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        Abstract

This thesis examines how the relationships between women, inside and outside the international 

women's organization for professionally working women – Soroptimist International – is informed 

by proximity and distance, which orientates the organization in the direction of a multiculturalism 

informed by imperial feminism. Focus lies on the organizations use of terms such as “sister” and 

“professional woman”, and the imagined benefits and responsibilities of being a soroptimist. The 

thesis is centered on interviews with members from  Soroptimist International Sweden,  which is 

seen as a microlevel of the international organization. By interviewing members and comparing the 

statements with some of the official documents produced by the organization, I also examine the 

relation  between policy and practice.  Drawing on the  affect  theories  of  Sara  Ahmed regarding 

emotions and bodily orientation; postcolonial  perspectives on transnational feminism, sisterhood 

and solidarity; and anthropological perspectives on transnational women's network, I argue that the 

orientation of Soroptimist  International is informed by white  middle-class heterosexual women. 

When working for women's rights as human rights it is furthermore based on a UN discourse, which 

also orientate the organization in a universally western way. Furthermore, I also show how the 

network  of  Soroptimist  International is  end  oriented,  which  means  that  its  information  and 

knowledge exchange is centered around its members and the expansion of the network, instead of 

advocacy making on behalf of women that are non-members. This leads to the conclusion that if 

Soroptimist International wishes to reorient away from its feminist imperialist and multiculturalist 

elements,  it  needs  to  engage  with  a  praxis-oriented  solidarity  concept.  This means  obtaining  a 

multifaceted  communication  between  its  local  and  global  levels,  as  well  as  seizing  the  many 

different partial perspectives existing inside as well as outside the organization. 

Keywords:  Soroptimist  International,  International  Women's  Organization,  Service  Club,  

Professional  Women,  Transnational  Advocacy  Network,  Sisterhood,  Solidarity,  Affect,  Critical  

Whiteness.
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1. Introduction

Vad är en vänskap? Kan den förklaras, 
Blicken som säger: Vänner är vi 
Sällan vi talar om vad vi känner, 
vi bara vet det, vet det 
Vänner vi skall förbli. 

Kanske med åren ses vi rätt sällan 
möts inte ofta, skiljas igen 
Men när vi träffas, du är densamma 
Vi vet det båda, båda
Vår vänskap varar än. 

Fröjd det mig ger att du finns i världen 
att vi kan mötas och skiljas så 
helt utan fraser, självklart och enkelt 
Tänk att en sådan gåva 
man kan av livet få.

What is friendship? Can it be explained,
The look that says: Friends, we are
Rarely we talk about what we know,
we just know it, know it
Friends we will remain.

Perhaps through the years we see each other rarely
do not meet often, separate again
But when we meet, you are the same
We know that both, both
Our friendship will still lasts.

Joy it gives me that you are in the world
that we can meet and separate
without phrases, naturally and easy
Imagine that such a gift
you can get out of life.

       (”Vänskap” Lyrics: U Homborg, Music: J Hayden)

Two months ago I found myself listening to this poem in a big lecture hall together with 130 other 

women. It was the annual union meeting of Soroptimist International Sweden, the person reading 

the poem to the delegates was the Swedish President. I was there as a master student in Gender 

Studies, trying to figure out what made these women come together, becoming members, working 

for a goal. Later in the evening I thought I had found the answer when listening to a toast held by  

one of the members. At her table, she had experienced the true meaning of friendship as described 

in the poem recited in the beginning of the day. Ideas had been exchanged, and emotions had been 

felt, all thanks to the wonderful hosting club. And I thought to myself, so this is what it means to be 

sisters.

As  the  title  of  this  thesis  suggests,  the  following  pages  is  an  attempt  to  orientate  the 

relationships between women in the organization called Soroptimist International. An organization 

that  with the slogan "a global voice for women", declares that they are one of the world's largest 

non-political organizations for professional women. The name, taken from the Latin word “soror 

optima”, literally meaning "best sister", places the organization directly in relation to the idea of 

“global  sisterhood”,  emphasized  within  what  is  commonly  referred  to  as  the  second  wave 

feminism.1 However, in recent years, a discourse of “transnational feminism” has emerged within 

the field of feminism, grounded in the postcolonial critique of global sisterhood as making universal 

claims of women, based on the experiences of Western women. According to the transnational 

feminism,  it  is  important,  when  dealing  with  women's  issues  on  a  transnational  scale,  to 
1 See Robin Morgan Sisterhood is Global: The International Women's Movement Anthology, Feminist Press, New 

York, 1996.
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acknowledge the local and global differences that exist between women.2 Furthermore, the new 

context  of  globalization  has  been  considered  to  bring  about  advanced  techniques  for 

communication, which means that the exchange between feminist movements in different parts of 

the world can be more easily accessible and also spread in a more multifaceted way. 3 Instead of the 

one-way flow, that for many feminists was the problem with global sisterhood, the transnational 

feminism of today therefore has the possibility to adopt a more diversified concept of woman, no 

longer solely based on the experiences of western women. However, this is not as easy to obtain in 

practice, as it may be in theory. Once too often these practices end up in either multiculturalist  

understandings of difference based on essentialism, or on imperialistic grounds, similar to that of 

global  sisterhood.  This  thesis  is  therefore  an  attempt  to  understand  how the  work  in  a  global 

organizations, such as Soroptimist International, with a  women's rights agenda, navigates in such a 

context.

Considering that  Soroptimist  International is an organization that works  both locally and 

globally and consists of advocacy making and the influencing of decision makers, so as to maintain 

and strengthen the rights of women all over the world, this thesis will therefore look closer at how 

the differences between women are comprehended. More specifically, by interviewing members at 

local  level  and comparing  their  statements  to  some of  the  official  documents  produced by the 

organization I also wish to relate policy to reality. Even though it could be questioned whether this  

organization is feminist or not, I consider the aims of this organization to be based on feminism in  

the sense that they work for women's rights. However,  Soroptimist International themselves, only 

make claims to be a women's organization, and since it can be problematic to conflate a women's 

organization with feminist organizations, this is something I have had to engage with when looking 

at my material. Even though this is not one of the objectives of this thesis, I will however discuss  

how the members interviewed look upon the concept of feminism, a question which is related to 

this issue.

Since no previous research is done on the organization of Soroptimist International, I will in 

the  chapter  called  “Field  of  Inquiry”  refer  to  research  and  theories  on  different  kinds  of 

organizational structures that Soroptimist International can be said to relate to, that is, service clubs 

and  transnational  networks.  My  theoretical  framework  consists  firstly  of  the  feminist  critique 

directed  against  the  concept  of  sisterhood,  and  more  recent  transnational  feminist  theories  on 

solidarity. Secondly I use Sara Ahmed theories on orientations and emotions and critical whiteness 

2 See  Inderpal Grewal & Caren Kaplan, Scattered Hegemonies - Postmodernity and Transnational Feminist  
Practices, University of Minnesota Press, Minneapolis/London 1994.

3  Margaret E. Keck and Kathryn Sikkink, Activists beyond borders – advocacy networks in international politics, 
Cornell University Press, Ithaca och London, 1998, p. 14.
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studies. By resting on these two theoretical frameworks, I hope to show, on the one hand, how the  

solidarity underlying the work of  Soroptimist  International is dependent on affects,  and, on the 

other,  how the orientation of  Soroptimist  International is informed by differences and likeness, 

putting some bodies in proximity and others in distance. 

The analytical chapters are arranged in three parts. In the first chapter I analyze the member 

as informed by the use of the terms “sister” and “professional women” within the organization. In 

the  second  chapter  I  turn  to  the  Soroptimist  International network  and  how  the  relationships 

between members  are informed by the different levels of the organization. Lastly, I focus on the 

relationships  between  members  and  non-members,  that  is,  the  women  inside  and  outside  the 

organization. In this way I hope to show how the orientation of Soroptimist International affects the 

relationships between women on local and global levels.

1.1 Objectives and Research Questions

The core objective of this thesis is to examine the relationships between women informed by the 

woman's  organization  Soroptimist  International.  Firstly,  this  involves  investigating  important 

concepts,  inherent  in  the organization,  such as the “sister”,  the “soroptimist”,  the “professional 

woman” and the meaning of “the soroptimist spirit”. Secondly, this involves looking closer at the 

relationships  within  Soroptimist  International at  different  levels  of  the  organization  and  the 

friendship between members across national borders, and thirdly it involves investigating how these 

relations  inform  the  projects  conducted  within  Soroptimist  International,  i.e.  the  relationships 

between  members  and  women  outside  of  the  organization.  This  will  be  done  by  focusing  on 

statements attained through interviews with some of the organization's swedish members, while at 

the same time comparing them to the information given by Soroptimist International's webpage and 

documents produced by  Soroptimist International Europe and  Soroptimist  International Sweden. 

Considering the scope of this thesis I will regard  Soroptimist International Sweden, and its local 

clubs, as a suitable microlevel when investigating this international organization, since the structure 

and work at  the local,  national and international level are expected to mirror each other within 

Soroptimist  International.  However,  I  am  aware  that  focusing  on  members  of  Soroptimist  

International  Sweden,  will  have  an  effect  on  the  generalizability  of  this  thesis.  My  research 

questions are:

 How is the concept of “soroptimist”, “sister” and “professional” used within Soroptimist  

International Sweden, and what effects do they have for the relations between members?
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 In what way are the different relations between members of Soroptimist International 

Sweden informed by its local and global levels?

 How are the concepts and relations between local and global levels affecting the projects 

of Soroptimist International Sweden?

It is important to investigate and evaluate the work within an international women's organization, 

such as  Soroptimist International, since it might help them and organizations alike become more 

reflective and productive in their work in improving the lives of women. International women's 

organizations need to address their own inherent power structures and recognize differences not as 

obstacles  but  as  important  tools  in  strategy  building.  This  will  help  avoid  the  problem  of 

imperialistic  feminism and of  identity  politics  or  multiculturalism.  It  is  especially  important  to 

address  Soroptimist  International since  there  is  hardly anything written  about  them that  is  not 

produced by the organization itself. Therefore my research will be important, both for the members 

of Soroptimist International, as well as for further research in the field of women's organizations. 

This  is  also  because  most  of  women's  organizations  do  not  adhere,  as  much  as  Soroptimist  

International does,  with  the  structure  of  male  service  clubs,  a  structure  that  has  been  widely 

critiqued  by  feminists  and  women  for  being  a  gate-keeping  community  against  women's 

participation in leading roles within the society.   
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2. WHAT IS SOROPTIMIST INTERNATIONAL?

In  order  to  understand  my  choice  of  previous  research  and  theory,  I  first  wish  to  describe 

Soroptimist International  (SI). The goals and objectives they have and what kind of history and 

structure it is built upon. 

2.1 The Goals and Structure of Soroptimist International 

With the slogan "a global voice for women", SI declares that they are one of the world's largest non-

political organizations for professional women.4 With the aim of improving the lives of women and 

girls around the world, through “Awareness, Advocacy and Action”, the organization works locally 

and globally in order to maintain and strengthen the rights of women all over the world. The name 

of the organization was coined from the Latin words “soror” and “optima”, translated to “sister” and 

“good”, commonly interpreted as “best sister” or “the best for women”, thus mirroring the aim of 

the organization.5 As stated on the  SI web-page,  SI is an organization for women in management 

and the professions.6 The mission of SI is to “inspire action and create opportunities to transform the 

lives of women and girls through a global network of members and international partnerships.”7  A 

more detailed account of the SI objectives is stated in a document called “Where We Stand”, which 

is considered to be a tool and guide for members in promoting Soroptimist objectives at all levels of 

decision making, i.e. in working for awareness, advocacy and action8. According to the 2010 issue, 

these  objectives are:  “Women and climate  change”;  “Women and food security”;  “Women and 

gender-based  violence”;  “Women  and  health”;  “Women and  human  trafficking”;  “Women  and 

peace-building”; ”Women and poverty”; “Women and safe motherhood”; “Women and the rights of 

the girl child”; “Women and water and sanitation”; “Women as leaders and decision makers”; and 

“Women as refugees, internally displaced persons, and asylum seekers”.9

Currently SI is active in about 124 countries and has about 90 000 members, belonging to 

one of its 3000 clubs.10  SI consists of four “Federations”, in which certain “Unions” and “Single 

clubs” are a part, depending on their geographical location. If being at least five clubs and 100 

members in one nation, they can together form a “Union”, if not, the clubs will continue as “Single  

4 http://www.soroptimistsweden.se/hem.aspx 2011-03-20
5 http://www.soroptimistinternational.org/who-we-are/history 2011-03-20
6 http://www.soroptimistinternational.org/become-a-member/benefits-of-membership 2011-03-20
7 http://www.soroptimistinternational.org/who-we-are  2011-03-20
8 http://soroptimistphil.org/Where_We_Stand__Sept_06.pdf 2011-03-20
9 http://www.soroptimistinternational.org/assets/media/documents/where_we_stand_position_papers_september_2010

.pdf 2011-03-20
10 http://www.soroptimistsweden.se/om-soroptimisterna/organisation/soroptimist-international.aspx 2011-03-20
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clubs”. Each level of the organization has their own board, of which the President, the Immediate 

Past  President  and  President  Elect  is  the  federation  representative  in  decision-making  at 

international  level.  However,  when making  decisions  in  the  Federation,  each  union  sends  two 

“Governors“ to  annually represent  them in what  is  called “the Governor's  meeting”.11 Within a 

Union, an annual meeting is held in which each club sends delegates as representatives of their 

club.12 The election for new board members is held every two years, thus making the positions in 

the  organization  rotational  at  all  levels.  According to  the  handbook,  given to  new members of 

Soroptimist International Sweden (SIS), a club ordinarily consist of 20 to 40 members in all ages, 

and you become a member through election. The club has meetings once a month, ten times a year, 

and presence is required for half of them.13 

When working to obtain its objectives, a big part of the SI advocacy making is done within 

the  UN.  For  instance  SI holds  General  Consultative  Status  with  the  UN Economic  and Social 

Council (ECOSOC), and is active at all major UN centers around the world.14 However,  SI also 

promote  obtaining  other  partners,  and  SIS has,  for  example,  representatives  at  “The  Swedish 

Women's Lobby” (Sveriges Kvinnolobby) and “The Gender Equality Council” (Jämställdhetsrådet). 

The  work  in  SI is  furthermore  conducted  through  “projects”,  which  can  be  initiated  by  the 

federation,  the union or the club.  However,  the clubs are  considered to  be the primary project 

builders.15 A project is aimed at making a positive difference to a person, a group, or the society at 

any  level  and  involve  either  direct  action  or  creating  awareness,  prevention,  or  change  of 

mentalities.16 When finishing a project the club must report it in a Program Focus Report, which is 

submitted to the Federation. 

2.2 History – How SI went from a Service Club to a UN Consultative 
Status NGO

The first Soroptimist club was founded in Oakland, California, 1921 and the Founder President of 

this  first  club was Violet Richardson Ward. However,  it  was a man named Stuart Morrow who 

initiated the founding of this club, famous for making the all-male service club Rotary become 

11 "Utbildningskompendium for Soroptimister i Europa Federationen”, p. 5. 
http://www.soroptimistsweden.se/upload/files/Unionsfakta_handbok/Utbildnings_kompendium.pdf 2011-03-27

12 Ibid., p. 8.
13 “Handbok för Svenska Soroptimister”,appendix to Soroptima vol. 2, 2010, p. 4.
14 http://www.soroptimistinternational.org/si-at-the-un 2011-03-27
15 “Utbildningskompendium för Soroptimister i Europa Federationen”, p. 11.

http://www.soroptimistsweden.se/upload/files/Unionsfakta_handbok/Utbildnings_kompendium.pdf 2011-03-27
16 Ibid.
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international and working on commission basis when starting different service clubs around the 

world.17 However, even though he may have been the instigator, it was a woman who gave him the 

idea when explaining her interest of joining a club for professional women.18 Furthermore, a few 

years after its founding, the female members of SI bought the rights and name of SI from Morrow. 

According to the SI web-page, the purpose of he first club was to “foster the spirit of service as the 

basis of all worthy enterprises and to increase the efficiency by its members in the pursuit of their 

occupations by broadening their interest in the social, business, and civic affairs of the community 

through an association of women representing different occupations.”19 Even in the beginning it was 

not  just  an  organization  for  women  but  an  organization  with  the  aim  of  boosting  professional 

women in their career, and enhance their involvement in the local society. In 1922,  SI Paris was 

founded by Dr. Suzanne Nöel. According to the SI web-page, she became the first President of the 

European  Federation,  and  “used  her  worldwide  lecturing  series  to  disseminate  the  Soroptimist 

concept, prompting the establishment of clubs all over Europe”.20 However, it was not until 1928, 

that the “Soroptimist International Association” was created, based on an American and a European 

federation. Thus, establishing SI as an international organization. In 1934, the european federation 

was split in two, and a third federation was founded – Soroptimist International Great Britain & 

Ireland. Three years later the first Soroptimist club in Australia was established. During World War 

II, the importance of working together across borders was strengthened within SI, in their work for 

peace.  Following this  aim,  SI became involved with the  UN, and gained consultative  status  at 

different UN councils in the late 1940s, and beginning of the 1950s, a bond that increased during 

the  years,  and  culminated  in  1984,  when gaining General  Consultative  Status with ECOSOC. 

Furthermore an international governing body within SI was established in 1952, tightening the bond 

between the federations. The first international project of  SI was initiated in 1978, aimed at the 

Maldives,  providing medical  boats carrying health workers, medical drugs and equipment. That 

same year, a new federation was also founded – Soroptimist International South West Pacific. Thus, 

establishing the structure of  SI federations, as it is today. According to the  SIS web-page there is 

since the 1990s also plans for a fifth federation – The Federation of Africa.21 As it is now, however, 

African  clubs  are  members  of  the  European  Federation.  Soroptimist  International  Sweden was 

founded in 1950, and  consists presently of 67 clubs.22 

The Soroptimist emblem was created by one of the founder members of SI, who submitted 

17 http://www.rotaryfirst100.org/leaders/morrow/ 2011-04-01
18 http://www.sifounderregion.org/history/fr-beg-0-birth.html 2011-04-01
19 http://www.soroptimistinternational.org/who-we-are/history 2011-03-20
20 Ibid.
21 http://www.soroptimistsweden.se/om-soroptimisterna/historik.aspx 2011-03-23
22 http://www.soroptimistsweden.se/hem.aspx 2011-03-20
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the design in competition with others. According to the SI Founder Region's web-page, she explains 

the design in a letter as follows:

'The design, as you know, represents womanhood with her  arms uplifted in a 
gesture  of  freedom  and  acceptance  of  the  responsibilities  of  the  best  and 
highest  good.  The  leaves  and  the  acorns  represent  the  strength  of  our 
organization and the leaves of the laurel typify victory and achievement.'23

The SIS web-page states that the emblem furthermore is designed in blue enamel against a golden 

backdrop, thus making the Soroptimist colors consist of blue and gold. However, they add, there has 

recently been a discussion regarding changes of it in order to make the current global structure of 

SI, more visible in the emblem. 

I wish to conclude this chapter with one remark, and that is that even though the members of 

SI, or the organization as such, rarely talk about itself in terms of feminism, the aim of defending 

and actively working to improve the lives of women and girls around the world can surely be 

viewed as such by some, including myself. Thus, in the following I will regard  SI as not only a 

women's organization, but a women's organization informed by a feminist agenda. This can also be 

further  claimed  when  regarding  the  context  in  which  SI was  founded,  which  will  be  further 

discussed in the following chapter where I turn to some of the previous research done on similar 

organizations in order to lay out the ground for my inquiry. 

23 http://www.sifounderregion.org/history/fr-beg-5-emblem.html 2011-04-01
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3. FIELD OF INQUIRY – Organizing Women in Networks
In this section I will  provide some background to the different ways of organizing women that 

informs the SI context as an organization of and for women. SI is both defined in terms of giving 

“service”, and as a “NGO” (Nongovernmental Organization). However, a common denominator,  

making these  concepts  into an  organizing  of  women,  is  the  “network”.  I  find that  pointing  to 

research on these specific ways of organizing women is helpful in orientating the specific structure  

of SI, and this will also make a bridge to my theoretical starting points, that is the ideas underlying 

the importance of organizing women and how they become oriented by emotions.

3.1 Relating ”Service Clubs” to Working Women

Considering the fact that  SI in the beginning was referred to as a “service club” and that it was 

founded by the help of a Rotary member, I find it valuable to relate my thesis to the work done by 

Robert Hamrén in the field of masculinity studies, a dissertation called Vi är bara några kompisar  

som träffas ibland – Rotary som en manlig Arena.  Here he investigates  the swedish branch of 

Rotary  International,  commonly  known  as  a  “men-only  club”,  but  which  he  defines  more 

specifically as a “service club”.24 Even though Hamrén's study is based on theories on men and 

masculinities, and my thesis focuses on a women's organization, I find his account of Rotary as a 

“service club” informative for my work. It not only helps me see current differences and similarities 

between SI and Rotary, both founded in the beginning of the 20th century, but his use of the term 

”culture of no culture”, introduced by Sharon Traweek25, also helps me see if SI acknowledges its 

gender and class based structure, or whether it imagines its activities as neutral and universal. 26 In 

contrast to Hamrén I would would argue that this is not only informed by gender and class, but also 

by race, ethnicity and sexuality, thus, adapting an intersectional perspective in my analysis of SI.27 

 Clearly SI is not an all men's club, or an organization in which both men and women can 

join,  but  a  “service  club”  for  women.  Helen  McCarthy,  gives  an  historical  account  of  this  in 

“Service clubs, citizenship and equality: gender relations and middle-class associations in Britain 

between the wars”.28 Although she focuses on how both male and female service clubs inform their 

24 Robert Hamrén, Vi är bara några kompisar som träffas ibland: Rotary som en manlig Arena, Normal, Stockholm, 
2007.

25 See for instance Sharon Traweek, Beamtimes and Lifetimes, Harvard Univ. Press, Cambridge, Mass., 1988.
26 Hamrén, pp. 17-18
27 See for instance Chandra T Mohanty, Feminism without Borders – Decolonizing Theory, Practicing Solidarity, 

2003, where she views gender, race and sexuality as relational power structures.
28 Helen McCarthy, “Service clubs, citizenship and equality: gender relations and middle-class associations in Britain 

between the wars”, Historical Research, 81(213), 2008.
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gender relations to each other, it is her account of the female service clubs, and especially her focus  

on  Soroptimist International Great Britain  (SIGB) that is instructive for my work. She refers to 

“service clubs” as middle-class voluntary associations, thus, also making class an informative part 

of it.29 According to McCarthy, the ideology of “service”, promoted by these clubs, contributed to a 

wider  discourse  of  civic  responsibility,  which  among  men  and  women  in  the  business  and 

professional classes consisted of working for “the welfare of the local and national community on 

account of their superior expertise and social influence”30. However, McCarthy importantly adds, it 

was an ideology reworked by different  groups within the movement, and it  not only created a 

greater scope for female participation and influence, but through the mobilization of the growing 

number of professional  women, it  also constructed powerful self-images in women, working to 

solve the problems facing the world.31 However, McCarthy notes, the fact that SIGB was a club for 

professional, and in many cases unmarried or childless women, made them regard feminine identity 

in a specific way that created tension within the movement.32 For instance, these women claimed an 

identity  that  was  not  solely  defined  by gendered  political  struggle,  but  a  professional  identity 

characterized by expertise,  courage  and a  pioneering spirit  set  to  achieve  “firsts”  for women.33 

However, as Diane Balser writes in Sisterhood and Solidarity, women as workers or professionals 

can be regarded as exposed to a double oppression,  thus a need for integrating and organizing 

around women as an oppressed gender and as an oppressed group of workers is important to engage 

with.34 

3.2 Women in Transnational Networks

In Activists  Beyond  Borders,  Margaret  E.  Keck  and  Kathryn  Sikkink  analyses  the  work  of 

“Transnational  Advocacy  Networks”.35 These  networks,  they  argue, are  based  on  actors  who 

internationally work for a cause, and are “bound together by shared values, a common discourse 

and dense exchange in information and service”36. Although these networks are not new, they have 

increased  in  number  because  of  new,  faster  and  cheaper  communication  technologies  which 

29 McCarthy, p. 531
30 Ibid., p. 534
31 Ibid.
32 Ibid., p. 543
33 Ibid., p. 545
34 Diane Balser, Sisterhood and Solidarity, South End Press, Boston MA, 1987, p. 211
35 Keck, E. Margaret and Kathryn Sikkink, Activists beyond borders – advocacy networks in international politics, 

Cornell University Press, Ithaca och London, 1998.
36 Ibid., p. 2
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simplify contact among people around the globe.37 The goal of transnational advocacy network is, 

furthermore, to change the behavior of states and international organizations, both domestically and 

internationally.38 I argue that  SI can be considered as a Transnational Advocacy Network, in the 

sense that they are working through “Awareness, Advocacy and Action” in different instances of 

society, such as the UN and the Swedish Gender Equality Council. 

However, while I focus on the members of SI, Keck and Sikkink analyses the campaigns of 

different  Transnational  Advocacy  Networks.  These  campaigns,  they  state  involves  framing  the 

debate  by  developing  a  common discourse  of  meaning,  a  task  complicated  by  these  networks 

cultural diversity. By analyzing campaigns and the negotiations of meaning, the cultural differences 

can be recognized and the roles that different actors take can be identified. 39 Since transnational 

networks furthermore involve norms, tracing the actions of the network or the network members, 

can help one find the norms underlying these practices.40 However, while Keck and Sikkink argue 

that members of the transnational advocacy networks are self-conscious and self-reflective about 

this in order to bring about normative change, I will argue that the SI member is not.

Annelise Riles states in The Network Inside Out, that the network can become an end in 

itself.41 By analyzing networking in Fiji before the Fourth World Conference on Women in Beijing, 

she uses the term “Network”, when referring to a set of institutions and knowledge practices that by 

reflecting on themselves, internally generate the effects of their own reality.42 More precisely, she 

argues that “failure” is the effect of the Network form since networkers take little interest in doing 

what they say networkers do.43 Riles argues that the personal relationships outside the Network are 

furthermore not the anonymous and distant relationships imagined in the Network's self-description. 

Thus, she suggests, that a “preliminary problem concerns the absence of society, culture, or any 

form of 'community' beyond what those involved term 'personal' relations.”44 A notion I wish to 

relate  to  SI,  by  examining  the  relationships  between members  and non members.  Riles  argues 

furthermore  that the  idea  with  networks  within the  global  women's  movement  was  initially  to 

overcome  peoples  differences  when  making  them communicate  with  one  another  by  working 

together on the technologies of communication (UN agreements, computer networks, and so on). 

But when considering this as the real goal, engineering a new web of personal relations made the 

37 Keck and Sikkink, Activists beyond borders – advocacy networks in international politics, p. 14
38 Ibid., p. 2
39 Ibid., pp. 7-8
40 Ibid., pp. 34-35
41 Annelise Riles, The Network Inside Out, the University of Michigan Press, Michigan, 2000.
42 Ibid., p. 3
43 Ibid., p. 6
44 Ibid., p 21
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subjects of Women, Environment, or Population a sideline.45 Thus, making the network itself both 

the means to an end and an end in itself.  According to Riles then, the effectiveness of the Network 

is generated by the Network's self-description:

Networks,  in  other  words,  are  systems that  create  themselves.  The Network's  claim to 
spontaneous, collective, and internally generated expansion and its ability to create systems 
that  preserve  the  heterogenous  quality  of  their  elements  imbues  its  extension  and 
enhancement with a certain normativity. Its existence is a good in itself.46 

In the case of  SI I will therefor have to engage with the fact that being in a network and talking 

about it might be more important than the advocacy making. 

When discussing transnational  networks it  is  also important  to  note the interconnections 

between the local and global, or as Keck and Sikkink call it – the domestic and the international. In  

”Constructing  Global  Feminism:  Transnational  Advocacy  Networks  and  Russian  Women's 

Activism”,  Valerie  Sperling,  Myra  Marx  Ferree  och  Barbara  Risman  highlights  the  fact  that 

transnational  organizing is  not  a  one-way process,  but  a process  informed by the contestations 

between the global and the local.47 But, as Breny Mendoza shows in "Transnational Feminism in 

Question", a transnational feminism, can get trapped in a one-way communication when based on a 

political solidarity between women that fail to see their respective locality.48 Mendoza grounds her 

argument in the critique directed against the predecessors of transnational feminism, who, with the 

slogan  ”global  sisterhood”,  worked  for  a  global  feminist  solidarity  regardless  of  class,  race, 

sexuality and nationality.49 This "global sisterhood", Mendoza argues, came to rely on an inherent 

inequality both between the first world and the third world, and the global and the local, which 

resulted  in  the  notion of  first  world  feminists  as  "saviors"  of  their  sisters  in  the third world. 50 

According  to  Keck  and  Sikkink,  the  second-wave  networks  (in  which  “global  sisterhood”,  as 

discussed by Mendoza, was a part) were promoted by international conferences, foremost UN based 

conferences, which provided a bigger arena for women's issues.51 The emergence of international 

women's networks, they argue, was more than any other network, intertwined with the UN.52 In 

”'Women's  Rights  as  Human Rights':  Feminist  Practices,  Global  Feminism,  and Human Rights 

Regimes in Transnationality”, Inderpal Grewal states that the incentive of women's rights as human 

45 Riles, p. 68
46 Ibid., p. 173
47 Sperling, Ferree, Risman, ”Constructing Global Feminism: Transnational Advocay Networks and Russian Women's 

Activism” Signs vol. 26 nr. 4, 2001, p. 1155
48 Mendoza, Breny: "Transnational Feminism in Question", Feminist Theory Vol 3 2002
49 Ibid., p. 296
50 Ibid., p. 301
51 Keck and Sikkink, Activists beyond borders – advocacy networks in international politics, p. 168
52 Ibid.
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rights has been informed by a cultural imperialistic agenda.53 According to her, the human rights 

discourse, created by the UN, has developed into an everyday language of what seems just and 

right.54 That is, human rights appears not only to be naturally given, but also as an ideal for all. 

However, Grewal states, they are informed by linear conceptions of “development” and a North-

South divide, where "North" is the developed area of human rights which the “South” should strive 

to achieve. Thus, human rights can be a powerful tool for protecting and preserving the rights of 

certain groups and not others.55 In the case of women's  rights as human rights then, they have 

become based on a universal and normative Western notion of the subject "woman" (as white and 

heterosexual). Therefore, Grewal argues, the discourse of women's rights as human rights, must 

discontinue using homogenizing and universalizing notions of women and instead proclaim the 

significance of women's locality and specificity, not only in the West, but throughout the world.

It  can be questioned whether working in a network of women always is  informed by a 

feminist agenda, since as Rile states, these objectives can disappear when making the network an 

end in itself.  However, it  should be clear that I,  as Keck and Sikkink do, wish to examine the 

correlation between the local and the global, as well as the norms underlying the advocacy of SI. I 

will also look at the differences evoked by its members cultural and local specificities, and the risks  

of homogenizing and universalizing, which the hierarchy between these differences may involve. 

53 Inderpal Grewal, ”'Women's Rights as Human Rights': Feminist Practices, Global Feminism, and Human Rights 
Regimes in Transnationality”, Citizenship Studies, Vol. 3, Nr. 3, 1999.

54 Ibid., p. 337
55 Ibid., pp. 338-339
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4. THEORY

      

4.1 Sisterhood and Transnational Feminism

Within  what  commonly  is  called  “a  second  wave  feminism”,  a  concept  of  “sisterhood”  was 

frequently used in order to raise political solidarity for the empowerment of all women, although 

from a postcolonial feminist perspective this idea has been criticized for its universalistic claims 

based on the experiences of some women. In the new context of “Transnational Feminism” it has 

therefore  become important  to  comprehend local  and global  differences  between women when 

adopting a political solidarity across borders. I argue that SI is related to the concept of sisterhood 

by evoking the term sister (through the meaning of the word “soror”), and that it is informed by the 

context of global information flow and transnational feminism (explained in the previous chapter) 

by its objectives. In the following I will therefor engage more specifically with these concepts as a 

part of the theoretical foundation, which my analysis builds on. 

4.1.1 The Critique of “Sisterhood”

Rosi Braidotti writes in Patterns of Dissonance – a study of women in contemporary philosophy, 

that the idea of a link between each individual woman and all women was elaborated by feminists 

of the second-wave working with the conviction that, women, despite all other differences in class, 

race, or sexual preference, has something in common: the exclusion and oppression of women, as 

well  as the repression and denial  of the '”feminine”.56 This led these women to believe that an 

inclusive community of women could be based on such a universal principle, a solidarity in “global 

sisterhood”.  In  “Sisterhood:  Political  Solidarity  Between  Women“,  bell  hooks  writes  that  this 

universalizing idea, created by bourgeois women's liberationists, implemented that sisters were to 

“unconditionally” love one another, avoid conflict, minimize disagreement and not criticize each 

other.57 Thus implying an erasure of difference. But, states hooks, the problem was that differences 

such as race and class in the end came to divide  women. However,  instead of abandoning the 

concept of sisterhood, hooks argue that one should stop pretending unity, and instead acknowledge 

the fact that women are divided, thus develop strategies to overcome fears, prejudices, resentments 

and competitiveness. But as Oyrenke Oyewumi notes in “Ties that (un)bind: Feminism, Sisterhood 
56 Rosi Braidotti, Patterns of Dissonance – a study of women in contemporary philosophy, Polity Press, Cambridge 

1991, p. 158  
57 bell hooks, “Sisterhood: Political Solidarity Between Women“, Feminist Review, No. 23, 1986, p. 129
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and other Foreign Relations”, the notion of “sisterhood” is not something all women can relate to.58 

In  Africa,  for  example,  motherhood is  the  most  common term used when explaining the  bond 

between  women.  Thus,  perhaps  the  idea  of  sisterhood  needs  to  be  abandoned  if  one  is  to 

acknowledge differences. Pointing to some women's sisterhood and not others can furthermore lead 

to the formation of an essentialist boundary between women.

An alternative notion of community that tries to solve the problem of universalizing by 

emphasizing difference is the one developed within the field of multiculturalism – also known as 

“identity-politics”. According to Nira Yuval-Davis in “Women, Ethnicity and Empowerment”, this 

view constructs society as composed from internally homogeneous units which in relation to each 

other are to be perceived as essentially different communities and cultures, and if society wishes to 

maintain harmony, these communities needs to be understood, accepted and basically left alone.59 

Since,  culture  in  this  perceptive  most  often  is  conflated  with  ethnic  or  religious  identity, 

“communities” or “collectives” are therefore based on a dividing between 'us' and 'them' and myths 

of common origin.60 But as Yuval-Davis adds,  a collective cannot be viewed in this  way since 

neither culture, nor the individuals belonging to a collective, are fixed, essentialized, ahistoric or 

mutually exclusive categories.61 Clearly being in a community of women then, involves differences 

that  are  complex,  something  which  a  current  concept  of  “transnational  feminism”  wishes  to 

comprehend by evoking a theory of solidarity that both attains and bridges differences in order to 

make the feminist practice more effective.

4.1.2 Transnational Feminism and Solidarity – Being in Community, 
Being in Difference

In Scattered Hegemonies - Postmodernity and Transnational Feminist Practices,  Inderpal Grewal 

and Caren Kaplan address  the question of  how to develop a new kind of feminist solidarity that 

neither stands on imperialistic and westernized ground, nor fall into the relativistic realm.62 Their 

solution  is  a  “transnational  feminism”  that  create  affiliations  between  women  from  different 

communities  while  acknowledging  their  difference  and  similarities  in  the  struggle  against 

58 Oyeronke Oyewumi, “Ties that (un)bind: Feminism, Sisterhood and other Foreign Relations”, Jenda: A Journal of  
Culture and African Women Studies, 2001

59 Nira Yuval-Davis, “Women, Ethnicity and Empowerment”, Shifting Identities, Shifting Racisms – a Feminism 
Psychology Reader, ed. Kum-Kum Bhavani & Ann Phoenix, Sage: London, 1994, p. 185

60 Ibid., p. 182
61 Ibid., p.183, 185
62 Inderpal Grewal & Caren Kaplan, Scattered Hegemonies - Postmodernity and Transnational Feminist Practices,  

Minneapolis/London: University of Minnesota Press 1994.
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patriarchal practices.63 By using key concepts from theories on globalism, they show how flows of 

cultural exchange are not unidirectional but multifaceted, and that this must be taken into account 

when discussing women's issues on a transnational scale. I agree with their belief that a solidarity 

between women must incorporate differences between women without making them hierarchic, and 

since SI is an organization with both local and global levels, I find it interesting to engage with what 

the basis of their solidarity is.  It might also be important to more specifically engage with the 

question of what it is that we appeal to when appealing to solidarity? 

In  Solidarity of Strangers, Jodi Dean analyzes two kinds of solidarity – “affectional” and 

“conventional”  –  in  order  to  come  up  with  a  third  option  that  can  encompass  the  important 

differences between women.64 According to her,  the affectional  solidarity grows out of intimate 

relationships of love and friendship,  while  the conventional  grows out  of common interest  and 

concerns.65 However, the conventional also consists of in inward and an outward-oriented type of 

solidarity. The inward being when members raise their claims and concerns to one another, and the 

outward being the “we-ness” of the groups involved in a common struggle, extending the claims of 

its members to the “community at  large” or humanity as a whole.66 Dean argues that both this 

inward and outward-oriented types of conventional solidarity creates a problem of exclusion since 

they construct a restricted notion of “us” and “them”. By placing themselves over and against an 

outside other, a placement that also defines the group, conventional solidarities offers a delimited 

range  of  available  identity  concepts.  67 This,  may  in  some  cases  lead  to  a  splintering  off  in 

subgroups, defined by their relevant differences, which Dean suggests can be seen as a solution 

designed to give support and affirmation to the marginalized others that experience denigration.68 In 

order to not discard solidarity as yet another exclusionary ideal, Dean argues that solidarity must 

acknowledge the permanent risk of disagreement, building on ties of dissent.69 More specifically, 

she promotes “Reflective Solidarity”.

Reflective solidarity  refers  to  a mutual  expectation of  a  responsible  orientation  to  relationship.  
Mutual expectation involves the different uses of the term 'we.' I emphasize how a 'we' is constituted 
through the communicative efforts of different 'I's.'  Responsibility  stresses our accountability for 
exclusion.  It  relies on what I call  the perspective of  the  situated,  hypothetical  third.  Finally,  an  
orientation to relationship recognizes  that  we can acknowledge our mutual expectations without 
hypostatizing them into a restrictive set of norms.70

Regarding the concept of a ”hypothetical third”, Dean explains that it involves a solidarity modeled 

63 Grewal & Kaplan, Scattered Hegemonies - Postmodernity and Transnational Feminist Practices, p. 26
64 Jodi Dean, Solidarity of Strangers, University of California Press: Berkeley/Los Angeles/London, 1996.
65 Ibid., pp. 17-18
66 Ibid., p. 18 
67 Ibid., pp. 25-26 
68 Ibid.,, p. 27
69 Ibid., pp.  28-29
70 Ibid., p. 29
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as an interaction between at least three persons in which one asks the other to stand by her, over and 

against  a  third,  without  presuming  the  exclusion  or  opposition  of  the  third.  Thus,  reflective 

solidarity “thematizes the voice of the third to reconstruct solidarity as  an inclusionary ideal for 

contemporary  politics  and  societies”.71 Furthermore,  including  the  third  and  seeing  from  her 

perspective, which is situated, also becomes the precondition for any claim to universality. When 

connected to a discursively achieved “we”, the hypothetical third renders an ideal of solidarity that 

encompasses both the vulnerability of contingent identities and universalist claims.72 She adds:

In conventional solidarities members are expected to sacrifice their own identities, desires, and 
opinions for the good of the group. /---/ Reflective solidarity, however, recognizes that members 
and participants are always insiders and outsiders. It acknowledges that we are always situated in a  
variety  of  differing  groups  all  of  which  play  a  role  in  the  development  of  our  individual 
identities.73

However, as Brenda Lyshaug argues in “Solidarity without 'Sisterhood'? Feminism and the Ethics of 

Coalition Building”, coalitional solidarity,  based on claims of diversity among women,  such as 

Dean's reflective solidarity, tends to ignore the importance of acknowledging commonality or the 

mutual recognition that feminism depends on.74 Thus,  a need for alliances that can sustain this 

mutual accountability among allied women, and at the same time be attentive to their differences, is 

required.75 According to Lyshaug this can be done through an “enlarged sympathy”. By encouraging 

a sense of kinship with others – visualizing other's feelings in one's own mind, sustaining a sense of 

connection and accountability to each other – enlarged sympathy is able to establish non-repressive 

and mutually affirming political connections across differences.76

Chandra  Talpade  Mohanty  finds  Dean's  reflective  solidarity  useful  since  it  is  based  on 

communicative grounds, thus making solidarity a praxis-oriented achievement and not a pre-given 

essentialized entity,  as solidarity in “sisterhood” does.77 But,  instead of adopting the concept  of 

reflective solidarity,  Mohanty promotes what she calls “imagined community” – the basis for a 

decolonized  feminist  solidarity  without  borders.  In  Feminism  without  Borders  –  Decolonizing  

Theory, Practicing Solidarity, she writes:

I define solidarity in terms if mutuality, accountability, and the recognition of common interest as  
the  basis  for  relationships  among  diverse  communities.  Rather  than  assuming  an  enforced 
commonality of  oppression, the practice of solidarity foregrounds communities of  people who 
have chosen to work and fight together.78

71 Dean, p. 3
72 Ibid., pp. 3-4
73 Ibid., p.  34
74 Brenda  Lyshaug, “Solidarity without 'Sisterhood'? Feminism and the Ethics of Coalition Building”, Politics & 

Gender, 2, 2006, p. 77
75 Ibid., p. 86
76 Ibid., p. 99
77 Chandra Talpade Mohanty, Feminism without Borders – Decolonizing Theory, Practicing Solidarity, Duke 

University Press: Durham & London, 2003, p. 7
78 Ibid.
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According to Mohanty,  one is  better  equipped for discovering each others commonalities – the 

things that binds us together – when getting to know differences and specificities, since no borders  

are absolute or fully determined.79 However, by pointing to the power hierarchies between women 

from the “One-Third-World” (i.e. First world) , and the “Two-Thirds-world” (i.e. the Third world), 

informed by the capitalist mechanisms of globalization, she argues that the most inclusive way of 

thinking about social justice is to obtain marginalized women's  partial perspective – i.e. the two-

third-world women, who get to carry the heavy burden of globalization, and thus can demystify it.80 

This, she adds will also help point to local and global differences, since neither One-Third-World 

women nor Two-Thirds-World women are a homogenized group.81 

4.2 Affect Theory – Relations and Emotions

If  affiliations  between women are  based  on solidarity,  and this  solidarity  should  be created  in 

relations to other women – whether they imply a “hypothetical third” or an “imagined community” 

– then I find it important for my thesis to also turn to theories of affects, or more specifically how 

emotions orientate relations in a certain way in a collective. In “An affective turn? Reimagining the 

subject of feminist theory”, Anu Koivunen writes that a turn to affects and the topic of affectivity 

have informed feminist scholars in order to better incorporate the notion of the subject of feminism 

as embodied, located and relational.82 However, she stresses, one cannot talk about this affective 

turn in the singular since it is a multifaceted agenda. For instance, the use of the terms “emotion”,  

“feeling” and “affect” can attest to this view, since their relation to one another are contested within 

the field of affect theory.83 One of the feminist scholars that have turned to affects, and who I will 

draw on in the following, is Sara Ahmed. According to Koivunen, she uses emotion and affect 

interchangeably in order to stress the fluidity of the conceptual boundaries. In the following I will 

adhere to this view. Even though Ahmed is motivated by an interest in the orientation of sexuality 

and whiteness, I find her theory important in regards to a soroptimist subject – which I will argue is 

informed by a soroptimist orientation, an orientation that also informs the members by being in a 

collective.

79 Mohanty, p. 226
80 Ibid., p. 235
81 Ibid., p. 46-47
82 Anu Koivunen, “An affective turn? Reimagining the subject of feminist theory”, in Working with Affect in Feminist  

Readings – Disturbing differences, (ed.) Marianne Liljeström and Susanna Paasonen, Routledge, London,  2010,p. 8
83 Ibid., p. 9
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4.2.1 Emotional Orientations

Emotions shape the very surfaces of bodies, which take shape through the repetition of actions 
over time, as well as through orientations towards and away from others. Indeed, attending to 
emotions might show us how all actions are reactions, in the sense that what we do is shaped by 
the contact we have with others.84

In The Cultural Politics of Emotion, Ahmed explores the question of how emotions work to shape 

the “surfaces” of individual and collective bodies. To her, bodies take shape by the contact they 

have with objects and others.85 She writes: “To be emotional is to have one's judgment affected: it is 

to  be  reactive  rather  than  active,  dependent  rather  than  autonomous.”86 Thus  emotions  is  not 

something moving  outward  from within the  subject,  but  something that  creates  the  boundaries 

between an inside and an outside in the first place:

Emotions are not simply something 'I' or 'we' have. Rather, it  is through emotions, or how we 
respond to objects and others, that surfaces or boundaries are made: the 'I' and the 'we' are shaped 
by, and even take the shape of, contact with others.87

Instead of asking what emotions  are, Ahmed is interested in what emotions  do. This, she argues, 

implements tracking down how emotions circulate between bodies, examining how they “stick” and 

move.88 However,  it  is  not  emotions  as  such  that  circulates,  but  objects  of  emotion.89 Most 

importantly,  Ahmed suggests that emotions involves intentionality, i.e. a direction or orientation 

toward objects. When explaining this she draws on the work of Edmund Husserl, and states: “The 

starting point of orientation is the point from which the world unfolds: the here of the body and the 

where of its dwelling.”90 This means that when coming into contact with certain things, they are 

shaped by what you do, but what gets near also shapes what bodies do and can do. In “Sociable  

Happiness” she explains that this is furthermore informed by “the drama of contingency”, i.e. how 

we are touched by what is near.91 But even if orientation is informed by proximity to certain things, 

it  can also be inherited. Starting points, Ahmed argues, have a history which one receives upon 

arrival, thus even if we are not situated geographically in proximity to certain things, we inherit a 

reachability to them which restricts as well as enable our actions.92 Therefore, Ahmed argues for the 

importance of becoming aware of the background of an orientation or an object, since this will 

84 Sara Ahmed, The Cultural Politics of Emotion, Edinburgh University Press, Edinburgh, 2004, p. 4
85 Ibid., p. 1
86 Ibid., p. 3
87 Ibid., p. 10
88 Ibid., p. 4
89 Ibid., p. 11
90 Sara Ahmed, “Orientations - Toward a Queer Phenomenology”, GLQ: A Journal of Lesbian and Gay Studies, vol. 

12:4, p. 545
91 Sara Ahmed, ”Sociable Happiness”, Emotion, Space and Society, 1, 2008, p. 11
92 Sara Ahmed, “A Phenomenology of Whiteness”, Feminist Theory, 8, 2007, p. 152
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show us how and why some things become proximate and not others.93 

4.2.2 The Promise of Community

Considering emotions are relational, and that they are a constituting part of the individual “I” as 

well as the collective “we”, emotions are of importance to my investigation of  SI since the readings 

of these can help us understand how the  SI as a collective informs the subject. In comparison to 

what Sara Ahmed and Anne Marie Fortier writes in “Re-imagining communities”, my aim is to 

investigate  the  promise  of  community,  the  subjects  and  relations  it  creates,  and  the  forms  of 

attachment that allows objects to relate to each other within SI.94

In  “Collective feelings. Or, the Impressions Left by Others”,  Sara Ahmed more explicitly 

focuses on how emotions work to align individuals with collectives through the intensity of their 

attachments:  

It is not just that we feel for the collective (such as in discourses of fraternity or patriotism), but 
how we feel about others is what aligns us with a collective, which paradoxically ‘takes shape’ 
only as an effect of such alignments. It is through an analysis of the impressions left by bodily 
others that we can track the emergence of ‘feelings-in-common’.95

As already stated, Ahmed argues that emotions are bound up with how we inhabit the world “with” 

others and that emotions  are about  movement and attachments and that attachment  takes place 

through being moved  by the  proximity  of  others.  But  the  relationship between movement  and 

attachment  is  contingent,  which  means  that  movement  may  affect  different  others  differently: 

”emotions may involve ‘being moved’ for some precisely by ‘fixing’ others as ‘having’ certain 

characteristics”96. In addition, considering orientations can be inherited, these feelings may also be 

based on past history of readings.97 For example, by referring to the work of Merleu-Ponty, Ahmed 

argues  that  ones  perception  of  others  as  “causing”  an  emotional  response  is  not  simply  ones 

perception, “but involves a form of ‘contact’ between myself and others, which is shaped by longer 

histories of contact.”98 For Ahmed, emotions can thus be theorized as performative since they both 

repeat past associations at the same time as they generates their object. 

But, others do not have to be nearby to make or leave an impression. By taking the example 

of a Christian Aid letter on Landmines Ahmed shows how it focuses on the emotions of the reader, 

93 Ahmed, “Orientations - Toward a Queer Phenomenology”, p. 545
94 Sara Ahmed, “Re-imagining Communities”  International Journal of Cultural Studies, Vol. 6:3, 2003
95 Sara Ahmed, “Collective feelings. Or, the Impressions Left by Others”, Theory, Culture & Society, Vol. 21:2, 2004, 

p. 27
96 Ibid., p. 28
97 Ibid., p. 30
98 Ibid., p. 31
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how the reader is moved by the injuries of others, and how this allows them to give: 

It is not so much that we are 'with them' by feeling sad; the apparently shared negative feeling 
state does not position the reader and victim in a relation of equivalence. Rather, we feel sad about 
their suffering, an ‘aboutness’ that ensures that they remain the object of 'our feeling'.99 

In this way the alignment works to differentiate between the reader and the others at the same time 

as  promising agency and empowerment  to  the  reader.  According to  Ahmed: “Being moved by 

other's pain elevates the Western subject into a position of power over others: the subject who gives 

to the other is the one who is 'behind' the possibility of overcoming pain.”100  This leads Ahmed to 

the argument that this “economy of movement for some through the fixation of others is concealed 

by discourses of fellow feeling or feeling-in-common.”101 She then gives another example, Martha 

Nussbaum's cosmopolitanism and her suggestions that by identifying ourselves as a world of global 

citizen, we can feel close to others who are distant. According to Ahmed this statement is important 

since it shows that “globality works as a form of attachment, as a love for those others who are 

‘with me’ and ‘like me’ insofar as they can be recognized as worldly humans.”102  Thus, “love can 

be the foundation of a global community, a community of others that I love”. 103 In Ahmed's view 

such a cosmopolitan identity, only allows others to become members of the community if they take 

form in a way that can be recognized as ‘like me’. Thus, she sees it as merely a ethnocentric shift  

from a local or national to a global level: “others become loved as global citizens insofar as they, 

like me, can give up their local attachments and become part of the new community.”104 For Ahmed, 

“globality” then becomes a felt collective through the movement of some bodies by the fixing of 

others, and this fixation involves the transformation of others into objects of “our feeling”.105 

… individual and collective bodies surface through the very orientations we take to objects and 
others. But the role of feelings in mediating the relation between individual and collective bodies is 
complicated. How we feel about another – or a group of others – is not simply a matter of individual 
impressions,  or  impressions  that  are  created  anew  in  the  present.  Rather,  feelings  rehearse 
associations that are already in place, in the way in which they ‘read’ the proximity of others, at the  
same time as they establish the ‘truth’ of the reading.106

In one of the chapters of  The Cultural Politics of Emotion, Ahmed examine how love becomes a 

way of bonding with others in relation to an ideal. In her account of multiculturalism, she shows 

how the  imperative  to  love  difference  can  become the  thing  that  “sticks”  a  nation  together.107 

99 Ahmed, “Collective feelings. Or, the Impressions Left by Others”, p. 35
100 Ibid., p. 35
101 Ibid., p. 36
102 Ibid.
103 Ibid., p. 36
104 Ibid.
105 Ibid., p. 38
106 Ibid., p. 39
107 Ahmed, The Cultural Politics of Emotion, p. 133
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However  by  depicting  the  national  as  an  ideal  which  is  plural,  open,  diverse  and  loving  and 

welcoming  to  others,  it  is  the  one's  who  “have”  this  right  emotion  that  are  allowed  into  the 

community, and not others. Ahmed writes: “The nation here constructs itself as ideal in its capacity 

to assimilate others into itself; to make itself 'like itself' by taking in others who appear different.”108 

Thus,  the  nation,  by  acting  in  the  name  of  love,  enforces  a  particular  ideal  onto  others  by 

simultaneously require that they live up to that ideal in order to enter the community. 109 

Ahmed explains this autotelism further in “Sociable Happiness”, where she investigates the 

feeling of happiness and how it has become inflicted by the truism that happiness is happiest when 

shared  with  others,  by  turning to  happiness  as “end  orientated”.  This  means  that  some  things 

become happy if they are imagined as bringing happiness: “If happiness is the end of all ends, then 

all other things become means to happiness.”110 Ahmed states the family as an example of a happy 

object “not because it causes happiness, or even because we are affected by the family in a good 

way, but because of a shared orientation towards the family as being good, as being what promises 

happiness in return for loyalty.”111 Furthermore, she adds that this orientation towards the family 

makes  certain  objects  proximate  (tables,  photographs,  and  other  objects  that  secure  family 

intimacy), however it does not mean that one must inhabit the same place. For instance, even the 

creation of small differences can be binding:

The family involves knowledge of the peculiar, or the transformation of the peculiar into habit and 
ritual. So you make coffee for the family, and you know ‘just’ how much sugar to put in this cup and 
that. Failure to perform this ‘just’ is often felt as a failure to care.112

Thus, for Ahmed happiness means living a certain kind of life that reaches certain points, and which 

by reaching these points, generates happiness for others. But this also means that those who do not  

share in the happiness or happiness objects becomes “affect aliens” or “killjoys” since they convert 

good feelings into bad. Bodies that are directed in the wrong way, she writes, become causes of 

unhappiness, and this threat of being the one who kills the joy can in some cases sustain the desire  

to keep on the “right path”. Thus, sociability has its costs: “those who don’t share our orientation 

towards some things as being good are read as killing our joy.”113 Here she gives the example of the 

feminist as a killjoy, but when turning to the orientation of whiteness, it seems that the killjoy rather  

is informed by having another skin color, making the imperative to “keeping on the right path” kind 

of difficult.

108 Ahmed, The Cultural Politics of Emotion, p. 137
109 Ibid., p. 139
110 Ahmed, ”Sociable Happiness”, p. 11
111 Ibid., p. 12
112 Ibid.
113 Ibid., p. 13
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4.2.3 Orientating Whiteness – Being Alike

The reason why I find it important to engage with a theory of whiteness, is because I believe that 

the members I have interviewed not only are affected by being women or part of a certain class, but 

also by being white. In White Women, Race Matters - The Social Construction of Whiteness, Ruth 

Frankenberg argues that race shapes white women's lives, in the same way as they are shaped by 

gender and sexuality.114 Thus, it is crucial to look at the “racialness” of white experience, especially 

when considering white people often view themselves as nonracial or racially neutral.

Drawing on her theories on emotions, Ahmed writes in “A Phenomenology of Whiteness”, 

that also whiteness orientates bodies in specific directions, affecting how they take up space and 

what they can do.115 By drawing on the work of Frantz Fanon, Ahmed argues that bodies are shaped 

by histories of colonialism, which makes the familiar world inherited as “white”.116 This makes the 

world “ready”, or puts it in reach, for certain kinds of bodies and not others. Furthermore, Ahmed 

argues that race “extends” the family form, making other members of the race like a family, and in 

both  cases,  likeness  as  shared  attributes  becomes  foundation.117 Ahmed  explains  these  shared 

attributes as the joy of taking part in something, which also involves the ownership of parts, thus to 

“have a share in something is to be invested in the value of that thing”118. In the case of whiteness, 

sharing becomes sharing a characteristic, which is an effect of proximities.119 But it is not only 

bodies  that  becomes  oriented  around  whiteness,  even  spaces  do,  which  is  evidenced  by  its 

invisibility, or as Frankenberg writes: its neutrality, and how non-white bodies feel uncomfortable, 

visible and different.120 However, Ahmed argues, this institution of whiteness involves work, such as 

recruitment, which functions as the technology of reproduction of whiteness. She explains: 

To be recruited is not only to join, but to sign up to a specific institution: to inhabit it by turning 
around as  a return of  its  address.  Furthermore,  recruitment  creates  the very ego ideal  of  the 
institution, what it imagines as the ideal that working 'at' the institution means working towards or 
even what it imagines expresses its 'character'.121

However, by turning to critical whiteness studies, such as Frankenberg and Ahmed, I do not wish to 

transform whiteness  into  an  object  that  could  be  loved.  As  Ahmed  writes  in  “Declarations  of 

Whiteness – The Non-Performativity of Anti-Racism”, when “admitting” or expressing shame to 

forms of bad practice, institutions and individuals are being seen as adopting good practice because 

114 Ruth Frankenberg, White Women, Race Matters - The Social Construction of Whiteness, University of Minnesota 
Press, Minneapolis, 1997

115 Sara Ahmed, ”A phenomenology of whiteness, Feminist Theory, 2007, vol. 8:2, 2007.
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120 Ibid., p. 157
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of the “admitting” itself.122 In this way, Ahmed argues, declaring whiteness, or even “admitting” to 

one's own racism, does not do what it says – instead of decreasing white privilege, the declaration  

actually reproduces it.123 This is not my intention, but by trying to be aware of the risks, I hope that 

whiteness will not be reproduced as a field of privilege in my thesis.

5. METHOD AND METHODOLOGY - Investigating the Member
This is not the first time I find myself among members of SI. Not only is my mother a member, but I 

have also traveled with her and two other members of her club to their friend club in Arlington, 

Washington DC, ten years ago. During my stay, I observed their discussions on cultural similarities 

and differences, and their way of taking care of us, “strangers” from Sweden, but also “Soroptimist 

sisters”. When I later, as a master student in Gender Studies, wrote a paper on the project of SIS, 

called “Stop Trafficking”, the theoretical framework I had at my disposal made me see some of the 

dangers facing an international women's organization such as SI. Instead of seeing the well meant 

aims  of  the  members,  I  found  them  adopting  arguments  and  actions  grounded  in  culturally 

imperialistic thoughts on women as “others”. However, this made me disregard the fact that they 

also are trying to do good, and have well-meant aims. Therefore, when writing this thesis, it has  

been important for me to constantly engage with both an affirmative and critical reading of the SIS 

members. When looking back at the experiences I have had of the organization, it seems as though 

this tends to be easier for me when facing both the members themselves and the material produced 

by the organization, at the same time. In this thesis, I am therefore working with the method of 

interviews and participant observations, as well as contrasting it to official documents such as the 

webpages and compendiums of SI, Soroptimist International Europe (SIE) and SIS.

5.1 The Interviews – Producing Knowledge in Relation to Others

Anne Ryen states, in Kvalitativ Intervju – från vetenskapsteori till fältstudier,  that the postmodern 

qualitative interview is a method in which the terms truth and reality as objective and neutral (the 

naturalistic interview) is questioned.124 Instead of looking at the truth as that which the informant, 
122 Sara Ahmed, “Declarations of Whiteness – The Non-Performativity of Anti-Racism”, Borderlands, vol. 3:2, 2004, 

p. 3
123 Ibid., p. 6
124 Anne  Ryen, Kvalitativ Intervju – från vetenskapsteori till fältstudier, Liber, Malmö, 2004, p. 39-40
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independently of the researcher, regards as truth, it is the  representation of reality, especially the 

researchers own, that should be focused on.125 The researcher is not a neutral data collector, but an 

active part of the study. By questioning the hierarchical order believed to exist in the naturalistic  

interview,  one  acknowledges  that  the  interviewer  and  the  interviewed  constantly  interact  and 

produce meaning together.  Therefore my own thoughts as  a  researcher,  my self-perception  and 

reflexivity, is important to engage with when interviewing the  SI member. As Ryen adds, when 

interviewing, one should focus on  how something is represented, instead of what is being said. 

Therefor, it is the how I am interested in when conducting and analyzing my interviews.

In this thesis I have chosen to use semi-structured interviews, which I find appropriate in the 

sense that I and the interviewed both get to set the agenda for what we think should be discussed 

when  talking  about  SI. In  Intervjumetodik,  Annika  Lantz  writes  about  four  different  kinds  of 

interviews,  which  she  calls:  “the  open”;  “the  targeted  open”;  “the  semi-structured”;  and  “the 

structured”.126 Thus, divided according to their degree in structure, and determined by what kind of 

theory  or  previous  knowledge  the  interviewer  has  about  the  research  subject. The  difference 

between the structured interviews and the open interviews is that, the structured is based on the 

previous knowledge and theory about certain terms, and not the informants experiences of them, 

thus making the interviewer the instigator of what should be considered important. In the more 

open forms of interviewing, it is on the other hand, the individual's experiences that lies at the  

centre of the interview, determined by the context in which the interview takes place. Thus, the 

interviewers level of previous knowledge is what determines the choice of interviewing technique. 

In the beginning of my investigation, I first conducted an open interview with my mother, 

believing that she could give me an introductory to being a soroptimist. I regard this interview as 

the beginning of my own orientation within SIS. Making her orientation the instigator of mine, I am 

well aware that this affected my following interviews, comparing their stories to hers and producing  

questions in relation to her answers. But such a relation was inevitable, since her membership is the 

reason  I  became  acquainted  with  the  organization  in  the  first  place.  However,  as  my  work 

progressed, and the number of conducted interviews increased, her story became not only one of 

many, but one of several different stories. Thus, as time progressed and further knowledge was 

gained, the interviews also became more targeted and structured in their form. This was also due to 

the fact that the focus of my thesis shifted from a focus on written material produced by SI, to a 

member based material.

Focusing more on the local members, I believe is an important aspect of this study since my 

125 Ryen, p. 39-40
126 Annika Lantz, Intervjumetodik, Studentlitteratur, Lund, 2007  p. 35
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aim is to investigate these members and their local and global relations. When obtaining such a 

perspective the methodological concerns of Donna Haraway has been tremendously important for 

me.  In  “Situated Knowledges:  The Science  Question  in  Feminism and the  Privilege  of  partial 

perspective”, she writes that the social constructionist theory adopted the notion that no insider's 

perspective  was  privileged,  since  all  drawings  on  inside-outside  boundaries  in  knowledge  are 

theorized as power moves, not moves towards truth.127 For Haraway this does not mean that the 

quest for objective knowledge is impossible, but that it must be gained by  situated knowledges.  

While acknowledging the advantages and the disadvantages of both standpoint epistemology and 

social constructionist theory, she explains that we need an an earth-wide network of connections, 

including  both  the  ability  to  partially  translate  knowledges  among  different  –  and  power-

differentiated – communities, and the theories of modern critique of how meaning and bodies get 

made, “not in order to deny meaning and bodies, but in order to live in meanings and bodies that 

have  a  chance  for  a  future.”128 Thus,  situated  knowledges  is  partial,  locatable,  critical 

perspectives.129 But it is not something that is attained by everyone, since it requires engagement 

and responsibility. For Haraway, there is no single feminist Standpoint, only partial perspectives 

influenced by the vision of split  subjects  that,  when joined together,  can view the world more 

objectively. By engaging with this view my hope has been to also get more practically involved 

with one of the core aims of  SI, i.e.  finding possibilities for change and knowledge production 

through the experiences exchanged in relations with other women. However, I do not wish to view 

these  experiences  as  naturally  given  entities.  As  Joan  Scott  writes  in  “Experience”, it  is  not 

individuals  that  have  experience,  but  subjects  that  are  constituted through experience.130 Thus, 

experiences should not be considered as explanations for, or evidence to, the knowledge we have. 

5.1.1 The Informants

In  order  to  mirror  the  different  levels  of  the  organization  within  the  Swedish  Union,  I  have 

interviewed members  involved in  both  union and club level.  When contacting  the  current  SIS 

president, who agreed to meet me during a conference in Stockholm between the participants of the 

SIS Mentoring  Program,  I  was  also  able  to  interview the  previous  president  and  the  swedish 

representative of the Nordic SI project against trafficking. In addition, I have also interviewed the 

127 Donna Haraway, “Situated Knowledges: The Science Question in Feminism and the Privilege of partial 
perspective.” , Simians, Cyborgs, and Women, Free Association Books: London, 1991, p. 184
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130 Joan Scott, “Experience” in  Feminists Theorize the Political, (ed.) Judith Butler and Joan W. Scott, Routledge, New 

York, 1992, p. 28
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incoming SIS president, which I made contact with through one of the club presidents I wanted to 

interview. Thus, I have interviewed members that can be considered to have had, have, and is going 

to  have,  a  specific  influence  over  the  Swedish Union of  Soroptimists.  Regarding club level,  I  

decided to interview presidents from clubs having friend clubs in the baltic region, this decision 

was  determined  by  my  initial  objective  for  this  thesis  in  which  I  wanted  to  compare  the  

relationships between Swedish clubs with their Nordic and Baltic friend clubs. However when the 

aim of my thesis shifted, to a more member based perspective with focus on being and becoming a 

soroptimist, the interview questions also shifted. Although, the informants stayed the same. Due to 

a tight schedule, I decided to do some interviews on the phone and some in person. But, I soon 

realized  that  conducting interviews in  person produced more nuanced conversations,  while  the 

conversation on the phone became more formal, distant and closed. When selecting my informants 

I have also tried to include members from different parts of Sweden, in order to grasp the potential  

differences  between members,  informed by their  location.  My informants are furthermore  both 

from bigger cities and smaller villages and varying in age, although most of them are over 50 years 

old. In this way I hope that they are more representative for the SIS members than if I, for instance, 

would have interviewed members from Stockholm alone. However, in my analysis I will focus on 

the interviews I have had with the current, previous and incoming president. Considering the scope 

of this thesis and the amount of interviews I have undertaken, there are only some interviews that  

are fully transcribed, while  others are  transcribed partially,  in  order  to see how the informants 

diverge or agree on certain questions. It could be said that it is the answers of my informants that 

have orientated me, in my analysis.

5.2 Participant Observation – Tacit Affects

In Participant Observation - A Guide for Fieldworkers, Kathleen M. DeWalt and Billie R. De Walt 

writes that participant observation is used as a method by anthropologists and social scientists as a  

way to learn the explicit (what people are able to articulate about themselves) and tacit (that which 

largely remains outside our awareness and consciousness) aspects of a groups life routines and 

culture.131 When considering that affects is one of the theoretical and analytical tools for this thesis, 

I thus find participant observation important, since affects can be considered to be found in the tacit. 

As Kathleen and Billie DeWalt writes when explaining tacit aspects: “ It is the feeling of discomfort 

we have, for example, when someone stands too close to us or touches us in a way that seems too 

131  Kathleen DeWalt and Billie DeWalt: Participant Observation - A Guide for Fieldworkers, AltaMira Press, Walnut 
Creek, 2002, p.1
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familiar.”132

Furthermore, participant observation is also a qualitative research method with the aim to 

understand the nature of phenomena.133 This method, they argue, requires a particular approach to 

the recording of observations, such as field notes, and that the information collected is as critical to 

social scientific analysis as information from more formal research techniques, such as for example 

interviewing. It is also underlying many of the other techniques used in ethnographic fieldwork and 

rarely  the  only  technique  used,  thus  believed  to  support  and  complement  other  types  of  data 

collecting.134 Since  I  also  use  semi-structured  interviewing,  my  initial  interest  for  participant 

observation is above all its complementary role, but that does not mean the data collected should be 

viewed as less important. On the contrary, my participant observations have been tremendously 

informative and has been as time consuming as the interviews and text readings. For example, I 

have attended three  soroptimist  meetings,  and spent  one weekend at  the annual meeting of the 

Swedish Union of SI, during which time I have been able to converse and socialize more informally 

with members.

According to Kathleen and Billie DeWalt, key elements of participant observation includes; 

(1) living in the context for an extended period of time; (2) learning and using local language and 

dialect; (3) actively participating in a wide range of daily, routine, and extraordinary activities with 

people who are full participants in that context; (4) using everyday conversation as an interview 

technique;  (5) informally observing during leisure activities;  (6) recording observations in  field 

notes; and (7) using both tacit and explicit information in analysis and writing.135 Even though I 

cannot be said to have lived in the context of soropitmists “for an extended period of time”, I have 

learned and used the local language and terms, when speaking and listening to Soroptimists. For 

instance, I believe that my knowledge and use of words such as “chartering”, “president”, “program 

focus reports”, have made the members consider me as more of an “insider”, and thus probably 

affected the direction and level of the conversations. Regarding active participation in a wide range 

of  “routine  or  extraordinary activities”,  my attendance  at  both  ordinary club  meetings  and  the 

annual convention in Luleå has given me the opportunity not only to see the local “everyday work”, 

but also the more infrequently held up scaled national events, occurring within the organization. My 

participation was furthermore not only about silent observation,  but about taking part  in dinner 

conversations, leisure activities and lunches. My impression of these activities or conversations was 

of course afterwards put into words. Things said, events occurred and feelings communicated, were 

132 DeWalt and DeWalt, p.1
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28



translated into field notes, which then at  a later moment,  was transferred to my computer,  thus 

giving me time to analyze the collected material over and over again. 

As  with  any  other  method  used  in  scholarly  research,  participant  observation  has  its 

difficulties, one of which being that “Living, working, laughing and crying with the people whom 

one is trying to understand provides a sense of the self and the other that is not easily put into 

words”136.  Furthermore,  it  implies a tacit  understanding that informs both the form of research, 

technique, recording, and the subsequent understanding of the collected material that one obtains 

and uses.137 Thus, doing participant observation, I would argue, can also be said to involve a kind of 

orientation, since the embodiment of tacit cultural form also effects ones interpretation of meaning 

– it not only allows one to understand the nonverbal communication or anticipate and understand 

responses, but it also “shapes the way we interact with others and, in a more fundamental way, it 

shapes the way we interpret what we observe”138. Thus, it is my aim to continuously try to not only 

be aware of my own biases and affects, but also make them available for the reader of this study. 

5.3 The Official Documents of Soroptimist International

Part of my material is some official documents produced by SI, SIE and SIS. First of all I have been 

looking  at  their  web-pages,  on  which  I  have  also  found  other  documents  and their  respective 

magazines. Regarding the magazine produced by  SI,  The International Soroptimist  (TIS), I have 

looked  at  the  issue  with  focus  on  friendship  from March  2011.  Regarding  the  SIS magazine, 

Soroptima, I have looked foremost at recent issues and focused on the letters written by the  SIS 

President, which is always printed in the beginning of the magazine. However, it is a handbook 

produced by SIS, and distributed to its members, as well as a training manual for Soroptimists in the 

European Federation that has been of most use to me when trying to relate the members statements 

with the policies of SI.  

“Handbok för Svenska Soroptimister”, what I will call “the  SIS Handbook”, is a booklet 

published by the Swedish Union of Soroptimist clubs, and distributed as an appendix to Soroptima 

vol. 2, 2010. It is edited and written by two SIS members, and the current SIS president is the legally 

responsible publisher. This is an updated edition of the one published in 2000, and it guides the  

member  trough  the  organizational  structure  and  the  many  levels  of  it,  ranging  from  the  club 

meetings, to the annual union meetings, the european federation and the international level. It also 

136 DeWalt and DeWalt, p. 8
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entails  information  on  projects,  programs  and  the  core  aims  and  by-laws  of  the  organization. 

However, as the editors write, this does not include all information concerning  SI but additional 

updating should be done through the organizations many web-pages. In this edition there is also a 

glossary, and the music and lyrics to “the Soroptimist Symphony”, written by an SI member.

“Utbildningskompendium  för  Soroptmister  inom  Europa  Federationen”139,  the  “Training 

Manual for Soroptimists in the European Federation”, is produced in order to be used in training 

seminars  for single  clubs and recently formed unions,  giving information  on basic  facts  of  SI. 

According to the  SIS handbook it is produced in 2006 by the second vice president of European 

Federation, who also is an SIS member, and it is translated into 25 languages, including swedish, 

which is the one I am using here.”140  

Considering that these documents are guiding devices for the members of SI, I will regard 

them as policy documents framing the discourse and the code of conduct which these members are 

a part of. In  Women, Policy and Politics: The construction of policy problems,  Carol Lee Bacchi 

writes that focusing on interpretations and representation also includes a focus on discourse, i.e. the 

language, concepts and categories used to frame an issue or a subject.141 However, to analyze policy 

is not only to focus on ideas or way of speaking but also on practices and material consequences. 

The problem according to Bacchi, is that many policy analyzes take the material which is being 

analyzed,  as  naturally  given,  and  not  informed  by the  people  producing it.  She  states,  that  to  

represent a problem is also to control the frames surrounding it.142 Even though the documents of SI 

do not focus as much on the problems of a certain issue, as on explaining the organization and its  

benefits and aims, I consider them to produce framings of a discourse in the same way as Bacchi 

argues that policy documents do. This means that the  SI documents in my view, are written in a 

certain way in order to frame those that are members, and those who can be members, as well as 

what these members can do within the realm of the organization.

5.4 Reflexivity and Positioning

When spending time with the members, getting to know them, becoming acquainted, I also created 

a relation to them informed by proximity and distance (terms that I later will argue inform also the  

members own orientation within  SI). For instance, my proximity to them became apparent at the 

139 http://www.soroptimistsweden.se/upload/files/Unionsfakta_handbok/Utbildnings_kompendium.pdf 2011-03-27
140 ”Handbok för Svenska Soroptmister”, appendix to Soroptima vol. 2, 2010, p. 37
141 Bacchi, Carol Lee, Women, Policy and Politics: The Construction of Policy Problems, SAGE,  London,1999, p. 2
142 Ibid., p. 5 
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annual  SIS meeting, at which I was acquainted to a larger amount of attending members than for  

example, my mother, a member since 1999, who also attended. On some questions I also had more 

pre-knowledge, than the informant answering the question. I knew the terms used, the facts and the 

figures. Therefore I was never a complete stranger to them. The fact that my mother was a member, 

probably also made it easier for them to relate to me as one of them. When spending time with the 

members I also realized how I orientated myself to them, using a more alike costume, talking in a 

clearer speaking tone. And at the same time as I was interested in them, they marked their interest in  

me, asking for my opinion on things, or showing enthusiasm for my thesis. Clearly, I was becoming 

more and more as the informants myself. However, I was not a member. That was my distance. I  

was never a member, I was a researcher. In addition, I was also much younger than my informants,  

which clearly informed our relationship into a relationship more like that between a mentor and an 

adept.  They provided the information,  the  knowledge I  attained was theirs.  But  I  was also the 

caretaker of it and that created an hierarchical trust between us, which I throughout this thesis have 

had to engage with. Important for my method of research has therefore been, as I already have 

stated, an engagement with reflexivity and self-criticism regarding my own positioning in relation 

to the field of study –  SI – and how this has had an effect on both my work and their attitude 

towards it. Considering my position as not completely an insider and not completely an outsider, I 

adhere  to  the  position  advocated  by  Patricia  Hill  Collins,  termed  “the  outsider  within”.143 By 

engaging with this perspective, I believe that my position as both outsider and insider will become a 

more advantageous point of departure in the process of my work. It will keep me in touch with my 

distance and proximity to  SI,  thus,  enabling both an affirmative and critical  analysis. However, 

while I am aware that such a positioning can reproduce the idea of an border between an outside 

and an inside in the first place, my aim is here to use it as a way of pointing out that a border 

constantly is reproduced in the orientations obtained through SI – a border that is mirrored in the 

relationship between me and my informants. 

143 See Patricia Hill Collins, “Learning from the Outsider Within: The Sociological Significance of Black Feminist 
Thought”, The Feminist Standpoint Theory Reader, (ed.) Sandra Harding, Routledge, New York and London, 2004
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6. SISTERS IN THE CLUB – Soroptimist Orientations and 
Relations

6.1 Becoming Member, Becoming Sister

Officially the requirements for becoming a member of SI is that you have to be a woman, at least 21 

years old, either working, embarking on a career or recently left it. According to the SIS handbook 

SI is a dynamic organization for professional women of today and tomorrow.144 However, when 

interviewing members it  seems as though these are not the only requirements. In this chapter I 

therefore wish to examine the characterization of members within  SI. By adopting Sara Ahmed's 

view  on  orientations  I  will  analyze  how  one  becomes  a  “soroptimist”  by  adopting  certain 

orientations toward things, or bodies, and not others. Orientations informed by both individual and 

collective views on membership.  As will  be clear,  this  orientation is  also charged with  certain 

feelings – such as that of sisterhood – and of certain ideals – as in the prerequisite  of being a 

“professional woman”.

6.1.1 What is a “soroptimist”?

Det  som  kännetecknar  en  soroptimist  är 
vänskap, förtroende och hjälpsamhet. Vi ställer 
upp för varandra! 

What characterizes a soroptimist is friendship,  
trust  and  helpfulness.  We can count  on  each  
other!
                          (Honorary Member of SIS)

When asking my informants what characterizes a “soroptimist”, most of them describes a person 

that is positive, friendly and social. Above all, it is a person that can be trusted, that one can rely on, 

a person who is there in good times as well as bad times. The incoming president of SIS emphasizes 

that  a soroptimist is interested more broadly in collective activities,  but also willing to be self-

concerned. Which I read as being more generally interested in the idea of networking and voluntary 

work, at the same time as realizing the need to improve ones own knowledge, thus also helping 

oneself.  Even though the previous president of  SIS states that she is a bit ambivalent concerning 

what characterizes a soroptimist, since she has experienced both “good” and “bad” members, she 

states that:

144 ”Handbok för Svenska Soroptmister”, p. 35
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En soroptimist i allmänhet är en kvinna som är 
välutbildad och säker  på sig själv;  en kvinna 
som  vill  någonting  och  inte  är  rädd  för  att 
framföra sina åsikter; en kvinna som kan vara 
väldigt  egoistisk eller  egocentrisk,  men också 
en kvinna som har ett gott hjärta innerst inne, 
som vill åstadkomma något gott.            

The general soroptimist is a woman that is well  
educated  and  self-confident;  a  woman  who 
wants something and is not afraid to speak her  
mind; a woman that can be very self-centered  
or  egoistic;  but  also  a  woman  with  a  good  
heart  deep  inside,  that  wants  to  create  
something good. 
                             (The previous SIS president)

A soroptimist then,  it  would seem, is a woman with a strong voice,  an academic degree and a 

collective interest with the will to do good. But at the same time she is also looking after her own 

interests by being self-centered. I claim that not all women have these qualities, but what is pictured 

is more of an ideal woman. A woman one wishes to become. Being a soroptimist might help one in 

obtaining these qualities – or in Sara Ahmed's terms: it orientates one in the “right” direction.145 

However, it also means that those who fail to orientate in this direction cannot become members, 

something which is evidently clear when talking about ethnicity and race.

In order to be able to become a member in the first place, it seems as though one has to have 

certain  prerequisites.  When  trying  to  ask  the  previous  president  of  SIS about  what  the 

characterization of a soroptimist is, considering categorizations such as class or ethnicity, she tells 

me that a general soroptimist  is still  rather homogenous in the sense that it  in Sweden consists 

mostly of so called “swedes”. But, she adds, there is an incredible potential in those coming from 

outside, not least in non-europeans. She mentions that she herself is not born and raised in sweden, 

but  a  european,  and that  her  club,  when considering  the  problems getting  non-born swedes  as 

members, came to the conclusion that the problem is a matter of economic costs: 

Även om detta är de människor som vi vill ha 
som medlemmar så tycker de ju att det är för 
dyrt. Jag menar, generellt kostar det ju 1500 om 
året. Krasst uttryckt så är det ju inte någonting 
som  alla  icke-europeiska  invånare  kan  hosta 
upp  bara  sådär,  även  om  dom  får  andra 
positioner i arbetslivet längre fram.  

           

Even though these are the people we want to  
have as members, they find it too expensive. I  
mean  generally  it  costs  1500  (SEK)  a  year.  
Crassly  stated,  this  is  not  something that  all  
non-european citizens  can come up with  just  
like  that,  even if  they  in  the long run get  to  
have other positions in the work place. 
                              (The previous SIS president)

Here it  seems as though a divide is  made between, swedes, europeans and non-europeans.  But 

while swedes and europeans are on the same grounds, non-europeans are not. This is interesting 

considering that many of  the projects  that are  raised within  SIS addresses the problems facing 

women in eastern europe. Therefore, it seems as though they are not considered to be europeans 

here, or even not considered as potential members in her club. Although, this can be seen as an 

unfair judgment, considering the fact that she sees “those coming from outside” to be an “incredible 

potential.” But, she does not further express what this incredible potential is. Perhaps it is even the 

145 See Ahmed, “A phenomenology of Whiteness”, where the orientation of whiteness becomes an ideal that not all  
bodies can obtain.
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difference  that  is  the  potential,  and  as  Ahmed shows when talking  about  nations  informed  by 

multiculturalism, this can become an end in itself.146 It is also interesting to consider her terms of 

use here, as the juxtaposition of “those” and “coming from outside”. This clearly marks a view of  

“us” and “them”, distinguished by a national border. But at the same time she is regarding herself, a 

european not born in Sweden, as belonging to the “us”, making this distinction a bit more complex. 

Furthermore, she is not alone in her statement. The current  SIS president also tells me that SIS is 

cultivated as very swedish, but she believes that many clubs are working to change this, because 

Sweden is a bit more mixed today, than it was 20 or 30, years ago. But, she adds, in her club they 

have had one member not born in Sweden who is no longer a member. It seems that even if SIS are 

able to find members that are not born in sweden, there is the problem of keeping them. Some of 

the members explain this as due to these women's specific financial situation, but I consider this as 

an effect of the fact that the soroptimist orientation is a “orientation of whiteness”, making some 

bodies “stick” and not others.147 

Furthermore,  ethnic  or  racial  difference  is  clearly  not  prioritized  when  finding  new 

members. In the “Training Manual for Soroptimists in the European Federation”, the suggestion is 

instead to focus on recruiting younger women when finding suitable members.148 They write that by 

emphasizing the social engagement, networking and the social political engagement within SI, one 

can best motivate and win the young professional working women which is important since the 

future of SI depends on it.149  According to the current SIS president, this focus is an effect of the 

fact that the members of  SIS, literally are dying out. She explains that the middle-age of an  SIS 

member now is 62, and that many are members until their death: 

Det har ju med åldern att göra. Det är ju så här 
att  dom som har kommit  med och  varit  med 
väldigt länge dom blir ju äldre till slut och så 
slutar  dom  jobba  och  plötsligt  så  sitter  hela 
klubben där och har en medelålder på 62... och 
jag menar det  finns inte en 80-talist  som vill 
komma in i den klubben. Man vill ju inte vara 
med mormor, eller hur?

It has to do with age. The thing is, those that  
have became members and been it for a very  
long time,  eventually  they  will  get  older  and  
stop working, and suddenly the whole club sits  
their  with a middle-age  of  62...  and I  mean,  
there is no one born in the eighties that want's  
to  join  that  club.  You  don't  want  to  be  with  
your grandma, right?

                (The SIS President)

Also, she adds, a club can only have a certain amount of members, otherwise it will become a 

problem finding a meeting place. The problem is, that at the same time people get so comfortable  

with the group that they stay too long, thus neglecting others opportunity to become members. A 

third  problem  is  that  being  too  old  affects  the  efficiency  of  catching  new  members  that  are 

146 Ahmed, The Cultural Politics of Emotion, p. 137
147 See Ahmed, “A phenomenology of whiteness”
148  “Utbildningskompendium för Soroptimister inom Europafederationen, 2007”, p. 15

http://www.soroptimistsweden.se/upload/files/Unionsfakta_handbok/Utbildnings_kompendium.pdf 2011-03-27
149   Ibid., p. 16
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professionally  working women.  As,  the  SIS president  explains:  if  you're  retired,  and no longer 

working, it's not so easy to recruit new members that are working in a profession, but on the other  

hand, it's not good to bee too young either because you have to be somewhere in your career.  Thus, 

it might seem as though a soroptimist should not be too old, neither too young. As previously stated 

one has to have the minimum age of 21 and be a professional woman, in order to be eligible as a 

member in the first place. According to the SIS handbook, this entails both a woman embarking on 

her professional career, as well as a woman that recently has left it. In this way, they argue that they 

have the opportunity to choose a senior citizen as a member, who in these days retire early and thus 

has the time and stamina for voluntary work.150 

Furthermore, in “Training Manual for Soroptimists in the European Federation”, it is stated 

that  one can invite a group of “qualified” and “interested” women  in order to get in touch with 

future members:

Det är viktigt att de presumtiva medlemmarna har rätt motivation för att gå med. /---/ Våga tala även  
med kvinnor som du inte känner så väl; ta chansen och var inte för snabb med dina omdömen.  Du 
kommer säkert att bli överraskad många gånger när du lärt känna dem bättre. De som inte passar in 
känner nog på sig det, men OM så inte är fallet bör man kunna ta mod till sig och säga det.  En 
kvinna som vill komma med av felaktiga skäl kan förstöra för de övriga i gruppen.151 

It is important that the presumptive members have the right motivation for joining. /---/ Don't be  
afraid to speak also to women whom you do not know that well; take a chance, and don't be to hasty  
in your judgments. You will probably be surprised many times when getting to know them better.  
Those who do not fit in, will probably notice it themselves, but IF that is not the case, one should be  
able to have the courage and say so. A women that wants to join for the wrong reasons can ruin it  
for the rest of the group. (My translation)

In order to become a soroptimist one also has to qualify as having the right motivation. But what 

this motivation is more specifically is not stated in the compendium. Instead, it is imagined to reveal  

itself by feelings. One should although not be too hasty in ones feelings, but let the other person 

come closer and then, one will know if it is the right person or not. Furthermore, it should be stated 

that the wrong motivation is neither specified. In this way it seems as though the SI membership is 

not based on an inclusive solidarity such as the one developed by Dean or Mohanty, in which a 

bond  between  women  should  bridge  differences,  rather  than  be  based  on  likeness.  However, 

proximity or likeness seems not always be a good thing. According to the compendium, one should 

not  accept too many club members that already know each other “through tennis or golf” or as  

“personal friends”, since this can lead to “a club within the club”, and thus loose its neutrality.152 

One should also not prevent another group from founding a new club in the same district or city,  

since “competition can have a positive effect”.153 It  is interesting to note, that they actually are 
150 ”Handbok för Svenska Soroptmister”, p. 10
151 “Utbildningskompendium för Soroptimister inom Europafederationen, 2007”, pp. 15-16

http://www.soroptimistsweden.se/upload/files/Unionsfakta_handbok/Utbildnings_kompendium.pdf 2011-03-27
152   Ibid., p. 17
153   “Utbildningskompendium för Soroptimister inom Europafederationen, 2007”, p. 17
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aware of the problems attached to an in-house culture, which can be related to one of the problems 

Hamrén finds when investigating Rotary.154 According to the official view of  SI, as stated in the 

training manual,  SI seems aware of its potential non-neutral relationships.  This view of  SI as  not 

being “a culture of no culture”, can be said to be something that certain members also are aware of. 

As I mentioned earlier, the previous president of SIS claims having an ambivalence toward stating 

what a soroptimist is. She tells me that there are many strong individuals within  SI that can hurt 

each other terribly, and adds that she herself has been badly affected by another member in the past, 

a member that considers herself being “the ideal soroptimist”. I ask her if she have any example of 

this, and she replies:

Jo,  det  har  jag.  Påhopp,  såna  här  otrevliga 
påhopp som: ”det här skulle du tänkt på”, eller 
“du ska minsann göra det och det”, eller “det 
här  är  din  skyldighet”.  Vederbörande  har 
givetvis själv aldrig gjort någonting fel. Sådana 
påhopp är lite trist.

Yes, yes I have. Attacks, these unpleasant at-
tacks, such as: “you should have thought of  
this”, or “you should really do this and that”,  
or “this is your obligation”. The concerned,  
has  of  course  never  done  something  wrong 
herself. Such attacks are a bit tedious.
                       (The previous President of SIS)

Here, Ahmed's account of emotions should also be remembered, in which being emotional involves 

having one's  judgment affected,  and thus being dependent  rather  autonomous.155 Since  SI is  an 

organization that always involves relations to other  women, whether in club life or in projects, 

being emotional and being dependent is always a part of the membership. Thus a neutral stance is  

impossible  in  the  first  place.  However,  having  one's  judgment  effected  does  not  only  rely  on 

unpleasant feelings. One of the other informants remembers that many years ago, during her time as 

president of SIS, there were many occasions when she had to visit clubs and deal with their in-house 

troubles by adopting an intermediating role – there are those clubs where members are dominant. 

However, she adds, that has never been the case in her club. Considering that she continuously 

states how well her own club has managed, compared to others, this woman clearly regards her own 

club as being an exemplary account of soroptimists. Thus, she seems to make up a border between 

her own club and others, in which her club has “good” members, while others have “bad” members  

who dominate and causes disturbances in the group. This is made even more obvious when asking 

her about the term “sister”, and why it is used when addressing each other within the organization. 

She replies that that is what they are, that she can turn to anyone in the club as if it was her own  

sister. Perhaps then, being a “good” or “bad” member, also affect one's status as a “good” or “bad” 

sister?

        http://www.soroptimistsweden.se/upload/files/Unionsfakta_handbok/Utbildnings_kompendium.pdf 2011-03-27
154 See Hamrén, pp. 17-18
155 Ahmed, The Cultural Politics of Emotion, p. 3
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6.1.2 The Meaning of “sister” 

Jag har varit sjuk i vinter, jag är ju 90 år snart, 
och  du  kan  inte  tro  vad  dom har  ställt  upp. 
Dom har handlat och dom har passat upp mig 
och  skjutsat  mig  och  allt.  Vi  tar  hand  om 
varandra helt enkelt. Ja, vi ställer upp faktiskt. 
Och jag måste säga att jag har inte ångrat  en 
dag  att  jag  blev  soroptimist.  Familjen, 
vännerna och soroptimisterna – det är det bästa 
i mitt liv. 

I've been sick this winter, I'm almost 90 years  
old, and you wouldn't believe how they've been  
there  for  me.  They've  done  the  grocery  
shopping and taken care of me and giving me a  
lift and everything. We simply take care of each  
other. Yes, we are really there for each other.  
And I must say, I haven't regretted one day that  
I became a soroptimist. The family, friends and  
soroptimists – these are the best things in my  
life.                        (Honorary Member of SIS)

This is an account narrated to me by one of my informants, when asking her why members of SI 

call each other “sister”. As stated earlier, the term “Soroptimist” builds on the latin words “soror”  

and “optima”, translated as “sister” and “best”. For some of my informants, the juxtaposition of 

these two words are interpreted as “best sister”, while others interpret it as “sister for the best”. 

According to the SI webpage, the best interpretation is “the best for women”, a phrase that is said to 

reflect the work done by the organization. But clearly, it also informs the way members address 

each other. For instance the SIS president usually begins her monthly news letter with the heading 

“Dear Sisters” or “Best Sister”.156 When I ask the incoming president of  SIS why they call each 

other sisters, she replies:

Jag vet inte, jag gör inte det så ofta, jag gör 
det ibland bara för att andra gör det. Det är en 
jargong kan man säga.

                    

I don't know, I don't do it that often, I only do it  
sometimes because others do it. One could say  
it's a jargon.
                          (The Incoming SIS President)

I would argue that this jargon is inherited not only from the idea of “global sisterhood” during the  

second-wave feminism, but also from SI's foundation in the 1920s as an organization working for 

women's rights. By relating this inheritance to Ahmed, I also believe that the jargon informs the 

orientation of SI. While bell hooks explains the critique of “global sisterhood” as being universal on 

western grounds, and when drawing on my claims in the previous chapter, I consider the orientation 

of soroptimists in SIS to be universally informed by Swedish whiteness.

Even though it might be viewed as jargon, most of my informants fill the concept with a  

specific meaning, although, usually after I have asked them to explain further. The previous  SIS 

president gives a personal connection to it. She explains, that when meeting the current president  

for the first time, they connected on the grounds that they both had lost a sister and therefore was 

single-children, when becoming acquainted they hence exclaimed to each other: “how strange, now 

we both got a sister again!”. She adds that this was only two and a half years ago, thus they have not 

known each other that long. For her, calling each other sister can be said to evoke the feeling of 

156 See Soroptima, 1, 2010 or 4, 2010
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having kinship ties. But apparently, sisterhood with members is sometimes even better than having 

a real sister:

Man kan välja sin syster! (skrattar) Det gör 
man inte med sin riktiga syster.  

            

One can choose one's sister! (laughing) One 
doesn't  do  that  with  one's  real  sister.  

             (The previous SIS President)

Here it is interesting to look at Ahmed's discussion on the family form, where she states that a 

common impression is that to look like a family is to “look alike”.157 However, she adds, likeness is 

an effect of proximity, rather than its cause, which is then taken up as a sign of inheritance.158 In this 

way I would argue that the use of the word “sister” within SI, not only reflects family resemblance, 

but makes the women become alike by their proximity, which they obtain when becoming member. 

Furthermore, this means that they would not regard each other as close, or sisters, if they had not 

become  members.  The  current  president  of  SIS emphasizes  for  example  that  “sister”  is  not 

something one uses in any other context, thus making it a way of enhancing ones SI membership. 

Together with the consideration that SI somehow is a closed circle of members, she adds that it is a 

way of making it private and personal. However, she explains that she would never dream of calling 

her colleagues at work sister, except for those she know very well. It is not only the jargon itself  

that is inherited, but even the proximity one has to some bodies and not others. 

According to the current SIS president, one does not only refer to each other as sisters within 

the club or the union, but also across unions and federations. She explains that when talking about 

soroptimists in other parts of the world, one usually refers to “our soroptimist  sisters there and 

there”. I ask her if there is any difference between “other” sisters and the sisters within the club, and  

she replies “no, no”, in a self-explanatory way. But,  clearly  for  some,  like  the  previous  SIS 

president stated above, sisterhood can be optional, something one can choose. She explains that one 

does not have to call all the other soroptimists “sister”, because, with some of them one does not 

feel the same sense of community, as with others. This can be compared to the fact that she has 

experienced personal “attacks” by other members. Thus, becoming a sister is not something all do, 

but is based on the relation one has with different members. Depending on proximity and distance, 

one can become different kinds of sisters – those who help me in my private life, and those that 

merely are in the same organization as me. When considering the role proximity has for emotions, 

some sisters clearly affects more than others. But when using the term “sister”, it is also the case 

that some people outside of the organization are not even sisters at all.

As mentioned in the beginning of this chapter, the incoming president considered calling 

each  other  sister  as  a  kind  of  jargon  one  applies  as  a  member.  But  in  another  part  of  our 

157 Ahmed, “A phenomenology of whiteness”, p. 154-155
158 Ibid., p. 155
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conversation  she  adds  that  sisterhood  is  to  become  acquainted  with  other  people  in  different 

cultures and feel community with them. I ask her if she specifically refers to women when referring 

to  “people”, and she replies that it actually does not have to be women, that it does not matter, but  

when you are in this organization and use it, then it becomes women. For her, being a soroptimist 

should not only be appropriated by women, an ideal picture would be if the whole family could be 

included and activated in SI: 

Familjen, eller hustrun och mannen, det blir en 
helhet. Man kan inte alltid bara dela på sig, det 
blir  ju  mera  engagemang om båda...  /---/  Jag 
vet att jag någon gång ställt frågan om vi inte 
ska ha våra män med. Men då är det några som 
är änkor och några är inte gifta och så blir det 
att några har sina män med och andra inte. Vad 
blir det på det? Är vi rädda för att dem som inte 
har  känner  sig  utanför?  Det  skulle  ju  inte 
behöva vara så. Det skulle ju kunna tillföra en 
massa.  Fast  förstås,  inte  på  våra  vanliga 
möten... 

                        

The  family,  or  the  wife  and  the  husband,  it  
becomes  a  unit.  You  cannot  always  split  up,  
there will be more commitment if both... /---/ I  
know that I, at one time or another, have posed  
the  question  if  we  shouldn't  bring  our  
husbands.  But  then  there  are  those  that  are  
widows  and  those  that  are  not  married,  and  
then some will have their husbands with them  
and others not. Where would that lead us? Are  
we afraid that those that don't have, will feel  
left  out?  It  shouldn't  have  to  be  like  that.  It  
could  add  a  lot.  But  of  course,  not  in  our  
ordinary meetings...
                          (The Incoming SIS President)

In stating her ambivalence with the use of the term “sister”, there underlies a belief that it will close 

the  organization  off  to  others  –  not  other  women,  but  men.  In  her  opinion,  this  not  only  is  a  

hindrance to others but to the organization itself, since engagement increases when making “the 

family” a part of it, although they should not be a part of ordinary meetings. I find it important to 

state here that she characterizes the family as consisting of a wife and a husband, thus pointing to 

the fact that a soroptimist orientation may also be a “heterosexual orientation”. If this is true, being 

a sister is then maybe not something all women can become, but only heterosexual women. 

When I ask the current  SIS president if they regard women outside of the organization as 

sisters as well, she replies: 

Det var en bra fråga. Alltså, jag tror, när man 
blir medlem, då blir man ju också naturligtvis 
direkt en soroptimist syster i klubben. Jag vet 
inte hur andra...  Jag kan ju bara tala för mig 
själv när jag svarar på den här frågan. Men när 
jag tänker på det, så tror jag att det är den här 
tillhörigheten i den här  gruppen, men när jag 
möter andra kvinnor så tar jag förhoppningsvis 
den här känslan, det här bemötandet med mig. 

That's a good question. Well, I think, when one  
becomes  a  member,  then  obviously  one  
instantaneously becomes a soroptimist sister, in  
the club. I don't know how others... I can only  
speak for myself considering this question. But  
when  I  think  about  it,  then  I  believe  that  it  
above all is this belonging, in this group, but  
when  I  meet  other  women,  hopefully  I  will  
bring this feeling, this addressing with me.  

                 (The SIS President)

Becoming member and becoming sister,  is  closely tied within  SI,  at  the same time as one can 

become different kinds of members, and different kinds of sisters. Some in proximity, others in 

distance. But, what by some is considered to glue it all together, or in Ahmed's terms: make bodies 

“stick”, is not only the holding of membership or the the prefix of “sister”, but the inhabitancy of 
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the so called “soroptimist spirit”. 

When talking to members, a few of them refer to what they call the “soroptimist spirit”. For 

example when talking of how good some members in the club has been to others, they exclaim:  

“that's true soroptimist spirit”. But when I question the current and previous  SIS president, they 

seem to be uncertain to what these members mean by it. The previous SIS president member states 

that it probably refers to the way members care for one another, but also how one cares for other 

women outside the organization:

Jag  som  soroptimist  vill  ge  den  känslan  till 
andra  soroptimister  att  behöver  du  mig  eller 
vill  du  mig något  så  finns  jag  här,  jag  finns 
alltid här för dig, jag gör vad jag kan. Men det 
skulle  jag  göra  mot  min  grannfru  också 
egentligen.  Det  är  nog  det  som  menas  med 
soroptimistandan:  ”jag  finns  här,  du  är 
välkommen.”  Så  ska  det  ju  vara  egentligen. 
Sen är det ju individuellt, alla är ju inte samma.

I, as a soroptimist, wants to give the feeling to  
other soroptimists that if you need me, or want  
something from me, then I'm here, I'm always  
here for you, I do what I can. But, I would do  
that even to my neighbor's wife, really. This is  
probably the meaning of  the soroptimist spirit:  
“I am here, you are welcome.” That's the way  
it should be, really. But on the other hand, it's  
individual, all are not the same.

                    (The previous SIS President)

Considering her statement, ”the soroptimist spirit” could be viewed as an ideal orientation, an ideal 

way of relating to the rest of the world, I regard this spirit  as the form of “solidarity” that the 

relationships within SI is based upon. In both Dean and Mohanty's accounts of solidarity, it seems 

as  they  regard  their  respective  notions,  whether  it  be  reflective  solidarity  or  an  imagined 

community,  as  the  ideal  way  to  make  women  work  together,  without  losing  sight  of  their 

differences. However, when looking at Deans explanation of conventional solidarity, it seems as 

though “the soroptimist spirit” bares many resemblances.159 It is both an inward and outward type 

of solidarity, making members raise their claims and concerns to one another, at the same time as  

producing an outward “we-ness”, by being simultaneously informed by “sisterhood”. This poses a 

problem, since as Dean argues, both these types of conventional solidarity  creates exclusion by 

constructing  a  restricted  notion  of  “us”  and  “them”,  thus  delimiting  the  available  identity 

concepts.160  

As when Ahmed discusses ideals, “the soroptimist spirit” is an ideal that not all members 

confine to, or even can obtain. The current  SIS president considers the term to be multifaceted, 

since there are clubs where one is not all that nice to each other. Thus, it is an ideal with a varied 

implementation. I ask her if the term is related to the interpretation of Soroptimist as “best sister”,  

and she believes that this is a common  derivation, made by members. But, she adds that one should 

not forget,  which some often do, that it  is also about learning how to work in an organization.  

According to her, this is an old idea based on the general belief that all people, at one point in their  

159 See Dean, Solidarity of Strangers, p. 18 
160 Ibid., pp. 25-26 
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life, should experience the life of community activities:  

Man ska ha årsmöte, man ska nominera till val, 
man  ska  lära  sig  hur  den  här  representativa 
demokratin  går  till  och  man  ska  fatta 
beslut. /---/ Men det som händer då när man är 
i den här lilla gruppen, som jag ändå tycker att 
en  klubb är,  det  är  ju  att  man träffar  väldigt 
många  olika  individer.  Man  träffar  också 
individer som man tycker är förskräckliga, som 
man absolut har svårt att jobba med, som man 
inte  skulle  välja  om  man  skulle  välja  sin 
bekantskapskrets. Men på något sätt så måste 
man ju lära  sig  att  hantera det  med,  och  det 
tycker jag har lärt mig mycket!

You have to have an annual meeting, you  
have  to  nominate  for  elections,  you  will  
learn  how  the  representative  democracy  
works, and you have to make decisions. /---/  
But,  what  happens  ,when  you're  in  this  
small group, which I still think a club is, is  
that you meet a lot of different individuals.  
You will also meet individuals that you find  
repelling,  that  you  certainly  find  hard  to  
work with, that you wouldn't have chosen if  
you would be able to choose your circle of  
friends. But, in some way you have to learn  
to deal with this too, and that's been very  
instructive to me!

                            (The SIS President)

Furthermore, the term is another way of making the members feel that they belong to the group, i.e. 

the club or the organization. When speaking of the soroptimist spirit, the current SIS president refers 

to some similar terms, used in other contexts, such as “entrepreneur spirit” or “company spirit”. In 

her opinion, they probably have the same function,  in  the sense that they encourage people  in 

working together. But, one of the other important aspects, she adds, is that being a soroptimist also 

involves having a sanctuary. When being at meetings, being here is good enough,  “I am good 

enough as I am here”. Thus, the soroptimist spirit is in another way the feeling of being at home, of  

being able to relax. But what is it that these women need to relax from? In the mind of the current 

SIS president, it seems to be ones private family life in combination with workload. Maybe, this 

then, is the reason as to why women need to be working in a profession in order to be eligible as  

members?

6.1.3 The Importance of “professional women”

Ja,  det  var  ju  så  det  startade  en  gång  från 
början. Jag levde ju inte då så jag vet ju inte 
hur  yrkeslivet  var  för  kvinnor  då,  men  du 
behöver  inte  gå  så  långt  tillbaka  i  tiden  i 
Sverige  heller,  förrän  du  hittar  exempel  på 
hårresande  diskrimineringar  mot  kvinnor,  du 
hittar dom ju idag också. Så att starta en sån 
här organisation där yrkeskvinnor kunde stärka 
varandra, det fanns nog säkert ett jättebehov av 
det. Och kanske nu också.

Well,  that's  how  it  started  one  time  at  the  
beginning. I  didn't  live then,  so I don't  know  
how the professional life was for women back  
then, but you don't have to travel that far back  
in  Sweden  either  to  find  examples  of  de-
vastating discriminations against  women,  you  
find  them  even  today.  So,  to  start  an  
organization  like  this,  where  professional  
women could strengthen each other, there was  
probably a huge need for it. Maybe even now 
as well. 

                                                   (The SIS President)

According to the “Training Manual for Soroptimists in the European Federation”, one should not 
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only look at service sectors, but also sectors such as: media; different administrative authorities of 

the city; agriculture or hotel management, when finding members.161 One should furthermore invite 

women from “all levels”, not just academics. Thus, it seems a soroptimist does not have to be in a 

specific  kind of  profession,  and,  contrary to  the statement  of  the previous  SIS president  that  a 

“soroptimist” is a well educated woman, a member does not even have to have an academic degree. 

But when looking closer at what kind of professions my informants have and what they tell me 

about other members, it seems as though a soroptimist is not a woman with a low-paid job, but for 

example: a physician; lawyer; teacher or social welfare officer. Some of them are even supervisors 

or executive directors. When considering the historical research done by Helen McCarthy on female 

service clubs, it becomes clear that being informed by a context of professional women influences 

the orientation of  SI in a certain way, since it also involves looking at the identity of women in 

specific ways.162 When regarding that this orientation also made the members in the interwar years, 

look at themselves as experts, achieving “firsts” for women by being professional, and linking it to 

Ahmed's discussion on orientations as inherited, it may still be a present orientation. Juxtaposed to 

the fact that although many more women are professionally working today, it is still stated as a  

specific requirement when becoming member. 

According to some of the members, it is important that the women one invites as a member 

have a different profession than the rest of the members in the club. But since it is hard finding new 

members,  one  is  allowed to  choose  a  new member  in  the  same profession  as  another  current 

member after five years.  Having different  professions and being in different areas of society is 

important according to the previous  SIS president, since in this way one learns about the society 

from different dimensions, as well as acquainting women with different views:

Vi  pratar  mycket  om  det  här  med  mång-
kulturalitet,  men varje  yrke, varje  profession, 
har  ju  sin  kultur.  Så,  även  om du  har  olika 
människogruppers kultur, så kommer du också 
i kontakt med olika professioners kultur och i 
olika länder /---/ det är där som jag har lärt mig 
väldigt mycket om samhället. Men sedan har 
jag ju haft ett sådant yrke där jag har kommit i 
kontakt  med  olika  kulturer.  Jag  har  varit 
högskolelärare i folkhälsovetenskap, och så har 
jag  varit  koordinator  för  internationella 
relationer på högskolan där jag jobbar. 

We speak a lot  about this multicultural  thing,  
but  every  occupation,  every  profession,  have  
their  own  culture.  So,  even  if  you've  got  the  
culture of different ethnic groups, you will also  
become acquainted with the culture of different  
professions, and in different countries /---/ it's  
there  that I  have  learned a lot  about  society.  
But  then  again,  I've  also  had  a  profession  
where  I've  become  acquainted  to  different  
cultures.  I've  been  a  university  teacher  in  
public  health,  and  also  a  co-ordinator  of  
international relations at the university were I  
work.

             (The previous SIS President)

By equating  “multiculturalism” with  cultural  differences  and at  the  same time comparing it  to 

161  “Utbildningskompendium för Soroptimister inom Europafederationen, 2007”, p. 15
       http://www.soroptimistsweden.se/upload/files/Unionsfakta_handbok/Utbildnings_kompendium.pdf 2011-03-27

162 McCarthy, p. 545
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“professional cultures”, cultural differences appears to spread over two layers in the  SI network. 

While pointing to both professional and cultural differences between soroptimists, SI is imagined as 

a field where diversity not only exist but is an asset. By pointing to both what her membership has 

brought her, and how her professional skills has helped her in obtaining this, she also gives an 

example of how these different fields of knowledge production (or should I say orientation devices) 

work  interchangeably.  Already  using  the  word  “multicultural”  may  evoke  an  inquiry  here, 

considering  Nira  Yuval-Davis  statement  that  multiculturalism  involves  seeing  culture  as  an 

essentialized identity informed by ethnicity, thus informing borders between “us” an “them” by 

myths of common origin.163 When relating to Ahmed, however, drawing on multiculturalism and 

difference may also be a way of generating a positive white  identity,  since it  makes the white 

subject feel good about itself when declaring anti-racism.164 Perhaps then, relating multiculturalism 

to professional difference, is a way to enhance that SI is an organization in which differences are 

comprehended, thus declaring an image of inclusivity. 

The incoming  SIS president confirms that the underlying idea, with being an organization 

for professional women, is that one is supposed to have an exchange in one's professional life – to 

have a network that you know, and with people in other professions that can help you in your own 

career.  But, of course, she adds, you won't have any real exchange if all were in a profession far  

away from your own. Furthermore, she tells me that being in a profession is also important in order 

to be able to visit one's work places, a standing element of club activity. According to her, these 

visits are important in the sense that seeing one's workplace makes it easier to become acquainted. 

Thus, again showing how orientations are informed by proximity. The problem is, she adds, that  

when you are retired you eventually more or less loose contact with your workplace – even if you 

can tell others about your work, you cannot arrange visits – and the longer you are a pensioner, she 

explains, you become more of a general interesting person. In this view, having a profession is, to  

use Ahmed's words, to have a dwelling place, a point from which the rest of the word unfolds. As 

Ahmed states, this involves that what you do shapes the objects you come into contact with, and 

following this I argue that having a certain profession affects the objects or people you come into 

contact with.165 But at  the same time, what  gets near also shapes what you can do – having a  

profession may put certain things proximate and orient you in a certain way. Having a profession 

informs your life according to what your profession allows you to do. In this case, it not only allows 

you to become a member, but it also allows you to obtain the “right” orientation, since those who 

are not working seems to have lost their ability to obtain an orientation that makes them interesting 

163 Yuval-Davis, “Women, Ethnicity and Empowerment”p. 182
164 Ahmed, “Declarations of whiteness”, p. 7
165 See Ahmed, “Orientations - Toward a Queer Phenomenology”, p. 545
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in a specific way. In the view of the incoming SIS president, an ideal soroptimist is not a woman 

that has had a profession, but a woman that is professionally active. In this sense, one's status as a 

soroptimist seems to depend on one's level of professional activity.

The current SIS president informs me that in many countries, members of SI consist of small 

privileged elites. She tells me about a work related trip she made to Brazil and how she contacted 

one of the clubs there, wanting to meet with them. According to her, these women were all well 

paid, or married to well paid husbands, living in the nicest apartments or houses, in the best parts of 

town.

Och  med  det  vill  jag  ju  säga  att  i  dom här 
länderna där det finns soroptimister så är det ju 
enorma skillnader. I norden är det ju inte riktigt 
så. Jag menar när jag började så jobbade dom 
flesta  som  var  med  i  klubben  i  offentlig 
förvaltning.  Det  var  ekonomiföreståndare, 
sjuksköterskor, lärare, alltså dom typer av jobb 
där  du  hittar  många  kvinnor,  så  det  var  inte 
någon elit så. Och det är ju också meningen att 
det ska vara en spridning mellan olika yrken så 
att man lär sig lite och förstår varandras yrken. 

With  this,  I  want  to  point  out  that  in  those  
countries  where  there  are  soroptimists,  there  
are incredible differences. It's not quite like that  
in the nordic countries. I mean, when I started,  
most  of  the  members  in  my  club  worked  in  
public  administration.  They  were  economic  
managers, nurses, teachers, that is, those lines  
of  work where you'll  find most  women,  so,  it  
wasn't  an  elite  or  anything.  And  that's  the  
purpose,  that  there  is  a  spread  between  
different  occupations,  so  that  one  can  learn  
about  and  understand  each  other's  lines  of  
work. 
                (The SIS President) 

Regarding the fact that most of the women nowadays, at least in Sweden have a profession, I ask 

her if she believes that it can be the attraction for some women wanting to become members, that it 

is inhabited by an elite. She replies that today it is probably more attractive for professional women 

to become members of non-segregated organizations, where both men and women are welcome. 

Perhaps todays women do not  need the sanctuary offered by  SI anymore,  or  maybe they have 

figured out that a male network is more advantageous when finding work, she explains. Although 

these were not the reasons as to why she herself became a member, and she adds that one should be 

perfectly clear about the fact that it is tough being a professional woman. Clearly then she evokes 

the idea, identified by Diane Balser that being a professional woman, involves having a double 

oppression.166 One  of  my  informants  furthermore  tells  me  that  her  profession  is  very  male-

dominated, therefore being a soroptimist makes her reconnect to and keep some of her feminine 

sides. This need seems to even have made her into somewhat of an hoarder of memberships in 

professional women's organizations. For example, she tells me that she is a member of both  SI, 

Zonta and  Inner Wheel (two other female service clubs). At the annual  SIS meeting, one of the 

organizers declares during a toast, that being in a traditionally male profession made her become a 

soroptimist since it would help her acquire non-male role models.

166 See Balser, Sisterhood and Solidarity
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However, the requirement of being a professional woman in order to become member in SI, seems 

to be solely based on experience sharing and not work-opportunity sharing. One woman, being both 

a member of Rotary and SI, tells me that it is never the case that one gets a job through being a 

Soroptimist, while in Rotary, men continuously give each other jobs all the time. But if the benefit 

of being a member of a professional women's organization is  not to be able to obtain jobs, what 

then, is it that makes the members stay on as members? While it may be argued that becoming a 

member involves becoming a sister, it may also be argued that the benefit of membership involves 

obtaining other sisters – a family outside of family, or support outside of family and work. In the 

following chapter I wish to focus on and examine the benefits of membership as stated by the 

members, and in the material produced by SIS and SI. 

6.2 Sisters with Benefits – the SI Network

As stated on the SI web-page, most of the benefits of membership relates to the fact that one is part 

of a  network.  For instance one benefit  includes meeting like-minded women across  the world; 

another to join an “international network of friendship” with women from many different cultures 

and countries; and a third, to “Network with professional and business women who change society 

for the better”.167 When relating the structure of SI to the work of Keck and Sikkink, it can be stated 

that  this  network  involves  domestic  and  global  interconnections.168 However,  as  theories  on 

solidarity  has  made clear:  when connecting  these levels,  the  relationships  can  be  informed  by 

certain exclusions. In the following I therefore wish to engage with how the network structure of SI 

informs  the  relationship  between  members  in  different  directions.  This  includes  looking  more 

closely at the idea of an “international network of friendship”, which I believe can be linked to the  

idea of a “soroptimist spirit”, i.e. as based on a certain idea of solidarity. If I in the previous chapter 

argued that becoming a member means obtaining a certain orientation, this chapter will examine 

how this orientation informs the SI-network. 

6.2.1 Local and Global Exchanges within the SI Network

When talking to my informants, whether built  on feelings of sisterhood or on information and 

knowledge exchange, it is the network you obtain as a member of SI that is depicted as the most 

167 http://www.soroptimistinternational.org/become-a-member/benefits-of-membership   2011-03-20
168 See Keck and Sikkink, Activists beyond borders – advocacy networks in international politics.
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appreciative benefit.  However,  when comparing  the  members  personal  view on the benefits  of 

membership, and the SI webpage, there seems to be an incoherence. While the SI webpage focuses 

on the exchange between the local and the global, most of my informants focus on the exchange 

between members at the local level, i.e. in the club. The SIS president emphasizes that even though 

the  reasons  for  becoming  a  member  is  very  different  for  different  women,  many  women  are 

members because of the enjoyable meetings they have in the club:

När jag började så hjälpte det mig att komma in 
i  närsamhället  på  ett  helt  annat  sätt  än  jag 
kunde  ha  gjort  utan  den  här  organisationen. 
Därför  att  dels  så  hade  jag  ju  då  mitt  jobb, 
barnens fritidsintressen och mycket annat som 
tog  tid.  Så  det  här  samhällsintresset  att 
verkligen försöka förstå vad som hände i mitt 
närsamhälle i olika avseenden, det var inte så 
mycket tid över till det. Men i och med att jag 
gick med och vi hade möten varje månad och 
man träffades på olika platser  och hade olika 
föreläsare, så har jag ju fått en otrolig inblick i 
samhällslivet i min stad. Man får ju ett inträde 
på ett sätt som man absolut inte får annars. 

When I started, it helped me in the sense that I  
became  acquainted  with  my  surrounding  
community  in  a  totally  different  way  than  
being  without  this  organization.  Because,  
partly I had my work, the children's hobbies  
and  a  lot  of  other  things  that  was  time  
consuming. So, this interest in society, to really  
try  and  understand  what's  happening  in  my  
surrounding community from different aspects,  
there wasn't much time left for it. But, when I  
joined and we had meetings each month and  
met  at  different  places  and  had  different  
lecturers, I gained an incredible insight to the  
society life of my town. You get an entrance to  
it in a way you absolutely wouldn't get other-
wise.

             (The SIS President)

Many of my informants felt that opportunities for knowing ones local community better, as well as 

the exchange between the professional women in the club, was the most appealing benefits of a 

membership. For example, a member born in Denmark, tells me how she after marrying a swede, 

came here not knowing anyone. But, because of the fact that her mother was a member in Denmark 

and therefore could set up a contact with a swedish SI club, she was able to get a close introduction 

to Sweden and the swedish society. At the same time, the members of the club in Denmark could 

look after her mother, when not being able to herself. Several other members attest to how being a  

member has helped them develop a social network when moving from one city to another. One 

member even explains to me that non of the members in her club were born in the city in which 

their club exists, they all moved there later in life. She adds that being a member helped them 

getting to know their surrounding society much easier and faster, than if they hadn't been members. 

Referring to the work of Ahmed, one could even say that the club has helped the new members in 

confronting an unfamiliar place by helping them in their orientation. However, this orientation is 

not “objective”, since it, as Ahmed claims, is created in relation to certain objects or persons. One 

can even claim that it  is not just  any orientation that  the new member gains,  but a soroptimist  

orientation to society. The question is whether this orientation involves a simple adaptation, or if it 

is contested by the members?

Being a member, for some, means having a sanctuary specifically connected to the club. 
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According to a member from western Sweden, the club as sanctuary involves having a place where 

one can meet others on the same terms, and not people that are either competitors or clients. A 

member from southern Sweden argues that having a club where members have different professions 

helps avoid competition between women, since women who are in the same work place tend to 

compete with each other. She adds, that  SI also helps one escape this by being based on another 

common ground – a curiosity about things. What this curiosity is she does not say, but it seems as 

though it is a general curiosity about others, who one have other things in common with than being 

in the same profession. However, as will become clear later on, this curiosity towards others is 

orientated in different ways, considering that the other person can be either inside or outside the 

network, a potential member, or one in need of help. This curiosity is another part of what aligns 

some bodies and not others, and make them “stick”.

While some find the club to be a relaxing place free from outside demands, others find its 

formal elements demanding. One of the problems with SIS on club level seems to be that there are 

only certain members that take on the responsibility of the board. As the president from a club in 

SIS South Region explains to me, there is a certain spot that has to do it over and over again. Thus,  

all members do not seem to enjoy the more formal parts of the  SI network. Furthermore, when 

speaking about the importance of learning the routines of the club activities, the SIS president tells 

me that it is not easy to find the time for it in the club:

Men  om  man  ser  rent  konkret  när  man  har 
möten  så  är  det  ju  svårt  att  få  ihop  det  där 
därför att dels så ska man ju då träffas.  Man 
ska  hinna  äta,  hinna  med  programmet  och 
hinna med soroptimist ärendena som kommer 
någonstans på slutet när alla vill gå hem. Så ja, 
det  är  inte  helt  lätt  heller  att  driva  den  där 
verksamheten i den där lilla cellen. Och sen ska 
man ju också göra någonting, gärna ha något 
projekt där man samarbetar kring eller stöttar 
något. 

If  you  look  at  having  meetings  more  con-
cretely, it's hard to put it all together, because  
on  the  one  hand,  you're  supposed  to  meet.  
You're supposed to have the time to eat, to have  
the program and to deal with the soroptimist  
business, which comes some-where in the end,  
when everybody wants to go home. So yes, it's  
not that easy to run this activity in this small  
cell either. And then you're also supposed to do  
something, preferably have some project when  
you  work  together  around,  or  support  some-
thing.

             (The SIS President)

In this way, it seems that for some, the informal relationships between women is the main benefit of 

being a member of a women's network such as SI. This can be compared to Annelise Riles theory of 

the network as a “phenomenon seen twice”, in the way that the network and the personal relations 

are versions of one another.169 But as she makes clear, this also means that the network can become 

and end in itself, an incentive for creating a more extensive network, a more extensive friendship,  

instead of using the network in making connections between problems, persons and institutions. 170 

As the incoming SIS president also adds, one has to keep coming to meetings, even when you do 

169 Riles, p. 27
170 Ibid., pp. 50-51
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not want to, because otherwise you are not loyal to the club. Furthermore, she tells me that this is  

why  they  have  a  fifty  percent  presence  requirement,  something  that  might  not  suit  younger 

members that wants to spend time with their friends and family. Thus, being a soroptimist does not 

only mean putting the club first, but also certain persons, at least when the meetings take place. 

What then, constitutes a meeting? Well, drawing from the quote above it clearly involves a 

dinner, a program and ”soroptimist business”. In the SIS handbook an example is given of what a 

meeting agenda could look like and that this should entail a “candle ceremony”, the monthly letter 

of the SIS president, a dinner, a discussion on new potential members, an “ego talk”, and a guest  

speaker.171 However, it is only the “candle ceremony” and the “ego talk” that is being specified. The 

“ego talk” or the “professional talk”, is a talk given by a person with the aim of supplying the others  

with a good insight to one's professional life as well as one's more private, personal sides172. When I 

was at a club meeting in Stockholm there was en ego talk hosted by one of the members that lasted 

almost an hour, but they can also be shorter. The incoming  SIS president tells me how her club 

adopted ego talks, four or five minutes long, in order to get acquainted to all the new members that 

they suddenly found themselves to have when merging with another club. According to her, this 

was later changed so that all members had to host an ego talk since all the new members also 

wanted to get to know the old ones, even though they were not professionally working women 

anymore. Thus, having “ego talks” seems to be a way of orientating the members of the club – 

becoming more acquainted by finding each other as individual members. A way of putting one 

another in proximity. But, it may also tighten the bond between these individuals and strengthen the 

club as a group and a unit. As stated in the previous chapter when drawing on Ahmed, becoming 

closer to each other also means becoming more alike or even being alike in the first place. Thus, the 

ego  talks  not  only  help  the  members  become  more  acquainted  with  each  other,  it  also  helps 

orientating the club into a coherent  collective.  This is  also informed by the club name,  which 

usually tells what city one live in. When being at the annual union meeting it became obvious to me 

that presenting oneself, also meant stating ones club belonging. Since I never stated a club when 

introducing myself, the members I spoke to immediately asked me what club I belonged to.  Most 

of the members furthermore, had shiny metal name tags, with the title of their club underneath their 

name.

Returning to  the club agenda,  the “candle ceremony” is  described in  the Handbook for 

Swedish  Soroptimists  as  a  “beautiful  ceremony”  in  which  four  candles  are  lit.  The  first  one 

represents  Soroptimist  International;  the second one the European Federation; the third one the 

171 ”Handbok för Svenska Soroptmister”, p. 4
172 Ibid.
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Swedish Union; and the fourth one the club. But, when a new club is being chartered the order is 

reversed. According to the handbook, there exists several different candle ceremonies, but as they 

state,  the swedish one is  the one used most  consistently.173 In this way, I  would argue that the 

handbook is not only making the Swedish union standout in relation to other nationalities or unions 

within  SI,  but  making  it  into  an  ideal.  When  being  at  the  annual  union  meeting  the  invited 

international guest, the danish SI president, was asked to lit the international candle, the governor 

the federation candle, the SIS president the union candle, and a member from the hosting club the 

club candle. Thus, it is important to always make the members aware of the different levels of the 

organization, but at the same time it could be said that this ceremony is a way of declaring the  

power dimension between these levels. To lit  the international  candle before the federation, the 

federation before that of the union, and the union before the club candle, is in my opinion not a 

coincidence, but a way of stating the degree of power of the respective levels. This power relation 

also appears in a conversation I had with one of my oldest informants. I ask her, being a member for 

so long, if she has experienced any changes through the years, and she explains to me that it has  

become more complicated to be a member, and more restrained:

Dom  lastar  på  från  federationen  ganska 
mycket,  det  tycker jag faktiskt.  Det här  med 
”director” och allt vad de hittar på, vi hade ju 
så  bra  när  vi  hade  koordinatorerna,  och  vi 
kommer  ju  att  fortsätta  med  det  i  klub-
ben.  /---/  Det  var  lite  mer  självständigt  förr, 
och så tycker jag att vår union har varit dålig 
på att skicka motioner till  federationsmötena. 
Även vi måste ju vara kritiska och dessutom 
komma med  några  goda  förslag.  Vi  behöver 
lite förnyelse, men inte förnyelse med krångel.

The Federation is putting a lot of load on us,  
really. This thing with 'director' and all of that,  
it  was perfectly  fine before  when we had the  
coordinators,  which  we will  continue  with  in  
the  club.  /---/  It  was  a  bit  more  independent  
before,  and  I  think  our  union  has  been  
insufficient when sending bills to the federation  
meetings.  Even we must be critical and come 
up with some good suggestions. We need some  
change, but not complicated change.

             (Honorary Member)

She  thinks  that  the  changes  are  orders  from  above,  and  not  based  on  the  root  level  of  the 

organization, and this makes her regard the membership as less independent than before. To be 

critical and implement changes is however not so easy on club, or even union level. At the annual 

union meeting the members for example voted against the board of SIS, and the bill claiming that 

members over 65 should be able to become club president was approved. According to the by-laws 

of  SI,  members over 65 are not eligible as presidents because it  is after all an organization for 

professionally working women. But, considering there are so few members that either want, or have 

the time to become club president, a majority of the delegates at the annual union meeting took a 

stand against this. When later having a conversation with one of the current  SIS governors, she 

explains to me that even though this decision has been made at union level, it still has to become a 

part of the federation agenda and be voted for by a majority of the other governors, otherwise the 

173 ”Handbok för Svenska Soroptmister”, p. 4
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by-law  will  stay  the  same.  SI being  an  international  organization  then,  seems  to  involve  a 

centralization  of  power,  since  it  is  the  international  level  that  has  the  last  vote,  regarding  the 

structure of SI. Thus, it seems as though SI in one aspect is trapped in the one-way communication 

that Breny Mendoza warns transnational feminism of, since  SI fails to comprehend its different 

localities.174 And as she writes,  this can create a universalism based on imperialistic grounds. I 

would therefore argue that such a centralizing of power,  makes it  difficult  for the members to 

critique  SI,  whenever they find their understanding of specific issues to be based on the wrong 

grounds.

Others find the union and federation level important in order to understand what kind of an 

organization SI really is. The previous president tells me that some time after becoming a member 

she  started  questioning  it,  but  when  attending  a  european  congress  in  Vienna  she  suddenly 

understood what is was all about. At the annual union meeting, one member also tells me how it  

took some time for her to realize what SI was. She believes that a good idea would be to let new 

members become delegates early on in their membership, since then they would quickly understand 

what it is all about – to be together all day long and eat together, makes it possible to get to know 

one another in a whole different way, she adds. However, she also explains to me that this is her 

first time at an annual union meeting and that she considered the meeting to be kind of spiritless:

Vad är det egentligen som diskuteras på mötena 
och  vad  skulle  man  kunna diskutera?  Istället 
åker man hit, går igenom mötet snabbt för att 
sedan kunna äta gott ihop och ha trevligt. Och 
det kostar ju mycket pengar som skulle kunna 
användas till annat.

What's  being  discussed  in  these  meetings  
really,  and  what  is  it  that  you  could  be  
discussing? Instead, you go here, skip through  
the meeting, so that you can eat good food and  
have a nice time. And this costs a lot of money  
that could be spent otherwise.
                 (Delegate from SIS West Region)

I regard this as her way of stating that an underlying purpose with the meeting is to build on each 

others  friendships,  instead  of  discussing the  official  business.  Furthermore,  this  friendship also 

seems to put the finances of the organization in the wrong direction,  toward the members self-

interest, instead of towards the work conducted within the organization. 

A discussion widely held in SIS, and a question that constantly occurs at the annual union 

meeting, regards the expensive membership fees. Some members blame the European Federation 

for this, considering that the fee only goes into the pockets of the federation staff, while others 

regard it as a hindrance to obtaining new members. However, as one member explains to me at a 

lunch during the annual union meeting, it is a strange discussion to have since clearly, when looking 

at the members accessories and clothes, this is women who are well-off. I would argue that this 

conversation  on  membership  fees  is  based  on  proximity  and  distance  in  the  sense  that  the 

174 See Mendoza
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relationships between members within one level  of  SI are closer than the  relationship  between 

members at different levels. As the honorary member also explains to me, being a honorary member 

means that you do not have to pay membership fees, however, she pays her club anyway because 

she likes them so much. Furthermore, when attending a meeting between the club presidents in 

Stockholm, this discussion on membership fees is raised yet again. But, then one member explains 

that she can understand why it costs so much, because they do a lot of hard work at federation level.  

She also confronts the claim that governors get their travels and housing funded when attending 

federation meetings, and states that this is not at all true because when she was a governor she had 

to pay most of the costs herself. However, as one of the other members notes, this former governor 

gets to have that impression because she has experienced the other levels of SI, something that most 

members never do. Thus, the orientation one has towards the different levels in SI is informed by 

proximity in the way that having experienced a level for oneself, and having met others at that level,  

has also made one look at that specific level in another way. As Ahmed notes, when discussing 

orientations informed by objects: “The necessity of moving around the object, to capture more than 

its profile, shows that the other sides of the object are unavailable to me at the point from which it is 

viewed, which is why it must be intended.”175 Thus, the orientation informed by a certain level of 

the organization can be said to make certain things invisible for the member. 

However, having this orientation, does not mean that one needs to look at all the members of 

one level in the same way. The former governor at the club president meeting in Stockholm, tells 

the others that when she was at a federation meeting in Paris, the participants from Africa (who also 

are members of the european federation) had trouble being punctual, at the same time as governors  

from Germany, Netherlands and the Nordic countries where at the meeting ahead of time. This 

caused tension, since those who were on time was in for a long wait. Another member then adds, by 

referring to a trip she made to Africa, that that's their culture, africans are not accustomed to arrive 

in time. In my opinion, this is an expression of how the federation meeting is informed by a western 

view of having meetings, in which one is expected to come on time. Furthermore, although both 

members from Africa and members from Germany, the Netherlands, and the nordic countries are 

members of the european federation, a border is here drawn between “us” and “them” in which the 

later members are viewed as belonging to the “us” and the african members as “them”. By drawing 

on the idea that it is part of the african culture to be late, I would also argue, as I have done earlier,  

that such statements are informed by a multiculturalist orientation, in which a division between us 

and them is based on myths of common origin.176 However, in this case the differences are not seen 

175 Ahmed, “Orientations - Toward a Queer Phenomenology”, p. 548
176 See Yuval-Davis, in “Women, Ethnicity and Empowerment”
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as beneficial, but as origins of tension between members.

 When talking to members there seems to be an incoherence between how the informants 

explain  SI and how they experience it. When stating the benefits they have of  SI, most of them 

focus on the network in the club, but when explaining the organization as such many of them begin 

by focusing on the global aspects. For instance, one informant tells me that SI is the biggest NGO 

for women in the world, while another describes it as a global association, existing in almost 100 

countries. One member even enhances that it is an “international” network for women. Thus, when 

trying to explain the organization to outsiders, such as myself, members seem to find it important to 

focus on the “international“ in Soroptimist International. Perhaps this is also due to the fact that I 

may be a potential  member,  and that they therefore focus on things they believe I  would find  

interesting.  As I mentioned in the previous chapter, becoming a member also means learning to 

become acquainted with people one have not met before, and maybe would not even choose as 

friends in the first place.  SI can therefore also be viewed as a beneficial place when it comes to 

learning how to co-exist with differences and “others”. But it could be questioned whether other 

members really are “others” in the way that they imagine them to be. After all, as the SI webpage 

states, it is an organization where “like-minded” women can meet. In the next section I therefore  

wish to look closer at the relationships between clubs from different unions. Relationships that are 

encouraged by the structure of SI by what they call “friendship links”, and how these are informed 

by difference and like-mindedness.

6.2.2 Friends Across Borders – Orientating the SI Friendship

Vi är en del av en världsomspännande organ-
isation  och  det  gäller  att  komma  ihåg  det 
ibland, för det är ju den yttersta meningen. Var 
man bara  en  klubb som träffades så  behöver 
man ju  inte  vara  soroptimist,  då  kan  man ju 
träffas ändå och få reda på om varandras yrken 
utan att vara med i soroptimisterna. Någonstans 
så gäller det ju att få tag i det här mer globala 
utbytet. 

We are  a part  of  a  world-wide organization,  
and since it's the main purpose, one sometimes  
needs  to  remember  that. If  you  only  were  a 
club that met, then you wouldn't have to be a  
soroptimist, then you could meet anyway and  
get  to  know  each  other's  profession  without  
being a member of the soroptimists. Somehow  
one has to attain this more global exchange    
                    (The Incoming SIS President)

For the incoming president, the global exchange is important to remember when being a member. 

Although, when I ask her what this global exchange is more precisely, she refers to other club 

members experiences and not her own. She tells me that some of the members in her club applied  

for  a  scholarship  distributed  by  SI,  which  made  it  possible  for  them  to  visit  soroptimists  in 

Australia, Canada and the USA. But, she adds, these members had been active on union level and it 
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was probably because of this that they knew about the possibilities of meeting other soroptimists 

abroad. Furthermore, she states that when traveling abroad one does not always have the time to 

meet other soroptimists. For example, the last time she was on vacation she traveled with her whole 

family, and the time was devoted to them. But it also has to do with the insecurity involved when 

approaching others that you do not know. She explains that she neither knew what the best way to 

approach them was, nor that she had the courage to do it by phone or email. Although she adds, if 

she would have taken contact with the local club she would surely had been well cared for, guided 

around, invited to meetings and experienced sisterhood with others. Even when using the network 

more  informally,  then,  that  is  when  not  attending  conventions  or  international  meetings,  it  is 

considered a benefit to have been involved with the network on other levels than club level. 

Even though  SIS members  occasionally visit  soroptimists  abroad,  it  is  most  often  done 

through what is called “Friendship Links”, which is the relationship between two or more clubs 

from different countries. Within SIS this is however simply termed Friend Clubs. In one edition of 

SI magazine TIS (The International Soroptimist, march 2011), with the title “Focus on Friendship”, 

the following quote can be read where the current international president, Hanne Jensbo, talks of 

friendship:

'What is FRIENDSHIP? Friendship is when you are down and troubled and your friend is beside  
you,  Friendship  is  when  you  have  an  open-minded  discussion  about  all  kinds  of  matters  and 
afterwards you are still friends, Friendship is a hug worth a thousand words, Friendship is when you 
meet  a  person  and  your  life  is  changed  forever,  Friendship  is  when  we  sing  the  Soroptimist 
Symphony together'.177

Furthermore, the current president of SIE is quoted in the following way:

'Since  the  founding  of  my  club,  SI Southeast  Flanders  in  Belgium,  in  1988,  I  have  visited 
Soroptimists in many countries and experienced first hand the friendship and hospitality that so 
characterizes our organization. At club level you would expect to see this warmth, but the true  
rewards of being a Soroptimist become even more apparent when you extend your involvement 
beyond the  local  level.  Being a  Soroptimist  means  sharing  a  common bond beyond national,  
language or cultural barriers. Friendship is indeed the very essence of Soroptimism.'178

Friendship Links, it is stated, has always been a meaningful way for Soroptimist clubs to get to 

know other members from around the world and to build appreciation and understanding of cultures  

very different from their own. Clubs with Friendship Links are also imagined to gain knowledge 

about the challenges facing women today through communication and information sharing, and at 

the same time initiate the relationships necessary for projects improving the lives of women and 

girls.179 Thus, according to  SI, the purpose of Friendship Links seems to be how it improves the 

members  knowledge  and work,  concerning the  discrimination  of  women.  However,  in  the  SIS 

177 http://www.soroptimistinternational.org/assets/media/resources/tis-latest/tis_march_11_for_web.pdf 2011-05-03
178 Ibid.
179 http://www.soroptimistinternational.org/assets/media/resources/tis-latest/tis_march_11_for_web.pdf 2011-05-03
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handbook, it is stated that the communication between friend clubs must be maintained, since this 

will strengthen the collaboration and the feeling of belonging in one's own club, as well as create 

new  contacts  at  different  levels,  including  personal  one's.180 Furthermore  they  state  that  the 

communication can occur through e-mail, regular mail or by visiting each other.181 When talking to 

my  informants,  the  focus  lies  more  on  attaining  personal  contacts  and  exchanging  cultural 

knowledge, specific for one's local area. When the previous president tries to explain to me what 

the exchange between friend clubs consists of, she states that when visiting a country as a tourist, 

you are a tourist, but when getting acquainted with a family on the other side of the border, then you 

get to know the culture in a very different way. On the other hand, it appears that a majority of the 

swedish clubs mostly has friendship links with clubs in the nordic countries, therefore one might 

question if they really involve the global cultural exchange imagined between friend clubs. When 

asking the previous SIS president, why so many of the swedish clubs have friend clubs in the nordic 

countries and not further away, she replies that it has to do with accessibility and the language, that 

one can visit each other without having too long distances to travel. The current SIS president states 

that SI is a considerably old organization. When it started, modern communication devices did not 

yet exist. Therefore, they corresponded, wrote to each other, which meant that it was important to 

write in a language that the other club could understand. Thus, in her point of view, the tight bond 

between nordic clubs seems to rest on an inheritance.  But, since we have a wider knowledge of 

languages in Sweden today, I would argue that this tight bond between nordic clubs is not only due 

to an inherited orientation, but to an orientation yet again informed by proximity. When considering 

the incoming SIS presidents statement of the courage one needs to have to establish a connection to 

other  SI members, it might be that it is easier to have courage when connecting to those that are 

closer both in terms of culture, language and geographical distance, than those that are not. Then, it 

would also seem that the “like-mindedness” imagined by the  SI-webpage,  is  not  something all 

bodies can obtain to the same degree, but only those that already are alike. However, the likeness 

between members in the nordic countries is obviously also a likeness in skin color. Being alike 

here, is also to be white.  

Even though friend clubs may be located close by, the advantages of this proximity is rarely 

used when working with projects. Instead, it is the “friendship” that is the main benefit for the SIS 

members, when it comes to Friendship Links. But it should be emphasized that this is not the same 

friendship as the one between members of the club, but a friendship across borders, informed by 

more or less distance and cultural difference. Even though much is alike between nordic friend 

180 “Handbok för Svenska Soroptimister”, p. 9
181 Ibid.
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clubs,  some  find  the  small  differences  interesting.  According  to  the  Incoming  president,  the 

exchange between her club and their danish friend club has made her realize that they are much 

more engaged and open as soroptimists:

De har alla möjliga idéer om hur de ska dra in 
pengar  till  sina  projekt,  stå  på  torget  eller  så. 
Alltså  dem  är  mycket  mer  synliga  i  sitt 
samhälle. /---/ Det är mycket svårare i Sverige, 
vi  är  mera  slutna  på  något  sätt.  Samtidigt  så 
pratar  vi  mycket om att  vi  borde se till  att  vi 
kommer  i  tidningen.  /---/  Om du tar  dom här 
utländska  klubbarna  så  är  dom  mycket  mer 
engagerade,  dom  står  på  torget,  dom  ordnar 
marknader...  Dom klubbar jag har varit  med i, 
där är det ingen som vill ställa sig på torget, den 
där aktiva utåtriktade insamlingen, då säger folk 
”det är inte därför vi är med”. Det vill man inte 
göra,  då  är  det  bättre  att  ta  pengar  från  egen 
ficka eller ligga lågt. 

They have all different kinds of ideas on how to  
raise money to projects, standing on the square,  
or  something  like  that.  They  are  much  more  
visible in their society. /---/ It's much harder in  
Sweden, we are more withdrawn in some way. At  
the same time we are talking a lot about how we  
can be acknowledged in the newspaper.  /---/ If  
you look  at  these  foreign  clubs,  they  are  more  
engaged, they stand on the square, they arrange  
markets... In the clubs I have been a part of no  
one wants to stand on the square, that kind of  
active  outgoing  fundraising,  then  people  say  
“that's not why we are a part of this”. They don't  
want  to  do  that,  then  its  better  to  take  money  
from your own pocket or lay low.

             (The Incoming SIS President)

Small differences, therefore, are valued as equally important in the exchange between members 

across borders. This is also something one enhances when having visits from other friend clubs. The 

previous SIS president states that the program for these visits often involves displaying the club's 

local belonging, the attractions and landmarks one have in the local area. One member from the SIS 

East Region explains to me how their last friend club visitors got a guided tour of the theme park 

“Astrid Lindgrens värld” (the World of Astrid Lindgren), since the writer was born close by. This 

was also the case when attending the annual union meeting in Luleå, where the visitor constantly 

was reminded about local  attractions, whether  it  be picture galleries of reindeers,  receiving the 

welcoming drink “Vargtass” (renowned as a typical drink from the north of sweden) or the guided 

tour at “Kyrkbyn” (enlisted as a World Heritage). Thus, focusing on differences, is a significant 

element of both friend club exchanges, and exchanges between clubs at union level. Juxtaposing 

this to my consideration that the orientation of friend clubs seems to rest on whiteness, declaring 

ones differences seems to be a way of saying that even white people have differences. However,  

when  drawing  on  Ahmed's  arguments  on  declarations  of  whiteness,  it  also  seems  as  though 

declaring differences here is a way for the members to feel that they are adhering to the official 

view on the SI network: a way of gaining knowledge on global differences by meeting people that 

are different. I would therefore argue, that this is not about obtaining knowledge on differences at 

all, but of tightening the bond between neighbors. 

When  obtaining  a  friend  club,  a  common  way  seems  to  be  through  previous  relations 

between two members from different clubs. In the SIS Handbook it is stated that a friend club is 

acquired through personal connections or through the IGU coordinator, the contact person of 
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the union.182 But even if the connection is made in an informal way, the process of making it  

official  must  be formal.  When agreeing upon becoming friend clubs,  one needs to make it  

formal through filling in an application form for a friendship link. Furthermore, the main office 

of the Federation is responsible for the administration surrounding friend clubs.183 If one wants 

to end the friendship, both of the clubs must therefore inform the union or federation officials,

who then will confirm it.184 When asking my informants on how they obtained their friend clubs, 

most of them explain to me how one of the members already knew someone, or even was born in  

that city or country in which the friend club was obtained. The incoming SIS president tells me that 

they have a friend club in Estonia, and that this was obtained because one of the members was born 

there. However,  this connection did not seem to help their exchange, since the contact between 

them  has  been  almost  nonexistent.  By  exchange,  it  should  be  emphasized  yet  again  that  the 

informant here refers to the cultural and friendship exchange present when visiting each other.  

Even those friend clubs that are located on a geographical distance,  what the current  SI 

president calls “distant friends”, are attained through more intimate relations. For example, when 

telling me about the members in her club that have been traveling to many countries in order to 

meet soroptimists, the incoming president tells me that it is because of these meetings that they now 

have a friend club in Australia. By these statements, in addition to many of my other informants 

statement, it thus seems unusual to obtain friend clubs without the prerequisite of personal relation. 

Furthermore,  the  responsibility  for  maintaining  the  communication  between  friend  clubs,  also 

seems to lie on certain persons in the club. For instance, other members I have talked to, explained 

that one member is the friendship link coordinator of the club, and thus upholds the contact with 

friend clubs in their club. While some appears to have made personal friendship connections to 

members of foreign clubs, it is also the case that all are not interested in maintaining the contact. A 

member from SIS East Region tells me that she never really understood the purpose of having friend 

clubs, and never experienced the same joy as others in the exchange between them. For her  it is 

enough to be friends with the members in her club. Her view is however not an abbreviation in my 

opinion, but follows the rest of the argument made in this chapter. That is, if the members find the 

club  network  to  be  the  most  important  benefit,  and  this  network  gives  them  an  soroptimist 

orientation of society, then it is not a coincidence that the members find the connection to what is 

near more important than the distant “international” or “global” friendships. However, it is also the 

case, as Riles has point out, that focusing on the exchange between network members makes the 

network end oriented, that is the network itself becomes the main purpose, and not the issues one 
182 “Handbok för Svenska Soroptimister”, p. 9
183 Ibid.
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wish  to  advocate  outside  the  network.185 Furthermore,  if  affects  are  produced  in  proximity,  in 

relation to what is near, the club can be said to produce more affect than the geographically and 

culturally distant “international” or “global” friendships. Although, as Ahmed writes, affects need 

not only rely on proximity but can also be obtained through distance.186 In the next chapter, I will 

use this theory when looking at the soroptimist projects obtained on club and union level, projects 

usually aimed outside the network. Even though, the benefits of having international friendships 

also can be viewed as a responsibility for some of the members, it is more evidently the case that 

the projects are the true responsibility, since this is the way she can orientate the rest of the world 

into a “better society”.

6.3 Sisters with Responsibilities – the Projects

If I can serve another’s need; If I can be a friend indeed; If I can lessen someone’s pain, Always be  
glad to share my gain; Then I will know joy’s meaning true; Found in achieving work to do; And I  
will know the reason why Soroptimist am I.

If I can answer freedom’s call. Striving to be a friend to all; If I have love for all my land, Yet to far  
shores hold out my hand; Then fellowship I’ll truly share; When for the whole wide world I care;  
And I will know it’s fine and free Soroptimist to be.

If all the best I will defend; Yet to the needy courage lend; If I will bless my home with love, And  
grateful be to God above; Then life’s true meaning I will know; In understanding I will grow; And in  
humility I’ll pray Soroptimist to stay.

(“The Soroptimist Symphony”187)

Although there is much to be said about the lyrics of “the Soroptimist Symphony”, it foremost 

makes clear  that being a soroptimist  involves not  only friendship,  but  also helping,  caring and 

sharing in relation to others. Furthermore, being a soroptimist is not something one becomes and 

then  always maintains  to  be,  but  rather something one  needs  to  work at  if  one  is  to  “stay”  a  

soroptimist. In my view, this is evidence of the performative side of SI, i.e. that being a soroptimist 

in not something one is, but something one does. If one is to stay a member, the orientation of 

helping others, a help informed by the defense of freedom, must be sustained. But what is the ability 

of serving “another's need”, of being a “friend indeed”, of lessening “someone's pain”? Who are 

these “others”? And what effect does this orientation have? In the following chapter I will try to  

answer these questions by focusing on the projects of  SI in which they help women that are not 

members, i.e. what could be considered as “others”. It should be clear that my use of the term 

“other” here is merely a reflection of how I see that a border is produced in SI between the women 

185 See Riles
186 Ahmed, “Collective feelings. Or, the Impressions Left by Others”, p. 35
187 ”Handbok för Svenska Soroptmister”, p. 49
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that are members and the women that are not members, illustrated for example by the lyrics above. 

Therefore, I do not wish to reproduce these non-members as “others”, but only enhance that they 

are produced as such by a soroptimist orientation. 

6.3.1 “Giving back” – Crossing the Border Between Member and 
“Other”

While  stating  that  the  benefits  of  membership  is  gaining  a  global  friendship  and  a  network –  

privately  as  well  as  professionally  –  the  “Training  Manual  for  Soroptimists  in  the  European 

Federation” states that there are some things a member is expected to give back. This includes to 

give time and fight for the aims and goals of the organization; to work for the improvement of the 

status of women; a high ethical standard; human rights for all; gender equality; development and 

peace through international goodwill, agreement and friendship.188 By dividing between “benefits” 

and “giving back” in this way, I argue that giving back can be translated as the responsibility of  

membership. Furthermore, when comparing with the benefits, it seems as though this dividing rests 

on an ideology of “give and take”. While the benefits is something one gains as a member, by being 

with other members, the responsibility is something one gives in return. This returning, is in my 

view not  something the members are  supposed to  gain from, but  something that  non-members 

receive. Giving back is giving back to others. 

When eating lunch with some of the SIS delegates at the annual union meeting, one of the 

members tells me how she, by applying for a scholarship within  SI, attended a french language 

course in  Vichy and that  it  was such a nice and fantastic  experience.  She was lodged at  local  

soroptimists  who invited her to meetings, served her good food and guided her around in their  

beautiful surroundings, something also usually done when visiting friend clubs. Then she adds:

 
På ett sätt, är det att komma tillbaka och jobba 
med projekt i klubben vårt sätt att ge tillbaka, 
att  ge  tillbaka  för  allt  det  roliga  vi  har  fått 
uppleva [som medlemmar].

In  a  way,  going  back  and  working  on  our  
projects in the club, that's our way of giving  
back,  giving  back  for  all  the  joy  we  have  
experienced [as members]

              (member of SIS East Region)
Other members at the table concurred in different ways, thus, the idea of giving back is not only a 

vision made by the educational compendium, but by local  SIS members as well. Furthermore, in 

their view, it is the projects that are considered to be the means of giving back.

According to the SI webpage, projects are initiated in areas “where Soroptimist volunteers 

are  available  for  assistance  and  monitoring”,  that  the  friendship  link  system “encourages  joint 

188 “Utbildningskompendium för Soroptimister inom Europafederationen, 2007” p. 15
      http://www.soroptimistsweden.se/upload/files/Unionsfakta_handbok/Utbildnings_kompendium.pdf 2011-03-27
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projects between clubs” and that  SI launches “a major international project in partnership with a 

charity, NGO or United Nations agency” every four years, which is “designed to be self-sustaining” 

by the end of the fourth year.189 But, when the SI webpage states that: “Soroptimist members around 

the world join forces to give active support to the chosen project and in doing so, have improved the 

lives of many thousands of women and children across the globe”190, it seems as though the divide 

between responsibilities and benefits is a more complex divide. By drawing on how many they have 

helped with their projects,  SI is also pointing to their ability of helping others, thus emphasizing 

their  position  as  the  one's  who  can  help.  Furthermore,  when  returning  to  the  lyrics  of  “the 

Soroptimist Symphony” quoted above, this divide between the ones helping and the ones being 

helped,  seems  to  depend  on  their  degree  of  freedom.  While  helping  others  is  connected  to 

answering “freedom's call”, those in need of help also seems to be in need of freedom. This divide 

entails drawing a line between those that are free, and those that are not free. Furthermore, to be 

free or not free can also be interpreted as having and not having agency.191 This combined with 

either having the ability to help, or having the need of being helped, can be said to create a divide 

between saviors and victims. Following this line of thought, the divide between responsibilities and 

benefits is no longer as clear cut as SI imagine it to be, but a hierarchal divide of which SI is both 

the beneficiary and the producer. Thus, a circle is made in which the direction begins with “helping 

others”, and ends with “helping myself”. In other words, giving back is returning back upon itself. 

This line of thought bears much resemblance with Ahmed's account of the Christian Aid 

letter on landmines, in which she argues that pointing out the ability of the western subject to help 

others (the non-western), puts the western subject in a position of power over others.192 Thus, in the 

case of SI, the members becomes the ones who are behind the possibility of overcoming pain in the 

first place, by their very act of giving. As Ahmed adds, feeling sad does not position the savior and 

victim in a relation of equivalence, rather the saviors feeling of sadness is an “aboutness” that 

ensures that those others remain the object of their feeling.193 This can furthermore be connected to 

the solidarity notion within  SI – which some calls “the soroptimist  spirit”  – and which I  have 

claimed is based on a conventional notion of solidarity. Jodi Dean writes that this solidarity creates 

an exclusion by constructing a restricted notion of “us” and “them”, I would argue that in the case 

of  SI, this notion is also enhanced by the fact that they are an organization built on a vision of 

helping others.

189 http://www.soroptimistinternational.org/our-projects 2011-03-27
190 Ibid.
191 See Saba Mahmood,  “Feminist Theory, Embodiment, and the Docile Agent: Some Reflections on the Egyptian 

Islamic Revival”, Cultural Anthropology, 16 nr. 2, 2001
192 Ahmed, “Collective feelings. Or, the Impressions Left by Others”, p.35
193 Ahmed, “Collective feelings. Or, the Impressions Left by Others”, p.35
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When talking with my informants, the importance of having projects are  rarely mentioned as a 

benefit. One of the reasons may be, as I have considered earlier, that they consider me potential 

member, thus propagating what they think young women like me would be attracted too, such as for 

example the friendships and network. Many members seem to believe that the people that are young 

today are not interested in voluntary work, but are “individualists” trying to juggle both career and 

children. One of the members simply refuses this explanation and tells me that even if that is true, 

most of the women that are members today also had to juggle such things in the past. Furthermore, 

she believes that the use of this argument has become a way of celebrating one self and others in the 

group – what she calls a “a queen syndrome”. By sentences such as: “Well, we managed to have 

four children, a job and still be engaged as soroptimists”, a form of in-house admiration is created, 

in which the members idolize each other. However she seems to concur with the opinion that young 

women are less interested in voluntary work. When she became a member, forty years ago, it was a 

whole different atmosphere, she explains, “people were more engaged”. The fact that SIS is able to 

chip in 150 000 SEK for the annual Union meeting, at the same time as they send 500 SEK to the 

UN – “when it could be the other way around” – she regards as evidence to the contemporary lack 

of engagement. Considering she has this skepticism I ask her how come she is still a member, and 

she replies that it is much better on club level. She tells me that she herself, is engaged with the UN, 

thus feeling that her own conscience is clean. Giving this statement she points to the other part of 

giving back, that of advocacy making, which in SIS is done through having representatives at both 

Svenska FN-förbundet (United Nations Association Sweden), Svenska Kvinnolobbyn (The Swedish 

Women's Lobby) and Jämställdhetsrådet (the Swedish Council of Gender Equality ).

UN is considered to be the “guiding star” of SI, and according to the handbook of SIS, the 

Program Focus Objectives of  SI are created after different UN agencies. Internationally, SI have 

General  Consultative  Status  with  the  UN  Economic  and  Social  Council  (ECOSOC),  “official 

relations  with  several  agencies  and  technical  bodies,  and  a  NETWORK  of  permanent  SI 

representatives at all major UN centers”194. According to the SIS handbook, swedish members are 

also encouraged to apply for membership in the local UN agencies.195 Therefore the soroptimist 

orientation can also be said to be informed by an orientation given by the UN. As explained by 

Keck and Sikkink,  transnational  women's  networks  was promoted  by and intertwined with  the 

emergence of UN based conferences on women's rights, and SI is clearly no exception.196 However, 

the UN take on women's right should not be taken for granted as a universal entity. According to 

Inderpal Grewal, the discourse of women's rights as human rights informed by the UN, is based on 

194 http://www.soroptimistinternational.org/si-at-the-un 2011-03-27
195   ”Handbok för Svenska Soroptmister”, p. 36
196 Keck and Sikkink, Activists beyond borders – advocacy networks in international politics, p. 168
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a universally western  notion of the female subject, which means that not all women gain agency 

when adhering to this discourse.197 If the soroptimist orientation is informed by the UN orientation, 

it  could be  argued that  the  orientation  of  soroptimist  members  is  informed by such a  take on 

women's  rights.  But,  the  question  of  women's  rights  or  human  rights  is  rarely  a  topic  when 

interviewing my informants.  In a way this can be considered an effect of the fact, as stated by 

Grewal, that women's rights as human rights are taken for granted as “common sense”198. However, 

when  hearing  the  often  occurring  discussion  among  SIS members  concerning  young  women's 

struggle with career and family, I would argue that many of the members in  SIS not only have a 

universal and western orientation towards women's right, but an orientation strongly informed by 

heteronormativity. 

Some members on the other hand, find the, in my view, more feminist aims of SI important. 

When attending the banquet at the annual union meeting in Luleå, I was seated next to a woman 

who was not yet a full member, but who had attended a few meetings. She explained to me that she  

wanted to become a member of a women's organization working with the women's cause, and one 

day she found an article in the local newspaper about the work done by the local SI club. This lead 

her to make a call to one of the soroptimists in the club, asking her how one can become a member.  

Actually, this was one of the few members I talked to who was not acquainted with SI beforehand, 

and who, herself, took the initiative for becoming a member. Clearly, this was due to her interest in 

the women's cause, and I would argue that it was her previous orientation to certain things, and not 

her previous relations, that made her become acquainted with SI. When talking to the SIS president, 

she also explains to me that the women's cause was an important factor when becoming a member. 

It is however uncertain here, whether they are talking of the women's cause in more general terms 

or if they are referring to a specific question concerning women's rights. However, when regarding 

the  history  of  SI,  it  is  clear  that  SI became  a  women's  organization  through  its  concern  for 

professional women's rights. While there were not as many professionally working women then, as 

it is now, the aims were also not as global as they are now. Even though it still was a service club,  

the idea of putting the needs of professional women first was probably informed by the belief that  

working  women  were  exposed  to  a  double  oppression.  When considering  Ahmed's  account  of 

orientations as inherited, I would argue that the need for putting working women's rights before 

others, is still vivid within the organization.

On the other hand, there are members that do not speak as passionately about the women's 

cause. At the banquet in Luleå, another member from a club in the western region of Sweden, tells  

197 See Grewal, ”'Women's Rights as Human Rights': Feminist Practices, Global Feminism, and Human Rights Regimes 
in Transnationality”

198 Ibid., p. 337

61



me how she once tried to explain what  SI was to a male friend. When stating the program focus 

objectives, he had replied in a rather negative way that she was one of those “red stockings”. She 

therefore tried to nuance her explanation a bit, but he had already made up his mind about what SI 

was. She found this rather disturbing since, according to her, that was not the right interpretation of  

SI. Another woman explained to me, when talking about her ambivalence of using the word “sister” 

within  SI, that while she is all for gender equality and having a social life of her own instead of 

constantly  being  with  her  husband,  she  does  not  consider  herself  to  be  a  “real  feminist”. 

Considering that some might actually regard her opinions as feminist, I asked her what she meant 

by a “real feminist”, and she replied that those are “more extreme” and “in a way consider men to  

be animals”. For some members, explanations of SI as an organization working for women's rights, 

seems to evoke the fear of being regarded as a feminist, or even a man hater. But as in the former 

story told, it may also have negative affects on one's private relations with men. For her the story 

was a way to emphasize the difficulties when trying to explain to others what SI does, but, in my 

opinion it points out the fear of orientating in the wrong way, away from men. Considering for 

example that some of the members I have talked to are working in male dominated professions, the 

fear of being regarded as a feminist may even entail professional disadvantages. By relating oneself 

to feministic claims it can provoke hostility in those others that one wishes to be near. While some 

orientate  their  belonging to  SI by  stating  themselves  as  feminist,  others  may find  it  a  way of 

orienting themselves in the wrong direction. 

The idea of gender equality within SI can however be an inherited orientation, considering 

that a previous president of  SIGB, in 1931 was quoted saying: “'It is true that we are a feminist 

movement because we are an organization of women, but when we speak of feminism we do not 

mean women opposed to men.'”199 According to McCarthy's article on service clubs, in which this 

quote can be found, the idea of feminism as stated by SIGB, led to a half-hearted work for gender 

equality.  By  drawing  on  Ulrika  Dahl  in  “Scener  ur  ett  äktenskap:  Jämställdhet  och 

heteronormativitet” (Queersverige, 2005), I would add that this view of feminism is informed by 

the  fact  that  “gender  equality”  most  often  is  based  on  the  preconception  of  a  heterosexual 

relationship between men and women.200 Thus, as long as those working for gender equality does 

not disrupt this relationship, it is considered to be positive. However, as Dahl explains, herein lies a 

paradox – as  long as gender equality relies  on a  relation in  which women are sexualized,  and 

inferior to men, this work will never have any real effect. And if connecting this line of thought to  

Sara Ahmed's discussion on happiness, working for gender equality can make some bodies into 

199 McCarthy, p. 545
200 Dahl, Ulrika, ”Scener ur ett äktenskap: Om heteronormativitet i svensk Jämställdhetspolitik” in Queersverige (ed.) 

Don Kulick, Natur och Kultur, Stockholm, 2005
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“affect aliens” or “killjoys” if they disturb the order of things, an order that is imagined to make us 

happy. She argues that feminists are killjoys because they make the “happiness duty” visible, that is, 

if you cannot be happy you must simply pass as happy in order to keep things in their right place.201 

However, feminists do not confine to this, since, when criticizing the gender relations, they tell us 

that the things imagined to make us happy, really makes us unhappy. Ahmed writes: 

To be recognized as a feminist is to be assigned to a difficult category and a category of difficulty.  
You are 'already read' as 'not easy to get along with' when you name yourself a feminist. You have 
to show that you are not difficult through displaying signs of good will and  happiness.202

If “giving back“ within  SI also involves getting something in return, it may be that this “giving 

back” should not be done in a too feminist way, since that might cause the SI member unhappiness. 

This threat of unhappiness may also inform “the benefits” of being a member, so that the friendship 

one has with other women and the knowledge one gains of the problem's facing women, is not 

orientated away from men, but towards them. In this way the relationships with other women within 

SI,  between sisters,  is  informed by heteronormativity.  I  do not  mean to say that  when being a 

feminist or a soroptimist one must orientate away from men. I am rather saying that the fear of 

disturbing that orientation may cause women to hide or subdue those other orientations that may 

disturb men but are beneficial for women. And as Ahmed so importantly argues, we must take this 

figure of feminist killjoy seriously since it can be questioned if she really kill other people's joy.  

maybe she rather exposes the bad feelings that get hidden, displaced, or negated under public signs 

of joy.203

By now it should be clear how a soroptimist orientation produces borders between members 

and “others”, but also that it  contradicts these borders in order to make them beneficial  for the  

member – either by gaining status in relation to other women, or by securing and maintaining ones 

relationship with men. In the next section I will turn to the projects of SI in order to show how the 

orientations  informing  this  work,  locally  as  well  as  globally,  also  is  dependent  upon  affects 

produced  by  proximity  and  distance,  thus,  making  the  divide  between  different  relationships 

hierarchal.

201 Sara Ahmed, The Promise of Happiness, Duke University Press, Durham, 2010, p. 59
202 Ibid., p. 66
203 Ibid., p. 65
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6.3.2 Local and Global Projects – Being Near, Being Distant

Ibland är avstånd ett hinder för att ha projekt 
ihop. 

Sometimes, distance is a barrier for having  
projects together. 
         (Club president from SIS South Region)

According to  the  SIS handbook, projects  are  considered to  be a central  part  of the Soroptimist 

activity, and it is an element obtained at all the SI levels. They write that “every club in the whole 

world, ranging from Iceland to Mongolia,”204 determine themselves what kind of project they wish 

to take on, which for example can be a locally obtained project or the support of one of the many 

international projects. But there are also projects at the Union level. In Sweden the project, “Stop 

Trafficking” has recently been ended, and among my informants there seems to be an insecurity 

regarding what the current SIS project really is. When asking the previous and current SIS president, 

they state that the current project is a Mentoring Program, shared with  SI Germany, Luxemburg, 

Belgium and Sweden. According to the previous  SIS president, she was the one who ended the 

former project of “Stop Trafficking”, and introduced the Mentoring Program, since she found it  

more  suitable  for Sweden.  Something she foremost  has experienced among her  students,  when 

working as a university teacher. Thus, obtaining a mentoring project seems to be informed by her 

professional relationship with her students. On the other hand, as the current SIS president tells me, 

making the other clubs become involved in this, can also make them more apt to invite younger  

members. Thus, creating such a project is also a way of attracting new members. The previous SIS 

president concurs, but when comparing Sweden to the other countries involved in the project, it 

becomes clear that this project also is a way to realize the advantages of being both an SI member 

and a swedish citizen:

De som är mentorer nu är ju fantastiska, dom är 
toppensoroptimister,  professionella  –  både 
yrkesmässigt  och  som  kvinnor,  lättillgängliga, 
ställer upp, engagerade och vill lämna vidare av 
sin  kunskap.  /---/  Sverige  är  ju  ett  av  dom 
länderna  som  absolut  har  kommit  längst  med 
jämställdhet tycker jag, inte bara i handling utan 
också  i  tanke.  Att  man  hjälps  åt  och  gör  det 
möjligt för kvinnan att ha en karriär, och att man 
är generös inom familjen. /---/ Där är jag väldigt 
imponerad av Sverige.

Those who are mentors now are fantastic, they're  
great  soroptimists,  professional  –  both  occupa-
tionally and woman wise, easy accessible, al-ways  
there,  engaged  and  willing  to  pass  on  their  
knowledge.  /---/  I  think,  Sweden  is  one  of  the  
countries  that  by  far  has  been  most  successful  
when  it  comes  to  gender  equality,  not  just  in  
action, but also in thought. To help each other in  
making it possible for the woman to have a career,  
and being generous inside the family. /---/ This is  
why I'm so impressed by Sweden.

         (The Previous SIS President)

Even though a mentor program can be considered as knowledge productive for both the mentor and 

the adept, one should not forget that it also includes a power hierarchy between these subjects, in 

which it especially is the adept that is supposed to learn or receive help from the mentor. The  

mentor is the one who helps the other, not the other way around. Having a project like the Mentor  

204  “Handbok för Svenska Soroptimister”, p. 32
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Program, then, not only helps outside women, but also the members themselves – either by securing  

the future of  SI by attracting new members, or by securing the status of the members as “better” 

women by offering help and knowledge to others. It should also be mentioned, that it is not just any 

“other” women that are being helped by this, but Swedish women having a career and a family. Of 

course, this can also include migrant women as in the case of one club project mentioned to me,  

where migrant women were invited to cook and eat together with soroptimist in order to attain  

knowledge of Sweden and feel welcome. However, as one club president from SIS South Region 

tells me – it is important to have a project that not entails this sort of in-house navel-gazing, because  

otherwise it will not be easy to market SIS to others. In her opinion it was easier to do this when 

having a project such as “Stop Trafficking”, an opinion that I think rests on a belief that it is easier 

to gain support from non-members, whether they be other women or other important organizations, 

when having a project that reaches out to other women on an international scale. 

“Stop Trafficking” was a Union project aimed against trafficking in women. Between 2002 

and 2008, local members sold purple ribbons in order to raise money and create opinion, while the 

project coordinator authored a booklet giving information on the victims, the offenders and what 

could be done. Most of the money raised, were donated to a resource center in Latvia, called Marta,  

and helping their work with women and girls involved in trafficking. Since then, SIS has  joined the 

nordic  SI Unions in their work against trafficking in women, thus continuing on in another way. 

However, when speaking to members it was obvious that not all were happy with how this project 

had been conducted. Some stated that they did not receive any information as to what the money 

they raised really was used for, while others stated that the issue of trafficking in women was not 

adequately discussed and that  the knowledge on this issue was insufficient within  SIS.  Then, it 

appears, that for some of the members, choosing a project should be based on the knowledge one 

has of a certain issue. In this way the Mentoring Program might have been regarded as a better 

choice,  since  it  is  solely  based  on  the  knowledge  and  experiences  attained  by  the  members 

themselves, as professional women. I would argue that this is an orientation not so much informed 

by the proximity one has to other women, but rather a proximity to oneself and the help one can 

supply as an individual person.

When being at the annual SIS meeting in Luleå, one of the members tells me that she does not 

want SI to be an organization for “charitable ladies”, by this she means women raising money for a 

project without knowing where the money goes. Instead, she wants to work for a change in society 

that  is  not  dependent  on money,  but  on knowledge raising.  But,  she adds,  of  course it  is  also 

important to support for instance local women's shelter, however, one must be aware of where the 

money  goes.  Here  it  seems  that  helping  other  women,  even  when  informed  by  geographical 
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proximity to the ones in need of help, is based on a divide between us and them, where “them” is  

women who have the same culture and nationality, but  who have to take refuge to  a women's 

shelter. However, the main argument I wish to make here is that when helping others it is important 

to know exactly how one is helping. Some of my other informants also emphasizes the importance 

of knowing exactly what it is one is helping with. A member from SIS South Region tells me about 

a project in her club where they are selling postcards in order to raise money for a women's shelter  

in Romania, a project initiated by one of the members having contacts there. She explains to me 

that her club receives reports every six-months, stating what the money has been spent on, and adds 

how good it is to know exactly what the money goes to. According to another member, this is good 

because you know that nothing goes to waist, and you know that there are no intermediaries taking 

a part of your money:

På något  sätt  är  du  mer  involverad  när  du ser 
resultat. Till exempel görs ju stora projekt ofta i 
samarbete med andra organisationer, men de tar 
emot våra  pengar och nämner oss knappt  i  sin 
redovisning. Det kan man ju bli lite förbannad 
på.

In a way you are more involved when you se  
the results. For instance, big projects are often  
made in cooperation with other organizations,  
but they take our money and rarely mention us  
in their reports. That can make you a bit fur-
ious.
                     (member of SIS Centre Region)

In this way, having complete knowledge of what your money goes to, or what it is exactly that you 

are helping others with,  is also a way of being in control.  Not only can you reassure or boost 

yourself of what it is that you actually do, but you can also supply evidence to others, thus, making 

it easier to find potential partners or members. In a way then, the future of the organization also 

depends on how successful it is in this projects. As one activist described it to Keck and Sikkink, 

promoting change by reporting facts is the “human rights methodology”.205 That is, to be credible as 

a network, one needs to produce information that is reliable and well documented. Compared to the 

problems of the Network described by Riles, this also seems to be a way to hide SI's end oriented 

aspects. 

When considering the statement made by one of the  SIS members  that  SIS raises money 

instead of doing practical work, an increased need may be developed for seeing evidence and be 

reassured. If you do not experience the result of your work face to face, or body to body, but are 

sending money somewhere distant, like for instance to Romania, then receiving a document may 

reassure  you  the  happiness-feeling  of  being  able  to  help  others.  At  the  same  time,  being  in 

proximity to the one's you are considered to help, can create anxiety or even guilt. The Incoming 

president tells me about a project they have in her club, in which they arrange friday night dinners 

for homeless women at a local shelter. Apparently, she had promised one of the women to arrange a 

berry picking, but it never happened, and thus the woman gave her a remark on this. The Incoming 
205 Keck and Sikkink, Activists beyond borders – advocacy networks in international politics, p. 19 
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President explains to me that sometimes you want to do more than you actually have time for. Thus, 

having met the ones you are helping, may create guilt when not being sufficient enough.

On the other hand, there are also club projects that are distant, but informed by proximity. In 

a previous chapter I stated that, when obtaining a  SI friend club, this was most commonly done 

through previous  personal  relations.  The same statement  can be  made when obtaining projects 

addressed to people outside of Sweden. One of the oldest informants tells me how she initiated a 

club  project  in  Poland in  the  70s  and 80s,  and gives  me  a  detailed  account  of  the  things  she 

experienced when going there for the first time in order to see what kind of help that was needed: 

Vi besökte  ett  barnhem,  och  det  var  kallt  och 
ruggigt. En del satt i fönstret och tittade medan 
de andra barnen var  ute och  lekte.  Vi frågade 
varför inte allihop gick ut för de hade det ju så 
roligt  där  ute.  ”Nej,  vi  har  bara  stövlar  och 
ytterkläder  till  en  omgång,  så  de  får  gå  ut  i 
omgångar och leka”. Så eländigt var det!

We visited  an  orphanage,  and  it  was  cold  and  
gruesomely. Some sat in the window looking out  
at  the  rest  of  the  children,  who  were  outside  
playing. We asked why not all of them could go  
outside, since they had such a lovely time there.  
'Well, we only have boots and outerwear for one  
turn at a time, so they have to take turns when  
going out to play'. That's how miserable it was!

           (member from SIS South Region)

When looking at the words used one can see the affects or feelings involved. How moved she was 

by this sight, emphasizing the contrast between the cold and gruesome orphanage and the children 

having fun outdoors. But by doing this she also points to the contrast between her and them,  of how 

well off she is herself. In my opinion, the question she asks – why all of them cannot go outdoors – 

suggests that for her, being able to go out is something she takes for granted. Being forced to stay in 

when waiting for ones turn is therefore pictured as almost as bad as it gets. Later on she tells me  

how she was able to support these children:

Och det var en liten flicka,  det enda hon 
önskade  sig  var  egna  vantar  och  egen 
mössa, så det fick hon av mig i julklapp. 

And there was this  little  girl,  the only  thing  
she wished for was a pair of gloves and a hat,  
so that's what I gave her for christmas.

       (member from SIS South Region)

This is literally a story of “giving back”. She is writing herself into the story as the one who brings 

joy to the girl by being able to provide her with what she wants. Clearly this can be related to 

Ahmed's view on emotions as important orientation devices when meeting other objects or bodies, 

but as Keck and Sikkink writes, testimonials, such as this one, are important when explaining the 

work of the network. According to them, testimonies are stories told by people whose lives have 

been affected, however the process of discovery and presentation of these stories are produced, i.e.  

they involve several layers of prior translation and decisions.206 Thus, her story is an example of 

how emotions can be orientation devices for transnational networks.

When asking the informants that have visited other clubs abroad if they work with projects 

in  the  same way,  it  seems as  though  many of  the  women are  self-critical,  explaining  that  for  

206 Keck and Sikkink, Activists beyond borders – advocacy networks in international politics, p. 19
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example Denmark or Eastern European states work more actively on projects. One of the members I 

have  talked  to  is  involved  in  the  SIE Training  Program,  a  program  with  the  focus  of  giving 

information and helping new SI unions or single clubs, in their work. She has mostly been working 

with this in Eastern Europe and explains:

Alla har  ju projekt,  även om det är otroligt 
fattiga så har de projekt. Där nere är det ju 
bara att  gå tio steg och så  är  det  något  att 
göra.

All have projects, even if they are incredibly  
poor,  they  have  projects.  Down  there,  you  
only  have  to  walk  ten  steps,  and  there  is  
something that needs to be done
                   (member from SIS Centre Region)

Another woman concurs, when visiting a Romanian club her experience is even that each member 

have an individual project, and that they do not have any projects abroad, but solely local projects. 

She adds that they need to work more locally, because they have a whole other view on women 

there. Considering this statement, it  seems as though the lack of engagement in Sweden can be 

explained by the level of gender equality, experienced here. But of course this is not true for all  

members, since their stories of professional women, having both a career and a family, needing 

their support, points to the fact that some of them still believes that there needs to be work done in 

Sweden as well. The proximity that these professionally working women has to the  SIS member, 

both in geography, culture and language, is clearly an incentive for putting their needs before other 

women, women that are distant. These statements are also informed by an “us” and “them”, were 

“them”  are  not  just  any  other  women,  but  members  in  East  Europe.  On  the  other  hand,  the 

statements above from SIS members being there, having experience of women's situation in another 

country, also makes them look at their own projects in another way. It makes them critical toward 

their own work – the  SIS projects – as not actively engaged enough. Perhaps then, the concern, 

previously stated by one of the members, of SI turning into an organization for “charitable ladies”, 

is true for some, but not for all. I would therefore argue that what SIS need in order to make their 

solidarity based projects more praxis-oriented, is to start realizing how their affects or feelings to 

other women, produced by the soroptimist orientation, is informed by proximity and distance. If 

they do not wish to make up a divide between saviors and victims, they furthermore need to treat 

other women, and not only potential members as equal sisters in difference. This is what would 

make  “the  soroptimist  spirit”  into  a  “reflective  solidarity”  of  Jodi  Dean,  or  an  “imagined 

community”  of  Mohanty,  in  which  seeing  from the  perspective  of  a  “hypothetical  third”  or  a 

situated  “Two-Thirds-world”  other  helps  avoid  the  reproducing  of  an  orientation  based  on 

hierarchical differences, multicultural understandings of others, or a universality in which the white 

heterosexual middle-class women is the ideal sister and the ideal soroptimist. 
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7. SISTERS OF PROXIMITY AND AFFECTIVE OTHERS – 
Conclusion

In this thesis it has been my intention to orientate the relationships between women in Soroptimist  

International (SI) by juxtaposing the statements of members from Soroptimist International Sweden 

(SIS) with some of SI's own official documents giving information on the membership and the aims 

of  the  organization.  By  using  the  theoretical  framework  of  orientation  by  Sara  Ahmed,  and 

combining it with postcolonial perspectives on global and transnational feminism and solidarity, as 

well  as anthropological perspectives on the network form, my analysis has focused on how the 

relationships between members aligns some women but not others. More specifically this means 

that the membership and engagement in the  SI-network involves an orientation informed by the 

attributing of likeness and difference to some women and not others, inside as well as outside the  

network. However, this is just as much an orientation informed by the relation between policy and 

practice, between ideal and reality. 

In the first section of my analysis I have focused on the member. By looking at the concepts 

“sister” and “professional women”, used within the organization, I have argued that they orientate 

the  members  in  the  “right”  direction.  That  is,  towards  an  ideal  member.  An ideal  that  also  is 

believed to produce the “right” emotions toward other women and members in the name of “the 

soroptimist spirit”. A notion that I claim is based on a conventional solidarity concept which creates 

exclusivity instead of inclusivity, since a united “we” is developed between members against an 

outside. When looking at the representation of race, class, and sexuality, it is clear that one must 

already have a certain orientation in the first place, in order to even be considered as a potential  

member. That is, white heterosexual middle-class woman. 

In the second section the focus of my analysis has been on the  SI-network, and how the 

relationships between members are informed by its different levels – club, union, federation and 

international. I have explained how the membership is divided into benefits and responsibilities, a 

characterization made by the “Training Manual for Soroptimists in the European Federation”, and a 

divide that also has some bearing among the interviewed SIS members. I have argued that there is 

an incoherence between the official view of the benefits of membership, and the kind of benefits 

that are experienced by its members. While the SI web-page and the official documents produced by 

SI focus  on  the  international  exchange  between  members,  the  members  of  SIS that  I  have 

interviewed, focus on the exchange between members on club level. When regarding the members 

statement I find that it is relationships in proximity and not in distance that are of most interest to  

the members. This proximity is informed by both cultural similarities and geographical distance. 
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Being sisters seems therefore dependent upon not only like-mindedness, but also bodily likeness. 

Furthermore,  the  soroptimist  orientation  is  experienced  differently  for  different  members, 

depending  on  their  involvement  in  the  network.  Members  that  are  actively  engaging  with  the 

orientation  informed by the  benefits  stated  by  SI,  such  as  the  global  friendship  network,  have 

another view of the organization then the members who only engage with the club level. As some 

members have stated, it is important for new members to experience the different levels of SI hands 

on, in order to fully understand what the organization is all about. On the other hand, I would argue 

that it makes the network more of an end in itself, when focusing on the engagement within the 

network.

The third section of my analysis has been devoted to the relationship between members and 

non-members, i.e. the women outside the SI network. I have there argued that the responsibilities of 

membership is the projects conducted within  SI, which are based on a UN discourse on women's 

rights as human rights. This is characterized by some of the SIS members as their way of “giving 

back” to society. Considering all the benefits they experience as members: being in a friendship 

network; obtaining “sisters”, and having a sanctuary free from professional and domestic duties, 

they also feel a duty to bring happiness to others who do not have the ability to become members.  

However, as I argue, these women are oriented in the wrong way, and do not have the prerequisites 

for becoming members in the first place. In other words, they either have the wrong race, sexuality  

or class. However, the members way of giving back is also informed by proximity, but less in terms 

of likeness and more in  terms of  emotions.  Many of  the  SIS members  expresses a  demand of 

knowing exactly what it is that they are helping the one's in need with,  otherwise they are not  

motivated to work or raise money (as in the case of the project “Stop Trafficking”). Thus, receiving 

evidence of the results of their work make them feel proximate to the one's they are helping. I have 

argued  that  this  demand  gives  the  individual  members  a  return  of  happiness.  That  is,  by 

experiencing the happiness of others, which is inflicted upon these others as an effect of the help 

they get from the members, the members themselves feel not only needed but also happy because of 

being needed. Furthermore, it creates a hierarchy of agency since the members are in the position of 

giving help, while the one's in need are framed as dependent on the members willingness to give 

help in order to be happy. This is also informed by the network form as end oriented, i.e. the need to 

become visible in society by showing evidence of the effects of its work. This will not only give 

prestige  to  the  SI  network,  but  also  help  the  network  survive  and  expand  by  attracting  new 

members. 

Although one can understand the strong emotions evoked when experiencing and working 

together with objects or bodies that are in proximity, this should not be conflated with the belief that 
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helping others is dependent upon the creation of such emotions. Such a belief, I would argue will 

only do good for the ones giving help, and not the one's receiving it. Perhaps it sometimes is even 

better  to  give  money to  another  organization,  more  involved in  the  specific  issues  concerning 

certain groups of women, even though it may create less of an emotional proximity to the one's  

being helped.

Throughout this thesis I have tried to engage with the question whether SI can be considered 

to  be  a  feminist  organization or  not,  especially  considering  the  fact  that  most  of  the  members 

themselves do not regard their work as feminist and that it never is clearly stated as such in the 

official documents of SI. On the other hand, I have regarded the objectives of SI, as informed by a 

women's rights discourse, to be feminist in the sense that they are aimed at improving the lives of 

women and girls. At the same time there are clearly those members that have an interest for the  

women's cause, an interest that was an important factor in their decision to become members. Many 

of the members I have talked to do not want to call themselves feminist, which seems to be based 

more on their fear of being regarded as man haters, than on their actually views on gender equality.  

I have argued that this fear for feminism is informed by heteronormativity in the sense that being 

oriented away from men, means orientating away from the happiness that their relationship to men 

brings them, i.e. in their work place or at home. But perhaps it is also the case that to be a member  

of a women's organization, not expressed as feminist,  can increase these members acting space 

when working with feminist aims. In that sense,  SI can be considered to be an alibi,  a place of 

security, a place of sanctuary where members can express their (feminist) frustration with society, 

without having to disturb the heteronormativity.

When re-reading the poem on friendship, stated in the beginning of this thesis and recited by 

the SIS president at the annual SIS meeting, it may be time to reconsider its meaning. In my opinion 

it is not a simple reflection of the relationships between members, but an ideal, a hope, that being a  

soroptimist means having not only a friendship with other women, but a place where one can feel 

free from the demands of the outside society. Perhaps this need of female friendship, is not as trivial 

as it would seem. However, as I hope is clear by now, it becomes problematic when informed by a 

framework that puts some bodies in proximity and some in distance. Looking at my thesis from this 

perspective, at the end of my investigation, it should perhaps more be viewed as a  reorientation, 

than an orientation, of the relationships between women in the Soroptimist International network.
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4. INTERVIEW QUESTIONS

Medlemmen
• Hur blev du medlem?
• Varför blev du medlem?
• Hur länge har du varit medlem?
• Vad är ditt yrke?
• Hur skulle du beskriva SI?

  The Member
• How did you become a member?
• Why did you become a member?
• How long have you been a member?
• What is your occupation?
• How would you describe SI?

Utbytet mellan medlemmarna i klubben, SIS, 
SIE och SI
•  Vad gör ni i klubben? Möten, studiebesök, 

middagar, etc.?
• Vad är syftet med SI och vad är syftet med 

klubben enligt dig?
• Har ni några projekt? - egna, unionskopplade? 
• Medverkade ni i projektet “Stop Trafficking”? 

Varför/varför inte?
• Vad upplever du som viktigast för medlem-

marna? 
• Vad har ni för kontakt med unionstyrelsen/ 

europafederationen/SI?

•

The exchange between members in the club, 
SIS, SIE and SI
• What do you do in the club? Meetings, 

workplace visits, dinners etc.?
• In your opinion, what is the purpose of SI, and 

what is the purpose with the club?
• Do you have any projects? - your own, or 

connected to the union?
• Did you participate in the project “Stop 

Trafficking”? Why/why not?
• In you opinion, what is most important for 

members?
• What kind of contact do you have with the 

board of the union/the european 
federation/SI?

Systerskapet
• Soroptimist betyder “bästa syster” - hur framgår 

det i organisationen/klubben?
• I unionspresidenten brev/ledare i “Soroptima” 

talar hon gärna om medlemmarna som systrar, 
kallar ni varandra för “systrar” i klubben?

• Varför tror du att ni använder ordet “systrar”? 
Vad tror du det innebär/har för betydelse?

• Är alla “systrar” på samma sätt? 
• Är andra medlemmar lika mkt “systrar” eller är 

några mer “systrar” än andra?
• Vad innebär det att medlemmarna måste vara 

yrkeskvinnor? Att olika yrkeskategorier 
representeras – vilken betydelse har det?

The Sisterhood
• Soroptimist means “best sister” - how is that 

visible in the organization/club?
• In the letters/ editorials in “Soroptima”, the 

union president often speak of the members as 
sisters, do you call each other “sister” in the 
club?

• Why do you think you use the word “sisters”? 
What meaning do you think it has?

• Are all “sisters” in the same way? 
• Are other members as much “sisters” as 

anybody else, or are some more sisters than 
others?

• What is the purpose of members being 
professional women? That different occupations 
are represented – what is the purpose of this?
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Utbytet mellan vänklubbarna
• Varför har ni vänklubbar?
• Vilka vänklubbar har ni?
• Hur kommer det sig att ni har vänklubbar 

där?
• Hur ser samarbete ut mellan er klubb och era 

vänklubbar?
• Vad för slags kommunikation har ni? Träffas 

ni, skriver brev?
• Jobbar ni tillsammans med något projekt?
• Är det någon skillnad mellan samarbetet, 

beroende på vilken vänklubb det rör sig om, 
och i så fall varför tror du det/inte det?

• Är det bara vissa i klubben som engagerar 
sig i detta? Varför?/Varför inte?

• Hjälper ni dem med något? Hjälper dem er med 
något?

• Vad är dina uppfattningar om resp. vänklubb?
Vad tror du det beror på?

• Hur skulle du vilja att samarbetet såg ut? 

The exchange between the friend clubs
• Why do you have friend clubs?
• What friend clubs do you have?
• Why do you have friend clubs there?
• How does the exchange work between your club 

and your friend clubs?
• What kind of communication do you  have? Do 

you meet, write letters?
• Do you work together on any projects?
• Is there any difference between the exchange, 

depending on what kind of  friend club it is, and 
in that ase why? /why not?

• Is it only some members in the club that 
becomes involved in this? Why?/Why not?

• Do you help them with anything? Do they help 
you?

• What is you experience of each friend club? 
What do you think that depends on?

• How would you like the exchange to be?

82



Södertörns Högskola, Institutionen för Genus, kultur och historia

Becoming Member, becoming Sister – 
        Orientating Relationships Between Women in the Soroptimist International Network

 Ida Maria Börjesson
                      Masteruppsats i Genusvetenskap  2011

        Populärvetenskaplig Sammanfattning

I  denna  uppsats  har  jag  undersökt  relationen  mellan  kvinnor,  både  inom  och  utanför  den 

internationella kvinnoorganisationen för yrkesarbetande kvinnor kallad Soroptimist International. 

Genom att  använda  teorier  om känslor  och  orienteringar  av  Sara  Ahmed,  visar  jag  hur  dessa 

relationer påverkas av närhet och distans. Närhet mellan vissa medlemmar, både vad gäller geografi 

och kultur, skapar likhet och gemenskap, vilka förstärks av distansen till andra kvinnor, även icke-

medlemmar. Fokus ligger på de, inom Soroptimist International, välkända begreppen ”syster” och 

”yrkesarbetande  kvinna”,  och  de  föreställda  fördelar  och  plikter  som ett  medlemskap  innebär. 

Uppsatsen är baserad på intervjuer med medlemmar från Sverigeunionen av Soroptimister, som jag 

ser  som en spegling  av resten  av  organisationen på  grund av  att  strukturen inom varje  del  av 

organisationen  är  speglingar  av  varandra.  När  jag  jämför  medlemmarnas  utsagor  med  skrivna 

dokument  författade  av  organisationen,  hoppas  jag  också  kunna  undersöka  relationen  mellan 

officiella riktlinjer och hur det ser ut i verkligheten. Genom att använda postkoloniala teorier om 

transnationell  feminism,  solidaritet  och  systerskap  visar  jag  att  organisationen  är  färgad  av  en 

generell syn på kvinnor som vita, medelklass och heterosexuella. Genom att använda teorier om 

transnationella nätvärk, visar jag också hur organisationen blir ett självändamål. Istället för att ge 

information och kunskap till de utanför organisationen, är det medlemmarna själva som har nytta av 

den,  vilket  stärker  vänskapsbanden  dem emellan.  Det  skapas  alltså  en  hierarki  mellan  kvinnor 

genom Soroptimist International  och om organisationen vill göra sig av med denna och skapa en 

mer inkluderande solidaritet mellan kvinnor, måste den ta till vara på de lokala kunskaperna som 

finns både inom och utanför organisationen.  Dessutom måste de se denna kommunikation som 

mångfacetterad och inte som en envägskommunikation.
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