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Joan Scott, in her widely read Gender and the Polizics of History, analyzes the con-
struction of the “woman worker” and the gendering of categories of skilled
and unskilled work, Perhaps most controversial is her analysis of the notori-
ous Sears Department Stores case, which has the effect of ultimately absoly-
ing Sears of any discernible historica] responsibility for job discrimination
against women, since the categoty “woman worker,” with its limitations and
disabilities, had already been formulated long before Sears began gender-
typing positions within its workforce.! It is an argument that clearly reflects
Scott’s immersion in poststructuralist, Foucauldian conceptions of power and
hierarchy, with their lack of emphasis on agency and direct responsibility.
Certainly the “woman worker,” as a separate historical category with
specific implications (unskilled, temporary, unconsciously but doubly op-
pressed), is so ubiquitous as to seem natural, the mark of a successful social
construction. But I prefer to stress the process by which such identiries s are
zeproduced, reinforced, or reconfigured by powerful human actors who pro-

mote specific policies and ideologies of gender. In the case of Sio Paulo,
Brazil’s leading industrial center, over time

(1910-1950) we see a natrowing
of the acceptable work roles for working-class women, until only “house-

wife” remains as a legitimate goal, and this narrowing is actively promoted by
representatives of vatious professional and business groups. Though paulista
employers, unjon leaders, educators, and social workers did not invent the
category “woman worker,” they directly contributed to the marginalization
of the woman who worked for wages, and to the idealization of the wornan
Wwho remzined at home. And in the case of the industrialists, they played an
active role in setting up programs and regulations that served to narrow the
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i i ¥ tinued to
definition of working-class women’s proper roles, even as they contin

exploit women’s low-wage labor. o 1
A full account of the changing images of women wotkers in Sio Paulo

would have to explore debates over labor legislation, the positions adopted

by lebor unions and radical activists, the activities of feminist organiz.ations,
and women workers” own attempts to represent themselves and their roles
in an industrializing society. The following analysis does not prc?tend t(? b.e a
full account. In this article T will focus on a particular group of lndustr.m
and their allies in the social and educational professions, who played a signifi-
cant role in defining and limiting training opportunitie‘:- for wmner? Workefs
and in formulating programs for working-class houss:wwes. In _theu pursuit
of what they considered a modern, industrializilng saciety, the.se mdus:;ahstds
and professionals promoted certain normative images t}:fat ultimately ected
a wide range of programs and policies directed at Worklng—class-W(?men arli
created new boundaties for debates about the role of women in industrial

—
8O C].Cty.

Early Industry, Vocational Programs, and
the VVisible Woman Worker
The position of women in the industrial labor f.orce of sa.o Pauio. dux%n the
eatly decades of industrialization (18gos—1920s) is a familiar one. exFﬁes,‘ ¥
far the largest branch of manufacturing, and thc.e one most appromma.tmg
modern industry, heavily employed women and girls.* A 1912 study of thirty-
one textile mills with 4 total of g,500 workers revealed that neatly 72 percent
of that wotkforce was female.” Only a quarter of these female workers were
ovet the age of twenty-two, so that the classic image of the Wo.rnan woﬂfier
juggling the demands of wage and domestic work may have a].pphe'd to a tela-
tively small portion of the industrial workforce. At the .sarne tlm‘e, it was ger:‘
eraily recognized that substantial numbers of women circulated in and out o .
the paid labor force--the number of working-class adult women who never
worked outside the home was probably quite small.* . .
Discussions (mainly among men) of women and work in Sdo Paulo dis-
played much the same ambivalence 2s they did in other cont.ext's. As S.us‘an
Besse shows in her study of changing conceptions of gender in industrializ-
ing S#o Paulo, there was a growing acceptance of the nced. for women, esven
married women from middle-class families, to work outside the home.” In
the case of working-class women this might be due to low wages for men,

,Foc.uS
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frequent layoffs and shutdowss, and debjlitating ilnesses or accidents, while
womern from more “genteel” backgrounds might be moved to work by the
need to maintain the household’s middle-class lifestyle in the face of infation
and the financial exigencies of urban life. The recourse to paid employment
might be regrettable, but it also often seemed unavoidable.

The question, then, was not whether women should work at all) but what
type of work was proper or acceptable for wotnen to perform. Hxcepting
prostitutes, perhaps the most stigmatized or problematized female figure in
the labor force was the mill hand. While textile manufactusers eé.gerly em-
ployed large nmumbess of women and children at wages well below those for
adult males, reformist politicians, educators, journalists, and labor leaders
dectied this practice and called for an end to the industrial em?ldyment of
women.” The emerging complications of industrial life in a rapidly devel-
oping region produced intense anxieties about class conflict, de-skilling and
dislocation, and erosion of the traditional family structure. Whether one ap-
proached the “social question” as a middle-class hygienist or a working-class
labor leader, women in the factory were a “problem.” On the one hand they
could be charged with abandoning home and children; on the other hand
they were belittled as unskilled, uninterested in organizing, and morally com-
promised.’

These neatly universal condemnations of female emplovment in factories
]

however, had no immediate impact on the tendency of factory owners to
hire girls or women. The more politically self-conscious industrialists, such
as Jorge Street, may have been moved by ctiticisms of women’s employment
in industry to emphasize the familial atmosphete of their irms, and to in-
stall aurseries and other facilities that demonstrated concern for the “special
needs” of women workers.® But the negative image of women factory hands
did not result in either formal or informal prohibitions on their employment
in industry. Instead, it served to marginalize the woman worker profession-
ally, and to deprive her of access to skills and positions in industry that might
have made 2 career in factory work more appealing and materially rewarding,

Deeply implicated in the entire debate over women in industry is the ques-
tion of skill acquisition. With regard to gender roles in industry, it is espe-
cially important to emphasize that the categories of skilfed, semiskilled, and
unskilled are constinctions, rather than simple representations of objective
technical criteria. As Joel Wolfe points out in his study of the pasfistz textile
industry, the women who dominated the spinning (and more rarely, weaving)
sections of the textile plants were quite adept at keeping antiquated and over-
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used machines running, and these skills often proved quite valuable to the
employes.” But the definition of s&i# that dominated the industrial-education
milieu rejected such empirical knowledge in favor of systematic technical ex-
pertise. To be sure, both male and female workers were criticized for their
empirical approach to the work process, but men’s trades were more likely to
be seen as susceptible to systematic, theoretical training than women’s.

Prior to 1910, skill acquisition for virtually all aspiring craftspeople in
paulista industry involved a traditional, if informal, apprenticeship whereby
the novice gradually absorbed techniques from older workers. This meant
that women had few opportunities to acquire such skills, since the predomi-
nantly male skilled workers were unlikely to accept them as apprentices. Still,

_ some women, through considerable effort, learned skills such as weaving

by observing other workers, perhaps fathers or brothers. Thus this system
tended to exclude women, but not absolutely.” In contrast, the more formal
institutions for vocational training founded during these early decades of in-
dustrialization created rigid and usually impermeable barriets between men’s

and women'’s work.

The first major attempt to systematize vocational education in Sfo Paulo
began in 1911 with the founding of state-run professional schools. Modern-
izing engineers and educators throughout Brazil during the years of the Old
Republic (1889-1930) sought to combat the traditional Brazilian contempt
for manwual labor by making professional education a respectable option for
urban youths from less privileged backgrounds. Whereas eatlier industrial
institutes had either been designed for the truly indigent, or had the air of re-
form schools, these new professional schools were meant to attract the sons
and daughters of urban working families of modest means who had the re-
sources to give their children a primary school education, but would not dis-
dain a manual occupation in the industrial sector.”

From the outset the state sponsored both an Escola Profissional Mascu-
lina (EpM) and an Escola Profissional Feminina {Epr), theteby acknowledging
the rapid entrance of women into the labor force and giving this trend some
lepitimacy. But it is important to note the dramatically different trajectories
of the two schools, with the EpM moving in a more and more industrial
direction, and the erF assiduously avoiding any association with industrial
training. Even workshops for spinning and weaving were included in the
EpM, despite the limited demand from the male students, who preferred the
better-paying metallurgical and mechanical trades.”™ Reformist educators ac-
knowledged the need to provide young women of limited means with skills
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that would zllow them to earn a living and avoid the hosrors of poverty and
prostitution, but for that career to be genuinely respectable, it would have to
be pursued outside the factory.

Every effort was made to give the £pr an air of gentility and petit bourgeais

respectability. It was located in a former residence rather than in a schog]
building, even though the structure was so dilapidated that it was blamed for
outbreaks of tuberculosis among students and employees. Its entirely feale
staff (save one painting teacher and the director) consisted of normal-schoo!
-graduates from “good backgrounds” who were often compared favorably
with the working-class instructors employed in the BpM. According to the di-
rectot, the EPF’s teaching staff was “composed of ladies from our best society,
of elevated culture and character, who bring to the school good domestic
habits, polite graces combined with technical competence, acquired and prac-
ticed as 2 complement to the actual education.” The classes it Initially offered
included design, dressmaking, sewing, lace and embroidery, flowers and hats,
and home economics (mainly cooking). These were, of course, largely non-
industrial trades, But it is worth stressing that the students themselves seerm
to have been solely intetested in matketable skills-not 2 single one enrolled
in home economics when it was first offered, causing the course to be can-
celed. It was revived as a requitement in 1912, but lack of interest, complaints,
and the problem of greasy hands led to its cancellation again in xg14.”

We have very little data to indicate what type of young woman attended
the Escola Profissional Feminina,™ We do know that, throughout the years
1910-Ig30, the 2pF had many more applicants than places; in contrast to the
EPM, it had no trouble finding candidates with the educational prerequisites
necessaty for admission to the middle-school level. Tn light of this, it seems
likely that the ErpM drew almost exclusively from the working-class milieu,
while the e drew girls from the lower middle class as well as from the work-
ing class. In the early 19205 the governor of 830 Paulo argued for doubling
the size of the rpF to give women options other than primary-school teach-
ing for employment—a remark that would make no sense if the school had a
strictly proletarian student body, since very few working-class women at the
time became teachers. And the schooi’s director frequently complained about
“dilettantes” coming to the school to take art classes with a handsome and
charismatic male instructor. It is unlikely that young ladies from privileged
backgrounds would have invaded the school’s premises unless they perceived
the regular students as being “respectable” (and predominantly white).'*

The man who directed both the gpy and EPF during their first two decades,
Aprigio Gonzaga, vigorously advocated a vocational but nonindustriz] iden-
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tity for the err. A staunch defender of male skilled workers, he denounced
the presence of women in factories, citing the employment of women and
minors as the main explanation for low wages. Treating women and chil-
dren as interchangeable categories, he called for the “removal of children
and women from factory work,” which would “redound to the benefit of the
race, of society, and of the nation.”'® At the same time, Gonzaga positioned
himself as a progressive and modern educator who recognized women’s need
for self-suficiency. He claimed that there were crafts appropriate for female
employment, especially in small dress shops and ateliers, and he struggled
agzinst attempts by government officials and nonvocational educators to ex-
pand the role of home economics in the £pr. He noted with annoyance that,
in 1920, the state government appointed a woman to the EpF staff to teach
home economics without consulting him."” (Once again, the cooking course
never really got off the ground, and the instructor resigned by 1924.)

Gonzaga was apparently under fire from various quarters for his strong
advocacy of vocational education for women. In the early 1920s he published
a pampbhlet titled “Objectives of Vocational Education for Women,” in which
he attempted to show that one could reconcile employment for women out-
side the home with support for the traditional family {or as he put it, the
essay showed that he was not “against the family”). Adopting an increasingly
common postute, Gonzaga noted that necessity forced some women to work
outside the home, but also argued that vocational education could make them
mote effective housewives. “A woman thus educated will no longer be a mere
decoration or a dead weight in the household economy, but rather will be a
brave and very noble collaboratot.”*® Thus, to maintain support for the idea
of women’s {nonindustrial) vocational instruction, Gonzaga capitulated on
the question of incorporating home economics into the curticulum,

Neither the indifference of the women students nor Gonzaga’s criticisms
served to discourage the swelling campaign to emphasize domestic skills in
vocational schools for women. In 1935 2 major educational reform in Séo
Paulo, championed by the advocates of rational ogganization and scientific
management, made the separation of female and male training even mc')re
rigid. The new code formally excluded women from industrial courses, in-
cluding textiles, and even in coeducational institutions, men and women were
to be taught in separate classes (except for courses in secretarial skilis, a cate-
gory that tends to be more cross-gender in Brazil than elsewhere). Courses for
women included domestic arts; embroidery; Aower-, hat-, and glove-making;
and similar artisanal crafts. The domestic arts, now obligatory, included hy-
giene and natrition, infant care (to reduce the “frightful rate of infant mor-
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tality”), home economics (cooking, washing, and cleaning), and contabilidud,
doméstica— domestic accounting.” Finally, students in both male and female
schools could sell the wares produced in class to the public. In the men’s case
half the proceeds went into the school endowment and the other half Wen;
directly into their pockets. But in the women’s case, the other half went into a
peciilia, a nest egg to be made available to them upon graduation, when it coyld
be used to set up a new househoid with a prospective husband or to finance
the opening of a small shop. In short, training young women for domestic
life had become as pressing a concern for vocational educators (though not, I
suspect, for the students) as training them fora specific form of employment,
Whereas industrial employers openly criticized many reforms duting this
period as reflecting the unrealistic and uninformed views of government bu-
reaucgats who had never set foot in a factory, they responded to the new edu-
cational code with unreserved enthusiasm. This is hardly surprising: among
the leading figures in the reform process were men like Roberto Mange, a
mecharnical engineer and founder of a training center for railroad mechan-
ics, and Hordcio da Silveira, an active member of the Tnstitute for Rational
Organization of Work (1port). Both men had intimate ties to such promi-
nent industrial spokesmen as Roberto Simonsen and Armando de Arruda
Pereira, and shared their view of a modernizing Brazil that promised to be
more productive, efficient, and rationally organized.® Such a vision included
temale factory workers, but only as temporary, semiskilled operatives, Rather
than defendjfzg women’s employment in industry, these industrial spokes-
men treated it as a transitory phenomenon, and professed their belief that

s . . - ]
women’s main role in a modernizing society was the maintenance of an orgz-
nized household.

The industrialists’ position on this issue, to the extent that oné can be
discerned, was a2 mixture of opportunism and ideological predilections. It
hardly behooved industrialists to denounce women’s employment in factories
as endangering the family or compromising feminine morality, considering
the Clgwm"&wmm At the same time
the more politically engaged industrialists understood that the high level o;
female employment in factories made industry vulnerable to attacks by a
variety of critics, including agrarian traditionalists, middle-class reformers
and male labor leaders. A more masculine workforce would certainly makc:
industrialization more appealing to those who feared that factory work was
tiioiing traditional family relations and gender roles,

Furthermore, industrialists had their own assumptions about the role of
women in industry. When private firms set up apptenticeship or training

Unskilled Worker, Skilled Housewife 79

programs of their own, they virtually always excluded girls from eligibility.”’
Gitls and women were thought to have natural abilities —manual dexterity,
tolerance for monotony— that suited them for routinized industrial labor.
Training, therefore, was unnecessary, and could even have the highly undesit-
able effect of giving women a claim to better wages. Thus, employers derive
a certain economic benefit from the exclusion of women workers from the
categoty of skilled, and a degzee of ideological legitimacy by emphasizing the
temporary nature of female industrial employment.

This endorsement by industrialist spokesmen of the woman wotker 25 a
special (if marginal) category is also reflected in their easy acceptance of pro-
posed legislation to protect women workers from night shifts and hazardous
conditions, and to provide them with limited maternity benefits. Whereas
other labor laws elicited grumblings from the Sio Paulo industrial employers’
federation (r1=se), the proposed law on women’s work met with immediate
approval. In a 1931 notice to members, Fiese’s directors pronounced the pro-
posal “as neatly perfect as possible,” and felt obliged to insist that most of its
provisions were already standard operating procedure in paalista industry.”

Vacational Education and the Semivisible Woman Worker

Many of the educators and technocrats who were involved in formulating
vocational education policy in Sao Paulo, Brazil’s leading industrial center,
also played a prominent role in debates over worker training at the national
level during the Vargas dictatorship (1930-1945).” In a 1933 speech, Getilio
Vargas declared that “the education we need to develop to the extreme limits
of our possibilities is the vocational and technical kind, Without it, organized
work is impossible, especially in an age characterized by the predominance of
the machine.”? Indeed, vocational instruction was a perfect issue for a proto-
populist regime seeking to curry favor with (reJorganized labor, to champion
industrial development, and to forge a nationalist political culture. Brazil,
rather than relying on immigrant craftsmen or lagging behind more techni-
cally sophisticated nations, would now produce its own corps of skilled and
disciplined wotker-citizens.

Not surprisingly, the documents produced by the vatious technical com-
missions studying the training issue routinely and unfailingly identified the
skilled industrial worker as male. Not that women were entirely ignored; as
educators and technicians paid mote and more attention to vocational train-

ing as a means to socialize wotkess as part of a project for national develop-
ment, they began to discuss the pressing need for women to become skilled
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housewives and childrearers. Typical of this trend was a 1934 report by a lead-
ing group of vocational educators that called for obligatory domestic educa-
tion for women in vocational schools throughout Brazil, “because 2 woman’s
professional life should be considered as merely a transitional phase: destiny
designates her for . . . the role of wife, mother and housewife.”**

This continuing emphasis on domestic education reflected, in part, the
enthusiasm for “rational orgasisedian” in all sphetes of modern life. While
scientific management znd its correlates are most often associated with the
industrial wotkplace, organizations like rboRrr argued that rational principles
could increase productivity and social harmony in every arena of human
endeavor. Public health officials and hygienists already regarded more ratio-
nal approaches to infant care and nutrition as a major concern of the state.
Accordingly, new vocational schools that admitted women almost always
boasted a posto de puericnitura (child welfare center) where the (supposedly)
future mothers could learn the basics of good infant care. And while all Bra-
zilian women could learn to be better wives and mothers, hygienists and edu-
cators regarded working-class women as especially in need of guidance given
their class’s “low moral and cultural level.” Thus, not only was the woman
worker an increasingly marginal figure for whom extensive training would be
a waste, but the role of housewife was seen as one that required tutelage and
rational instruction, rather than as a natural outgrowth of women’s expeti-
ence, at least if the women were from the working class.?

One of the most influential documents produced by the Ministry of Edu-
cation in the 19308 was 2 1938 report on “Professional [Vocational ] Education
in Germany,” by Rodolpho Fuchs, a close ally of Gustavo Capanesma, Vargas’s
powerful minister of education. Fuchs viewed the Nazi system of in-factory
vocational training as a perfect model for Brazil. He especially extolled the
strict separation of the sexes in German vocational education, both with re-

- gard to courses and instructional staff, thus producing “feminine wommen and
real men.” He noted that only in S0 Pavio were courses for men taught only
by men, a welcome exception that he explained by referring to that state as
the “Prussia of Brazil.” He also cited with approval the tequirement in Ger-
many that all gitls not going on to secondary school attend a domestic arts
school and spend six months in service with an experienced housewife, even
if they wished to work in industry.”” Fuchs, like many of his contemporaties,
sought to modernize Brazil and the Brazilian watker, while reinforcing “tra-

't_i_o_n___al’ > or “natural” gender roles.

By the early 19408, negotiations among educators, labor ministry repge-
sentatives, and industrialists had produced an innovative systemn for voca-

Unskilled Workes, Skilled Housewife 81

Horne economics class (not a vocational course) in sewing for
fernale apprentices at the sENaT school in Campinas, 1946.
Courtesy of the Niucleo de Memdria, SENAT-S40 Paulo.

tional training in Brazil known as the Servi¢o Nacioral de Aprendizagem
Industrial (National Service for Industrial Training), or senaT.*® Funded and
controlled by the industrialist associations, the training service emphasized
both proper socialization and the labor requirements of specific industrial
sectors. This relatively pragmatic orientation meant that SENAT, in contrast
to many stzte vocational schools, did not completely exclude women from
industrial education. Rapid (two-month) coutses to produce semiskilled tex-
tile workers were almost entirely composed of young women, and such
courses as paper making, also regarded as semiskilled, admitted female ap-
prentices. A North American visitor from the United States Bureau of Labor
Statistics, Mary Cannon, noted that “the program is geared chiefly to boys,
though theoretically there are opportunities for girls.”* These opportunitics
remained largely theoretical, however. Despite the increasing employment of
women during the wartime production boom, sEnat early on concentrated

its rescurces in apprenticeship programs fox the metallurgical trades—an en-
tirely masculine preserve. And in some cases women’s exclusion was formal-
ized: sENAT courses for training textile-factory supervisors (a position held by
women in some all-femnale sections) were officially closed to women.
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Physical education classes for boys and girls at the sexat school
in Bris, 1946. Courtesy of the Nicleo de Meméria, senar-Sao
Paulo.

The industrialists and technocrats who founded senar also demonstrated
that proper socialization meant different things for girls than for boys. How-
ever small in number, the gitls enrolled in sExat courses routinely received
special treatmment. The senar school in Campinas, Sio Paulo, proudly an-
nounced that it had cut back on math and Portuguese classes for its female
students and had substituted domestic education, including sewing classes.
Furthermore, the account hoasted that the gitls regularly prepared meals for
the entire student body. senar made sure that it could not be accused of
ignoring women’s “true” domestic vocation.*

While sEnAT recognized females as an important presence in the industsial
milien (girls consistently accounted for well over half the industrial workers
under the age of eighteen), it reinforced women’s “natural” role as semiskilled
and tempotary wotkers, as well as generally rigidifying the distinction be-
tween skilled and semiskilied. Young women were well suited to the role of
machine tender; furthermore, their future roles as wives and mother, or mere
supplementers of male incomes, made it economically unwise to provide
girls with extensive vocational training. Just two years before the founding
of SENAT, the F1Esp leadership had argued in favor of a lower minimum wage
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for women based on their “inferior physiological conditions” due to mater-
nity and menstruation.* Obviously, the immediate concern was to ensure 4
continuous supply of cheap industrial labor, but whatever the purpose, such
arguments made it highly unlikely that employer associations woulc.i _then turn
around and provide women with elaborate new training opportuaities.

In a 1946 article on industrial fatigue, industrialist-intellectual A. C. Pa-
checo e Silva was unusually blunt about the proper role for women in indus-
try. Arguing that too much training could create discantent.among. workers
performing the monotonous tasks typical of the modern industrial work-
place, he suggested that women, since they were less negatively affecred by
monotony, should be hired as “machine tenders” —after all, “look how they
can knit for hours on end without feeling the slightest fatigue.”* In other
words, repetitious domestic tasks prepared women for the role of semiskilled

worket, and vice versa.

‘Aside from its shameless recourse to the most banal sorts of stereotypes,
Pacheco e Silva’s article is remarkable for its unreserved endorsement of a cer-
tain form of female factory employment. This was, [ would argue, indicatixie
of a larger trend. As Brazilian manufacturing shifted from its earlier emphasis
on textiles to new metallurgical and mechanical products, the rate of male em-
ployment in industry rose steadily. Throughout the late 19408 @d 19505, the
proportion of women in paulista industry steadily dropped, easing fears that



86 Barbarz Weinstein

inaugurated twenty-five such centers throughout the state (seven in the capi-
tal and the rest in the suburbs and the interior). The centers regulatly offered
three different cooking courses, as well as courses in child care, house-
hold management, domestic hygiene, and preparation for marriage. Sewing
courses, previously offered only in factories or union headqguarters, were now
also available at many of the centers. And to complement the activities of
these centers, sesz began publishing two monthly magazines— the short-lived
Diona de Casa, and the more enduring SEST-Higiene

The centers offered instruction for women of all ages, with the courses for
mieginhas {little mothers) 2imed at nine- to fourteen-year-olds, the prepara-
tion-for-marriage courses aimed at young women, and all other courses openl
to anyone sixteen or older. The centers also reached out to the families of
its students; for example, many patents with daughters in the miezinha pro-
gram attended monthly meetings with the center’s staff to be informed of
their child’s progress and to discuss domestic matters.** Students, especially
in the cooking courses, frequently organized parties and contests that in-
volved friends and family, and every certification CEremony was an occasion
for centerwide celebration. The women associated with the centers also pat-
ticipated prominently in other szst activities, such as the May Day parade
and the Spring Ball. And once having completed the courses, an ex-student
could maintain social contacts through the alumnae association formed in
each center.

Again, all of these courses operated on the assumption that working-class
women were, first and foremost, wives and mothers, or future wives and
mothers. Women might work before marriage, or work outside the home
intermittently after marriage 10 alleviate financial distress, but their major
pecuniary contribution to the household would come in the form of a ratio-
nally organized budget, a healthful armosphere, and We]i—brougrhpu-l; chil-
dren. fxs t’he _premier issue of Dona de Casa (housewife) put it, referringAto the
magazine’s title, “Here you have, in just three words, the golden dream of
almost every young woman.” And it was not just her dream but her biologi-
cal destiny. In answer to the question “Is the masculine sex superior to the
feminine?” the magazine’s editors claimed that it was not a matter of superiot
and inferior, but of difference, grounded in hormonal activity. “As a result
wormen are capable of noting the small details, while men only see the big
picture.” Continuing this emphasis on separate spheres, the magazine con-
cluded that, “while the man has his victories at work . . . the woman has the
compensation of raising strong children.”*?

With varying degrees of subtlety, the home economics courses taught theit
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students that housewives, though not wage earness, were largely tesponsible
for the standard of living and quality of life in their homes. Thus Dona de Casa
roused its readers with 2 call to initiate, “by any means possible, a campaign
against poor nutrition and the neglect of Brazilian homes.” Similarly, an ac-
count of a cooking contest among students from the caps in Santo Andté
and Sio Caetano assured readers of the SEST Journa/ that “if ali furure house-
wives acquited knowledge of the culinary arts, nutrition and diet as adminis-
tered in the centers for domestic instruction, soon there would no longer be
problems resulting from nutritional deficiency.”*® Speaking at this same con-
test, sESI president Antonio Devisate informed his audience that ignorance
about domestic tasks on the part of working-class women was a major cause
of maritat disputes. Indeed, he claimed that some go percent of the separa-
tion cases brought to the attention of sEsr’s legal aid service had such domes-
tic incompetence at their roats.* Thus, the competent housewife could not
only provide a comfortable home and balanced diet for her family, but could
also save her marriage. As if to undesline this point, Anita Devisate, SESIS
“frst lady,” regularly handed out prizes such as blenders, dishes, and knife
sharpenets at special events.

Much of the cooking and housekeeping advice dispensed by the sEst
coutses amounted to routine information that could be extracted from the
home economics courses offered in Sio Paulo’s vocational schools for women
since the early twentieth century. But sEst infused its courses with its own
preoccupations, emphasizing the Wﬂaﬁm
ence to a code of proper moral conduct. An eatly issue of Dona de Casa asked
its readers, “Did you know that our organism is similar to a machine?” It also
informed current and future housewives that “each twenty-four hours should
be divided in three ‘eights’ so as to be better utilized.” % In contrast with
home economics literature in wealthier societies, the ses1 publications did not
emphasize the acquisition of modern, labor-saving household devices; most
home appliances were beyond the financizl reach of sEst’s audience, But pre-
cisely because of this, the Brazilian wotking-class household had to be very
carefully organized and managed.*

sest coutses and publications aiso advised young women to be “modest,
simple and sweet,” cleiming that men might go out with boisterous, flirta-
tious, and heavily made-up women, but chose more demure types to be their
wives. Dona Nicota, the fictional advice columnist for Dona de Casa, vwarned
young women awzy from any form of premarital sexual activity, and urged
them to think less about love and marriage, and mote about domestic tasks.”’

The issue of proper morality emerged even more conspicuously in the dis-
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cussion of health matters, both in Dona de Casg and SEST-Higiene. The latter
publication, issued by sest’s Industrial Health and Safety Service, cleatly tar-
geted women, since the vast majority of its articles dealt with marital, do-

mestic, and childrearing matters. Only on tare occasions did the magazine

raise the question of industrial accidents, and it usually did so in relation to

some domestic practice that contributed to their incidence. And like much of
the organization’s literature, SESI-Higiene treated 000d health as function of
knowledge about hygiene and proper morality, regarded as two sides of the
satme precious coin.

The close association of hygiene and morality is best illustrated by the ex-
tensive attention SESI paid to the problem of syphilis. Since its founding the
otganization had devoted 2 sizable portion of its resoutces to testing hun-
dreds of thousands of factory workers for the disease. This campaign may
well have been inspited by sest founder Roberto Simonsen’s claim, based on
a supposedly scientific survey he sponsored in the 1920s, that 45 percent of
Brazilian-botn workers were infected with syphilis. The actual results of mas-
sive testing in the late 19408 and early 19505 revealed a much lower rate of
infection—3.5 petcent—among industrial workers, a rate that was lower, in
fact, than that found in many industrialized nations.*® Despite this heartening
discovery, sest continued to treat syphilis as a2 major health risk for the Bra-
zilian working class and a major concern for working-

class women. Indeed,
publications aimed at workers — that is,

male workers— rarely made any men-
tion of syphilis or other contagious diseases, whereas the women-oriented
magazines obsessively discussed the menace of veneseal infection. The debut
of SESI-Higiene, for example, included two separate articles on the subject,
one of which informed its readers that you could contract syphilis from 2
mete kiss,*
Given sest’s identification of venereal disease as 4 major social problem
for women, it is not surprising that a large portion of the material in the
“preparation for marriage” course dealt with syphilis testing and prevention,
Instructors advised the prospective bride to choose her hushand carefully and
to give special attention to her future mate’s physical condition. A prematital
examination was a rust, as was constant vigilance for signs of disease. Much
emphasis was also given to the impact on future offspring; sesr literature told
students about the lacge number of infants who died from the effects of syphi-
lis, claiming that these tiny victims had been “murdered” by their parents,
To illustrate this point further, SESI-Higiene devoted an entize issue to the
hypothetical tale of Lili and Maricota, The former decides to marry the first

man she meets, fails to have a prenuptial exam, contracts syphilis, bas only
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one child who dies in infancy, and ends up il}, 2bandoned, and .c'hildless. The
lattet, in contrast, patiently secks the proper rz‘iate, has a prenuptial E).{am;;nd
becomes the perfect wife and mother —as verl_ﬁed by the accomp anymi du:
tration, showing Maricota holding an infant in her arms @d- surroun -Z Hiy
six other children. It seems that nobody at sest found any nfony in thfz i y
portrayal of 2 working-class housewife with seven young chlldren;dasjimanon
that would almost certainly have spelled poverty for her 'househo o N
Syphilis was not the only contagious illness that received atte.n?0n in d'e
domestic arts courses. Tuberculosis—a disease spread by poot living :‘o? ?-
tions, and a real scourge of the paulista working class—was a matter o ;ulzm—
tar concern., During its first ten years of existencej, SESI tested OV’Ci..‘ da ;n o;n
factory workess and their families for tubercullos;s, and a:‘iso provide -trcat
ment centers and a sanatorium. Yet the sest literature paid less-attention o
this disease than it did to syphilis, perhaps because tht? Fontractlon of ruber-
culosis could not be so easily attributed to a moral failing. Indee_d, SEST t;p-
pears to have been most enlightened in its attitude towa_rd i.:hose diseases af
claimed “innocent” victims. It denounced irtational pre]l.lchces ab9ut leprosy;
SESI-Higiene reported the case of a woman who, cc?ntractlng the dle_sezs;, po;c
poned marriage, went for treatment, and, on bemg' cured', marr;)e apphi}j
and had healthy children.” The organization’§ ohsessive attitude 2 ou:1 syp-th
lis, a relatively minor health concern for paulista workers, ha',d less to dowi .
the incidence or severity of the disease, and more to do with the means o

transmission. . .
Another major preoccupation of the sgst Jdomestic arts instructors, and

lications, was tQ_steet women away from midwives and home
::d:zizi ]Ec)::'l‘l:far& doctors and hospitals. SESI-Higiene an.d Doim de Casa p(;)r{—1
trayed the midwife as “Dona Ignotincia’s inseparable. fr1end,. .and regzr i-
the advice of doctors, especially when it Conﬂicted. wﬁ.h traditional .rm wife
practices, as unimpeachable. In its discussions of high infant m?ttahty ra?es,
SESI-Higiens cited widely recognized factors such as ‘lack of r_nedlcal a{:fcerl;tifn7
duting pregnancy and infancy, but, in typical fashion, assigned cudpa t 1t3
for the problem to the parents: “It is necessary thal-t t}%e parents 1..111 : ,eis an
that they themselves are the most responsible for 'Fhis }_ngh Irnortahty.

While much of the literature produced by srsr in this vem-reﬂected strong
North American influences—bolstered by frequent inte.rr-ml'ups by S-E.SI tecl‘llr
nicians in the United States —ses1 displayed more ttadm‘onal Br_azﬂmn ;tu—
tudes with regard to ideal family size. Unlike North Ar.nencm S().Clai worher;i,
who increasingly considered large families to be a major factor mﬂ o?zzn:)ﬂ
impoverishment, sest’s personnel and publications portrayed the idea y
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as consisting of numerous children—seven in the case of the fortunate Mari-
cota. This tendency can be attributed, at least in part, to w
Catholic organizations, which precluded any overt reference to family plan-
ning. Indeed, the only published allusion to this subject during the early 19505
can be found in an article titled “Crime and Punishment” that stridently de-
nounced the alleged increase in abortions. Claiming that the high cost of
living was driving women to commit “actual murders,” SES/-Higiene accused
lay abortionists, midwives, and “even unscrupuious physicians who dishonor
the noble title that they use,” of “tremendous barbatities.” The article re-
minded its readers that the “cost” of abortion, aside from the sin of “killing a
human being,” included considerable physical risk for the woman. Not oaly

did 2 perforated uterus “invariably lead to death,” but also “sterility and uter-

ine cancer have their origins, most of the time, in these hideous acts that are,

unfortunately, so common amongst us.”**

Another “vice” that sEsr’s courses and publications routinely condemned
was alcohol consumption, treating even recreational drinking as undesir-
able. According to SESI-Higiene, “alcohol destroys the happiness of the home,
causes the degeneration of the race, and distarbs social tranquility.” And even
though the sst literature regarded excessive drinking as a predominantly
male activity, it delegated to the woman the responsibility for discerning signs
of such vices in a prospective mate, and for creating a domestic environment
that would be conducive to clean living. In its only (oblique) reference to
domestic violence, SESI-Higiene cited the constant headlines in daily papers
zbout murders znd suicides, which it blamed on the victims who “ignore the
grave responsibility that is mattiage.”* In short, it was the woman’s role to
stretch the family budget, give birth to healthy children, create a wholesome
home eavironment, defeat the spread of syphilis, and avoid circumstances
conducive to vice and violence No wonder sest scolded women who sought
o marry as a way to stop working, reminding them that after marriage “their
Iabors will be greater and their responsibilities greatly enlarged.”** Tronically,

the young womar’s interlude in the factory was now being portrayed as rela- '

tively carefree, whereas the real work and responsibilities would begin once
she became 2 dona de casa.

One might expect such daunting prescriptions for competence as a wife
and mother to discourage working-class women from enrolling in the sEst
courses, but the centers proved to be among the most popular of sEst’s pro-
grams, From 1948, when the domestic arts courses fArst started functioning,
t0 1959, the centers granted nearly 200,000 certificates of completion to pauli-
sta women, and another 14,000 certificates to women who completed courses
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by correspondence.”® To be sure, some women took multiple courses, re-
ducing the total number of individuals represented in these figures. However,
the statistics probably underestimate the centers’ impact, since they exclude
women who attended classes but failed to complete a course, relatives who
Participated in the centers activities, and the 51,000 graduates of the sewing
COurses.

We can only speculate about the appeal of these courses, since the occa-
sional remark or letter cited by sest hardly amounts to a random sample of

 student opinion. In the case of the sewing courses, which sgs1 portrayed as

vehicles for social education and for reducing household expenses, it is evi-
dent that many women enrolled for other reasons. Virtually every comment
about these courses by former students mentions the value of learning a skill
that allowed them to earn extra income and supplement their husbands’ sal-
aries. sEst may have denied that these were professionalizing courses, but
the women who enrolled in them insistently disagreed. The same explana-
tion could not apply to most of the other courses, however. Except for the
most advanced phase, the cooking classes were too rudimentary to provide
a means to earn additional income, and the other courses were only relevant
for unpaid work in the domestic sphere.”

3 -
Why, then, did thousands of women flock to these courses on cooking, ?.,P._Jul‘h-r

child care, and other domestic arts? Pethaps the center attracted them as a
place for women only, where they could congregate with other working-class
women and discuss problems that were genuinely relevant to their everyday
[ives, After all, what institution offered urban, working-class women a similar
r;l-é-f:ting place or forum? Certainly not the male-otiented union headquar-
ters, the priest-centered church, ot the typically masculine neighborhood bar.
And while sesr’s approach to the problems of working-class women may ap-
peat to us ovetly moralistic and often unrealistic, it did treat matters central

to most women’s lives—cleaning, shopping, cooking, childrearing —as seri-
ous responsibilities thar deserved thoughtful consideration. In a society tHat
barely took notice of women’s unpaid labot, sEsT's careful attention to these
activities, whatever the ideological underpinnings, probably provided a re-
freshing contrast.

It is also likely that sEst accurately assumed that most working-class
women aspired to the role of housewife and mother. Of course, this was not
simply a “natural” inclination. In a society that had long conceptualized the
female industrial worker as an unskilled operative with little opportunity for
vocational education, professional advancement, or active participation in
her union, few women could regard lifetime factory employment as 2 desir-

EST
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able alternative.” And the burdens of the notorious double shift, going from
paid wotk in the plant to unpaid work in the home, widely discouraged
women from combining a factory job with homemaking except in cases of
dire necessity. A sENAT study of students’ families, while not necessarily based
on typical working-class households, revealed that the students’ mothers, on
average, contributed less than 4 percent of the total household income.®
Again, sEst made every effort to give its women students a sense of accom-
plishment and importance (as well as a sense of gratitude to the organiza-
tion’s sponsors) when granting the certificates of completion. The prominent
role of sest “first lady” Anita Devisate at such ceremonies, and the presence
of political and religious officials, may smack of noblesse oblige, but their
participation undoubtedly heightened the solemnity of the occasion. This
was surely an unusual experience for wotking-class gitls and women accus-
tomed to having their considerable domestic labors go unacknowledged.®
Similarly, the various festive events promoted by sst offered rare opportuni-
ties for these women to wear formal dresses—often sewn in SEST courses—
and_emulate a lifestyle normally inaccessible to them. Whereas working-class
men had access to an industrial work culture that created attainable images of
masculinity —emphasizing strength, skill, and wage earning —working-class
women were constantly bombarded with images of femininity and sexuality
that normally were beyond the reach of the financially constrained and over-
ﬂ%wwwcts
WWWWMB
gala New Year’s Eve celebration included the crowning of a Queen of the
Workers, and its spring ball also climaxed with the crowning of a Queen of
Spring and the presentation of working-class frotinbos (teenage girls). Appar-
ently, such activities had considerable appeal among working-class women.*
SESI, in its particular fashion, celebrated women’s future or cursent roles as
wives and mothers, while downplaying their status as members of the working
class and virtually ignoring the idea that they might be workers as well. The
goal of the working-class housewife was to cultivate an elegant appearance,
stretch the budget, decorate the home, and otganize the domestic sphere so
that it approximated, as much as possible, the ideal middle-class household—
goals that surely led to frustration for many graduates, An article instructing
bousewives to wax their floors on a weekly basis must have seemed, at best,
ironic to the many working-class women who lived in makeshift housing with
carthen floors. But the sgst staff took considerable pleasure in the perceived
:cransformation wrought by the caDs. As one female social educator, survey-
ing a graduation ceremony, remarked: “Look at how these young ladies, with
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very rare exceptions, are now free of embatrassment and proudly hold their
heads up high. They don't even seem like womzen workers.” >’

The Woman Worker as Oxymoron

To the extent that it is possible to discern a cohetent pattern in these differ-
ent arenas of education, training, and services for women, we can observe
a persistent emphasis on marginalizing the woman factory worker and on
transforming working-class women into models of bourgeois respectability
(as defined by the relevant employers, educators, and professionals). It is as
if the goal was to make woman worker and even working-class woman oxymor-
ons. A woman might formally belong to the working class by virtue of her
husband’s place of employment and het limited financial resources, but her
outlook, values, and aspirations, otiented toward her roles as housewife and
consumer, would not reflect those sest traditionally associated with that class.
The widespread acceptance of this identification of working-class women
with the domestic sphete is exemplified by the labos press duting this petiod.
Union newspapers that subjected male-otiented sEsT programs to vigorous
criticism, even withering sarcasm, would blithely devote their women’s pages
to long, sest-authored tracts on how to manage a household, or how to pro-
duce more econormical, nutritious meals.** These union newspapers not only
echoed the notion that women’s concerns were domestic in nature, but also
treated the domestic ot private sphere as beyond politicat or ideological con-
siderations. Lhus, SESI’s courses in labor legislation or human relations in the
workplace might be incompatibie with the development of a militant, class-
conscious labor movement, but what harm could classes in household man-

agement do?
This consistent ideatification of working-class women with domestic con-

cerns was made possible, in large part, by emptying the category woman
worker of all positive connotations. The woman worker became an unfortu-
nate creatare who worked only out of necessity. Laboring at lower wages, she
undermined men’s eatning power while exposing hetself to sexual abuse.®
On entering the factory, she faced a monotonous work routine in a dead-end
job. A teenage girl might accept such a situation as a brief hiatus on the way
to a marriage and family, but what adult woman would eagerly embrace such
a fate? For most, the promise of success as a skitled, efficient household man-
ager must have been much more appealing.

Once out of the factory and into the home, how did society measure suc-
cess for a housewife? Models for domestic achievement and proper personal
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appearance typically reflected a middle-class ideal of a clean, comfortable,
orderly home presided over by a competent, fashionably dressed wife and
mother. While working-class men could draw on traditions of craft, organiza-
tion, masculine strength, and earning power to constitute a viable working-
class identity {that is, viable both among themselves and in the larger social
context), women’s association with the domestic sphere provided them with
few resources with which to shape an alternative to the sest ideal. This is
not to imply that working-class women uncritically accepted every aspect of
the sEsT prescription for femininity, tespectability, and efficiency. But the evi-
dence of women’s enthusiastic participation in sEs1 courses and festivities, on
an entirely voluntary basis, indicates that thete was no strong counterweight
to SEST'S appeal, of 2 setious aversion to SEsT’s claims that skilled housewives

could resofve such social problems as low wages, infant mortality, and mal-
nutrition.

Throughout the industrializing world, social wortkers, educators, physi-
cians, and hygienists have intruded themselves into the daily routines of
working-class families; S50 Paulo is by no means unique in this regard. What
is especially interesting, however, is the active and salient role played by lead-
ing paulista industrialists in conceptuaWWat
cnergetically sought (o redefine the workipno-class womezn as, first and fore-
most, a wife and mother, even as many of these same industrial employers
continued to hite women workers in substantial nLln_llm_ﬁeverai factors help
explain this apparent contradiction. First, the circle of industrialists and engi-
neers who dominated Sio Paulo’s employer associations in the 1940s, and who
invented sENar and sgst, had 2 project for industrial development that went
beyond purely economic concerns. sest took as its motto “For Social Peace
in Brazil,” and its founders construed social peace as requiring both harmo-

nious relations with (predominantly male) labor unions, and the cultivation

of robust, responsible worker-citizens. The masculinization of the workforce
on the one hand, and the training ‘of better housewives and mothers on the
other, suited both objectives.

At the same time, the marginalization of the woman worker meant little
economic sactifice for industrial employers, since they could still count on
a steady supply of girls and young women who quickly acquited the ahbili-
ties necessary to perform low-wage, semiskilled jobs. The brief trajning re-
quired for these jobs meant that few resources would be wasted when a young
woman decided to retire from factory life, and her temporary status made it
unlikely that she would make a fuss about low wages or poor working condi-
tions.*® Furthermore, the fact that these women tended to exit the factory (by
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force or by choice) once they began their own families meant that emplo;iers
did not have to face the added expense of providing maternity leave or child-
care facilities. ' |

Again, the industrialists 2nd educators involved m'the pr.ograms and in-
stitutions described above could hasdly take credit for mvent%ng the category
woman worker. Well before the founding of the Escola Feminina, senar, or
sust, the woman worker had already been constructed as a subset of the wor_;li
ing class, and was regarded as such by bota work_ers and employers. My argu?
ment is not that these osganizations imposed an image of the womaln worker
on a working-class population that had no priot gend.er c.ons'truct.lons.l But
I argue that they served to elaborate, formalize, and institutionalize differ-
ence— first between female workers and male workers, and t‘Fmen between
working-class men /workers and working-class women/ horflsew1ves—so that
social norms became more rigid. Tt is one thing for a working-class husband
to discourage his wife from keeping her job in the factoty, or to expec.t he'r to
do the domestic tasks. Tt is quite another for an employer-run organization,
whose backers routinely hired thousands of women to do factory work, 1_:0
deny her access to skilled industrial occupations while offering her courses in
cooking, sewing, and child care, and delegating to her the responsibility for
resolving a host of serious social problems.
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women worked outside the home, since these gitls were being trained to take
the place of the working mother in the household,

LDena de Casa, August 1951, P-4

SES Jornal (Sio Paulo) 8, no. 93 {December 3%, 1955).

Tbid. The president of Fissp automatically became president of sesr.

Dona de Casa, March 1950, P- 4, and April 1950, p. 4; SESI-Higiene, January 1056,
p- 16. :

For a discussion of a similar approach to home economics for working-class
women in Weimar Germany see Mary Nolan, “‘Housework Made Easy’: The
Taylorized Housewife in Weitnar Germany’s Rationalized Economy,” Feminist
Studies 16, no, 3 (fall 19g0): PP 549-77.

Deona de Casa, May 1950, p. 4, and July 1950, p. 4.

Roberto Simonsen, Ordem econémica, padrio ds vida (S3o Paulo: Sio Paulo Editorial
Limitada, 1934), p- 28; sESI-SZo Paulo, Relatirio (840 Paulo: SESI-SP, 1953). This
preoccupation with syphilis also reflects the influence of the eugenics move-
ment in Brazil dusing the 19205 and 1930s. See Nancy Leys Stepan, “The Honr
of Engenics”: Race, Gender, and Nation in Latin America (Ithaca: Cornell University
Press, 1991).

SEST Higiens, May 1950, pp- 2-3.

SESI-Higiene, May 1954.

SESI-Higiens, Janwary 1955, pp. 3-4.

SEST-Higiene, January 1951, P- 4, and November 1953, P

SESE-Higiene, July 1953, p. 3.

SESI-Higiens, May 1953, p. 1.

SESI-Higiene, October 1951, p. 1.

sesi-Sdo Paulo, Relatdris (S0 Paulo, 1959},

The cooking courses might have been professionaily useful for women em-
ployed as domestic servants, but they certainly were not geared toward that end,
or toward that clientele. On the relative exclusion of Afro-Brazilians from indus-
trial occupations and their concentration in domestic service see George Reid
Andeews, Blacks and Whites in Sio Papfs, Brazji, 1888-198% (Madison: University of
Wisconsin Press, 1g91), Pp- 79-80, 101.

Of course, those women who had o choice but to work often preferred factory
work to domestic service (that is, working as someone else’s maid). Elza Tei-
xeira Nunes da $ilva, interview with author, Nadir Figueiredo glass factory, Sio
Paulo, June 2, 1986, :
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