collor de Melo to be their first civilian presi
dent elected by direct ballot since the military coup twenty-five years
before.l~ Collor opened the economy to foreign capital and cut public
expenditures, especially in social areas, such as education, health, and
public security. Collor also depoliticized instances where participatory
democracy brought together state actors and social movement actors.
Feminist members of the CNDM, for example, were replaced with
women completely disconnected from, or opposed to, feminist move
ment organizations.20 Yet even under these unfavorable conditions, the
number of women's police stations continued to grow, and policewomen
in Sao Paulo continued to hold two positions-opposition and alliance
regarding feminism.

Opposing Feminism (1990-93)

The new governor of Sao Paulo, Luiz Antonio Fleury (1990-94), did
not facilitate the participation of social movement actors in the state.
Even though he belonged to the same political party (PMDB) as gover
nors Montoro and Quercia, Fleury was a former delegado and prosecu
tor, and he made it difficult for feminists to challenge the masculinist
police culture.

Delegada Carlinda de Almeida headed the Assessoria during this pe
riod and opposed any contact with feminists in the CECF. Almeida joined
the police force in 1982, during the transition from military to civilian
rule. She was the fourth woman in the state of Sao Paulo to pass the
exam to become a delegado. She worked in regular police stations until
the end of 1989 when she was appointed to replace Correa. She never
wanted to work in women's police stations and managed to avoid do
ing so throughout her career, which means that she never worked di
rectly with female victims. She could not, however, avoid the Assessoria.

Almeida's views on the women's police stations and on feminism
did not change during her tenure in the Assessoria. When I interviewed

19. Collor was also the first Brazilian president to be impeached (due to corruption).
His vice president, Itamar Franco (PMDB) became the president in 1993.

20. This situation persisted under the Hamar Franco administration (1993-94). State
councils were openly critical of the CNDM. See Conselho Estadual da Condi<;ao Feminina
de Sao Paulo (1993,6).
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her in 1994, Almeida claimed that women's police stations discriminated
against and segregated both policewomen and female victims. She also
believed that women's police stations diminished the role of police
women because the complaints they processed were "not criminal cases
and did not belong to the police."21

Given Almeida's approach to violent crimes against women, it is not
surprising that she did not see the need to include a course on violence
against women in the police academy curriculum. Even if she favored
such a course, feminists, in her view, should not be the teachers: "Police
women are well trained in law schools and in the police academy. These
feminists [in the CECF] do not have a law degree. They do not know
what is right and wrong."22 Unlike Correa and her group, Almeida's
contact with the CECF did not change her negative perception of femi
nists. Hence, she never encouraged policewomen to attend seminars or
workshops on violence against women organized by the CECF. When
she left the Assessoria, it was a relief not only to the CECF but also to
her:

I had the opportunity to do other things and be a police officer again. I entered
the police to do everything that men do, to be a police officer. Most women do
not like to work with women's police stations, because they enter the police to
do everything, to investigate crimes such as homicide.23

Despite the Assessoria's lack of interest and support, the number of
women's police stations continued to grow. Because of the popularity of
these police stations among the female population, politicians saw them
as a tool to attract votes, and the government began to open new sta
tions indiscriminately. In just three years, Governor Fleury created more
women's police stations than any other Sao Paulo governor (46.4 per
cent of the total 125 women's police stations were established between
1985 and 2003). Yet the Police Department's disinterest had a great im
pact. The department did not provide the new stations with the mini
mum resources, both human and material, needed to do the job, much
less specialized training for policewomen. In this context, it was not sur
prising to hear statements from policewomen that clearly undermined
the original goals of the women's police stations. For instance, police
clerk Mila Duarte expressed that, "Problems between husband and wife
must be resolved at home. I'm very concerned about the family. I may
regret the registering of a case later, because this may cause damage to
the family. "24 Duarte did not view rape in marriage as a crime either. She

21. Interview with Carlinda de Almeida, Sao Paulo, October 13, 1994.
22. Ibid.
23. Ibid.
24. Interview with Mila Duarte, Sao Paulo, September 22, 1994. Upon her request, I

am not using the real name of this police officer.
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even blamed women for their situation. As she put it, "Many women
are beaten up because they ask for it. I think she should take responsi
bility and defend herself. She was strong enough to speak up when she
was provoking it. So she should fight back."

Hearing stories about this type of attitude, feminist activists felt dis
enchanted and the CECF criticized the services offered by the women's
police stations (see Conselho Estadual da Condi<;ao Feminina de Sao
Paulo 1993, 7). As Teresa Verardo, then coordinator of the CECF's Com
mission on Violence against Women, expressed:

Policewomen in the first women's police stations attended workshops orga
nized by the CECF and they treated clients from a feminist standpoint. As poli
ticians are opening more and more women's police stations without any con
cern about training, we have a problem rather than a solution. Policewomen are
extremely lnachista. 25

Bringing Felninism Back In (1994)

In April 1994 the CECF had the opportunity to work closely with the
Assessoria again. Nineteen ninety-four was an election year, and Correa,
running for state assembly for the second time, was able to use her po
litical influence in the police department to replace delegada Carlinda de
Almeida with delegada Izilda Ferreira, an old ally.

Ferreira entered the force as a police clerk in 1973, during the military
regime. She became a delegada in 1983 and worked in a regular police
station. In March 1986, still under Montoro's administration, Ferreira
was transferred to a new women's police station opened in the west
side of Sao Paulo. After eight years at that station, she was named to
head the Assessoria, where she stayed from April 1994 until January
1995, only nine months.

Along with Correa and other officers from her group, Ferreira did not
think at first that women's police stations were necessary. After working in
the women's police stations, she felt overwhelmed by the number of cases
and changed her position. Her attitude was also affected by on-going con
tact with feminists in the CECF. "In the beginning [in the mid-1980sl we
didn't know that reality [the reality of female complainantsl, and we had to
learn from experience. The CECF helped a lot; we would meet there and
discuss our work."26 But, at that time, she still believed feminists were "too
radical," meaning that they were not willing to negotiate. In contact with
the CECF again in 1994, Ferreira found feminists "more mature and realistic
about the possibilities for meeting their demands."27

25. Interview with Tereza Verardo, Sao Paulo, May 19, 1994.
26. Interview with Izilda Ferreira, Sao Paulo, May 5, 1994.
27. Interview with Izilda Ferreira, Sao Paulo, October 13, 1994.
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The CECF's new "gender perspective," which first appeared in the
1994 bulletins of the CECF, helped to neutralize the "radicalism" of femi
nists in Ferreira's eyes. The CECF and the Assessoria, with Ferreira at
the head, then created the Grupo Gestor da Politica Estadual de
Preven<;ao e Combate aViolencia Contra a Mulher (Working Group on
Public Policy to Prevent and Fight Violence against Women). One of the
proposals of this working group focused on gender capacitafiio for those
providing public services to female victims of violence. This proposal
was particularly helpful to confront the prejudices of women who en
tered the police force during the 1990s. They did not want to work in
women's police stations and felt they were put there as a form of castigo
(punishment), which would keep them from moving up professionally.

Like Correa and Ramos, Ferreira also saw the CECF as an ally in the
struggle against the discrimination that policewomen still faced within
the police department.

We need each other because the women's police stations were the result of a
struggle initiated by the CECF, and there are many things we [policewomen]
cannot say, whereas they [feminists in the CECF] can. Thus, we need them to
express our demands. But they also need us, because we are the source of statis
tics and information.28

Ferreira's positive view of the relationship between feminists and po
licewomen bore fruit. In June 1994 the State Department of Public Secu
rity sponsored a seminar, "A Delegacia de Defesa da Mulher Frente a
Realidade Social" (The Police Station in Defense of Women and Social
Reality). The seminar brought together almost all the delegadas from the
117 women's police stations in the state of Sao Paulo for the first time.
The Secretary of Public Security, state assemblywoman Rosemary Correa,
Ferreira as the head of the Assessoria, and the president of the CECF
also attended.

Around the same time, the first course of Capacita<;ao para
Atendimento a Mulheres em Situa<;ao de Violencia (Training for Provid
ers of Services to Women in Situation of Violence) was offered by Coletivo
Feminista Sexualidade e Saude-one of the most important Sao Paulo
NGOs focusing on women's health and reproductive rights. However,
only two policewomen attended this course, Izilda Ferreira and her as
sistant.

Since the Assessoria could not require mandatory participation in
workshops organized by feminist NGOs, and did not succeed in getting
a course on violence against women included in the Police Academy's
curriculum, it was unable to directly challenge the masculinist culture
shaping the discourses and practices of the new policewomen working
in the growing number of women's police stations. Ferreira became an

28. Ibid.
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outspoken critic of this masculinist culture; her criticisms were not ap
preciated, and she was removed from the Assessoria in January 1995 by
the newly elected governor, Mario Covas, and the police department
sent Ferreira to work in a regular police station.

1995-2003: THE FEMINIST VERSUS GENDERED POLICE

Since the mid-1990s, relations between policewomen and feminists
have developed in the context of a transnational feminism-a post
Beijing, and other international conferences, world-in which interna
tional feminist politics impacts local feminist politics and vice-versa.
Policewomen/ feminist relations also have developed within a national
and local conjuncture of neoliberal policies and a hybrid formal/par
ticipatory democracy.

At the Fourth World Conference on Women held in Beijing in 1995,
violence against women was at the center of the feminist agenda, and
this contributed to a strengthening of local feminist politics regarding
this issue. Following in the footsteps of the Vienna Conference, the
issue was framed as a violation of human rights, and therefore, an
object of international criminal law (Keck and Sikkink 1998; Macaulay
2002). However, given the complexities of understanding and using
international law to fight violence against women on a local level, femi
nist activists also framed it as a health issue (Keck and Sikkink 1998).
In the post-Beijing period, these two discourses-on human rights and
health-complemented each other, influencing the Brazilian govern
ment and local feminist organizations.29

The presidency of Fernando Henrique Cardoso also shaped feminist
politics in Brazil during this period. Cardoso headed the ticket for a new
party, Partido Social-Democratico Brasileiro (Social-Democratic Brazil
ian Party, or PSDB), and was elected for two terms (1994-98 and 1999
2002). The PSDB was founded in the late 1980s in Sao Paulo by Cardoso,
Franco Montoro, and Mario Covas, who came out of the more social
democratic sectors of the PMDB. Despite the social-democratic name,
the Cardoso government continued to implement the PMDB's neoliberal
policies as dictated by the IMF, favoring the privatization of publicly
owned companies and the retreat of the state from its social responsi
bilities. On the other hand, Cardoso adopted a hybrid formal/ participa
tory democracy that included the participation of social movement actors
in the design of social programs emphasizing human rights and racial

29. In the aftermath of Beijing, the CNDM launched the National Program to Prevent
and Eradicate Domestic and Sexual Violence. In 1998 CLADEM Brasil-Comite Latino
Americano e do Caribe para a Defesa dos Direitos da Mulher launched the campaign Sem
as Mulheres os Direitos Nao Sao Humanos (Without Women, Rights Are Not Human).

https://doi.org/10.1353/lar.2004.0059 Published online by Cambridge University Press

https://doi.org/10.1353/lar.2004.0059


WOMEN'S POLICE STATIONS AND FEMINISM IN sAo PAULO 47

issues. The CNDM, for example, was re-staffed by highly regarded femi
nist scholars and activists.

In Sao Paulo, governor Mario Covas (PSDB) also favored the partici
pation of social movement actors in the state councils. He received unani
mous support from feminist organizations when he nominated a black
woman (a first), Maria Aparecida de Laia, to be the president of the CECF.
However, due to neoliberal policies, he also cut the staff of the CECF to
less than one third of its original strength. The Assessoria received a
new name, Servi<;o Tecnico de Apoio as Delegacias de Policia de Defesa
da Mulher (Technical Service in Support of the Police Stations in De
fense of Women, hereafter referred to as Servi<;o Tecnico), but its role
did not change. In this paradoxical political climate, the new head of the
Servi<;o Tecnico, delegada Maria Ines Valenti, moved from an initially
ambiguous relationship with the CECF to an explicit alliance-but as
soon as the alliance became explicit, still under the administration of the
PSDB, Valenti was removed from the Servi<;o Tecnico.

From Ambiguous to Explicit Alliances (1995-2001)

Maria Ines Valenti graduated from law school in 1988 when she was
forty-two-years old. She passed the exam to become a delegada in 1989
during the administration of Quercia. Valenti divorced while attending
law school, and she raised two children alone. She knew that she suf
fered through a terrible time, but only after working for the women's
police stations was she able to name the conditions that led to her di
vorce-she came to realize that her husband had inflicted psychological
violence on her.30

Like many other policewomen, Valenti did not favor the existence of
specialized police stations for women at first. She thought that they dis
criminated against women. She also believed violence against women
was not as serious as other crimes, such as robbery, drug trafficking,
and kidnapping. "I wanted to be a police officer, processing serious
crimes," she explained.31 However, just as with Correa, Ferreira, Ramos,
and many others, her experience dealing with complaints initiated by
female victims persuaded her that the women's police stations were
necessary. When she entered the police force in 1989, she attended a few
workshops organized by the CECF. (Correa was then the head of the
Assessoria). She did not like to attend those workshops because femi
nists acted as if "they were in a war." Whenever the meetings were not
mandatory, she did not attend.

30. Interview with Maria lnes Valenti, Sao Paulo, August 8, 1995.
31. Interview with Maria Ines Valenti, Sao Paulo, August 25, 1995.
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In 1995, newly appointed to head the Servic;o Tecnico, Valenti still
harbored some prejudices against feminists, and she established an
ambiguous alliance with the CECF. How she responded to the debates
on the redrafting of the legislation on women's police stations illustrates
this point. In December 1995 state representatives, judges, policewomen,
and a few feminist activists met to discuss whether abortion and infan
ticide (as well as a few other crimes) should fall under the jurisdiction of
the women's police stations. It is important to note that this would rep
resent a significant shift since women are perpetrators, not victims, in
cases involving abortion and infanticide.

The discussion was sparked by the new legislation establishing crimi
nal small claims courts (Law 9,009, September 26, 1995), which defined
"small claims" as those crimes carrying a prison term of up to one year.
Since most cases processed in women's police stations fit this definition,
policewomen feared that women's police stations would be closed, and
they lobbied to expand the jurisdiction of these stations. With a few ex
ceptions (such as Correa) the majority of policewomen, including Valenti,
favored the change. For them, it did not matter that the women's police
stations had been created to serve female victims rather than process
female perpetrators.32

Yet Valenti also began to absorb aspects of the discourse on gender
violence. In 1995 she attended the second course of capacitafiio on gen
der offered by the feminist NCO Coletivo Feminista Sexualidade e Saude.
This course, though emphasizing a medical-therapeutic approach to vio
lence, influenced Valenti's understanding of "gender violence" and
capacitafiio-new terms she was just starting to hear from feminists.
Another police officer who attended the third course, delegada Maria
Teresa Rosa, also learned for the first time about "gender violence," and
she became a supporter of feminism: "I don't consider myself a femi
nist," she said, "but I favor and admire their work. Without them, we
wouldn't have many institutions that are now serving women; and no
body would care about domestic violence, because our civil and penal
codes are as patriarchal as our society."33 Valenti's and Rosa's experi
ences illustrate well one of the trends Alvarez points out in Latin Ameri
can feminist politics in the 1990s, that is, the "absorption of (the more
digestible) elements of feminist discourses and agendas by dominant
cultural institutions, parallel organizations of civil society, political soci
ety and the state, and the international development establishment-all
spheres in which feminists can today be found" (1998,294-95).

32. In 1996 the jurisdiction expanded to include crimes of abortion, infanticide, homi
cide, and crimes against children and adolescents irrespective of gender. See Decree
40,693, January 3, 1996.

33. Interview with Maria Teresa Rosa, Sao Paulo, January 19, 1996.
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In the post-Beijing context, Valenti also absorbed aspects of the dis
course on women's human rights. In March 1998, as part of the Cam
paign for the Human Rights of Women, the CECF organized, in
partnership with the State Department of Public Security (and the Servic;o
Tecnico), the Primeiro Curso de Capacitac;ao para Delegadas das
Delegacias de Defesa da Mulher: Violencia de Genero (First Course of
Capacitariio for Female Delegates Working for Women's Police Stations:
Gender Violence). This one-week course was mandatory for all delegadas
of the existing 124 women's police stations in the state of Sao Paulo.
Feminist scholars and activists from the CECF, CNDM, and feminist
NGOs gave lectures addressing gender issues in relation to human rights,
health, media, and so on.

By 1999 Valenti's explicit alliance with feminists was undeniable.
She became the first policewoman to join the CECF. She did so as a
"representative of civil society" (Conselho Estadual da CondiC;ao
Feminina 2003). Then CECF president, Maria Aparecida de Laia, de
scribed their relationship as "good" and "harmonious." "We were able
to bring the coordinator of the women's police stations to the board of
the CECF," she said.34 By joining the CECF, Valenti explicitly challenged
the separation between her supposedly politically "neutral" role in
law enforcement and her political-feminist role in civil society. In May
2001 she was removed from the Servi<;o Tecnico and sent to perform
administrative duties in a politically insignificant sector of the police
department. According to some policewomen, Valenti's removal from
the Servi<;o Tecnico was a sort of castigo for her strong position in de
fense of women's police stations as well as her ties with the CECF.
Valenti "went too far," they said.35 That is why the new head of the
Servi<;o Tecnico, Marcia Buccelli Salgado, has been careful to maintain
a distant relationship with the CECF. In July 2003 the new president of
the CECF, Aparecida Maria de Almeida, invited Salgado to partici
pate in the CECF's monthly meetings. As Salgado did not seem to show
interest in attending, the CECF's president sent a memo to the police
chief and the secretary of public security soliciting her presence.
Salgado is now forced to go to the meetings. 36

This ongoing contact may help Salgado to develop an explicit alli
ance with feminists, especially now that the new federal government is
fully supporting gender-based public policies, reforming the structure

34. Interview with Maria Aparecida de Laia, conducted by my research assistant,
Adriana Carvalho, in Sao Paulo, April 8, 2003.

35. Information provided by my research assistant, Adriana Carvalho, based on con
versations she had with two policewomen in Sao Paulo, June 18,2003.

36. Information provided by my research assistant, Adriana Carvalho, based on a con
versation she had with Marcia Salgado in Sao Paulo, June 18, 2003.
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of and empowering the national women's policy machinery-an old
demand of the feminist movement, and further promoting national
measures to fight violence against women. In the beginning of 2003,
newly elected President Luiz Inacio Lula da Silva elevated to ministe
rial status and renamed to Secretaria Especial de Pollticas para as
Mulheres (Special Secretary for Women's Public Policies), the Secretaria
de Estado dos Direitos da Mulher (State Secretary on Women's Rights,
or SEDIM), which had been created by former President Cardoso in May
2002 to function within the Ministry of Justice.3? In November 2003 the
special secretary, headed by Minister Emilia Fernandes, promoted a na
tional meeting of female police delegates working for women's police
stations, held in Brasilia. Minister Fernandes also established a partner
ship with Sao Paulo's mayor, Marta Suplicy (PT), who opened a new
center run by feminists in Sao Paulo to provide victims of domestic and
sexual violence with social and psychological assistance.

CONCLUSION

Despite their limitations, the women's police stations in Brazil have
promoted significant changes in women's lives. They opened up a job
market for women. They expanded victims' citizenship rights, allowing
them to denounce a violence that not long ago was invisible and consid
ered a private matter. In 2000, for example, 310,058 complaints of vio
lence against women were registered in the women's police stations of
Sao Paulo.38 Nonetheless, existing research shows that very few cases go
to court (Jubb and Izumino 2002). Researchers and police officers have
reported that the Sao Paulo Police Department and other police depart
ments throughout Brazil still discriminate against policewomen and
women's police stations (Conselho Nacional dos Direitos da Mulher 2001;
Silva n.d.). The lack of institutionalized gender-based training for police
officers is an indication of the limits of creating a women's space within
the repressive and masculinist arm of the state. This limitation is not
simply a result of the lack of interest the government, or the party in
power, has expressed towards women's issues in general and violence
against women in particular.

37. The new special secretary has established partnerships with other ministries, state
governments, mayors of major cities, and the women's movement to foster campaigns
against violence against women, gender capacita(aO for policewomen, the creation of
new women's police stations, and new psychological services and shelters, among other
plans for action included in the Programa Nacional de Prevenc;ao, Assistencia e Combate
a Violencia contra a Mulher (National Program to Prevent, Assist, and Fight Violence
against Women).

38. Data provided by Servic;o Tecnico de Apoio as Delegacias de Polfcia de Defesa da
Mulher do Estado de Sao Paulo.
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In addition to the political conjuncture, the interests of police officers
are shaped by the legal principle of neutrality and by the masculinist
culture of their concrete institutional base-the police. In the case of
women's police stations, both internal and external actors, such as po
licewomen and feminists, have challenged this culture, even under the
same political regime. Policewomen's daily experience working with
female victims of violence has transformed, to a lesser or greater extent,
their conception of the criminal nature of violence against women. Their
legal culture has also been transformed by their interaction with femi
nists in the CECF and by the changing feminist discourses on gender
violence, capacita(aO, and women's human rights, all in the context of
the professionalization and transnationalization of feminism. The grow
ing number of women's police stations has also empowered police
women as a distinct gendered actor within the police department. In
sum, the case of women's police stations shows that the state is not only
a site of struggle and of differentiated and internally contradictory insti
tutions, it is also I/a complex of concrete institutions with which women
interact in direct and immediate ways" (Haney 1996, 759; my empha
sis). The relationship between the state and women is indeed evolving
and dialectic, but it is more than a function of the political regime. It
evolves due to multiple and interactive, macro and micro, local and glo
bal, processes.

In order to uncover these processes and develop a more grounded
theory of the state and gender, it is necessary to conduct further ethno
graphic and comparative research on specific institutions with which
women and feminists directly interact. Ethnography can help us grasp
in concrete terms how the interests and culture of state actors are, or
might be, transformed by interactions berNeen state and civil society
actors. It can also shed light on how the state actually I/(re)posiciona a
los sujetos femininos a traves de sistemas interpretativos
institucionalizados" (repositions female subjects through institutional
ized interpretative systems [Alvarez 1990-2000,62; my translation]).

Comparative and cross-national research on different institutional
sites of the state would also further our understanding of how politics
might interact with and shape specific institutional cultures differently.
For example, in Sao Paulo, why has the health care system been more
open to incorporating gender claims and working more closely with
feminists than the criminal justice system?39 Finally, studies of the state
and gender tend to focus on feminist politics with regard to legisla
tive and governmental policy processes. Yet the justice system is a

39. For an example of the successful feminist experience of incorporating the issue of
violence against women into the health care system, see Uniao de Mulheres de Sao Paulo
(2000).
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crucial terrain for the advancement of democracy. As Caldeira (1998,
199) points out:

The constraints that limit the democratization of Brazil, as well as that of other
countries in Latin America, are to be found in the areas of justice and individual
rights, and in the popular conceptions of both, rather than in conflicts over the
political regime among political actors and parties.

While progressive legislation has been enacted by newly democratic
states in the region, the lack of law enforcement is a major impediment
to the exercise of new rights. This is the case, as Macaulay (2002, 80)
explains, "because of the lack of effective remedies and anti-remedies,
and the structural flaws in the institutions of the justice system."

In the context of new emerging democracies and neoliberal states,
the question for feminists and other social movement actors is no longer
whether to enter or not to enter the state, but how to have their claims
meaningfully incorporated by the state (Molyneux 2000, 67; Alvarez
1999-2000). Creating an institutional space for women, though impor
tant, is not sufficient to make meaningful change, as evidenced by con
tradictions in women's policy machineries run by feminists (Alvarez
1997; Schumaher and Vargas 1993; Friedman 1998; Schild 1998). The
"separatist strategy" is even more contradictory when those occupying
the space are policewomen not necessarily in alliance with feminists.
Alvarez recommends that an effective feminist lobby would require the
constant questioning of any "gender-based policy" adopted by a given
state or the United Nations, a "re-translation" from inside and outside
of the institutional lobbies (1999-2000, 63-6). This constant "translation,"
as the case of women's police stations suggests, is needed in all sites of
the state, and must also take into account the specific cultures, struc
tures, everyday work-related practices, and constraints of each institu
tion with which feminists and women interact.
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