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In many countries women have responded to transitions to democracy by mobilizing ,P{‘F)/\ \ ZO o é
along gender lines to advance their own agendas. In countries as diverse as

Argentina, Korea, Spain, and South Africa, women saw popular demands for democ-

racy as an opportunity to press for the democratization of everyday life and the

extension of women’s rights, They mobilized across class and party lines to demand

that incoming democratic governments ensured women’s equal participation in poli-

tics. Yet not all transitions to democracy have been accompanied by the mobilization

of women as women. In most of the transitions in Central and East Europe women

who participated in dissident movements did not organize on the basis of their status

as women, Within democratic transitions, when will women mobilize on the basis of

their gender identity? There are three significant causes of women’s maobilization:

resources, the way issues are framed, and the exclusion of women from the agenda-

setting process within the opposition. The key resources that lead to gender-based

organizing are preexisting formal or informal networks in which women participate.

Direct contact with the international feminist community allows women to frame

their situation in terms of their status as women and to organize separately from

men. Finally, the systematic exclusion of women from the process of agenda setting

affords them an opportunity to unite in a broad coalition on the basis of their shared

identity.

This article focuses particularly on this last point. Women’s movements represent
many different identities, interests, and issues.! Despite tmportant differences, however,
many women’s movements experience a particular moment at which women unite on
the basis of their gender identity. At this moment, the peak of mobilization in women’s
movements, a diverse array of women’s organizations comes together to form a coali-
tion that transcends cleavages along class, race, or partisan lines. These peak moments
typically occur at a rally, a demonstration, or a conference. They differ from other points
in the evolution of a movement in terms of their size, breadth and significance. They
- frequently constitute the largest convocation of organizations in the history of a move-
ment. They represent the acme of unity and the ideal expression of the goals of the
movement, while at the same time encompassing a wide array of interests and issues.
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They typically inaugurate a movement in the public eye and introduce women’s
demands into the public arena,

Peaks of protest consolidate women’s political clout. They attract the attention of
(primarily) male political actors, who seek to hamess women’s capacity to mobilize for
their own electoral goals. Interest from political parties leads to the incorporation of
women’s demands in the political agenda and further fuels popular support for the
movement. The coalitions that emerge out of such moments often come to serve as the
institutional representatives of the women’s movement in the political arena. Scholars
and activists alike uniformly acknowledge the importance of these moments in the his-
tory of a movement; they take on mythic proportions in histories of movements and in
the memories of activists.

The formation of such coalitions is not inevitable, as women’s movements typicaily
include groups with diverse and conflicting agendas. What prompts women’s groups to
coalesce is their exclusion from the process of realignment, the point at which actors
within the democratic opposition form new alliances with one another. The exclusion of
women and women'’s concerns from the agendas articulated by primarily male opposi-
tion leaders heightens the political salience of gender relative to other cleavages and
triggers the formation of a united front among women’s organizations.

At the same time, these peak moments prove difficult to sustain. Conflict seems to
break out among groups within the women’s movement almost as soon as the peak of
unity occurs. But the ephemeral nature of these moments does not undermine their sig-
nificance. Peaks of protest demonstrate women’s capacity for mobilization, which
attracts the attention of party elites. Once male politicians see women as a constituency
worth coopting, they begin to compete for women’s support. The advent of electoral
competition fragments the movement.

This argument will be examined with regard to three countries in which women
mobilized during democratic transition—Brazil, Chile, and East Germany—and one in
which women did not—Poland. These cases provide variation on the dependent variable
and enhance the validity of the inferences that can be drawn from them.2 The women’s
movements that emerged in Chile and Brazil were two of the largest and most vibrant in
Latin America; they joined human rights groups, feminist organizations, and shanty-
town groups organized around issues of economic subsistence. In East Germany the
movement included women’s peace organizations, lesbian collectives, radical feminists,
socialists, and neighborhood groups. In Poland the level of autonomous organizing
among women remained miniscule in comparison.

Organizational resources constitute a necessary but not sufficient variable for
women’s mobilization. In all these cases, women participated in formal and informal
networks that provided the infrastructure to build a women’s movement. Only in Chile,
Brazil, and East Germany were the other two variables present. First, direct contact with
feminist activists in other countries persuaded dissident women to consider the advan-
tages of gender-based mobilization. Second, male opposition leaders excluded women
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and women’s issues from the agendas they established during the process of realign-

ment, as groups within the opposition formed new coalitions that challenged the exist-

ing regimes. In Poland only one of these three factors was present: Polish women were

highly mobilized through membership in dissident unions, Yet they had very limited

access to international feminist ideas, and male opposition leaders included women’s

concerns in their negotiations with the existing authoritarian regime in the early 1980s.
- These two factors gave Polish women less reason to organize autonomously.

Women’s Movements and Democratization

Initially, research on democratization paid little or no attention to women’s participation,
but studies of the role of women’s movements in democratic transitions have exploded
in the past decade and generated a wealth of information and empirical detail about
many cases.> Many explanations of the conditions under which women mobilize have
been offered. Most studies concur that women’s movements emerge as a function of
some combination of resources, framing, and opportunities, but the way in which these
variables are defined differs from case to case. None can be generalized to explain all
cases. Systematic comparison across cases and regions reveals three factors as critical to
the mobilization of women in democratic transitions: organizational networks, direct
contact with international feminism, and exclusion from the process of decision making
within the opposition,

Resource Mobilization  One school of social movement analysis points to organiza-
tional resources as the factor that gives rise to mobilization. According to this perspec-
tive, movements e¢merge as a function of individual decisions about the costs and bene-
fits of collective action or as a function of material resources that can be brought to bear
on organizing.4 Factors such as money, leadership, and (especially} existing organiza-
tional networks facilitate mobilization. People who already participate in groups can be
mobilized around other issues more easily than isolated individuals.

Organizational networks constitute a necessary but not sufficient cause for the emer-
gence of women’s movements. In all four cases discussed here, significant numbers of
women participated in both formal and informal groups that could have formed the
organizational infrastructure of an autonomous women’s movement. Many kinds of net-
works can serve as crucibles for women'’s organizing, no one particular type of network
is required. In these four cases houscholds, churches, and unions generally provided the
foundation on which women’s movements could be built. In Latin America political
parties and international organizations also provided mobilizational resources for
WOmen.,

In some cases the demands of domestic work forced women to organize collectively.
The most explosive rates of mobilization in Latin America took place in poor and work-

255






