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Foreword

Against the backdrop of the current financial and economic crises, the 
writing in this publication by some of the best and brightest thinkers 

working on women’s rights, equality, and development today could not 
be more timely.

As the United Nations High Commissioner for Human Rights, and also 
as a committed and long-time advocate for women’s rights and gender 
equality, I have learned that equality and non-discrimination on the basis 
of sex are not only goals in their own right, but they are essential for the 
achievement of human rights for all, the realization of sustainable human 
development, as well as the development of all societies. I have also learned 
that change comes not merely through individual endeavor, but through 
working collectively to achieve concrete progress.

More than 60 years have passed since the adoption of the UN Universal 
Declaration of Human Rights; three decades have elapsed since the Con-
vention on the Elimination of All Forms of Discrimination against Women 
(CEDAW) set out legal obligations for States parties directed toward  
women’s empowerment and rights; and in 1993 the Vienna Declaration 
and Programme of Action stated that the human rights of women and 
of the girl-child are an inalienable, integral, and indivisible part of uni-
versal human rights. That same year, the general Assembly adopted the 
Declaration on the Elimination of Violence against Women, and in 1994 
the Commission on Human Rights established the first women-specific 
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special procedure: the Special Rapporteur on Violence against Women. 
On December 10, 1999, the last human rights day of the 20th century, 
an Optional Protocol to CEDAW providing for individual petitions and 
inquiries was opened for signature, ratification, and accession. These 
tools have provided the framework for the development of international 
jurisprudence on the rights of women and girls.

There is no doubt that in this relatively short time-span we have also 
seen remarkable progress in the development and implementation of 
regional jurisprudence, as well as national laws, policies, and programs 
directed to promoting women’s equality with men. Indeed, there is grow-
ing acceptance that human rights, as well as the development and security 
of all communities, depend on the full participation of women. To borrow 
from economists’ parlance, violence and discrimination against women 
are “externalities” that the world can ill-afford. As Devaki Jain has pointed 
out, the degree and access women have to just development is a measure 
of the stage of development of a nation. It follows that women and their 
knowledge must be seen as growth agents.

Yet, women throughout the world remain among the poorest and most 
marginalized, with limited access to rights, resources, and opportunities. 
They continue to suffer multiple forms of discrimination and endure 
psychological and physical violence.

To fully tap into women’s potential we must spare no effort to imple-
ment women’s rights, to find practical and effective ways to relieve their 
suffering, but also––and more profoundly––to redress the injustice that 
hampers, belittles, and suppresses their contribution. To this effect, coun-
tries must live up to their international obligations, which enjoin them to 
repeal laws and stamp out discriminatory customs, harmful practices, and 
prejudices that negate or undermine the achievement of equality between 
women and men. That is an indispensable starting point for the creation 
of the level playing field for women and girls required for the achievement 
of substantive equality. It is also the precondition that underpins women’s 
empowerment and their enjoyment of human rights.

The realization of women’s rights is predicated on the removal of all 
factors that hold women back, frustrate their resourcefulness, and curtail 
their access to a fair share of the common wealth. It requires women’s 
active participation in public life, their freedom of expression, associa-
tion, and movement, as well as the enjoyment of their rights to education, 
adequate food, housing, and the highest attainable standard of health, 
including reproductive health. It demands firm communal commitments 
to defeating fear and want.



International human rights treaties prohibit discrimination on the basis 
of sex and include guarantees to ensure that women and men enjoy their 
civil, cultural, economic, political, and social rights on a basis of equality. 
I am very pleased to acknowledge that where CEDAW is concerned, 186 
States are party to this treaty as of February 4, 2011, of which 100 are 
also party to its Optional Protocol. However, global and national realities 
indicate that there is a wide gulf between international legal obligations 
and their implementation. Women’s human rights and entitlements must 
be ultimately locked into national policies fostering self-help, opportuni-
ties, and solidarity. Absorbing international standards into domestic law 
and enforcing them is of paramount importance and is indispensable to 
achieve women’s equality in law.

In 2005, the Commission on the Status of Women conducted a review 
(Beijing +10) of the commitments undertaken by governments at the UN 
Fourth World Conference on Women in Beijing 10 years earlier. It con-
cluded that women did not enjoy human rights on the basis of equality 
with men.

Inequality in the law exists in all regions of the world and in all legal 
traditions. In some countries married women are forbidden to keep their 
own names or pass their nationality on to their children. Their right to 
own land or inherit property may be limited, and their rights in marriage 
and divorce law are subjugated to the legal rights of their husbands. In 
other States, women do not have freedom of movement, and must be 
accompanied by male guardians. Their educational and employment 
prospects are heavily circumscribed, and they may be excluded from 
public office.

The Beijing +5 review established 2005 as a target date for the revoca-
tion of laws that discriminate against women, but this deadline has come 
and gone; that call remains unheeded. Many of these laws are still in force 
and continue to be applied to the detriment of women and girls. The next 
decade should see meaningful movement toward total repeal of iniquitous 
legislation. This would be a long overdue remedy to women’s plight and 
a response to the plea of advocates all over the world.

Protecting women’s rights in law and policies is particularly crucial 
when the economic going gets rough, as is the case now. Unquestionably, 
economic downturns jeopardize the full spectrum of women’s economic 
and social rights. Women see their job opportunities shrink and are forced 
to accept more marginal and ill-paid employment to make ends meet. 
They are often forced to forego basic services to secure food and shelter. In 
June 2009, the International Labour Organization warned that the global 
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financial crisis could add an increasing number of girls to the more than 
100 million who are already involved in child labor.

Addressing the needs and critical vulnerabilities of women and girls 
caught in this recession is thus imperative. Economic stimulus packages 
must mitigate the effects of economic contraction as well as jump-start 
reforms in those public policy areas that address structural disadvantages. 
Thus, preventive initiatives, safeguards, as well as economic recovery 
and growth measures, must be designed to be gender-sensitive and non-
discriminatory. They must be devised not only to address the immediate 
economic dire straits, but also to encompass longer-term measures to 
ensure that women’s self-sufficiency and prosperity do not remain mere 
aspirations.

For example, all too often in many countries growth strategies have led 
to increases in the incomes of the bottom quintile or decile but at a lower 
rate than for top income groups, triggering even greater inequality. Indeed, 
today some of the countries that are among the strongest performers in 
economic growth are widely off-track on human development targets that 
directly affect women, such as maternal and child mortality.

Economic development strategies that do not seek to address asym-
metries of power and status are both shortsighted and unjust. Conversely, 
a human rights approach to development helps to put communities and 
people themselves in charge of devising what measures are best suited 
to ensure that economic recovery is sustainable, evenly spread, and  
long-lasting. A human rights approach envisages such participation of 
the people affected and advocates evenhandedness, transparency, and 
accountability in policy-making.

Finally, human rights principles bring a stronger notion of mutual 
responsibility into modalities for development cooperation. While each 
State bears the primary responsibility for its own development strategies, 
all States have a responsibility to create a fair and favorable international 
environment for development. All development partners thus need 
to respect and promote fundamental human rights, equity, and social 
inclusion. They must integrate human rights principles and safeguards 
systematically in their policies and programs.

There are, of course, highly visible benchmarks of progress––women 
as heads of government, and in parliament; women leading the highest 
courts, and at the helm of businesses. Perhaps as a result, I see girls around 
the world growing up with a different sense of themselves than I and most 
women of my generation were given. governments and international 



organizations must meet these girls’ expectations and help them fulfill 
their goals. Empowering women and girls and creating an environment 
that is conducive to the realization of their full potential is a responsibility 
and a priority of the tallest order now and in the next decades.

The recent financial crisis provides a new opportunity for rethinking 
social and economic policies in all countries. This publication offers the 
viewpoints of a number of women activists and thinkers who envision 
a world that enhances and builds the capacities and creativities of all 
people through the establishment of more just and inclusive economies 
that respect, protect, and fulfill the entire existing spectrum of human 
rights. We must build on the progress achieved so far. Indeed, our past 
successes must be the prologue of our future advancement.

Navi Pillay
United Nations High Commissioner for Human Rights
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Preface

T he United Nations Development Programme (UNDP) and Canada’s 
International Development Research Centre (IDRC) are delighted to 

be associated with this path-breaking new book.
Harvesting Feminist Knowledge for Public Policy emerged from a seed 

planted at a meeting in Casablanca, Morocco, where a group of influ-
ential feminist thinkers, scholars, and economists adopted the name 
“Casablanca Dreamers.” They envisioned a world that enhances and 
builds the capacities and creativities of all people through new roads to 
progress and prosperity. Fourteen essays by these “Dreamers” have now 
been brought together in this volume by Devaki Jain, an internationally 
respected Indian feminist and founding member of Development Alterna-
tives with Women for a New Era (DAWN), and Diane Elson, Professor of 
Sociology at the University of Essex, UK, who was named one of 50 key 
thinkers on development in 2006.

The editors quote a former governor of the Reserve Bank of India as 
stating:

The financial sector has grown more rapidly than other goods and services in a way 
that made the growth of finance an end in itself and not a means to meet human 
needs such as food, fuel, health, and education. Excessive “financialization” often 
resulted in a redistribution of wealth in favour of a few, widening the gap between 
the haves and the have-nots. It was accompanied by excessive leverage, which 
means doing business with more of other peoples’ money and less of one’s own 
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money. And it was also accompanied by excessive risk-taking where individuals 
and institutions believe they can make gains without sharing in the losses.1

The essayists argue that the global financial and economic crisis that 
erupted in September 2008 is linked to a set of other crises—food, water, 
energy, climate change, and women’s unpaid care work. They make the 
case that these crises are the accumulated outcomes of economic ideas, 
policies, and measures of progress that shifted the goals of national and 
international development from improvements in human well-being to 
increases in profits. Importantly, they go one step further, proposing 
that “rebooting (or returning to ‘normality’) is not an option,” and put-
ting forward workable recommendations to address the root causes and 
impacts of the crises.

As the development arm of the United Nations, UNDP promotes gender 
equality and women’s empowerment through its capacity development, 
knowledge management, policy advisory, and advocacy services. These 
efforts are grounded in the conceptual and measurement work of the 
human development approach. In the 20th anniversary issue of its flag-
ship publication, the global Human Development Report, UNDP reaffirmed 
the continued relevance of the core human development principles of 
equity, sustainability, and empowerment in today’s evolving world, and 
launched a new set of measures including the Inequality-adjusted Human 
Development Index (IHDI), the gender Inequality Index (gII), and the 
Multidimensional Poverty Index (MPI). UNDP’s support for Harvesting 
Feminist Knowledge for Public Policy is in keeping with its tradition of 
evidence-based advocacy for sustainable human development and its 
strategic vision of a world free of gender inequality and poverty.

In 2010, IDRC celebrated its 40th anniversary of supporting innova-
tive policy-relevant research in the developing world. IDRC has funded 
research on women in the informal economy, women’s unpaid care work, 
gender-responsive budgets, and gender and taxation. These studies have 
demonstrated that economic policies assumed to be gender neutral tend, 
in fact, to have different impacts on women and men, and they may exac-
erbate gender-based inequalities. In supporting this very important book 

1 Devaki Jain and Diane Elson, in collaboration with the Casablanca Dreamers, “Vision for 
a Better World: From Economic Crisis to Equality,” paper presented at the 54th Session of 
the UN Commission on the Status of Women, UNDP, New York, 2010.



by the Casablanca Dreamers, IDRC reaffirms its commitment to research 
that promotes concrete changes in social and economic institutions, poli-
cies, and practices.

Winnie Byanyima
Director, UNDP gender Team, Bureau for Development Policy

United Nations Development Programme

Rawwida Baksh
Team Leader (former), Women’s Rights and Citizenship Program

International Development Research Centre
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Sakuntala Narasimhan, Nafis Sadik, Margaret Snyder, Zen Tadesse, and 
Aster Zaoude. Rhoda Reddock also joined for a time.

The aim of the discussions was to think together about the challenges 
with which the worldwide women’s movement was grappling. The process 
was daringly named the Wise Women Process. The primary message that 
emerged was the need to upend the pyramid and use the messages being 
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articulated by grassroots people’s movements and the knowledge gener-
ated by their struggles as building blocks to shape the agenda for change. 
One of the considerations was for those present to document the women’s 
movements in their countries or regions and to imagine what could or 
should be a global agenda for the United Nations to foster and universal-
ize. Shubha Chacko drafted a brochure based on these discussions called 
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distributed at the various UN meetings that followed, especially in 2005. 
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Fatema Mernissi, the brilliant scholar and writer from Morocco (www.
mernissi.net) and one of the founders of Development Alternatives with 
Women for a New Era (DAWN), then proposed a dialog in Casablanca, 
Morocco. She offered to host this along with a network called Caravan 
Civique, which worked with the women carpet weavers of the Atlas Moun-
tains, whose oral history she was recording. The women’s situation was 
a stark illustration of the impact of the negative aspects of globalization 
as their traditional skills of weaving carpets that told stories and repre-
sented many ideas were being effaced by the trend to produce carpets 
with machines. They inspired her to call the meeting “Women Weave 
Peace into globalization.”

Fatema named the process of bringing together the group the “Casa-
blanca Dream,” arguing that dreams are the human mind’s creative 
spaces, where new ideas and visions are born. Dreams suggest traveling, 
and invoking Sinbad (the sailor). She argued that traveling is a valuable 
way of knowing and crossing boundaries, something that peace building 
requires. She challenged the group to work on solving the “enigma” of 
how to transform globalization into a voyage free of anxiety and fear.

At magical Casablanca, 12 primary participants, along with other 
supporters, came together and helped to frame the ethical and political 
horizon for themes elaborated within the pages of this volume. They 
included––besides Fatema––Nilüfer Cagatay, Shubha Chacko, Hope 
Chigudu, Yassine Fall, Nomboniso gasa, Devaki Jain, Zanele Mbeki, Solita 
Collas-Monsod, Navi Pillai, Nafis Sadik, and Jael Silliman. The task was 
to unpack the biases of Eurocentric thinking and defining of the world, 
and to imagine and draw on the various threads to generate and create 
an integrated pattern for a different world.

The Casablanca group noted that the current situation, a result of 
aggressive free-market capitalism pursued in the past decades, calls into 
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sharp question dominant––and even many of the so-called alternative––
models for development. This translated to questions such as: If we were 
to replace the key issues or formats for programming and for monitoring 
from the Beijing Platform for Action or the Millennium Development 
goals, what would they be? Could the women’s movement capture an 
idea, like gandhi’s fistful of salt (a symbolic challenge to colonial rule), 
around which we could unite and bring to bear our collective power? 
Could it challenge global politics from a global perspective and move 
away from a masculinized worldview to one that is inclusive and respects 
plural ways of being?

The key theme or slogan identified was “Women, Water and Wealth: 
getting the Fundamentals Right.” This shifted the focus away from goals 
such as gender equality, mainstreaming gender, etc., and argued that the 
fundamentals––the basics–––had to be dealt with first. The phrase “get-
ting the fundamentals right” was also a dig at the neoliberal economists 
who are stuck in narrow policy reasoning. The other side of the argument 
was that besides getting the fundamentals right, we also need to get the 
fundamentalists out.

To Fatema and the Caravan Civique, which hosted the meeting with 
Najia El Boudali, our deepest gratitude. They brought to light the Northern 
African and Arab feminist visions–––which are an expression of some of 
the most interesting and vibrant dissent of our times. To Heike Staff, who 
is a wizard at creating websites that promote a “concord of civilizations,” 
thanks for giving life to the group by pulling together and designing a 
website on the spot called www.casablanca-dream.net. For supporting 
this meeting, we acknowledge the Ford Foundation––and especially 
Jael Silliman, at that time working at the Foundation––for trusting and 
encouraging the idea of a dialog located in Northern Africa. We also 
acknowledge the enthusiastic support of the global Fund for Women 
and thank Kavita Ramdas for her trust, although alas she could not join 
the meetings as much as she wanted to.

The outcome of this exhilarating encounter was shared at many other 
platforms and forums, bringing new people into the fold. Nilüfer Caga-
tay was so inspired by the dialog in Casablanca and its potential that 
she invited the whole group to attend the Eighth International Confer-
ence on Engendering Macroeconomics and International Economics in 
Istanbul in 2007. This interface also brought into the group economists 
such as Lourdes Benería, Diane Elson, and Naoko Otobe––all authors in 
this volume––and provided an opportunity for a more structured set of  

 acknowLedgments xxix

www.casablanca-dream.net


xxx Harvesting Feminist Knowledge For Public Policy

chapters on thinking through the Casablanca dream. Nilüfer must be espe-
cially thanked for making possible this bridge between the two groups,  
while those who funded that conference are also to be thanked for the 
support they gave to her to bring us there.

Sylvia Borren, at that time with Oxfam Novib, was enthusiastic about 
the initiative and enabled a grant from that agency to support a research 
assistant to Devaki Jain, who was then coordinating the process. This was 
a most valuable contribution to the knowledge harvesting process and is 
gratefully acknowledged.

The quest found resonance with Winnie Byanyima, head of the gender 
team at the United Nations Development Programme (UNDP). Her sup-
port and commitment led to a colloquium on “Assessing Development 
Paradigms through Women’s Knowledge,” held in Rabat, Morocco, in 
2008. This provided an opportunity to discuss a number of papers that 
UNDP had commissioned for a publication to look at economic reasoning 
and development models from very different spaces, as well as to build 
analysis and proposals that the gender team could take to various world 
conferences. We thank the UNDP gender team, and especially Winnie, for 
organizing and funding the colloquium and for starting the momentum 
for a book.

While the Rabat meeting had been planned to suit the timetable of 
the various partners, the Wall Street collapse took place just a few weeks 
before. Therefore, UNDP suggested that a paper might be drawn out of 
the larger set of presentations to provide the basis for a roundtable at the 
Beijing +15 meeting of the Commission on the Status of Women (CSW) 
in New York in March 2010. In order to finalize this synthesis paper, a 
meeting was called in collaboration with the South Centre in geneva in 
July 2009. A draft was prepared and circulated to the larger group and a 
final paper entitled “Vision for a Better World: From Economic Crisis to 
Equality” was co-authored by Diane Elson and Devaki Jain and presented 
at the CSW.

For enabling the meeting in geneva and supporting the colloquium in 
New York in partnership with the UNDP gender team, we thank Rawwida 
Baksh and the International Development Research Centre (IDRC). We 
thank the South Centre, especially Martin Khor and his team, for their 
lively and warm support to the meeting. We are also grateful to Justice 
Pillai and her colleagues in the office of the UN High Commissioner for 
Human Rights for providing the keynote address to the meeting and the 
foreword to this book. In addition, Nafis Sadik deserves special mention 
as, despite holding high office, she found ways of participating in all the 



events starting with New York, through Uganda, Casablanca, and Rabat, 
and back to New York again.

While the process of preparing for the CSW was taking place, there was  
also a move to get the papers ready for publication. At this point the UNDP 
and IDRC leadership agreed that the latter would take over the manage-
ment of the process, and IDRC then funded and enabled further work on 
preparing the essays for publication as well as providing an editor, Tina 
Johnson. At IDRC, we are particularly grateful to Rawwida Baksh and 
Navsharan Singh and thank Bill Carman for providing support toward 
publication. Tina has been a sensitive and patient editor, putting up with 
many wrinkles, and a very special thanks to her for bringing us so far.

Shubha Chacko provided solid research and organizing support, and 
was then ably succeeded by Divya Alexander. We gratefully acknowledge 
their inputs, which have been critical to bringing this project to fruition. 
Thanks also to Perce Bloomer, who has steadily maintained continuity 
as Devaki’s secretary.

The perspectives presented in this volume have emerged through a 
process of participation, critical reflection, and engagement with and 
inclusion within many “women’s tents” (meetings, conferences, and net-
works) over the last 11 years. The basic premise is that we need to call 
on feminist voices and tools to negotiate what we aspire to achieve––a 
world of equality, peace, and justice. The central driver of this endeavor 
is the idea of building knowledge from the ground as a way to redefine 
the concept of “progress.” It is a product of a strong feminist community. 
The hope is that the volume will draw attention to women’s knowledge 
and its value to the macro policy spaces and rethinking that is taking 
place after the crisis.

So, as we flag the various milestones, we once again gratefully acknowl-
edge the many traveling companions who have been part of this exciting 
voyage as well as the funders for trusting this venture. The website www.
casablanca-dream.net provides the hub for the continuation of this process, 
this journey bridging across differences, and is now being nurtured and 
moved forward by (African Women’s Millennium Initiative AWOMI: www.
awomi.org), a feminist network with headquarters in Senegal. Many of 
those acknowledged here will be working to communicate our messages to 
and encourage UN Women, the new United Nations women’s agency, to  
take up the challenge of facilitating a new vision of development for the 
whole world.
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introduction

Devaki Jain anD Diane elson

T his volume brings together 14 chapters, by feminist thinkers from 
different parts of the world, reflecting on problems of current patterns 

of development and arguing for political, economic, and social changes 
to promote equality and sustainability. The chapters were written in the 
context of the “triple crises” of food, fuel, and finance (2008–2009) and 
the underlying deep-seated problems of growing inequality, squeeze on 
time to provide unpaid care to family and friends, and environmentally 
unsustainable patterns of economic growth. Their analysis remains relevant 
even though the immediate drama of bank failure and bailouts has passed. 
Indeed, at the time of writing, not only are food and fuel prices once 
again rising rapidly, but there are emerging threats of financial instability 
in many countries, as well as civil strife due to the pressures on citizens. 
The outlook is bleak for poor people around the world.

The chapters draw on the diversity of socioeconomic experiences of 
women in different countries. The policies and priorities that they suggest 
emerge from an engagement with the State, the United Nations, and the 
women’s movement. The chapters argue for new ways of thinking about 
development, and offer ideas for reformulating development to secure 
social, economic, and political justice.

All the contributors agree that gender inequality has to be situated 
within the context of other forms of inequality, and that efforts to promote 



gender equality should not be divorced from efforts to promote a more 
equal world for all. It is not enough to call for the participation of women 
in existing patterns of market-based production, or for the empowerment 
of women within existing paradigms of development, or for gender main-
streaming within existing configurations of institutional power. It is the 
forms of production, the paradigms, and the institutions themselves that 
need questioning and transforming, both through changes in the ideas that 
generate economic policies and through social mobilization. This volume 
argues that the very approach being taken to understanding and measuring 
progress, and planning for and evaluating development, needs rethinking 
in ways that draw on the experiences and knowledge of women.

The different contributors address these issues in a variety of ways, 
with some drawing their examples from many countries and others rooting 
their arguments in a particular country. This introduction first offers a very 
brief overview of key themes in the various chapters, and then presents 
some key public policy alternatives distilled from these chapters and the 
process of discussion that produced them.

Key tHemes From tHe cHaPters in tHis booK

The chapters by Elson, Seguino, Benería, Otobe, and Castañeda and 
gammage engage with some of the broad trends of contemporary devel-
opment; those by Fall and Jain both focus on the problems of market-driven 
agricultural development, in sub-Saharan Africa and India respectively, 
to reveal the flaws in contemporary development paradigms. All these 
chapters argue for far-reaching changes in economic policy, not just an 
attempt to restore “normality” after the recent crises and their impact.

Elson focuses on how to reframe understandings of development, 
stressing the need for a greater role for social investment, production, 
and consumption. She argues for working toward a socially just economy 
that respects individual rights to use collectively owned resources; that 
is maintained and expanded through decentralized, democratic, and 
egalitarian tax and expenditure systems; that supports diverse ways 
of producing and using goods and services; that is regulated in ways  
that prevent harmful spillover effects; and that is guided by obligations to  
protect, promote, and fulfill human rights.

Seguino discusses how the neoliberal macroeconomic policies set in 
motion since the early 1970s have undermined the goals of dignified work, 
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security, and inter-group equality, focusing in particular on the liberaliza-
tion of the financial sector and reorientation of central banks away from 
employment creation. She argues that these policies contributed to the 
financial crisis and must be changed. She offers examples of policies for 
reform of the financial sector and central banks to make them capable of 
supporting the equitable creation of wealth and jobs, and the equitable 
enjoyment of human well-being.

Benería examines key challenges regarding labor market trends, 
including the changing organization of labor processes, the growth of the 
informal economy, and the reorganization of the care economy through 
the feminization of international migration. She challenges the acceptance 
of the informal economy, pointing out that it relies on cheap labor and 
does not provide decent work. She departs from the usual idea of sim-
ply offering targeted support for women in the informal sector, instead 
arguing that there needs to be an improvement in labor conditions built 
into macroeconomic policies. She raises fundamental questions of how 
labour markets would need to be restructured if gender equality is to be 
achieved.

Work and labor markets are also the subject of the chapter by Otobe, 
who reviews the gender dimensions of work in a globalized economy in the 
context of the standards and procedures agreed through the International 
Labor Organization. She argues that gender structures the division of labor 
and leads to the over-representation of women among the poor. She calls 
for economic recovery programs to bail out the working poor, not just the 
large banks, and argues for stronger efforts to build decent work.

Castañeda and gammage explore the impact of climate change on 
access to food, water, and energy, discussing how women and men are 
differently affected, and how gender inequalities intersect with adaptation 
and mitigation strategies. They stress the importance of building on local 
knowledge in efforts to conserve ecosystems, recognizing that women and 
men have different kinds of knowledge, and critique gender biases in policy 
measures that rely on the creation of new market mechanisms.

Access to food and water are central to Fall’s analysis of the costs of 
market-driven policies for agriculture and water provisioning in Africa. 
She shows how these policies, in which officials and corporations collude, 
are curtailing the realization of the right to water and the right to food, 
and deepening women’s economic insecurity. She notes that women have 
been protesting against these policies at the local level, and calls for policy 
changes in both developing and developed countries, such as removing 
farm subsidies for rich farmers.
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Jain is also concerned with the inequalities produced by market forces, 
and critically examines India’s economic success through the lens of food 
security. She argues that entering into the liberal paradigm has shifted the 
emphasis in promoting gDP from agriculture to export-oriented sectors 
such as services and tradables. In her analysis of what lies behind the 
Indian paradox: “mountains of food and millions of starving citizens,” she  
points out that that despite the large, State-managed food distribution 
system to households below the poverty line, the power of the corporate 
sector and the objective of enhancing foreign capital inflows has moved 
land use away from food production to real estate as well as non-food 
agriculture. She calls for more proximate production systems, especially 
led by women farmers, as an insurance against food insecurity for poor 
households.

Monsod, Hara, Chen, and Núñez Sarmiento consider the pressures 
that have limited realization of gender equality in development, drawing 
on the experiences of their respective countries: the Philippines, Japan, 
China, and Cuba.

Monsod argues that unless all of women’s contributions to the economy 
are recognized, women will continue to be second-class citizens. She dis-
cusses the attempts to measure unpaid work and include it in the gDP of 
the Philippines, charting both progress and setbacks. She concludes that 
new economic measures that take into account women’s unpaid work 
cannot be established without a strong, politically motivated, and united 
push by the women’s movement.

Hara shows how successful economic development in Japan has not 
led to broad-based achievements in gender equality. She discusses the 
efforts of women’s non-governmental organizations (NgOs) to secure 
greater voice for women, to advance the position of women in science and 
technology, and to secure new gender equality laws. She also identifies 
some of the challenges they face in sustaining their efforts.

The gender dimensions of rapid economic development in China are 
discussed by Chen. She argues that this development continues to be 
influenced by patriarchal gender norms, using as examples the impact in 
the country of the global economic crisis and the counteracting economic 
stimulus plan that was introduced in 2009. She points out that although 
women have been active in some local level protests, there are still few 
ways for them to have a voice in development policy.

The Cuban experience of development is analyzed by Núñez Sarmiento,  
who highlights the substantial achievement of providing free access for 
all to basic services, and the rapid increase in women’s participation  
in the labor market, including in technical and professional work.  
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She notes that by the early 1990s, women accounted for two-thirds of the 
country’s technical and professional workers. However, she shows that 
Cuban women still carry the burden of the second shift of unpaid work, 
which constrains their abilities to take leadership roles.

The remaining three chapters, by Jhabvala, McFadden, and Silliman, 
focus on feminist or women-led mobilization to achieve equality. Drawing 
on her experiences supporting the organizing of women informal workers 
in the Self Employed Women’s Association (SEWA) in India, Jhabvala 
emphasizes that women workers in the informal sector––even though they 
are not protected by labor laws––can change their circumstances through 
collective organizing. She notes the difficulties involved in trying to scale 
up local-level organizations in ways that retain women’s autonomy.

McFadden identifies the challenges facing feminists in Africa and calls 
for women’s organizations to reclaim political agency. She considers the 
2009 crises as a wake-up call, because the agenda for gender equality in 
Africa has been hijacked by donor-driven “gender mainstreaming,” and 
there has been a resurgence in conservative ideas about women’s roles. 
She calls for feminists to regroup and decide how the feminist movement 
can be rebuilt and strengthened.

Silliman points to the emergence of various types of “progressive mascu-
linities” in some parts of the world, and discusses how this may provide a 
resource for women’s struggles, particularly in relation to violence against 
women and reproductive rights. She calls for a reconceptualization of 
gender justice in ways that transcend a rigid binary divide between the 
two sexes.

All the chapters, in diverse ways, offer proposals for alternative strate-
gies to address the limitations and contradictions of currently dominant 
ideas and practices in development, and move towards the creation of a 
socially just and egalitarian world.

Key Public Policy alternatives

From the chapters in this book, and the discussions that produced them, 
the following seven points have been distilled as those that should be in 
the forefront of future thinking about development.1
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Reforms in Economic Reasoning

It will be difficult to design the kinds of policies needed to secure equitable, 
just, and sustainable economies without fundamental reforms in economic 
reasoning. The measures by which policymakers judge progress need to 
become more varied to include not just increases in gDP and indexes of 
the value of shares, but also indicators of well-being, such as a decline in 
rates of malnutrition and unemployment, and indicators that incorporate 
unpaid as well as paid work.

The kind of reasoning that has dominated policy in the last 40 years 
ignores the issue of equality of outcomes. The criterion of success is maxi-
mizing the output to be obtained from available resources; the distribution 
of the output is a secondary matter. In future, the costs of inequality (not 
only in opportunity but also in outcomes) need to be factored in.

In addition, both inputs and outputs need to be judged in holistic 
terms, including non-market as well as market inputs and outputs. This 
idea has gained ground in relation to natural resources and pollution, but 
not yet in relation to unpaid work in households and communities, and 
the services this work produces. Here a new tack might be tried. Along 
with pressure for national level time–use surveys and satellite accounts, 
there might be a call for every appraisal of new investment, or reorganiza-
tion of production and delivery, to include an assessment of whether the 
investment or reorganization is likely to reduce or increase the amount 
of time that has to be spent on unpaid work. In considering poverty, it 
is critical to get beyond simply looking at income to recognize the multi-
dimensional, gendered experience of poverty.

Growth That “Bubbles Up” Rather Than  
“Trickles Down”

The process of poverty removal can itself be an engine of growth, leading 
to growth that “bubbles up,” rather than “trickles down.” If growth were 
led by the broad base of those at the lower end of the economy––and by 
the demand generated by increases in the wages of ordinary workers and 
the earnings of small and medium farmers, small and medium businesses, 
and the self-employed––it would rebalance the structure of production, 
both in terms of the types of goods produced, the types of organizations 
that produce them, and the way that they are distributed. It would help 
to ensure that employment provides decent work, with enough income 
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for an adequate standard of living, and respect for worker’s rights. Mere 
jobs are not enough. Pro-poor growth is all too often defined in terms of 
enabling poor people to work in production that creates profits for rich 
people, without providing any scope for fair shares in that process. The 
bedrock of fair shares has to be fair earnings and a pattern of output geared 
to meeting the needs of low- and middle-income people.

A new approach to agriculture and the food economy must be at the 
heart of new growth strategies. The liberalization of international trade in 
food, and the privatization of agricultural marketing and distribution of 
agricultural inputs, has jeopardized the livelihoods of poorer and smaller 
farmers, promoted the expansion of large-scale commercial agriculture, 
and enhanced the power of international agribusiness corporations. More-
over, an increasing amount of land has been diverted into non-food uses 
such as tourist resorts, shopping malls, and business parks.

In many developing countries, women make up over half of the agri-
cultural workforce. In some countries they are the majority of farmers. 
Women farmers are particularly active in food production, but all too 
often they are not recognized as farmers in their own right, and have 
been denied secure land rights and access both to training and produc-
tive inputs and to stable markets with fair prices. The distribution of land 
rights, and of public investment and regulation of markets (including 
international markets), needs to be reoriented to support women farm-
ers to enable them to improve the productivity of their land and labor. It 
will not be enough simply to distribute more land to individual women 
farmers. Without a complete reorientation of agricultural policy, they will 
be vulnerable to indebtedness and may end up having to sell their land. 
In the space of a couple of decades, land would be concentrated in the 
hands of large commercial farmers. Better land rights for women need to 
be embedded in a system of equitable public support, and the collective 
organization of small farmers.

Industry and manufacturing need to be reoriented to focus less on 
the production of fashionable goods (with built-in obsolescence) for 
individualized, competitive, private consumption, and more on good 
quality, long-lasting goods, affordable by all, and designed to meet needs 
rather than advertising-induced wants. The focus on the private car in 
many places as the lynchpin both of the transport system and of people’s 
aspirations for a better life needs to be questioned. Individualized transport 
systems built around the privately owned car are a significant contributor 
to climate change and the fuel crisis. Moreover, they exclude those who 
cannot afford cars (even so-called cheap ones).
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Control of the production and distribution of water and energy by large 
corporations also needs rethinking. Privatized production and distribu-
tion of clean water for profit risks excluding remoter regions and poorer 
people from improved access to this vital resource. Corporations can 
make more profit by distributing to those who can pay higher costs and 
are concentrated in urban centers. Public systems for water can be funded 
by taxation as well as by user charges that provide a basic allocation of 
free water. In such an arrangement, the better-off contribute to affordable 
access by poorer people. Public funding can also support people with 
information, training, and equipment to themselves become producers 
and distributors of water, harvesting, treating, and reutilizing it.

Strategies for growth that bubbles up must look beyond the market 
economy. They must have at their heart a concern with the unpaid 
economy. Work in the unpaid economy must be recognized and made 
visible through the collection of time–use data on a regular basis. The 
amount of unpaid work that has to be done, especially by poor women, 
must be reduced through public investment in infrastructure to provide 
fuel and water, and in social infrastructure, especially health services and 
care services for children, frail elderly people, and people with disabilities. 
The remaining unpaid work must be redistributed so that men and boys 
contribute more, and enjoy the delights as well as the challenges of care 
work. Both women and men should be able to reconcile and balance, on 
an equal basis, their paid and unpaid work. Both women and men should 
be equally recognized as earners and as carers. Everyone needs time free 
from unpaid work (especially the kind that is drudgery), and also enough 
time to care for families, friends, and communities.

The details of a “bubbling up” growth strategy will, of course, vary from 
country to country, but in each case the control of money and banking, 
the determination of public expenditure and taxation, the operation of 
markets (including international markets), the enjoyment of rights to 
resources and to work, and the reasoning on which economic policy is 
based, would need to change. Some ideas of the kinds of changes that are 
necessary can be gained from the many practices and concepts developed 
by women in their struggles for equality.

Socially Useful Banking and Finance, at Macro  
as well as Micro Levels

“Socially useless” banking needs to be replaced by “socially useful” bank-
ing. Women have a lot of experience with the creation of small-scale, 
self-organized savings and loan groups in their local neighborhoods, and 
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women’s organizations like SEWA have created cooperative banks for 
their members. The emphasis on putting finance at the service of social 
goals needs to be extended throughout the banking system, from the 
micro level to the macro and international level, including commercial 
banks and central banks.

Many progressive economists have set out proposals for improving the 
regulation of commercial banks, including the splitting of deposit-taking 
activities from speculative trading in financial assets; but there has been 
less emphasis on creating or supporting large-scale banks based on the 
principle that they operate to the mutual benefit of depositors and borrow-
ers, and not to make profits for shareholders. Such banks did flourish in 
some countries before financial liberalization, and in some they continue 
to exist. More of such banks should be encouraged. In addition, central 
banks should change the way in which they operate to become promoters 
of employment creation, not simply guardians of very low rates of infla-
tion. To do this, they need to explicitly set goals for employment creation  
as well as inflation control, and continue to sustain the expansionary mone-
tary policies that many of them adopted immediately after the financial 
crisis, until their economies are on a path of sustained job-creation. This 
will need to be supplemented by proactive development banking, of the 
kind that does exist in some countries of the South, but with steps taken  
to ensure that loans are available to women on an equitable basis with men.

To make socially useful banking feasible, and to create stable conditions 
for the creation of decent work, it is important to reduce the volatility 
of financial flows in and out of national economies. governments can 
introduce capital controls and stop inflows and outflows of short-term 
speculative funds. Malaysia did this during the Asian financial crisis of 
1997, and as a result was one of the first countries to recover from that 
crisis. Brazil has embarked on a similar exercise following the 2007/2008 
crisis. It is vital that the International Monetary Fund (IMF) changes its 
policy and supports such moves, rather than encouraging developing 
countries to keep larger reserves of foreign currency to tide them over 
periods of volatility. The latter policy is like requiring all motorists to 
carry higher levels of accident insurance rather than putting traffic lights 
at road junctions.

Just and Democratic Public Finance

To complement socially useful banking, there must be just and democratic 
public finance. This means fair taxation and equitable public expenditure, 
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with citizen participation in determining priorities and monitoring and 
evaluating outcomes. Women scholars, activists, and elected representa-
tives have done much to try to transform government budgets in the  
16 years since the Beijing Platform for Action called for gender-responsive 
budgeting. There have been some successes in getting women more voice, 
and in reorienting public finance to address women’s poverty and gender 
equality, especially at the local level.

However, gender-responsive budgeting has not as yet fully engaged 
with the macroeconomics of budgets at the national level, with the issues 
of how tax systems can be equitably reformed to generate more revenue, 
with how high public expenditure should be, or with what is the appro-
priate policy on budget deficits. These kinds of policies determine how 
much is actually available for allocation at the places where women have 
won more voice—at local level. This is the next frontier and will require 
more collaboration between progressive feminist economists, activists, 
and elected representatives.

Taxes need to be fair not only in terms of gender and class, but also 
in terms of the relative contributions of households and individuals on 
the one hand and businesses and banks on the other. All over the world 
there has been a shift in the balance of contributions, with businesses and 
banks, especially large ones, paying a smaller and smaller share, and taking 
advantage of tax havens. Many governments are not raising enough tax 
revenue, and there is an urgent need to stop tax avoidance and evasion. 
Rather than simply campaigning for tax breaks for women’s businesses, 
feminists need to raise their voices in the emerging campaigns for tax 
justice to raise more revenue at national and international levels: the g20 
has begun to tackle this issue, but it is vital that momentum is not lost.

gender-responsive budgeting also needs to engage with questions of 
fiscal expansion and fiscal austerity. The response to the financial crisis 
in many countries was an expansion of the deficit as part of a stimulus 
package. But now, in a large number of countries in both North and 
South, deficit reduction and fiscal austerity have priority. Claims that 
there are no alternatives to expenditure cuts need to be evaluated, and 
governments reminded that well allocated public expenditure can reduce 
inflationary pressures by relieving supply bottlenecks. Of course, there 
is a risk that public expenditure will not be used in ways that support 
equitable and sustainable development, and so there must be continued 
pressure for women, especially low-income women, to have more say in 
its allocation and evaluation.
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Socially Responsible Markets and Fair Trade

Markets are a critical component of a just and equitable economy, provided 
they are fair and balance competition with cooperation. Too many markets, 
national and international, have become dominated by large businesses 
that act as intermediaries between producers and consumers, taking the 
lion’s share of the price that consumers pay. But many women’s organiza-
tions have experience of markets built on direct links between small-scale 
producers and consumers to the mutual benefit of both: face-to-face via 
village markets where farmers and craftspeople sell their goods; and online 
via the Internet, enabling networks of small-scale enterprises (including 
cooperatives and the self-employed) to take advantage of economies of 
scope and scale. There is a need to scale up such marketing alternatives, 
by building larger-sized retailers and distributors that operate on principles 
of mutual benefit to producers, consumers, and traders, rather than on 
the principle of making profits for shareholders.

Fair trade in international markets requires changes to the regulation 
of international trade. Women’s organizations have stressed that trade 
liberalization is often at odds with livelihood security, fostering destructive 
competition rather than prosperity for all. Trade liberalization definitely 
means a rise in imports; it may, but does not necessarily, lead to a rise 
in exports. There is no guarantee that low-income people who lose their 
livelihoods through competition from cheaper imports will gain new 
employment in export sectors. If there are to be more equitable forms of 
development, new trade agreements must be preceded by credible and 
properly funded systems of social protection, so that any low-income 
person who loses her or his livelihood is fully compensated.

More equitable development also requires rethinking the non-discrimi-
nation provisions in international trade agreements. In these agreements, 
non-discrimination is defined in terms of the principle that the same rules 
should apply to all businesses, irrespective of whether they are domestic or  
foreign owned. However, as is well recognized in human rights agreements, 
the application of formally equal rules to very unequal actors tends to 
institutionalize discrimination and lead to substantively unequal outcomes. 
Women organizing for human rights point to the Convention on the Elimi-
nation of All Forms of Discrimination against Women (CEDAW), which 
allows “special measures” that treat women and men differently in order 
to overcome women’s historical disadvantage. The same principle needs 
to be recognized in international trade agreements, allowing governments 
in poor countries to treat domestic firms differently from foreign firms, 
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so as to enable the former to improve their productivity. Demands for 
developing countries to liberalize imports need to be put on hold until 
their business owners, workers, and farmers have been able to develop the  
skills and acquire the technology that would enable them to match the 
productivity in developed countries.

Support for Equitable Property Rights

A just and egalitarian economy needs property rights (associated not  
only with ownership, but also with tenancy and use of communal 
resources) to be much more widely dispersed. This can take place not 
only through redistributing title to land, but also through support for 
small businesses, as well as support for collective forms of ownership 
and management, including cooperatives, employee-owned enterprises, 
municipally owned enterprises, and local committees for the management 
of natural resources. In all cases, support needs to be given to women 
to have rights, and exercise them, on the same basis as men. Moreover, 
formal title to individual property is not enough. It has to be supported 
by access to public services, infrastructure, and credit; by contracts to 
supply the public sector; and by collective organization.

The main, and often only, property of the majority of people in many 
countries is, of course, their own capacity for work. Labor rights must 
also be strengthened, including rights at work and to organize collectively. 
Women have been at the forefront of developing new forms of workers’ 
organizations that include informal as well as formal workers.

Economic and Social Rights as an Objective of 
Economic Policy

An important way to reorient economic policy in support of equitable, 
just, and sustainable development is to put the realization of economic 
and social rights at the forefront of such policy. governments have an 
obligation to progressively realize economic and social rights, using the 
maximum available resources, under the International Covenant on Eco-
nomic, Social, and Cultural Rights (ICESCR). But these obligations are not  
in the forefront of the minds of ministers of finance, who may not even 
know of their existence; even if the ministers are aware of them, they may 
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think that promoting economic growth will take care of them. The crises of 
finance, food, and fuel have shown how far that is from being the case.

It is necessary for finance ministers to pay direct attention to the 
realization of economic and social rights. States that are parties to the 
ICESCR are under an obligation to ensure the satisfaction of, at the very  
least, minimum essential levels of each of the rights in the Covenant. This 
means that a State party in which any significant number of persons is 
deprived of essential foodstuffs, of essential primary health care, etc., is 
prima facie failing to meet its obligations under the ICESCR. Even in times 
of severe resource constraints, States must ensure that rights are fulfilled 
for vulnerable members of society.

There is a strong presumption that retrogressive measures on the part 
of a State are not permitted. An example of a potentially retrogressive 
measure would be cuts to expenditures on public services that are criti-
cal for the realization of economic and social rights, or cuts to taxes that 
are critical for funding such services. If such retrogressive measures are 
deliberate, then the State has to show that they have been introduced 
after consideration of all alternatives and to justify them “by reference to 
the totality of the rights provided for in the Covenant and in the context 
of the full use of the maximum available resources” (ICESCR, 1990). For 
example, cutting government spending on health and education, while 
not cutting expenditure on arms, will likely violate the principle of non-
retrogression.

The importance of the rights to food, to work, to an adequate standard 
of living, and to social security has been particularly highlighted by the 
crises. These rights cannot be fully realized overnight, but progress can 
be made everywhere in their realization, giving priority to those who least 
enjoy them and introducing new laws to entrench these rights as legal 
entitlements, available to women as well as to men.

conclusion 

Even though the immediate drama of the financial crisis has died down, 
the need for alternative thinking has not gone away. Many developing 
countries in Latin America and Asia experienced a slowdown in economic 
growth, rather than a recession, and their gDP growth has recovered 
(though employment growth has lagged behind). A few developing coun-
tries, such as Brazil, China, and India, emerged as new global powers and 
joined the g20, the main economic council of wealthy nations, and/or 
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formed their own clubs as “successful” developing countries––such as 
IBSA (India, Brazil, and South Africa) and BRIC (Brazil, Russia, India, and 
China)––to pursue their interests. But despite these shifts in the global 
balance of economic power from the North to the South, there has been 
a dispiriting trajectory toward returning to the same public policy stances 
and practices that were in place before the crises erupted. 

This book does not aim to offer panaceas. The process of changing 
development paradigms is not easy, and the conditions for bringing about 
equality and sustainability vary across the world. It is right that there 
should be vigorous debate about how to organize and what alternatives 
to propose. However, this book does insist that feminist analysis and 
women’s voices should be in the forefront of these debates, putting for-
ward ideas not about how more women can participate in economic and 
political spaces as they are, but how those spaces can be transformed to 
become more equal and sustainable for everyone. There is no one path to 
the creation of equitable, just, and sustainable development. But women’s 
organizations in many countries have begun to create a path by walking 
it. goals and targets may help us get there, but only if they are embedded 
in a fuller vision of what development should be and may become.
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Economics for a Post-crisis World
Putting Social Justice First∗

DIANE ELSON

If post-crisis economies are to meet the goals of social justice and environmental 
sustainability, more will have to be changed than the international fi nancial 
system.… Measures to end the crisis will fail if they simply seek to restore 
growth and greed. 

INTRODUCTION

The fi nancial crisis that began in the United States and parts of Western 
Europe in 2008 had by early 2009 become a global recession encom-

passing loss of jobs and incomes in all parts of the world. It has called into 
question neoliberal macroeconomic policy; Keynesian economics has been 
rediscovered. Fiscal stimulus and regulation of fi nance are again on the 
agenda to try and ward off a worldwide economic depression. There is 
more space now for alternative thinking. Indeed, the Financial Times has 
been hosting a discussion on what a new form of better-regulated capital-
ism should be built.

However, despite declarations that the Washington Consensus is dead, 
the G20 seem to see the way forward in terms of giving more power and 

∗ This chapter draws on ideas fi rst put forward in Elson (2001).
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money to its architects: the International Monetary Fund (IMF) and the 
World Bank. And while the Commission of Experts of the President of 
the United Nations General Assembly on Reforms of the International 
Monetary and Financial System (Stiglitz Commission)—set up to refl ect 
on the causes of the crisis, assess its impacts, and suggest adequate 
responses—has put forward some far-reaching reforms of international 
fi nance, more will have to be changed than the international fi nancial 
system, if post-crisis economies are to meet the goals of social justice and 
environmental sustainability. As well as a fi nancial crisis, there is a food 
crisis and a climate change crisis. We need to rethink what goods and ser-
vices we want to produce and consume, and what criteria we are going 
to use to judge economic success. Measures to end the crisis will fail if 
they simply seek to restore growth and greed.

Across the world, an increase in privately produced and consumed 
goods and services has been used as the hallmark of success. The example 
of the United States has come to dominate, with its emphasis on individual 
purchases and market-based provision of even the necessities of life, such 
as health services, and a popular culture based on the commercialization of 
human beings and promotion of the cult of “celebrity.” Women have been 
encouraged to understand emancipation in terms of being able to buy more 
and more consumer goods and transform themselves into more attractive 
sex objects, not in terms of becoming fully realized human beings. Instead 
of creating economies in which caring relations are valued, and the work 
of care is socially recognized and shared equally between women and 
men, care is being commercialized and delegated to low-paid women. In 
addition, time for care is squeezed in a drive to incorporate as much of 
both women’s and men’s time as possible in production for profi t.

The goal of social justice has been forgotten, or it is considered only 
as an afterthought. The development that women are getting is not the 
development that women dreamed of when they struggled for equal 
enjoyment of human rights. Some forms of subordination of women have 
indeed weakened: typically the most visible forms of patriarchal power 
diminish as women enter labor markets and do paid work outside the 
home. But new forms of subordination of women are created, at new sites, 
and using new technologies (Elson & Pearson, 1981).

Neoclassical economics (the economics of the Washington Consensus) 
refl ects and reinforces the idea that consumer capitalism can deliver the 
good life. However, there are some resources to resist these trends in 
several currents of thought that challenge the dominance of this thinking. 
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This chapter draws in particular on two: the human development cur-
rent (see the annual UNDP Human Development Report) and the feminist 
macroeconomics current (see Elson, 1997, 1999; Elson & Cagatay, 2000). 
Another important resource is environmental economics, but that is 
beyond the scope of this chapter.

The human development approach challenges the merely instrumental 
treatment of human beings as factors of production in the service of eco-
nomic growth. Similarly, feminist economics challenges the validity of the 
idea that everyone is a self-interested “rational economic man,” and argues 
that unpaid time spent producing goods and services for family, friends, 
and neighbors is an economic issue, as well as a personal issue, all over 
the world (see, for instance, the journal Feminist Economics; Cagatay et al., 
1995; Grown et al., 2000). This does not mean that human development 
and feminist economics try to force all countries into a “one-size-fi ts-all” 
economic and social policy. Rather, they encourage and help us to rethink 
the criteria we can use to evaluate economic and social policies and to 
construct better ones that are more likely to realize the dreams of social 
justice and women’s rights.

This chapter puts forward an evaluative framework based on guaran-
teed social entitlements rather than the opportunity to go to the shopping 
mall, and it advocates for economic strategies that give a central place to 
social investment for social consumption rather than private investment 
for private consumption. It argues for a vision of a socially just economy 
in which people’s economic rights would not be dominated by individual 
rights to buy, sell, and consume individually owned resources in disregard 
of others—a system that facilitates the growth of large corporations, able 
to manipulate people’s choices. Instead, fi rst place would be occupied 
by individual rights to use collectively owned resources, maintained and 
expanded through decentralized, democratic, and egalitarian tax and ex-
penditure systems, supporting diverse ways of producing and using goods 
and services, regulated in ways that prevent harmful spillover effects.

There would still be room for other forms of economic rights—rights 
to buy, sell, and use individually owned resources—but they would not 
dominate and would operate in a context that ensures that people are 
guaranteed an adequate standard of living in their own right. Markets 
would be transformed from being masters to being servants; at the same 
time, state agencies would cease to be alien forms with ascendancy over 
people and would be transformed into agencies that seek to protect, 
promote, and fulfi ll human rights.
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THE GOOD ECONOMY AND THE GOOD LIFE: 
FROM UTILITY TO CAPABILITY

Mainstream neoclassical economics assumes that the best—the optimal—
economy is one that maximizes the utility that consumers get from buying 
goods and services in the market. Such an economy is judged to have 
achieved an effi cient allocation of resources. To put it another way, it is 
assumed that policymakers should fi rst try to maximize the economic 
pie, and then address social justice issues through redistributing the pie 
once it is baked. To maximize the pie, it is assumed that the best method 
is production by privately owned, profi t-seeking businesses operating in 
markets that are regulated in ways that promote competition between 
such businesses.

Although, in theory, effi ciency can be defi ned in relation to any set of 
rights over resources, in practice it has been defi ned in relation to the rights 
over resources characteristic of free-market capitalism. Thus the rights 
that count are property rights over land, equipment, buildings, etc., that 
can be bought and sold. All other rights (such as labor rights, indigenous 
people’s rights over common land, welfare rights, etc.) are regarded as 
“distortions” that impede the effi cient functioning of the market (for an 
insightful discussion, see Chang, 2001).

Effi ciency and satisfaction of consumer wants are seductive concepts. 
No one is in favor of waste, or for settling for less than can be achieved, 
and shopping can be an enjoyable pastime—provided one has money to 
spare. But neoclassical economics gives particular meanings to these ideas. 
An economy is in the optimal state if no one can consume more without 
some consuming less, regardless of the distribution of consumption. The 
satisfaction of consumers’ preferences on what and how much to buy are 
taken as the benchmark against which to judge outcomes regardless of 
how those preferences are formed (and distorted) by consumer culture 
and social norms.

The human development approach has a different aim: the emancipa-
tion of individual human beings from the constraints that prevent them 
from living a life that they have reason to value. This means having the 
capabilities to enjoy a rich set of valued functionings, far beyond the util-
ity to be got from visits to the shopping mall, including being free from 
poverty and social exclusion and enjoying affi liation with other human 
beings (see, for instance, Sen, 1999; Nussbaum, 2002). This position might 
be described as one of ethical individualism, in that it does not take as its 
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starting point the well-being of the nation, the community, or the house-
hold, but begins from the equal valuing of all human beings as celebrated 
in the Universal Declaration of Human Rights. The human development 
approach does not entail methodological individualism, however, a form 
of analysis that rips individuals from their social context and that is the 
foundation of neoclassical economics. Instead it recognizes that human 
well-being depends on relations with others, and that what people are 
able to do and be (their capabilities) depends not only on themselves but 
on the wider society. It supports an egalitarian mutual interdependence, 
rather than relationships in which some people are subordinate to oth-
ers, or are alienated from others because their only connection is through 
profi t-driven markets.

RETHINKING ECONOMIES, RECOGNIZING 
UNPAID WORK

Many feminist economists share the values of the human development 
approach, but they place particular emphasis on rethinking economies 
to include not only paid work but also nonmarket unpaid work. This 
unpaid work includes both care for members of families and communi-
ties, and also housework and subsistence production, like growing food 
for family consumption and collecting water and fuel. Most analyses of 
economies privilege production for the market—try to measure it, increase 
it, optimize it. The sphere of reproduction is taken for granted, rather like 
the “traditional sector” in the Lewis model of economic development. 
Feminist economics has challenged this exclusion, arguing that as well as 
the economy of the market and the state, we should take account of the 
unpaid economy in which people produce goods and services for their 
families, friends, and neighbors on the basis of social obligation, altruism, 
and reciprocity (and, in some cases, coercion—as expressed in domestic 
violence, for instance). In this unpaid economy, people produce food and 
clothing, fetch fuel and water, cook and clean, and take care of others, 
especially children, the sick, and frail elderly people (see Folbre, 1994, 
2001; UNDP, 1995, 1999).

There are two reasons to include the unpaid economy. The fi rst is that 
it is very important for human well-being. For instance, being required to 
do too much unpaid work while getting too little care from family and 
friends jeopardizes the possibility of living a satisfying life. The second 
is that though the unpaid economy is not properly measured and taken 
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into account in economic analysis and policy, it affects the operations of 
the paid economy. It affects the quantity and quality of labor supplied 
for production in businesses, large and small, and the public sector and 
nongovernmental organizations (NGOs). It affects the quantity and quality 
of goods demanded from production. Its operations affect the stability of 
the social framework in which the market and state are embedded.

This interaction has been analyzed in a number of contexts relevant 
to development, with a particular emphasis on the gender relations that 
assign most of the responsibility for the supply of unpaid work to women. 
For instance, in the early 1990s I examined the interaction in the context 
of structural adjustment programs, arguing that their design implicitly 
assumed that unlimited supplies of female labor was available to make 
good any shortfalls in provision of public sector nontradable services (such 
as health, education, and water and sanitation) and to increase production 
of exports, while at the same time maintaining household food security 
and the social fabric of family and community networks (Elson, 1991). 
Adjustment theory does not confront this implication because it appears 
to treat labor as a nonproduced means of production and all consump-
tion as discretionary.

Ignoring the implications of macroeconomic changes for the unpaid 
economy, in which most of the work is done by women, is tantamount 
to assuming that women’s capacity to undertake extra work is infi nitely 
elastic, able to stretch so as to make up for any shortfall in income and 
resources required for sustaining human beings. However, women’s 
capacity for work is not infi nitely elastic, and a breaking point may be 
reached. There may simply not be enough female labor time available to 
maintain the quality and quantity of human resources at its existing level. 
This may not have an immediate impact on the level and composition 
of gross national output, but in the longer run, deterioration in health, 
nutrition, and education will tend to have adverse impacts on output 
levels (ibid.).

Further examples of analysis that takes account of the unpaid economy 
can be found in a special issue of World Development on macroeconomics 
and gender (Cagatay et al., 1995). William Darity (1995) constructed a 
two-sector model of a gender-segregated, low-income agrarian economy, 
in which one sector produced crops for export and the other produced 
subsistence food and care for the family. The model was used to analyze 
the gender-differentiated effects of one of the keystones of neoliberal agri-
cultural reforms: measures to raise the relative price of export cash crops. 
The analysis shows how this means extra demand for women’s labor in 
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the export sector and extra income for their husbands who control the 
sale of the crop, given the prevailing pattern of gender relations in both 
sectors. If women respond to this demand, through some combination of 
compensation, cooperation, and coercion, output of food and care is liable 
to fall under reasonable assumptions, with potentially adverse impacts on 
the health and nutrition of women and children. On the other hand, if 
women are able to resist the demand, the supply response of the export 
crop is muted and the devaluation does not have the expected impact 
(a scenario explored by Warner and Campbell, 2000). Mainstream eco-
nomics has now admitted that agricultural sector reforms have failed in 
a large number of countries; however, it continues to ignore the gender 
dimensions of agricultural production and the role of the unpaid economy 
in rural areas.

As more comprehensive studies of time use become available for devel-
oping countries, it will be possible to carry out richer empirical analyses 
of the interaction between the paid and the unpaid economies. Some 
examples that point that way can be found in the special issue of World 
Development on growth, trade, fi nance, and gender inequality (Grown 
et al., 2000). Fontana and Wood (2000) present a computable general 
equilibrium (CGE) model—using actual data to estimate an economy’s 
reaction to external shocks or policy changes—that includes the unpaid 
economy (labeled “social reproduction”). The model is calibrated for Ban-
gladesh and is used to explore the implications of different trade policy 
regimes. Lim (2000) examines the effects of the East Asian fi nancial crisis 
on employment in the Philippines and, though the data on paid work is 
much richer than on unpaid work, is able to consider some of the interac-
tions between the two in the aftermath of the crisis.

It is important to extend this approach to examining the current global 
economic crisis. Both women and men will lose jobs, and whether the 
loss is disproportionately male or female will depend on which sectors 
of the economy are hardest hit. In economies that produce a lot of gar-
ments, for example, it will be women who are hit hardest; in economies 
that produce a lot of cars, it will be men. Gender-based cultural norms 
about what is men’s and what is women’s work mean that men tend not 
to take up women’s work, even if the availability of “men’s jobs” decreases. 
Instead, a more likely outcome is unemployment and underemployment 
for men and overwork for women, many of whom try to compensate 
for loss of male income to the family by taking on more informal work, 
where the pay is very low. It is likely that this will be the effect of the 
economic crisis in many countries, with women asked to provide the 
ultimate safety net.
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ENTITLEMENT FAILURE AND ECONOMIC SUCCESS

The neoclassical framework for judging how well economies are doing 
allows feast and famine to coexist without this being regarded as an eco-
nomic failure. If, given the prevailing distribution of rights to resources, 
those who are experiencing famine cannot be given more food with-
out reducing the amount available at feasts, then the economy is still 
judged to be in an optimal position from the perspective of neoclassical 
economics.

Amartya Sen (1984) challenged this idea by introducing the idea of 
entitlement failure in his work on famine. In effect, this provides a way 
of criticizing the prevailing distribution of rights to resources rather than 
taking it for granted. He defi ned entitlements as the totality of things a 
person can have by virtue of her/his rights to resources. What bundle of 
goods and services a person ends up with will, of course, depend on how 
s/he exercises these rights, which include rights to inherit and acquire 
assets including health, strength, skills, and property; rights to use this 
endowment to produce for one’s own consumption or for sale; and rights 
to goods, service, and fi nancial transfers from the state. Sen’s concept of 
entitlements thus includes both production and distribution as well as 
legally sanctioned claims on fellow citizens via both market transactions 
and the state.

Sen argued that many deaths in famines occurred not because there 
was an overall insuffi ciency of food in the country as a whole, but because 
some people were excluded from obtaining food because they could not 
produce it themselves, could not pay for it in the marketplace, and had 
no institutionalized claim on the state to provide it for them. They died 
because of entitlement failure. In his words:

Most cases of starvation and famines across the world arise not from people 
being deprived of things to which they are entitled, but from people not 
being entitled, in the prevailing legal system of institutional rights, to 
adequate means for survival. (ibid.)

As Fine (1997) points out, although entitlements were defi ned by Sen 
on an individual (micro) basis, he also gave the idea a social systemic 
(macro) dimension, referring to a network of entitlement relations (Sen, 
1981). Famine occurred because entitlement failures were endemic in 
the prevailing social arrangements, so that episodes of bad weather or 
economic recessions led to a needless loss of people’s ability to live a well-
nourished life, which could have been prevented by a better system for 
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sharing resources. A one-sided focus on the fall in food output obscured 
this important fact.

More generally, we might extend the idea of entitlement failures to 
cover all occurrences when the resources people can obtain through their 
existing entitlement relations are not suffi cient to enable them to live a 
well-functioning human life: well-nourished, healthy, literate, able to take 
part in the life of their community, and able to defi ne and pursue their 
own goals in life. Sen himself has not developed any precise defi nition of 
basic or essential functioning, though such an idea of a basic minimum 
in relation to being well nourished is implicit in his work on famine. 
Nussbaum (2002) has been less reticent and has proposed various lists 
for discussion. Economic progress could be judged in terms of success in 
ensuring that all citizens do achieve at least the essential functioning for 
a good life. Economies marred by widespread entitlement failures would 
not be judged a success, even though they might be growing fast.

Sen’s entitlement approach has been criticized for putting too much 
weight on formal legal rights and not paying enough attention to the 
problems people with little power have in exercising these (Gaspar, 1993). 
It has also been criticized for leaving out the informal gifts of income and 
property within families and kinship networks to which people may feel 
they have moral entitlements (Gore, 1993). Gore suggests a concept of 
extended entitlements to include all of these ways of acquiring resources, 
through both moral rules and legal rights.

A key issue relevant to these comments is the importance of examining 
the processes through which people articulate and claim their entitlements 
and recognize their responsibilities, both legal and moral. In doing this, 
however, it is important not to lose sight of the core idea of the exercise of 
rights. To have an entitlement implies access to an accountable process in 
which the discretion of decision-makers is limited and in which they can 
be held to account—for instance, through courts of law. If my access to 
a resource is at the arbitrary discretion of a public offi cial, or dependent 
on the favor of a patron, the goodwill of a husband, or the price-fi xing 
power of a monopoly supplier, then I do not get that resource as of right. 
The notion of rights is at the heart of the notion of entitlements.

Worries are often expressed that a focus on rights and entitlements 
ignores, minimizes, or undermines reciprocity. These worries are shared 
by some feminist economists. van Staveren (1996), for instance, argues 
that an entitlements approach cannot deal satisfactorily with the provi-
sion of care for others. She contends that such care can only be partially 
provided through public and commercial services, suggesting that much 
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of its value comes from it being given as a gift, without immediate rec-
ompense, in a context of mutuality. Of course, she recognizes that the 
reciprocal provision of unpaid care is far from symmetrical, with women 
providing more and receiving less than men. There needs to be a change 
to symmetrical reciprocity, in particular a redistribution of responsibilities 
between men and women. However, a problem with this redistribution is 
“that it cannot be forced by law or rules, as involuntary care giving would 
most probably result in bad care” (van Staveren, 1996, p. 6).

I think this problem can be addressed by the construction of entitle-
ments in ways that promote the reduction of unpaid care work for women 
and promote an increase in unpaid care work by men, even if these changes 
cannot be prescribed. We need reciprocity as well as rights, but without 
rights, reciprocity is unlikely to be symmetrical.

In judging the effectiveness of an economic policy regime, we could 
examine how far the system of entitlement relations that it promotes has 
adequate safeguards against entitlement failures. Entitlement relations that 
operate through buying and selling in liberalized markets seem to have the 
advantage of autonomy; they seem to avoid the problem of dependence, 
either on the family or the state. However, the independence that markets 
seem to provide is an illusion, masking a many-sided dependence on 
people scattered far and wide whose only social bond is the market.

Moreover, such markets are inherently risky and volatile. There is 
absolutely nothing to guarantee that the prices a person gets for the goods 
or services he sells (including the labor) will be high enough to enable 
him to purchase the minimum levels of food, education, and health, let 
alone the other requirements for a well-functioning life. Nor is it clear 
who in the market can be held accountable. Responsibility is diffused 
through many buyers and sellers, none of whom has an overview of the 
market system, and different decisions made by any one of them acting 
alone will make no perceptible difference to the outcomes. Everyone can 
say with truth that they are merely offering the going rate for the good 
or service in question.

This diffusion of responsibility gives rise to the illusion that the 
outcome is a result of ineluctable market forces acting beyond human 
control, whereas in fact it is the result of human decisions to establish a 
set of entitlement relations that have no provision for mutual scrutiny of 
interactions of individual decisions and mutual assurance of social security. 
The only kind of security that markets offer is through the purchase of 
private insurance, which is beyond the means of those who need it most. 
This private security is in turn subject to the inherent risks of markets. 
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Of course, all other kinds of entitlement relations are also subject to risk, 
but they tend to be more stable and less volatile, and their failure is not 
so likely to engulf a large number of people simultaneously, as they do 
in a fi nancial crisis or recession.

Neoclassical economists do recognize that competitive markets are 
risky, which is why they advocate state provision of narrowly targeted 
social safety nets. But there are several problems with this kind of residual 
provision. There may be no minimum standards; access is determined 
by means tests of various kinds; criteria is often complex and diffi cult 
to understand; and public offi cials may exercise such discretion that the 
claimant has very few, if any rights, so that the provision is not properly 
described as an entitlement. The effectiveness of such provision in meeting 
needs is also limited by the unwillingness of the better-off to pay taxes to 
fi nance services that they do not themselves make use of.

A minimal safety-net system accords greater moral value to making 
claims for resources on other people (outside one’s family) via the market 
rather than via the state. This depends on the illusion (noted earlier) that 
exercising entitlements via the market constitutes providing for oneself, 
being independent, not being a burden on others; whereas making claims 
via the state entails being dependent. This ideological dimension of the 
neoliberal agenda has considerable social power and may result in a sense 
of social exclusion on the part of those who have recourse to the safety 
net. It also results in many people not claiming the resources to which 
they are legally entitled.

Universal state-based entitlements that are equally available to all 
members of a society are likely to be more accessible, more transparent, 
and more effective. Claiming such entitlements is not stigmatizing. It is 
not taken as a sign of failure or dependency. Universal entitlements are 
also more secure. While they can be changed by the political process and 
their real value may be eroded by rising prices, the majority of citizens 
have a stake in maintaining them, not just poor people. It is clear that the 
government has responsibility for these entitlements and must be held 
accountable for them. Such entitlements are a form of mutual assurance 
against entitlement failure and symbolize citizenship as a social bond. Of 
course, such entitlements do demand a society willing to pay taxes, but 
this willingness is more likely to be forthcoming if everyone stands to 
gain. Obviously the scope and modalities of such a system will depend 
partly on the wealth of a country. But we should recall that in the 1950s 
and 1960s, poor countries aspired to provide at least well-functioning 
basic education and health systems free of charge to all their citizens. 
Where resources are very scarce, there is a case for some targeting of 
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resources, but within a fi rmly established system of universal provision 
of some basic services.

It is very important for women that entitlements are not constructed 
mainly on the basis of participation in paid work. If they are, as in so many 
social insurance systems that are based on payment of contributions from 
cash earnings, women are always at a disadvantage because of their lower 
rate of participation in the paid economy. Instead, women need systems 
that confer universal entitlements on everyone living in the jurisdiction.

HUMAN RIGHTS AS AN ANCHOR FOR ENTITLEMENTS

The best anchor for such entitlements is the international human rights 
system because this acknowledges that people have human rights by 
virtue simply of being human and has been agreed by almost every 
country in the world as a legitimate benchmark. Particularly relevant are 
the standards set out in the International Covenant on Economic, Social 
and Cultural Rights (ICESCR) and the Convention on the Elimination of 
All Forms of Discrimination against Women (CEDAW). Human rights 
do imply duties. Article 29 of the Universal Declaration of Human Rights 
states, “Everyone has duties to the community.” These duties are clearly 
specifi ed for states that are parties to the Declaration and to the human 
rights treaties stemming from it. They are obliged to protect, promote, 
and fulfi ll human rights. They are held to account through the mecha-
nisms of the United Nations Commission on Human Rights and other 
UN mechanisms, and also through the collective action of many social 
groups that campaign to claim rights and ensure that these do not just 
remain words without deeds.

The Committee on Economic, Social, and Cultural Rights has begun to 
identify the core obligations on states arising from the minimum essential 
levels of the rights to food, education, and health, and it has confi rmed 
that these core obligations are non-derogable. In other words, there is an 
obligation to fulfi ll these obligations right now on the part of states and 
any others in a position to assist. It is not permissible to trade-off provi-
sion of the goods and services required to fulfi ll these rights against an 
increase in the provision of some other goods and services.

This Committee has also emphasized that:

Critically, rights and obligations demand accountability: unless supported 
by a system of accountability, they can become no more than window 
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dressing. Accordingly, the human rights approach to poverty emphasizes 
obligations and requires that all duty-holders, including States and inter-
national organizations, are held to account for their conduct in relation to 
international human rights law. In its General Comment No 9, the Commit-
tee remarks upon mechanisms of legal accountability for States parties. As 
for other duty-holders, they must determine which accountability mecha-
nisms are most appropriate to their particular case. However, whatever the 
mechanisms of accountability, they must be accessible, transparent and 
effective. (UN, 2001, paragraph 14)

The CEDAW is important for its insistence that women have to be 
treated as human beings with the same claims to dignity and respect as 
men. It provides an important corrective to readings of economic and 
social rights as applicable to male breadwinners and their dependents. 
The phrasing of the ICESCR does seem to allow that kind of reading, 
although its Committee has clarifi ed that it should not be read in that way 
(for further discussion, see Elson and Gideon, 2004).

The idea of human rights is often understood as emphasizing indi-
viduality, but it is also at root an idea of mutuality: an idea of the inter-
connectedness of individual human beings. Writing in the tenth Human 
Development Report, Amartya Sen puts it this way: “To have a particular 
right is to have a claim on other people or institutions that they should 
help or collaborate in ensuring access to some freedom” (UNDP, 2000, 
p. 21).

The idea of human rights rests on a vision of a mutuality of active human 
beings who make demands of and owe duties to one another. As well as 
freedom, human rights entail accountability, culpability, and responsibil-
ity (UNDP, 2000). Human rights can be seen as claims to “a set of social 
arrangements––norms, institutions, laws, an enabling economic environ-
ment––that can best secure enjoyment of these rights” (ibid., p. 73).

Nor are individual rights necessarily in opposition to collective rights. 
Collective rights always have to be exercised by persons. The question 
is who are those persons, through what process they come to have the 
power to exercise those rights, and how accountable they are to the other 
members of the collectivity. Individuals can have rights to a say in how 
collective rights are exercised and to use collective property in stipulated 
ways. Individual rights should be distinguished from privatized rights, 
which consist of rights to exclude others from the enjoyment of some-
thing and are exercised in the market through buying and selling for 
commercial gain.
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In some parts of the world, women are engaged in a complex recon-
struction of the relation between individual rights and collective rights. An 
important example is Mexico, where indigenous women are intervening 
in the restructuring of rights at federal, state, and local level. This restruc-
turing is taking place both through amendments to the federal and state 
constitutions (to some extent infl uenced by aspects of the human rights 
system, especially the International Labour Organization Convention on 
the Rights of Indigenous People), and through the reshaping of so-called 
“traditional” customary law (usos y costumbres), infl uenced by the new 
usos y costumbres introduced in the Zapatista Autonomous Municipalities. 
Indigenous women have taken up issues of domestic violence, forced 
marriage, equal participation in a wide range of political arenas, rights 
to housing, education, jobs, medical care, and land rights (Hernandez 
Castillo, 1997; Gutierrez & Palomo, 2000).

Some Mexican researchers have described this as “indigenous femi-
nism,” which attempts to protect indigenous people’s rights and women’s 
rights at the same time and which sees both as connected sets of individual 
and collective rights (Hernandez Castillo, 1997; Sierra, 2002). Indigenous 
women have also been organizing to stake claims to use land for themselves 
through the notion of collective indigenous rights (Stephen, 2003). There 
is in Mexico a national indigenous women’s network dedicated to getting 
women’s rights enforced through processes of enlarging the autonomy 
of indigenous communities. These women do not take their culture as 
static and univalent; instead they strategize to reshape it. They do not see 
a dichotomy between individual and collective rights; rather, they aim 
for a new social synthesis.

SOCIAL PRODUCTION, SOCIAL INVESTMENT, 
SOCIAL CONSUMPTION

In focusing on rights and entitlements, there is a danger that we ignore pro-
duction and think only about distribution. This would be a mistake. We 
need to think about what kind of production systems will be supportive 
of a society that ensures no one suffers entitlement failure. The experi-
ence of the last 25 years suggests that it is very diffi cult, if production is 
dominated by private production for private profi t, to build the kind of 
mutually supportive and solidaristic entitlement system that is needed. 
The growth of this domination, fuelled not only by privatization but also 
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by market liberalization that intensifi es the competitive advantage of large-
scale for-profi t producers, has been accompanied by growing inequality 
and a breakdown of solidarity.

Much more attention needs to be put on social production, investment, 
and consumption as the drivers of the economy. By “social,” I mean a 
whole range of nonprofi t institutions on all scales: cooperatives, credit 
unions, mutual savings societies, community enterprises, community 
management of forests and irrigations systems, community kitchens and 
childcare centers, municipally owned and operated enterprises, not-for-
profi t enterprises, state-owned enterprises, and all kinds of hybrids built 
on cooperation between them. For instance, municipalities can give con-
tracts to cooperatives or community enterprises to provide care, cleaning 
services, and meals for schools. It is important to put the focus on “social,” 
which implies the direct involvement of social groups, rather than “state,” 
which can all too often mean control by a small group of offi cials.

Social production, investment, and consumption can take account 
of a wider range of objectives—and, in particular, can take account of 
non-market relationships—much better than profi t-driven production. 
It is often argued that private production is more responsive to consumer 
demand, but the response is only to consumers with enough money. It is 
often argued also that social production will be operated for the benefi t of 
producers not users, but strengthening the rights of users and developing 
direct links between producers and users can guard against this. Old-style 
state enterprises and state services were all too often run on a top–down 
basis. Social production must be operated in ways that allow for diversity 
and provide a new synthesis between individual and collective rights.

Social production and investment are vital to ensure a suffi cient quantity 
of public goods, that is, goods whose benefi ts spillover to those who do 
not directly utilize them. Education is clearly one important example and 
so are health services, especially those directed to improving maternal and 
child health or reducing the incidence of infectious diseases. Others are 
good public transport systems, street lighting and paving, water and sani-
tation, and clean energy systems. A sustainable climate is one of the most 
important public goods, as is now becoming recognized. A sustainable 
system of care is also an important public good. This is something not yet 
properly appreciated, though in countries with rapidly aging populations 
or high levels of HIV and AIDS, governments are starting to develop the 
beginnings of an understanding. Leaving it all to be done unpaid and 
unsupported by women and girls is not sustainable.
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There has been underinvestment in all types of goods and services 
that we use not as privatized consumers but as members of communities. 
Instead, economic growth and structural change have been driven by 
consumerism: private cars, apartments, electrical and electronic goods, 
based on privately produced communications networks and energy, 
depleting not conserving the environment, and creating unsustainable 
climate change.

The crisis should be used as an opportunity to change this, especially 
in the rich countries that pioneered consumerism and that contribute the 
most to the environmental crisis. It would be a mistake to think that an 
adequate response to global recession is to provide incentives for the better-
off to go shopping again, even if it is for new, more fuel-effi cient cars.

JUST AND DEMOCRATIC PUBLIC FINANCE

Fiscal and monetary policies set some of the key parameters that constrain 
individual entitlements and provision of public goods. If these policies 
are inappropriate, there can be macro-level entitlement failure in both 
markets and public provision. The neoliberal policy agenda prioritizes 
the danger of systemic entitlement failure through high rates of infl ation. 
“Sound policy” is policy that minimizes this risk. But it downplays the risk 
of systemic entitlement failure through defl ationary bias and embraces 
a miserly macroeconomics in which budget surpluses (or speedy defi cit 
reduction) and high levels of foreign exchange reserves are seen as the 
top priority and lower levels of taxation and public expenditure are typi-
cally preferred (Elson & Cagatay, 2000). Of course, hyperinfl ation does 
erode entitlements, but it is usually the result of populist policies that 
fail to place suffi cient emphasis on increasing revenue. The avoidance 
of hyperinfl ation does not entail massive reductions in social provision; 
rather, it requires building the social capacity to fi nance adequate levels 
of social provision.

A major problem in doing this is that macroeconomic policy in neo-
classical economics is constructed as something beyond social dialog and 
public debate. Fiscal and monetary policies are typically a technocratic 
exercise in short-term balancing of fi nancial fl ows, with key decisions 
increasingly handed over to independent central banks that have little 
political accountability. Bakker (2001) describes a high priesthood of 
economists wielding mathematical models, carrying the same message 
to every country as if the truth were carved in stone.
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The argument is not that policymakers should not make macroeco-
nomic calculations, but that these should be used as inputs into a demo-
cratic deliberative process. Instead of exercising judgment behind closed 
doors to tweak the results of running models or to decide the implications 
for policy in the face of an uncertain future, judgment should be exercised 
in a much more transparent way, with much more public debate. Some 
innovative approaches are being developed in a number of initiatives on 
participatory budget processes (Cagatay et al., 2000; for other examples, 
see http://www.internationalbudget.org).

Gender equality is being addressed through a wide range of gender-
responsive budget initiatives in both developed and developing countries, 
some organized by women outside government and some by women inside 
government (Budlender, 2000; for numerous examples, see http://www.
gender-budgets.org). However, many of these have become sidelined in 
making calculations of how much funding goes to women’s projects or 
what share of the funding of different programs goes to women and girls. 
It is vital that gender-responsive budgeting should engage with the overall 
determination of macroeconomic policy and the degree to which there is 
adequate support for social investment and provision of public goods.

Until the current global economic crisis, the possibilities of determining 
macroeconomic policy through an open social dialog in which different 
interests can exercise voice, and in which entitlement failure and social 
investment can be explicitly brought into view, was foreclosed not by 
the technical requirements of macroeconomic policy but by fear of pre-
emptive exercise of the exit option by fi nancial capital (Cagatay, 2003; 
Elson, 2004). The ability to exit (“capital fl ight”) is a result of the deregu-
lation of capital markets. Ironically the openness of capital markets is 
conducive to an absence of openness in policy discussion, for fear that 
the wrong signals will be sent and the volatile capital markets will be 
disturbed. It is diffi cult to conduct a policy dialog when some of the key 
players have no stake in the outcome beyond the next few hours (a further 
reason for controls on international movement of capital).

It is critical that budgeting becomes reoriented to ensure that the new 
spaces opened up by the crisis are used to promote social investment for 
social consumption as the driver of economies all over the world. This is 
better for guaranteeing that there is no entitlement failure, that the unpaid 
economy and the environment are properly taken into account, and that 
there is social justice for everyone.

Of course, a just and democratic public fi nance needs a just and demo-
cratic international fi nancial system. A few moves are being made in 

http://www.internationalbudget.org
http://www.gender-budgets.org
http://www.gender-budgets.org
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the right direction, especially the measures to regulate tax havens more 
effectively and reduce the scope they provide for tax evasion. The Stiglitz 
Commission has also developed some farsighted proposals for reform. 
While these are important steps forward, however, by themselves they 
will not bring about socially just economies. To achieve that also requires 
changes in the way that goods and services are produced, distributed, and 
consumed. This chapter has argued that this requires three key actions: 
recognizing the contribution of the unpaid economy; ensuring there is 
no entitlement failure; and developing social investment, production, and 
consumption as the core of the paid economy.
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“Rebooting”* Is Not an Option
Toward Equitable Social and 

Economic Development

Stephanie Seguino

Wide gaps in income and well-being—that is, economic inequality between indi-
viduals, households, and social groups—conflict with the goal of broadly shared 
economic prosperity…. It is evident that the policies that have undermined the 
goals of dignified work, security, and inter-group equality have contributed to 
the crisis and must be replaced.

IntroductIon

Many feminist economists argue that a fundamental aim of economic 
policymaking should be to ensure the conditions that enable 

adults to provide for themselves and their families under dignified work 
conditions. Central to that goal are work opportunities that generate 
an adequate level of family income and economic stability. The latter is 
especially important; economic uncertainty and volatility are anathema 
to the goal of provisioning, not only because these conditions make it 
difficult for families to provide, save for retirement, and fund children’s 

* “Rebooting” refers to the common practice of hitting the restart button on computers after 
systems freeze or crash.
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education, but also because of their contribution to psychological distress 
that undermines family well-being.

Wide gaps in income and well-being—that is, economic inequality 
between individuals, households, and social groups—conflict with the goal 
of broadly shared economic prosperity. Gender inequality, for example, 
is linked to unequal bargaining power for women in the household and 
in the paid jobs they hold. This has negative effects on women’s agency 
and children’s welfare. Legal inequalities in land ownership rights and 
access to productive inputs can harm agricultural productivity, as evidence 
from sub-Saharan Africa shows (Blackden & Bhanu, 1999). Thus gender 
inequality radiates, producing harmful effects economy-wide.

Racial/ethnic inequality contributes to social and economic exclu-
sion. Apart from the negative effects of that exclusion on the well-being 
of subordinate ethnic groups, it contributes to a lack of political voice 
and, equally important, racialized state policies that frequently favor the 
dominant ethnic group. Accentuated household and individual inequality 
have similar effects: the dominant economic group (class) is able to wield 
disproportionate political power, often resulting in government economic 
policies that further reinforce the existing unequal distribution of income 
and wealth. The resulting intergenerational effects of inequality are well 
documented. Where the state fails to act to ensure equalizing distribu-
tive policies that provide for children’s health and education, children in 
poor households face circumscribed life chances and income-generating 
possibilities.

In contrast, a central feature of equitable societies would be that inter-
group inequalities are first attenuated and then eliminated over time. 
Further, economic mobility for children in low-income households would 
be maximized through state-level policies to ensure adequate social and  
economic investments. And importantly, the care burden women shoulder,  
at the expense of achieving material equality with men would be allevi-
ated with the help of state-level policies that support men’s care role, 
complemented by public expenditures on care for children, the elderly, 
the sick, and people with disabilities.

These basic guidelines offer an evaluative framework for national and 
international macroeconomic policies. Such policies shape the possibili-
ties for provisioning; they influence both the size of the economic pie and 
the distribution of the pie itself across racial, ethnic, and gender groups  
as well as among countries. The right macro-level policies can enable rising 
living standards; the wrong policies can pitifully restrict families’ array of  
options to provide for their well-being, and may result in a much greater 
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care burden for women, at a heavy cost to their own economic agency 
and life choices.

This chapter explores the salient well-being outcomes of the set of 
macroeconomic policies set in motion since the early 1970s, known 
now as neoliberalism. To anticipate the results of this analysis, a consid-
eration of trends in well-being makes it clear that “rebooting” the global 
economy—continuation of the same set of neoliberal policies with only 
minor adjustments—is not a fruitful option. Rather, it is evident that the 
policies that have undermined the goals of dignified work, security, and 
intergroup equality contributed to the crisis and must be replaced. As 
noted by Joseph Stiglitz (2009), “We have huge unmet needs in climate 
change, in poverty, in an economic system in which there is huge economic 
capacity…. If you can’t solve those problems, that economic system is not 
functioning the way it should be.”

In the penultimate section of this chapter, I offer some illustrative 
examples of policies for reform of the financial sector that support the 
goals of an alternative vision. I emphasize the financial sector because of 
the implications of policy reforms there for broadly shared well-being 
and equality. I hope that attention to that sector will elicit the interest of 
feminist economists to develop even more detailed proposals for reform. 
Armed with comprehensive analyses and policy proposals from a well-
being perspective, feminist economists will be situated to assume a seat 
at national and international decision-making tables so as to have a voice 
in charting our global economic future.

the rootS of today’S InequalIty and  
global economIc StagnatIon

The period 1945–1973 is sometimes fondly referred to as the “Golden Age” 
of capitalism—golden because, in many countries, wages rose in lockstep 
with living standards and the rate of economic growth. An era of low 
unemployment, combined with mild business cycles, provided relatively 
stable income in both developed and developing countries, underpinned 
in the former by social safety nets and social insurance programs erected 
in response to the economic havoc induced by the Great Depression. 
Governments were on the whole willing to regulate markets, especially  
the financial sector, so as to provide the conditions for society-wide eco-
nomic security and job growth. As a result, more families were able to 
enjoy stable incomes and relative economic security. Indeed, it appeared 
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that policies that permitted a redistribution of income to low-income 
households also stimulated economic growth, at least in industrialized 
countries. This win–win relationship can be labeled “equity-led growth,” 
whereby the effect of a more equitable distribution of income stimulates 
economic growth, employment, and livelihood expansion, while increas-
ing government revenues to fund social and physical infrastructure 
expenditures that further equalize well-being.

This was also a period when many countries became newly independ-
ent, and here, too, there is evidence of relatively rapid economic growth—
that is, a growing economic pie and improvements in the quality of life, 
in part due to public expenditures on social and physical infrastructure 
that improved health and education.

Although governments had taken measures to promote economic 
security and to calm the volatility of otherwise erratic markets, their role 
was under attack by the time of the Organization of the Oil Exporting 
Countries (OPEC) oil crisis. A shift in macroeconomic policy that empha-
sized deregulation of markets began to emerge. The new macroeconomic 
regime of neoliberalism has had as a central goal reduction of the role and 
reach of government, arguing that an unregulated private sector is more 
efficient than a regulated economy and government intervention. Central 
tenets of neoliberal policies have included:

• Trade liberalization: Elimination of tariffs on imports and other forms 
of trade protection.

• Investment liberalization: Reduction of restrictions on foreign direct 
investment.

• Financial liberalization: Elimination of restrictions on cross-border 
movements of money.

• Exchange rate liberalization: The shift from fixed to flexible (market-
determined) exchange rates.

• Fiscal discipline: Restrictions on government deficit spending, even 
in times of economic crisis.

Other features include deregulation (the elimination of regulations on 
economic activity, as well as in areas such as anti-discrimination and the 
environment); flexibilization of labor markets, including the elimination 
of trade unions; and privatization of basic social services and amenities 
such as water, electricity, and telecommunications, and the sale of state 
enterprises.

While the above list might suggest a return to Adam Smith and 
the full embrace of the “invisible hand”—that is, free and unregulated 
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markets—such has not been the case. The growth of inequality enabled 
economic elites to use their political strength to further increase their 
wealth. This wealth helped them to secure political influence, resulting 
in governments directing economic rents (unearned profits) to them. Two 
key pieces of evidence exemplify the influence of economic power on the 
state to enact on the behalf of elites. Perhaps one of the most obvious, 
in the United States at least, is the impact on the tax rates of the highest 
income groups. The tax cuts enacted under George W. Bush in 2001 and 
2003 disproportionately benefited high-income households. One analysis 
indicates, for example, that if the tax cuts are extended until 2018, the top 
20 percent wealthiest households will receive 74 percent of the tax cuts’ 
benefits, while the poorest 40 percent will receive less than 5 percent of 
the benefits (Aron-Devine, 2008).

A second example of the growing power of economic elites is reflected 
in the lobbying power of multinational corporations, whose greater abil-
ity to extract profits has come at the expense of the poor in developing 
countries. Prior to the signing of the Trade Related Agreement on Intel-
lectual Property Rights (TRIPS) in 1994, for instance, pharmaceutical 
companies in a number of countries held patents for a period of 10 years on 
medications such as antiretrovirals to treat HIV and AIDS. Patent control 
essentially confers monopoly rights on the sale of a product, thus driving 
up the price that can be charged and corporate profits. TRIPS extended 
patent rights to 20 years for a variety of products, including essential 
medicines. Though presumably intended to encourage research, TRIPS 
legislates greater monopoly power in contrast to the neoliberal argument 
that liberalization is needed to promote competition and efficiency. 
Essential life-saving drugs have become increasingly expensive, restrict-
ing the access of the poor and uninsured (Kawachi & Wamala, 2007). It 
should be noted, however, that civil society advocates have successfully 
organized to oppose sanctions imposed by drug companies against some 
countries (for example, Brazil and South Africa) that permit lower-cost 
generic production.

trendS In global InequalIty and Well-beIng

Neoliberal proponents have argued that market liberalization and a 
reduced role for the state will produce more rapid rates of growth 
through the efficient allocation of resources. Higher per capita incomes, 
it is asserted, will provide the means for improved living standards and 
increased revenues for governments to spend on social investment.
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Neoliberal “regime change” has, however, failed to yield the predicted 
improvements in well-being within and across groups. Instead, the new 
macroeconomics agenda ushered in the “Leaden Age,” a period of wide-
spread slowdown in economic growth, downward pressure on wages, and 
a dramatic increase in inequality. A number of Asian economies—Japan, 
South Korea, Taiwan, and later China—that refused to adopt wholesale 
the full array of neoliberal policies were an exception to this rule. They 
engaged in trade and investment liberalization but in ways that benefited 
their own economies in terms of technological innovation, employment 
growth, and stability (Amsden, 1989, 2001; Seguino, 2007; Wade, 1990). 
The state has played a pivotal role in these countries in managing trade and 
investment and in moving their economies up the industrial ladder to the 
production of sophisticated and high-tech goods. Key to growth in these 
countries has also been the regulation of financial markets, and central 
banks that adopted policies consistent with the development strategies of 
the state, allowing targeted investment at subsidized rates.

As the data in Table 2.1 indicate rates of economic growth globally 
in the neoliberal period are almost half those attained in the previous 
20 years. In Heavily Indebted Poor Countries (HIPC), average annual 
growth rates since 1980 have turned negative, as they have also done in 
sub-Saharan Africa in general.

Table 2.1 Average annual per capita gross domestic product (GDP) growth rates, 
1960–2005

Regions and groups 1960–1980 1980–2005

East Asia 3.5 6.6
Latin America and the Caribbean 2.9 0.7
Middle East and North Africa 5.5 3.7
South Asia 1.3 3.6
Sub-Saharan Africa 1.6 –0.1
Heavily Indebted Poor Countries 0.5 –0.2
Middle-income Countries 3.4 2.3
OECD 3.7 2.1
World 2.6 1.4

Source: Author’s calculations from World Bank (2008).
Note: OECD is the Organisation for Economic Co-operation and Development.

Moreover, the trend has been unambiguously toward worsening 
income inequality since the 1970s (ILO, 2008; Milanovic, 2002, 2007). 
This movement is in evidence both within and between countries. A few 
statistics highlight the extent of the growing income gap. One measure 
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of global inequality is the ratio of incomes of the richest 20 percent of 
households compared to the poorest 20 percent. That ratio in 1960 was 
30:1; in just 45 years, it rose to 103:1 (see Table 2.2).

Table 2.2 Ratio of incomes of richest 20 percent of households to poorest 
20 percent

Year Ratio

1820 3:1
1870 7:1
1913 11:1
1960 30:1
1991 61:1
1997 74:1
2005 103:1

Source: Ortiz (2008), from United Nations Development Programme (UNDP) data.

Figure 2.1 suggests that the growth of inequality accelerated in the 
late 1980s, coinciding with the expanded adoption of neoliberal policies 
across the globe.

Figure 2.1 Accelerating inequality: The richest 20 percent share of global income 
relative to the poorest 20 percent
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Note: The exponential trend line is estimated from the data, with an R2 of 0.981.
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Rich countries have not escaped these trends. In the United States, for 
example, the median family income rose at an annual rate of less than  
1 percent a year between 1980 and 2007, only one-third as much as 
median incomes had risen in the previous 27 years. In contrast, the 
incomes of the top 0.01 percent of American families increased sevenfold 
during that same period (Krugman, 2009).

Chief Executive Officer’s (CEO) pay in the United States shows a 
similar trend. While the wages of workers have stagnated, CEO’s pay 
has increased dramatically over the last three decades: its ratio to average 
worker pay rose from 42:1 in 1980 to 500:1 in 2008 (Anderson et al., 
2006; ILO, 2008).

GDP and other income measures are sometimes criticized on the 
grounds that income is a means to an end, and that to better understand 
trends in well-being we should measure the ends themselves. Three mea-
sures of well-being are helpful in painting a portrait of global progress: 
life expectancy, infant mortality rate, and the ratio of females to males in 
the population (see Weisbrot et al., 2008). Trends in life expectancy and 
infant mortality rates tell us something about the level of public invest-
ments in social infrastructure (health, education, care services, and so 
forth); subsidiary (positive or negative) effects of economic growth on 
health; and, more generally, the distribution of political power and thus 
resources. The ratio of females to males in the population is a good proxy 
indicator of trends in the degree of gender equality as it reflects society’s 
valuation of females. The ratio can fall below biologically expected ratios 
(roughly 102.5 females per 100 males in developing countries and 105 
to 100 in industrialized countries) as a result of differential investments 
in girls’ and boys’ nutrition and health, women’s bargaining power with-
in the household, accessibility and quality of maternal health care and 
access to contraception, and sex-selective abortions that favor one gender 
over the other.

The data in Figure 2.2 compare the average annual rates of increase 
in life expectancy in two periods: 1960–1980 and 1980–2006. The latter 
period coincides with the widespread global adoption of neoliberal macro-
level policies. For all country income groups and the world, improvement 
slowed in the neoliberal period, in some cases dramatically so. In middle-
income countries, for example, while the average annual rate of increase 
in life expectancy in years was 2 percent in the 1960–1980 period, it 
fell to less than half of 1 percent per year in the neoliberal period. We  
might expect that rates of improvement would slow for industrialized 
countries with already elevated life expectancy, due to biological limits. 
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But we would anticipate continued progress in lower-income countries. 
As the data in Figure 2.2 shows, however, the rate of improvement slowed 
significantly in lower-income countries, while remaining relatively stable 
between the two periods in high-income countries.

The infant mortality rate data in Figure 2.3 tells a similar story: rates of 
reduction in infant mortality have slowed in most regions, even in high-
income countries. Only low-income countries managed to continue to 
reduce infant mortality rates in the 1980–2006 period at a similar pace 
to the earlier period (data for 1960–1980 are lacking for middle-income 
countries).

Progress toward gender equality also appears to have suffered during 
the neoliberal period, when measured as the share of females to males in 
the population. Figure 2.4 shows the percentage change in the ratio of 
females to males in the population for countries at varying income levels 
and across geographic regions, as well as for three rapidly growing Asian 
economies: China, India, and South Korea. This story—in some ways an 
astounding one, given the rise in the ratio of female-to-male educational 
attainment and employment during this period—indicates that the number 
of women as a ratio to men has fallen in most regions of the world and 

Figure 2.2 Rate of average annual increase in life expectancy, 1960–1980 and 
1980–2006, by country income group

Source: Author’s calculations with data from World Bank (2008).
Note: HIPC is Highly Indebted Poor Countries. Countries are categorized according to 

World Bank lending categories, based on countries’ per capita gross national 
income. Low income is USD 975 per capita or less, and high income is USD 11,906 
per capita.
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Figure 2.3 Rate of average annual decline in infant mortality rates, 1960–1980 and 
1980–2006

Source: Author’s calculations with data from World Bank (2008).

Figure 2.4 Changes in the ratio of females to males (difference between average 
ratio in 1960–1980 and 1981–2006)

Source: Author’s calculations with data from World Bank, 2008 (CD-ROM).
Note: The change in the ratio is calculated as the female-to-male population ratio, averaged 

across 1981–2006, minus the ratio averaged across the previous period, 1960–1980. 
South Asia includes Afghanistan, Bangladesh, Bhutan, India, Maldives, Nepal, 
Pakistan, and Sri Lanka.

countries at various income levels. The only exceptions to this negative 
trend are Latin America and the Caribbean and South Asia. In Europe and 
Central Europe, the decline has been especially precipitous.
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The overall sex ratio is determined by sex ratios at birth and mortality 
rates by gender and age; given this, caution should be used in making 
cross-country or regional comparisons. Comparisons of trends over time, 
however, can be useful. The causes of declines in sex ratios from 1960–
1980 to 1981–2006 are varied and include different rates of out-migration, 
sex-selective abortion, differential access to health care and nutrition, HIV 
and AIDS, and suicide rate differentials, among other causes. Given the 
way the ratio is calculated, it could also fall if male improvements in life 
expectancy exceeded women’s; this occurred only in sub-Saharan Africa. 
Anderson and Ray (2010) found that a large number of missing women 
in India die as adults, while the majority of missing women in China are 
due to prenatal fetal deaths. Table 2.3 shows the female-to-male ratio in 
both periods by country income level and region.

Table 2.3 Ratio of females to males in the population, 1960–1980 and 1980–2006

1960–1980 1980–2006 Change

World 0.992 0.980 –0.012
HIPC 1.015 1.008 –0.007
Low-income countries 0.955 0.957 0.003
Middle-income countries 0.994 0.982 –0.011
High-income countries 1.042 1.020 –0.022
East Asia and Pacific 0.959 0.953 –0.006
Europe and Central Europe 1.118 1.079 –0.039
Middle East and North Africa 0.981 0.976 –0.005
Sub-Saharan Africa 1.022 1.013 –0.008
South Asia 0.921 0.927 0.007
Latin America and Caribbean 1.001 1.010 0.009

Source: Author’s calculations with data from World Bank (2008).

fInancIal lIberalIzatIon: an undermInIng  
force for gender equalIty and Well-beIng

I turn now to a more microscopic focus on the impact of financial lib-
eralization. Because of its central role in the expansion of inequality and 
concomitant deterioration of progress toward improving well-being, this 
aspect of neoliberalism merits more attention.

Many years ago, economist John Maynard Keynes warned of the eco-
nomic crises and instability created by financial liberalization, underscor-
ing the tendency toward irrationality in decision making and perverse 
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incentives that contribute to manipulation by insiders. The 1929 stock 
market crash and subsequent Great Depression were painful examples of 
these tendencies. Governments implemented a series of financial regula-
tions in the wake of that catastrophe, including capital controls and the 
adoption of fixed exchange rates. The regulations were intended to main-
tain the health of the financial sector and to prevent excessive risk taking 
on the part of financial institutions. They also enabled countries to use 
fiscal and monetary policy to manage the level of economic activity and 
to prevent excessive volatility in prices, including exchange rates.

After a relatively long stable period after World War II, the 1970s 
witnessed the beginning of financial deregulation in the global North. In 
the United States, its roots were linked to the breakdown of the Bretton 
Woods agreement, resulting in the shift from fixed to flexible exchange 
rates, which exacerbated price fluctuations. Second, the inflation of the 
1970s lowered real (inflation-adjusted) interest rates, inducing financial 
firms to find ways to circumvent regulations that limited their profit-
making opportunities.

Government regulators and policymakers seemed prepared to ratify 
the desires of the financial sector. The United States played a lead role in 
this global shift, since its financial sector policies are often used as a model 
by other countries. The Glass–Steagall Act of 1933, which had regulated 
banks so as to separate investment and commercial banking activities, had 
been gutted by 1999 due to heavy lobbying by the financial sector. As 
a result, it became easier for commercial banks to engage in speculative 
financial activities, thus opening the financial sector up to greater volatility 
and risk, with potentially disastrous effects for the real economy, that is, 
people’s livelihoods, jobs, and incomes.

In lockstep with the emergence of neoliberal economic policies and 
trends toward deregulation in the United States, countries across the globe 
have increasingly eliminated restrictions on capital mobility, making it 
easier for wealth holders to move money across borders. Wealth hold-
ers are now relatively free to “shop” the globe over for the highest rates 
of return on their investments, with little or no control on speculative 
behavior (countries that do have capital controls, regulating the speed at 
which money flows across borders include Chile, China, Malaysia, South 
Korea, and Taiwan). Neoliberals justify such deregulation by arguing that 
liberating the financial sector from regulations will allow capital to flow to 
investments yielding the highest rate of return; they equate this with the 
efficiency of investment. That is, capital will magnetically be attracted to 
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the winners, as measured by high profits and thus high rates of return on 
investments, and will shun unprofitable, low-yielding projects.

A flaw in this analysis is the failure of neoliberals to differentiate be-
tween speculative and productive innovation-inducing investments. The 
former are destabilizing and costly to those who do not share in the profits; 
the latter produce beneficial spillover effects to the rest of the economy 
by potentially raising productivity growth and thus incomes.

Unfortunately, financial liberalization has created the condition for a 
surge in the types of short-term speculative investments that led to the 
Great Depression. The downsides of liberalization have been severe, with 
people increasingly finding their livelihoods determined by the whims 
and caprices of wealth holders. Apart from shifting the negative effects of 
speculative behavior onto those least able to navigate economic turmoil, 
the overall effects on national economies have been negative. Evidence  
of the inefficiency and waste associated with speculative investment  
can be found in the global economic growth slowdown since the 1980s 
(see Table 2.1). This slowdown is exactly the opposite outcome that neo-
liberals predicted would occur with financial liberalization.

Equally worrying and detrimental is the increase in wealth holders’ 
bargaining power vis-à-vis governments. Now free to roam the globe in 
search of the highest rate of return on their investments, they play one 
capital-starved country off against another, frequently demanding conces-
sions such as tax cuts that boost their profits. But their behavior imposes 
huge social costs.

I would like to trace out more explicitly the widespread and negative 
effects of unregulated capital flows on the macro economy. This is an 
important exercise because these effects are not immediately obvious if 
we only consider the impact on investment. Thus, it is important to look 
beneath the surface at subsidiary impacts to understand how they link to 
broadly shared well-being.

First, wealth holders prefer low rates of inflation. Low inflation ensures 
that inflation-adjusted returns on investment (the rate of return on the 
investment less the inflation rate) are high, which is equivalent to saying 
that the profits derived from owning money rise. Economists call profits 
obtained from holding wealth “rentier” income, rentiers being wealth 
holders. Epstein (2005) provides evidence that rentier income has risen 
substantially in the neoliberal period.

As a result, when finance is deregulated, countries competing to attract 
the pool of global capital are forced to take steps to quell fears of inflation 
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(even if those fears are irrational). To do this, central banks have adopted 
inflation-targeting policies—in many cases, attempting to keep inflation 
close to zero. This goal perforce reduces their flexibility to use monetary 
policy to ensure adequate levels of employment, instead bolstering the 
profits of wealth holders. Inflation targeting is a case where ideology has 
trumped economic evidence. Central banks, in setting a low inflation 
target, argue that low inflation is required to stimulate growth. And yet a 
growing body of research, including the work of World Bank economist 
Michael Bruno, has demonstrated that inflation below 20–40 percent 
does not have a negative effect on growth, although the evidence does 
suggest that a policy focus on low inflation contributes to a redistribution 
of income to the wealthy (see, for example, Pollin & Zhu, 2006).

In order to lower inflation, central banks raise interest rates, thereby 
causing the cost of borrowing to rise. The result is that businesses (espe-
cially small firms) and households find it more costly to obtain loans. The 
net effect of higher interest rates is to cause economic and job growth to 
slow or turn negative.

Economists dub the cost of cutting inflation in terms of its effects on 
employment “the sacrifice ratio”—and it should be clear the sacrifice is 
the livelihood of low-and middle-income families to the benefit of wealth 
holders. In short, the cost of reducing inflationary pressures through 
monetary policy is the job and livelihood of ordinary people, worsening 
the unequal distribution of wealth and income.

The shortage of employment and livelihood opportunities has dam-
aging effects on a household’s ability to provide for its members. The 
viability of small businesses—including informal sector self-employment  
enterprises—suffers as well, because when jobs are in short supply, too 
few people have the income to spend on goods and services.

In a number of countries, women suffer disproportionately from job 
shortages, in part because gender norms continue to designate men as the 
legitimate “breadwinners.” Data from the 2005–2008 wave of the World 
Values Survey for a sample of 65 countries find that 36.2 percent of  
those surveyed agree with the prompt “When jobs are scarce, men have 
more right to a job than women” (WVS, 2009). Women are also dispro-
portionately concentrated in temporary, contingent jobs, suggesting a 
structural reason why they are more vulnerable to job loss during eco-
nomic downturns.

A second means by which liberalization produces negative economy-
wide effects is through the impact on government spending and fiscal 
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policy. To enhance their credibility with wealth holders, many govern-
ments have been forced to reduce their budget deficits. This is in response 
to the fact that wealth holders link such deficits to potential inflation. 
Again, the link may be real or imagined. Financial markets assume that 
budget deficits lead to inflation, perhaps under the assumption that output 
is fixed, so with more government spending—that is, with more money 
chasing too few goods—the only effect will be higher prices. This stance 
ignores that government spending can raise productivity and lower prices 
of production, and thus is not inflationary. Moreover, most government 
deficit spending occurs in the context of widespread unemployment, 
indicative of a great deal of unused capacity in the economy to raise 
output without inflation. In effect, due to financial liberalization, wealth 
holders across the globe have gained (undemocratic) veto power over a 
country’s domestic fiscal and monetary policy, and by extension, long-
term growth possibilities.

This is a debilitating constraint since government expenditures, even 
if funded by deficit spending, can improve health outcomes, educational 
attainment, the conditions of roads, and communications, to name just a 
few benefits. Expenditures on water and sanitation can make it easier for 
adults to provide caring labor for their families, a burden most heavily 
borne by women. Such gender-equalizing expenditures have the benefit of 
“crowding in” private expenditures—that is, they tend to lower the costs 
of production, given enough time, and raise the profitability of productive 
investment. Thus government expenditures, even if funded by borrowing, 
can reduce inflationary pressures in the longer run.

But financial markets that are liberalized suffer from “short-termism.” 
Due to financial market deregulation, wealth holders engage in hyperac-
tive speculative behavior, with capital able to move abruptly from one 
country to another instead of acting as “patient” capital, invested for the 
long term. The mobility of financial capital in response to deficit spend-
ing short-circuits the beneficial effects that might ensue in time. It should 
be clear from this discussion that a short-term speculative focus benefits 
wealth holders, but it imposes huge costs on ordinary people. In contrast, 
long-term, patient capital can generate profits both for investors and for 
society as a whole.

A third effect of liberalization is the increased likelihood of financial 
panics. More common in the age of elimination of capital controls, panics 
can lead to rapid capital outflows, sharp declines in asset prices, bankrupt-
cies, and recession. The Asian financial crisis of 1997 provides evidence 
of such effects (see Box 2.1).
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Box 2.1 The effects of financial panic on Thailand

Considered to be on sound macroeconomic ground and a rising star in the 
Asian miracle, Thailand was the recipient in the early 1990s of large capital 
inflows (that is, financial investments that included loans by foreign banks to 
domestic banks, and direct investments by wealth holders in financial assets). It 
looked like a good investment prospect. Exchange rates were fixed, so foreign 
investors felt secure that the value of their investment would not decline as a 
result of devaluation of the Thai currency, the baht.

By mid-1997, however, Thailand had developed a trade imbalance—it was 
importing more than it was exporting—a situation that cannot continue for 
too long without provoking unease in financial markets. Many foreign inves-
tors saw this trade imbalance as evidence of an impending devaluation of the 
currency (so as to make exports less expensive and imports more expensive). 
It does not matter whether that assessment was correct or incorrect. What 
matters is that large investors sold off their Thai assets, exchanging the baht 
for dollars, yen, and euros, and driving down its value. The central bank 
struggled to maintain the value of the baht, but ultimately could not. The Thai 
currency was allowed to float (that is, instead of its value being maintained by 
the central bank, it became market-determined). As a result, its value fell 40 
percent relative to the dollar in just a few weeks. Some banks that had bor-
rowed from foreign banks in dollars went bankrupt; others were forced to call 
in bank loans owed by domestic firms, causing a wave of business bankruptcies,  
with a widespread increase in lay-offs. Moreover, due to the lower value of the 
baht, firms that relied on imported goods for production suffered a dramatic 
increase in costs, leading them to either close their doors and lay-off more 
workers or raise their prices. Thus, the panic led to not only the destruction 
of jobs but also inflation.

The gender effects of financial crises have been well-documented 
(Buvinic, 2009; Lim, 2000; Seguino, 2010; Singh & Zammit, 2002;  
Sirimane, 2009). Women are disproportionately affected for several rea-
sons. Because recessions are accompanied by job losses and men are seen 
as the “breadwinners,” women can experience higher rates of lay-offs. This 
is exacerbated by women’s concentration in precarious jobs—temporary, 
part-time, contingent, or sub-contracting employment—and they are 
structurally likely to experience greater decline and fluctuation in earnings, 
especially in developing countries (Betcherman & Islam, 2001).

The most recent financial crisis that began in the United States in 2008 
and then spread to the rest of the world is instructive with regard to the 
distributional effects of deregulation. Liberalization contributed to a wave 
of mergers, with the banking industry becoming increasingly concentrated, 
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particularly in OECD countries. This consolidation not only meant fewer 
banks and thus less healthy competition, it also led to a preference on 
the part of the remaining large banks to fund wealthy borrowers, to the 
exclusion of smaller and less collateralized segments of the population, 
largely women.

A perverse exception to this trend, of course, is the targeting of sub-
prime loans to people of color and female-headed households in the United 
States. The loan conditions, however, could be considered predatory. 
That is, many of these loans were originated under unfair, deceptive, or 
fraudulent practices. What I have described is a system of dual credit 
markets, one for the rich at favorable rates, and one for people of color 
and majority women. This has rightly been termed “financial apartheid” 
in recognition of the racial effects, although the gender effects should also 
be underscored (Montgomerie & Young, 2009). The trends in the United 
States offer an example of the negative distributional effects of the state’s 
withdrawal from setting a credit strategy that can lead to rising living 
standards for all income groups, not just the wealthiest strata.

It should also be noted that the 2008 recession in the United States, 
induced by the subprime mortgage crisis, initially led to men losing jobs 
at a higher rate than women. This is because the first and hardest-hit 
industries were construction and durables manufacturing, industries that 
are male-dominated there in terms of employment. The full effects of the 
crisis on gendered unemployment may not be fully apparent, however. 
Many states are facing budget deficits and have plans to or have already 
laid off state workers. Education is particularly hard hit, as evidence from 
two major cities, Detroit and Los Angeles, demonstrates. School districts 
in these cities are reported to be planning lay-offs of 600 and 2,000 
employees, respectively. Because women are concentrated in education 
and other publicly funded services (for example, health and childcare), 
state budget cuts are likely to disproportionately fall on women in the 
fugure. This suggests that the net gender effects in terms of employment 
may weigh more heavily on women over time.

Apart from the effect on access to paid work, the disproportionate 
impacts of crises on women—and the current crisis is no exception—are 
particularly evident in unpaid labor. As family incomes fall and public 
services are cut, families have to mobilize to provide care services that had 
formerly been purchased in the market (for example, prepared meals) or  
provided by government (for example, home health care aides). These tasks  
are gendered because women provide the bulk of caring labor and their 
work burden will rise disproportionately during times of economic crisis.
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Further, as economist Sharmika Sirimane (2009, p. 5) notes:

When societies are in danger of collapse, for example, during severe eco-
nomic turmoil as experienced by some Asian countries in 1997, there is 
evidence of significant rises in suicide and crime rates; abuse and violence 
against women; and ethnic tensions.... Women bear the brunt of these 
social fallouts.

The 2008 financial crisis is only the latest incarnation of a series of 
banking crises that have become deeper and more widespread since the 
1970s, as evidenced by events in Mexico in 1994 and Asia in 1997. The 
most recent crisis, perhaps more so than the others, demonstrates that it 
is not financial liberalization alone that has undermined the well-being of 
ordinary citizens. Two other key factors are also implicated: the increased 
freedom of corporations to respond to local cost pressures by relocating 
factories overseas or outsourcing production; and, connected to this (as 
discussed earlier), growing income inequality in most countries across 
the globe (see Table 2.2). The mobility of corporations has weakened the 
bargaining power of workers, leading to a slowdown in wage growth and, 
in some cases, an absolute decline in real wages.

The growing “footlooseness” of multinational corporations has nega-
tively affected wage growth in not only high-income but also semi-indus-
trialized economies (Seguino, 2007). Women in various parts of the world 
have been particularly negatively affected because they are concentrated 
in just the kinds of labor-intensive export firms that are mobile.

This creates a macroeconomic problem: as wages fall, or wage growth 
slows, so does workers’ consumption. Thus, the central predicament 
the global economy faces is one of insufficient global demand. Without 
sufficient buying power on the part of workers, businesses have little 
motivation to invest, expand output, or create jobs.

In the United States, a growing number of low- and middle-income 
households relied on borrowing to maintain their living standards as 
their wages were squeezed. The consequences of this are apparent in the 
subprime mortgage crisis. Unsustainable credit expansion was one way 
economic growth continued in the face of inequality. The wave of foreclo-
sures in the United States, however, was a symptom of the bigger problem 
of stagnating incomes for workers and debt-financed consumption.

This summary of the effects of neoliberal policies on distribution and 
the incomes of ordinary citizens underscores that hitting the “reboot” but-
ton on the global economy will not work. That much is clear. But what  
is the alternative? The preceding analysis holds the seeds of an alternative 
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policy agenda to rectify the negative effects of the global economic crisis. 
Key features of this are to: first, focus on full employment policies; second, 
increase the availability of credit to disadvantaged groups, including farm-
ers, women, and ethnic minorities; and third, seek to resolve the problem 
of unequal income distribution that has led to insufficient demand. These 
three goals highlight the way forward.

alternatIve StrategIeS: credIt polIcy  
that promoteS gender equalIty and  
broadly Shared Well-beIng

The financial sector is an instrumental target for policies aimed at achiev-
ing the goals of full employment, economic growth, equitable income 
and wealth distribution, and economic stability. Numerous progressive 
economists have detailed mechanisms for its re-regulation. Proposals aim 
at dampening the tendency for the emergence of banks that are “too big 
to fail” and limiting the risk of system failure, that is, bank panics and 
asset bubbles such as occurred with the dot.com bubble of the 1990s and 
in the housing market in the 2000s (Crotty & Epstein, 2008; Morgan, 
2009; Palley, 2008). But more is needed to promote well-being and gender 
equality. Several examples of policies that focus on provisioning, stability, 
and equality are given in the following lines. A key quality of any such 
policy would be to shift incentives that encourage speculative financial 
activities to support for long-term, patient investment. The maldistri-
bution of credit also needs to be explicitly addressed. Complementary 
policies outside financial sector reforms are also important to promote 
well-being for ordinary people. For an example of a progressive, that is, 
equitable, proposal for economic recovery and financial reconstruction, 
see PERI (2009).

Central	Banks	as	Engines	of	Employment	Growth

Central banks abandoned their role of promoting employment growth 
and livelihood generation during the neoliberal era. Instead, their focus 
on inflation targeting has starved subordinate groups of badly needed 
credit. These groups, often overlapping, include people of color in ethni-
cally divided societies, women, small labor-intensive enterprises, and the 



40 StephanIe SeguIno

self-employed. A reformulated role for central banks should be focused 
on job creation and livelihood stimulus. In order to expand employment 
opportunities, central banks could utilize expansionary monetary policy, 
development banking, and credit subsidies. (For more on reform of central 
banks and monetary policy, see, Crotty & Epstein, 2008; Epstein, 2006; 
Palley, 2008.)

To undertake this effort, governments would have to begin by outlin-
ing national goals for investment. A comprehensive development banking 
plan focused on job expansion in high unemployment countries might 
include subsidized credit to small-scale agriculture, small- and medium-
sized businesses, and large-scale businesses that can demonstrate their 
ability to promote significant increases in employment relative to their 
total spending. Women’s enterprises and cooperatives could be targeted 
for such subsidies, and the cost to the public budget would be limited 
given women’s strong track record in loan repayment. The set of goals 
outlined by the government would then determine the central bank’s 
credit policy.

An example of credit policy tools that could be employed to attain 
a country’s development goals is the combination of government loan 
guarantees with asset portfolio requirements—requiring banks to direct 
a certain percentage of their loans to targeted activities. (See Pollin et al., 
2006 for an application of this approach to the case of South Africa.) 
The loan guarantees induce banks to lower their interest rates, since the 
government has agreed to absorb some of the risk of the loans. The lower 
interest rate makes credit more accessible to some borrowers. Social ben-
efits are achieved when credit is directed to activities that stimulate job 
creation and raise productivity.

Capital	Management	Techniques	for	Economic	Stability

Financial liberalization is one of the root causes of the increased economic 
volatility observed over the last three decades. Central banks can help 
stabilize their economies through the use of capital management tech-
niques that help reduce the variability of financial flows, especially those 
associated with short-term portfolios or speculation. A good example of 
the benefits of applying capital controls is Malaysia, which was, as a result, 
one of the first countries to recover from the Asian financial crisis. Other 
countries that have adopted related techniques to regulate cross-border 
flows of capital and regulate domestic banks, with respect to external 
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transactions (that is, transactions with foreign lenders), are Chile, China, 
Colombia, and Taiwan (Epstein et al., 2004).

There is a further benefit to capital management techniques. Developing 
countries have been forced, as a consequence of volatility, to hold high 
levels of foreign reserves in order to self-insure against a financial crisis. 
Reserves drain the economy by restricting the ability of governments 
to spend aid and loan money on the physical and social infrastructure 
needed to boost the domestic economy, create jobs, and invest in services 
to benefit poor households, and in particular, to reduce women’s unpaid 
care burden. Capital controls help to alleviate this leakage of needed 
resources from the economy.

Currency	Transactions	Taxes	and	Social	Insurance

A very small currency transactions tax (CTT) can provide resources to 
generate a pool of funds to be used for social insurance. This source of 
funding has several benefits. Globally, approximately USD 3 trillion is 
traded in foreign exchange markets daily, and only a very small percent-
age—less than 5 percent—is to facilitate trade. Speculative currency 
transactions increase financial and macroeconomic volatility, imposing 
costs on households not party to the transactions, especially in times of 
crisis. A second channel by which currency trading produces social costs, 
as noted above, is the higher level of foreign exchange reserves countries 
have been forced to hold to self-insure against a speculative attack. The 
opportunity cost of those reserves is roughly 1 percent of GDP.

A CTT would be similar to a pollution tax in the sense that it seeks to 
discourage behavior that can have negative social effects, but the cost of 
which is not captured in the existing cost of trading (and in any case is 
not fully borne by trading parties). The CTT would offer a disincentive 
to engage in short-term speculative transactions, and estimates of the 
response of trading to a modest tax are on the order of –0.43. Such a low 
tax may not quell speculative cross-border flows of money, however, sug-
gesting that this option should be adopted in consultation with capital 
management techniques discussed earlier (Grabel, 2003). Rich countries 
would generate the bulk of the tax revenues and, more generally, the tax 
would be highly progressive.

Tax revenues generated from a global CTT could be pooled and 
earmarked for a variety of developmental purposes, including public 
investments in water and sanitation, a global insurance fund to respond 
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to developing country budgetary constraints in times of economic crisis, 
and achieving the Millennium Development Goals (MDGs). The project 
of establishing a CTT will require international cooperation, and it should 
be at the top of the list of actions by developed economies as a means to 
fund social insurance, enhance macroeconomic stability, and discourage 
unproductive speculative financial activity by shifting the cost of the 
insurance to those who create systemic risk.

A global CTT could be a useful source of revenue to target gender- 
equalizing expenditures. Proposals for CTT rates vary from 0.005 percent  
to 0.25 percent, generating between USD 35 and USD 300 billion in 
revenues a year. Grown et al. (2006) estimate the cost of interventions 
specific to MDG 3 (on gender equality and the empowerment of women) 
and gender-mainstreaming in low-income countries at USD 47 billion per 
year, with an expenditure stream extending for five years. That amount 
could easily be funded by a CTT, with remaining funds used for a global 
insurance fund and other agreed upon investments in developing coun-
tries’ physical and social infrastructure.

A CTT would make tax avoidance legal and socially useful as currency 
speculators could avoid the tax by reducing their transactions, a response 
that would have beneficial effects on families, especially low- and middle-
income families, as well as women and people of color.

The	State’s	Role	in	Maintaining	Full	Employment

The Great Depression taught us in no uncertain terms that capitalist 
economies are inherently unstable and, indeed, irrationally erratic. Since 
that time, Keynesian demand-management policies were routinely adopted 
by governments of a wide array of political leanings—until the 1970s, 
that is. Those policies entailed “leaning against the wind.” In other words, 
during economic downturns governments would increase spending on 
goods and services to soften the blow of unemployment and recession, and 
conversely, cut their spending during inflationary periods when business 
and household spending exceeded the ability of the economy to produce. 
During the former, government budget deficits build up, and during the 
latter, surpluses amass, allowing the national debt to be paid down.

A return to these counter-cyclical policies is needed on a global scale. 
To be sure, industrialized countries have had no difficulty in adopting 
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such policies in response to the current crisis because they have the fis-
cal space—the ability to borrow in order to deficit spend, due to cred-
ibility among lenders. But the IMF in particular has leaned heavily in the 
opposite direction via the conditionalities it imposes on poor countries 
that must borrow from it, rather than from private capital markets, dur-
ing crises. Instead of supporting increases in government spending as a 
response to economic downturns, the IMF has required budget reduc-
tions in a number of developing and transition countries—for example, 
in Bosnia and Herzegovina, Djibouti, Ghana, Latvia, Mali, and Republic 
of the Congo, among others (Weisbrot et al., 2009). Apart from the irony 
that this is the opposite policy that rich countries are permitted to adopt, 
the costs in terms of lost services and employment are painfully high  
among those who have the least savings and assets to weather economic 
storms. Reining in the IMF, and tempering if not eliminating its ability 
to impose conditionalities that strangle growth and recovery, needs to 
be part of any humane global economic architecture that emerges from 
this crisis.

But that is not enough. Government spending can usefully be used to 
reduce inflationary pressures, especially in developing countries where the 
origins of the problem often lie with supply bottlenecks, not with citizens 
on a “consumption binge.” A poorly understood fact is that the causes of 
inflation, especially in developing countries, are often on the supply side 
of the economy, not on the demand side. Inflation targeting is not the 
appropriate tool to address the source of a supply side problem. Targeted 
spending to reduce bottlenecks—in physical infrastructure, roads, and 
communications, as well as social infrastructure, such as spending on 
public health—can reduce production costs and therefore inflation.

Expenditures aimed at reducing their care burden, including fetch-
ing fuel and water, and again, public health expenditures, can provide 
women with more time to spend in income-generating activities to the 
benefit of families and especially children. This linkage is due to women’s 
tendency to spend a larger share of their income on children than men do 
(UN Millennium Project, 2005). Policies that improve women’s economic 
bargaining power in the household thus reverberate with beneficial effects 
on children. The productivity of the labor force improves and, as a result, 
costs of production fall, reigning in inflationary pressures. This implies 
the need not only for a return to the government’s role in stabilizing the 
economy, but also for gender-enabling expenditures that improve women’s 
bargaining power, thus promoting gender equality.
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concluSIon

A fundamental guideline in economic policy-making should be that it 
ultimately serves the needs of ordinary people who are working hard to 
provide for themselves and their families. That goal is undermined by 
inequality and economic insecurity. In the wake of the global financial 
crisis that has now turned into a serious crisis for millions around the 
world, hitting the restart button and returning to the policies of the last 
three decades will not work. The roots of that crisis are traced to a vari-
ety of aspects of neoliberal policies, and in particular to investment and 
financial liberalization. Both have undermined the ability of the state to 
adopt equity-enhancing policies, to regulate, to tax, and to spend to ensure 
a social safety net and economic stability.

A transformative response to the crisis requires regulation of the finan-
cial sector and reforms that make key monetary institutions function on 
behalf of sustainable economic development and growth. The alternative 
way forward, described in this chapter, is one in which financial apartheid 
is ended, with adequate sources of capital delivered to those disadvantaged 
by neoliberalism, including women. Re-establishment of the state’s role 
as an entity that facilitates provisioning, equality, and stability is the key 
to this shift. A step in this direction is the reregulation of capital, includ-
ing controls on cross-border movements of money, and a reformed role 
for central banks.

Feminists, and in particular feminist economists, have much to con-
tribute to the elucidation of detailed policies that follow these broad 
contours but take account of local conditions. For example, a central bank 
lending agenda centered on well-being will differ depending on whether 
an economy is heavily dependent on agriculture or not, the distribution 
of women and men in the labor market, and the degree of supportive 
institutions such as cooperatives. Similarly, details of the structure and 
allocation of a global social insurance fund derived from CTTs are neces-
sary to give traction to this alternative.

All of these proposals are inconsistent with a return to the neoliberal 
agenda. Although feminists have only begun to venture into the terri-
tory of macroeconomic and financial policy, this moment represents an 
opportunity to shape a global economy that is consistent with the goals of 
dignified opportunities to adequately provision for our families, equality, 
and economic stability.
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3

Questioning Economic Success 
through the Lens of Hunger

Devaki Jain*

Feminist constructions of thought have always drawn from the ground, from 
the experience of struggles and local initiatives. What is needed is to con-
solidate the revelations from these efforts into a strong, globally affirmed theory  
by feminists.

IntroductIon

T his chapter looks at how providing food security for all—or, to put it 
another way, ensuring freedom from hunger (Drèze & Sen, 1989)—

can point the way toward a more humane political economy. Looking at 
the political economy through the lens of food fits well with the feminist  
concept of the intersectionality of disciplines; it falls under the human 
security rubric, as well as under human rights, sustainable development, 
and economic growth.

The meltdown of 2008–2009 has shaken the world in many ways. It 
was not just a global downturn in the GDP but a set of linked crises, some 
dimensions of which—relating to the food and fuel crises and climate 

* The author would like to thank Divya Alexander for her assistance in preparing this 
chapter.
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change—predate the financial crisis (Jain & Elson, 2010). It has exac-
erbated the challenges of feeding the world, of obtaining clean water, of 
having sufficient energy, and of global warming and ecological disasters 
(FAO, 2009; Simms, 2010). It has made clearer the tensions around access 
to and provision of care for households and communities.

Food has been a central issue in feminist explorations of identity, 
stigma, and intra-household power dynamics, and hence it offers space 
for feminist interrogation. Food is also central to political strategies of the 
state as well as the household. In both of these spaces gender dynamics get 
played out in various ways. Using India as the landscape, and food—or 
better yet, hunger—as the entry point, this chapter critically explores the 
reasons for what can be called the Indian paradox of “mountains of food 
and millions of starving citizens” and suggests that:

• measures of economic success—be they GDP growth rates, capital 
inflows, or trade values—that fail to recognize the various nonmar-
ket, nonmonetized values mislead and misdirect national efforts to 
redress hunger and poverty; and

• without the underpinning of a political and ethical philosophy 
toward economic justice, massive inequalities will persist despite 
pro-poor and welfarist policies.

With so many serious threats to human security, it is an appropriate 
time to revisit the ideas that Mahatma Gandhi provided for economic 
growth and people’s well-being. A holistic approach such as the one he 
offered to India and the world at the turn of the 20th century is needed 
to build a peaceful and just world.

GrowInG Global InequalIty

A recent study by the World Institute for Development Economics 
Research of the United Nations University (UNU-WIDER) on the world 
distribution of household wealth (Davies et al., 2006) takes wealth (rather 
than income) as the parameter and finds resounding evidence that its 
distribution is highly concentrated, much more so than the world distri-
bution of income. It has also been stated in unequivocal terms, “corporate 
globalization has been marked by greatly increased disparities, both within 
countries and between countries” (Edwards, 2006). A World Bank study 
reveals that between 1820 and 1992 the income share of the bottom  
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60 percent of the world’s population halved to around 10 percent while  
the share of the top 10 percent rose to more than 50 percent (cited in 
Shah, 2008).

The rise in inequality appears to be the result of three factors: a shift 
in earnings from labor to capital income; the rapid growth of the services 
sector—particularly the finance, insurance, and real estate sectors—with a 
consequent explosion in demand for skilled workers but reduced demand 
for other workers, especially women in less formal work; and a drop in 
the rate of labor absorption. In India, this has been happening since 1993 
with the liberalization of the economy.

The gender dimension further complicates this issue as women usually 
do not share equitably in the wealth of men, even within the same house-
hold or family (Deere & Doss, 2006). Therefore, the gender distribution 
of wealth matters. The asymmetrical nature of gender relationships leads 
women to experience greater inequality than men; not only are more 
women poor, but their experience of poverty is also markedly different.

FemInIst analysIs and HunGer—tHe lInk

In a UNDP paper launched at the Beijing +15 meetings at the United 
Nations in March 2010, the informal group of Casablanca Dreamers (see 
http://www.casablanca-dream.net/index.html) proposed that the global 
crises of contemporary development were not only those of finance and 
employment but also deprivation of food, water, energy, fuel, and care  
as well as increasing environmental devastation—problems that had been 
growing for decades (Jain & Elson, 2010).

Responding to the devastating food crisis that also appeared in full 
fury in the same years as the financial meltdown, the Casablanca group 
pointed out that food economies are by and large led by women farmers,  
adding, “In many developing countries, women make up over half of 
the agricultural work force. In some countries they are the majority of 
farmers” (ibid.).

But there is a gender–caste system operating here, with the lack of 
recognition for women as farmers still a submerged issue. Women’s 
association with the provisioning of food, not only as growers but as pre-
parers, is considered one of their virtues, taken for granted, and seen as a 
cultural value in patriarchal societies. Thus even when a woman farmer 
commits suicide, it is not seen as “a farmer’s suicide.” The Casablanca 
group therefore continued:

http://www.casablanca-dream.net/index.html
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It will not be enough simply to distribute more land to individual women 
farmers. There would be a need to direct the entire economy towards sup-
port to small farms and the kind of farming that women engage in. If the 
current trend is followed then in the space of a couple of decades, land 
would be concentrated in the hands of large commercial farmers. Better 
land rights for women need to be embedded in a system of equitable public 
support. (Jain & Elson, 2010)

In other words, they pointed to the link between women’s roles and 
values in a political economy and the changes in macroeconomic policy 
that are required. A complete reorientation of the role/location/share of 
agriculture in GDP—and thus a revision in the selection and prioritiza-
tion of the triggers of economic success as well as the political philosophy 
underpinning current policy—would be a necessary condition for freedom 
from hunger for all.

tHe sItuatIon In IndIa

The Indian paradox is interesting to study not only because its economy 
has been witnessing very high rates of growth in the current decade but 
also because the State has engaged itself with the issues of poverty and 
hunger for decades. Further, despite deep flaws in its performance, it 
does function under the rule of law and continues to have space for the 
affirmation of rights, a free press, etc., that are characteristics of a demo-
cratic nation.

Real GDP in 2004 was 10.3 times of what it was in 1978. In the post-
liberalization period since 1994, the country’s rate of growth of GDP has 
gone up from a mere 5 percent to around 8.5 percent per annum. India 
managed to keep up a growth rate of around 6 percent even during 2009, 
and in 2010 is building up to reach 8 percent again.

However, India’s excellent growth has had little impact on food secu-
rity and the nutrition levels of its population (Saxena, n.d.). Per capita 
availability as well as consumption of foodgrains has decreased; the cereal 
intake of the bottom 30 percent continues to be much less than the cereal 
intake of the top two deciles of the population, and calorie consumption 
of the bottom half of the population has been consistently decreasing 
since 1987.

“The rich get hungrier,” says Amartya Sen (2010), answering his own 
question, “... will the food crisis that is menacing the lives of millions ease 
up—or grow worse over time?” He adds:
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Though the need for huge rescue operations is urgent, the present acute 
crisis will eventually end. But underlying it is a basic problem that will 
only intensify unless we recognize it and try to remedy it. It is a tale of two 
peoples. In one version of the story, a country with a lot of poor people 
suddenly experiences fast economic expansion, but only half of the people 
share in the new prosperity. The favored ones spend a lot of their new 
income on food, and unless supply expands very quickly, prices shoot up. 
The rest of the poor now face higher food prices but no greater income, and 
begin to starve. Tragedies like this happen repeatedly in the world.

India is now home to nearly half the world’s hungry population, with 
the usual special assault on the female of the species. Although it has put 
in place a Targeted Public Distribution System (TPDS)—which caters to 
65 million families below the poverty line and 115 million families above 
the poverty line—it is ranked 65th (“alarming”) among 88 vulnerable 
countries in the 2008 Global Hunger Index (Von Krebmer et al., 2008). 
Its hunger record is worse than that of nearly 25 sub-Saharan African 
countries (ibid.). Around 35 percent of India’s population—350 million 
people—are considered food-insecure, consuming less than 80 percent 
of minimum energy requirements (Adil, 2008).

Along with this situation of terrible food deprivation, there are also 
growing inequalities related very specifically to this post “reform” period. 
The narrow base of economic growth focused on the service economy 
has meant that trickle-down theories of the spread of prosperity have 
remained confined to the sphere of illusions, and the magnitude and rate of  
change of inequalities are quite substantial. Very sharp contrasts are evi-
dent between the rural sectors of the slow-growing states and the urban 
sectors of the fast-growing states (Sen & Himanshu, 2004; Sinha, 2005). 
This rise in the incidence of rural poverty and inequality has meant that, 
despite better growth, poverty reduction has been sluggish (Jha, 2000). 
Multiple inequalities lock in the income levels of poor, disadvantaged 
populations in backward areas, and the effects of growth are limited to 
the margins of the high-growing enclaves and urban conglomerations 
(Sinha, 2005).

These inequalities are reflected in a number of ways. For example, 
the poor rural population has 230 million undernourished people—the 
highest for any country in the world—and 50 million Indians under five 
are affected by malnutrition. Malnutrition accounts for nearly 50 percent 
of child deaths, and every third adult (aged 15–49 years) is reported to 
be unacceptably thin (body mass index less than 18.5) (Sinha, 2009). 
Rising food prices, UNICEF says, mean 1.5 to 1.8 million more children 
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in India could end up malnourished (ThaIndian News, 2008). More than 
half of India’s women and three-quarters of its children are anemic, with 
no decline in the last eight years.

India has a high maternal mortality rate of about 230 per 100,000 
births, and had the largest number of maternal deaths (63,000) in 2008 
(WHO et al., 2010). And if we delve deeper again, the story of inequality 
becomes even more evident—for example, one study showed that over 
67 percent of maternal deaths occurred among the oppressed castes and 
in indigenous populations; in another district it was noted that 48 per-
cent of the women who had died had had no formal schooling (Financial 
Express, 2008).

High economic growth rates have failed to improve food security in 
India, leaving the country facing a crisis in its rural economy (WFP & 
MSSRF, 2009). The number of undernourished people is rising, revers-
ing gains made in the 1990s. The slowing growth in food production, 
rising unemployment, and declining purchasing power of the poor are 
combining to weaken the rural economy (ibid.).

With a network of more than 400,000 Fair Price Shops claiming to 
annually distribute commodities worth more than 150 billion INR to about 
160 million families, the TPDS in India is perhaps the largest distribu-
tion network of its type in the world (in 2010, 47 Indian rupees [INR] 
= 1 United States dollar [USD]). These shops distribute a total of 35 kg 
of wheat and rice to about 65 million families below the poverty line at 
4.2 INR per kg for wheat and 5.6 INR for rice (the present market rate 
is about double the TPDS price). Another 25 million poorest families get 
35 kg of food grains at a highly subsidized rate of 2 INR per kg for wheat 
and 3 INR per kg for rice. In addition, there are welfare schemes such as 
hot cooked midday meals for school-going children and supplementary 
nutrition for preschool children. Yet, the “targeting of BPL (below poverty 
line) households has been one of the more spectacular policy failures of 
contemporary India” (Sharma, 2010).

wHat went wronG?

The suggestion here is that this situation of gross inequality and of hunger 
and extreme poverty in India is the result of contagion from the disease 
that is the currently operating paradigm of progress: the globalized trade, 
finance, and GDP growth rate-led market and monetized value-led path to  
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economic success. Belief in the rate of growth of GDP as the sign of  
success, and moving away from farms and farming, neglecting the masses, 
and ignoring the enormous increase in disparities, are the contagion from 
the ideas behind the management of the global economy not only in the 
decades since the 1990s, but a continuum of the “modernization” project, 
the paradigm of progress as designed by the global North, the “advanced” 
countries, springing from the approach of the colonial powers.

Currently, India is experiencing the pressures arising out of taking 
that imitative road; it has shifted its interest from the agricultural sector 
to services and other sectors. This shift in the share of the three sectors in 
GDP is a worldwide phenomenon, as can be seen in the Figure 3.1 and 
Table 3.1. Figure 3.1 shows the shift in the GDP composition of India 
from 1973 to 2010.

Figure 3.1  GDP by economic activity (percent)

Source: Computed from Government of India (2010).
Note: The author would like to thank Divya Alexander for her assistance in preparation 

of the figure.

Table 3.1 reflects the same issue of shifts—from agriculture to services—in 
the composition of GDP at the global level from 1970 to 2001.

It will be noticed that in all the categories of countries, labor has 
shifted downward in agriculture, though more dramatically in the other 
regions than the developing countries. This movement away from agri-
culture, it is argued, has been responsible for the crisis in food security 
worldwide. The United Nations has estimated the total number of food 
insecure people at close to 3 billion, or about half the world’s population 
(UN, 2008). The early years of the 21st century have seen hungry people 



Table 3.1  Economic activity by sector (percent)

Economic activity—agriculture (%) Economic activity—industry (%) Economic activity—services (%)

1970 1980 1990 2001 1970 1980 1990 2001 1970 1980 1990 2001

World 27 7 5 4 32 38 33 29 41 55 62 67
Developed countries 7 4 3 2 35 37 33 26 58 59 65 72
Developing countries 27 17 15 11 32 42 36 37 41 41 49 52

Source: UNCTAD (n.d.).
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rioting in 37 countries. There is a shift toward greater market orientation 
at the macro level, which is also reflected at the micro level, with people 
increasingly moving out of subsistence production and into production 
for the market, which often means moving away from basic food crops 
to crops for the higher income classes. This trend is being reinforced by 
micro-level interventions, such as credit delivery programs that encourage 
poor households to engage in market-oriented production.

Within India this crisis in agriculture is a direct offshoot of the change 
in priorities during the early 1990s. Growing obsession with the so-called 
“new economy,” information technology, media, and the urban consumer 
has led to the marginalization of the rural and agrarian sector, with respect 
to both private and public sector investment. Simultaneously, a greater 
proportion of the land used for agricultural purposes is now devoted to 
nonfood agriculture (Sundaram, 2008). One million hectare has gone out 
of cultivation in recent years in India and much more is threatened.

A recent example is the subsidies that the government of Maharashtra 
is offering for liqor production from food grains, especially sorghum—
known locally as jowar—the cereal of poor households and also a dry land 
crop. This policy will turn jowar into a cash crop and divert huge quantities 
of food grains to alcohol production, creating scarcity and causing food 
inflation. Moreover, Right to Information (RTI) documents have revealed 
the falsity of the claims made by the government as to the project’s ben-
efits: distilleries are purchasing grains from dealers and not from farmers.  
Rather than focusing on the acute problem of malnutrition plaguing the 
state, the government is promoting a policy that is clearly meant to benefit 
only those with business interests (Tiwale, 2010).

The policies of economic liberalization have also required all sectors of 
the Indian economy to be opened up to global markets. Opening up the 
farm sector, in a country where the predominant structure of agricultural 
production is small-size holdings (as opposed to plantation economies), 
has undermined the viability of small farms and food farming. Corporate-
driven agriculture, camouflaged with misinformation as to the threat that 
it posed, treated farmers as recipients and not as partners in the process 
(Ramprasad, 2008). The further erosion of the opportunity and space for 
small farmers is the argument that introducing retail trade chains—through 
what in India is called bringing foreign direct investment (FDI) into the 
food sector—will assist them in their marketing. Evidence from the United 
States and other countries clearly shows that this arrangement basically 
disempowers the farmers and is a profit-enabling mechanism for the retail 
chain (Chandrasekhar & Ghosh, 2009; DFID & IIED, 2004).
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tHe Gender dImensIon

This withdrawal from the food-driven economy, or land being used for 
food, as well as the intensification of inequality are acutely gendered. As 
noted earlier, food is central to political strategies of the state as well as 
the household. In both of these spaces gender dynamics get played out in 
various ways. Within the household, women’s sense of accomplishment 
is linked to feeding her family a satisfying meal, even while she eats last 
or starves.

The agricultural sector is the largest employer of women in India. 
According to official statistics, women make up 32 percent of the country’s 
total workforce, and of this 84 percent work in rural areas. Men have 
been steadily moving out of the agricultural sector into more diversi-
fied occupations; by 2004–2005, only 66.5 percent male workers were 
in agriculture compared to 83.3 percent female workers (Srivastava & 
Srivastava, 2009). This adds to the responsibility and strain on women 
to provide for the household, within an increasingly neglected part of the 
economy (Kanchi, 2009).

Given women’s role in food production and provision, any set of 
strategies for sustainable food security must address their limited access 
to productive resources. Crucial to their access to resources is ownership 
of land; providing land rights for women is the very first need for food 
security for all. Women’s limited access to resources and their insufficient 
purchasing power are products of a series of interrelated social, economic, 
and cultural factors that force them into a subordinate role to the detriment 
of their own development and that of society as a whole.

The volatility of prices of agricultural products and fuel due to the 
liberalization of international trade, the withdrawal of input subsidies 
and contraction of the public distribution system, environmental stress, 
and climate change are some of the other factors originating outside the 
sector that compromise women’s capacity to ensure household food 
security (ibid.).

Inequity in access to common resources—water bodies, forests, and 
grazing grounds—affects women in cultivating, casual labor, and above 
all, landless labor households. A study in seven states in semiarid regions 
showed that common property resources accounted for 9 to 26 percent 
of household income of landless and marginal farmers, 69 to 89 percent 
of their grazing requirements, and 91 to 100 percent of their fuel require-
ments (Bandyopadhyay, 2008).
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Restriction of access to community resources not only robs women 
of opportunities for diversification into livestock and collection of non-
timber forest products, but also adds to their work burden by increasing 
the distance traversed and time required for collecting fuel for cooking 
and water for drinking. For women, agricultural work, informal work, 
landlessness, discrimination, and poverty mesh into a connected web.

was tHere anotHer way? tHere was

With independence in 1947, India inherited a heady cocktail of ideas for 
its regeneration. Inevitably, the economic exploitation-centered nature of 
colonial rule and consequent destitution of the people drove many political 
leaders of the liberation movement to try and free the masses from both 
the political oppression of the colonizer as well as the oppression of deep 
material deprivation. The latter was called the second freedom: freedom 
from economic exploitation. In this quest, there was a natural rejection 
of European culture and an affirmation of the country’s own civilization, 
as well as its people’s skills.

Like some of the leaders of freedom struggles in other countries, Gandhi 
wanted, when rejecting the colonial masters, to also reject their notions 
and strategies for progress. He had already described himself, in 1914, as  
“an uncompromising enemy of the present day civilisation in Europe” and 
rejected the so-called success story of industrialization and “moderniza-
tion” (Johnson, 2006). When asked by a British journalist whether he 
would like India to have the same standard of living as Britain, he replied 
that considering that such a small island had to exploit half the globe to 
have this living standard, there were not enough globes for a big country 
like India (ibid.).

Revolting against the exploitative nature of the build-up of the West’s 
industrial and technological strength, Gandhi argued that Indian ideas in 
Indian conditions were necessary to relieve the masses from the burden 
of economic oppression in the shortest time, with tools and techniques 
that were labor-absorbing and used minimum capital and energy. He 
was also, perhaps, one of the first to understand the nature of roving 
capital, and how it can not only exploit for self-advantage the resources 
of the colonies, but also subordinate the mind of the colonized and gain 
partners among them.

Gandhi suggested that production and consumption should be proxi-
mate and based as far as possible on local resources, “the first concern 
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of every village republic will be to grow its own food crops and cloth” 
(Kripalani, 1970). To provide dynamic institutional underpinning to 
operationalize these ideas on the ground, Gandhi held that a unified 
political and economic strategy was required. This entailed the creation 
of an institution in the political realm, “village republics,” to ensure that 
every adult had an equal share of political power as well as the duty to 
be an active custodian of political freedom. Swaraj, self-rule, was applied 
at all levels: Hind swaraj, self-rule for India; gram swaraj, self-rule for the 
village; and swa-dharma, self-rule for the individual. One could suggest 
that this was similar to or the same as affirming individual rights.

Interestingly similar ideals were put forward by leaders of freedom 
struggles elsewhere. For example, Julius Nyerere led a socialist economic 
program in Tanzania (announced in the Arusha Declaration), establish-
ing close ties with China, and also introduced a policy of collectivization 
in the country’s agricultural system, known as ujamaa (familyhood or 
extended family). He had tremendous faith in rural African people and 
their traditional values and ways of life. He believed that life should be 
structured around the ujamaa found in traditional Africa before the arrival 
of the imperialists.

The kibbutzim in Israel was a post-liberation idea using the same 
concept of collective ownership, attempting to efface inequality among 
Jewish settlers through collectivity (but not through force, as in the Soviet 
Union, but as a form of “voluntary mobilization”). So Gandhi’s ideas for 
village-level governance really were resonating with what other leaders 
post-liberation were attempting: to bring back the community spirit of 
the pre-imperial days.

Initially, when India became independent in 1947, agriculture, the 
poor, employment, state intervention in ensuring security were the basis 
of policy. Land reforms, such that large land holdings were to be distrib-
uted and rights over land given to peasants, were also on the agenda. The 
Constitution guaranteed these rights.

However, as well as causing a move away from agriculture, the food 
distribution policies and practices did not work. Those who are trying 
to use the rights framework to correct India’s wrongs to the poor and 
the hungry are now re-invoking Gandhi. First, the Supreme Court com-
missioner on the right to food in India, Harsh Mander, affirms that the 
paradox of a country with high growth producing enough food to feed 
all its people, and yet having greater hunger and malnutrition than much 
poorer countries, is due to the systematic destruction of the livelihoods of 
small producers—farm workers, artisans, and small traders—as well as  
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great gender and social barriers (Mander, forthcoming). He suggests the 
relevance of Gandhi and his focus on the “last person,” the least privileged 
(ibid.).

Second, research shows that small farms are capable of high pro-
ductivity through intense husbandry and family motivation (OneWorld 
UK, 2009). Those who are promoting the alternative philosophy of 
“food sovereignty” favor local ownership and control of the full chain of 
resources. Small farms, they argue, can deliver the added value of reducing 
the contribution of agriculture to climate change. Low-input ecological 
or organic farming avoids fuel-dependent inputs in favor of soil carbon 
sequestration and sustainable water management (ibid.).

Third, support for the idea of greater control by local communities 
over the production, storage, and distribution of food is gaining ground 
everywhere, and many examples of how this is done are being invoked at 
all levels of knowledge. These include community grain banks to which 
farmers give grain in times of plenty and from which they borrow in 
times of need; seed banks to reduce dependence on moneylenders and 
local suppliers; local community food production planning by small and 
middle farmers; community irrigation schemes and pani panchayats, or 
water collectives, for the sustainable and equitable use of water for food 
production; ration shops run by panchayats or Self-help Groups (SHGs) 
of women; local procurement for the TPDS, and also other food-transfer 
schemes such as Integrated Child Development Services (ICDS) and 
midday school meals; and production and distribution of school meals  
as well as weaning foods as part of these services by women’s SHGs—so 
many examples abound in India as they do elsewhere (Mander, 2009). 
One of them is described in Box 3.1.

Box 3.1  RUDI: A sustainable local procurement and distribution system

RUDI is the acronym for a project being run by the Self Employed Women’s 
Association (SEWA) in Gujarat. Excess farm produce is procured at fair mar-
ket prices from marginal farmers, and women then clean, grade, sieve, grind, 
weigh, pack, and label it. It is then sold in the villages at competitive prices. 
RUDI’s portfolio of products is based on the needs of its rural consumers, and 
the products are priced according to the purchasing power of poor households. 
By procuring products locally, and processing them and distributing them 
locally, RUDI has created a sustainable ecosystem at the village and block level, 
a model that can be replicated and expanded seamlessly.
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Following this experience, and the ideas drawn from Gandhi, SEWA cri-
tiques the current concept of the Right to Food Act and asks for proximate 
linking between producers and consumers. Through RUDI, SEWA argues for 
initiatives incorporating local procurement and distribution as this creates a 
sustainable economy at the local level, creates equitable access to essential 
goods, while at the same time generating the purchasing power required to 
purchase these goods.

Source: Note by Reema Nanavaty, Chair, RUDI.

However, there are questions and challenges in that the ways by which 
this can be achieved in the complex world of globalized markets are 
hard to find. This is where the recognition of the need for a sea change 
in global economic reasoning and policy becomes critical for the local 
to flourish as an alternative to the global—or as the basics, as Gandhi 
would have argued.

This idea of local initiatives and circulation of production and exchange 
is resonating in global reports too. The 2008 World Development Report, for 
example, says, “GDP growth originating in agriculture is at least twice as 
effective in reducing poverty as GDP growth originating outside agricul-
ture” (World Bank, 2007). Moreover, the UN adds regarding Africa:

… the implementation and scaling up of initiatives to support improved 
agricultural productivity, particularly amongst smallholder farmers, will be 
critical to speeding growth, increasing incomes and improving the lives of 
the continent’s people. With the assistance of the international community, 
rural producers who are the prime victims of the present crisis can become 
the prime actors of its solution. (NGLS, 2008)

These views bring back the relevance of the Gandhian package for 
freedom from hunger and the building of a just and equitable society. 
This is not fragmented to deal with specifics but is founded on an overall 
approach to what is economic and political progress, enshrining individual 
rights and sovereignty but ensuring that the basics—food, clothing, shelter, 
and the right for self-determination—are there. The measures of success 
are not the rate of growth of GDP or the value of trade but the spread of 
well-being. It is thus in direct conflict with the ideas that are now seen as 
leading to economic success.
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cHanGInG tHe measurement oF ProGress

In his seminal work Development as Freedom, Amartya Sen (1999) contrasts 
the remarkable economic progress and wealth created in the last century 
to the devastating deprivation, destitution, and oppression suffered by bil-
lions of people worldwide, especially women and children. He argues for 
an integrative framework in economics that moves the focus from market 
expansion to the improvement of individual lives, which will invariably 
lead to sustainable economic growth.

The current crisis can thus be seen as an opportunity to move away 
from the export-led model in developing countries and focus on domestic 
and/or regional markets, especially the food segments where small-scale 
producers are concentrated. Whether sold or donated, cheap food from 
the West has almost always undercut, damaged, and skewed agriculture 
in poor countries by pricing local farmers out of the market. As a result, 
Western farmers and agriculture have political weight far beyond their 
contemporary economic importance.

But the debates—whether in the G20 or other global forums as well as  
within countries—continue to spin around exports, capital inflow of FDI, 
and rates of GDP growth as the health of a nation. Neither the hunger index 
nor the unemployment index nor the inequality index is being seriously 
used to measure progress, despite statements by high-profile economists 
such as Joseph Stiglitz:

If we have poor measures, what we strive to do (say, increase GDP) may 
actually contribute to a worsening of living standards …. Statistical frame-
works are intended to summarize what is going on in our complex society 
in a few easily interpretable numbers. It should have been obvious that one 
couldn’t reduce everything to a single number, GDP. (Stiglitz, 2009)

Moreover, the Commission on the Measurement of Economic Perform- 
ance and Social Progress (the Sarkozy Commission, created at the begin-
ning of 2008 on the initiative of the French Government) has merely added 
a few more indicators to deepen the knowledge on what is happening, 
rather than decoding GDP. It is also not addressing the basic triggers of 
growth as currently used, namely capital-led, corporate-led, competition-
led production and trade.

Feminists have also engaged with the idea of measures. Braunstein &  
Folbre (2001) and Eisler (2007), for example, do not discount the value 
of GDP as an economic indicator but argue that it does not give a full and 
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accurate assessment of a country’s economic production and condition. 

Eisler emphasizes the need to measure the status of women and children as 
fundamental indicators of the well-being and economic strength of societ-
ies. Her main critique of GDP is that it does not fully account for all eco-
nomic activities, especially those that exist outside the realm of monetary 
exchange. For instance, GDP does not add in the monetary value of “the 
caring economy”—the unpaid care of households, children, the elderly, 
the sick, and the disabled—by family members, usually women.

Others have also noted that GDP does not take into account the work 
done within families and communities for free (Rowe, 2008). Still others 
argue that not only is GDP inadequate as an economic index, it simply 
fails as a measure of social welfare. But in all this work, the underpinnings 
of economic reasoning—the questions of for whom the economy is being 
run or developed and where is the trigger to start an engine that can lead 
to more widespread economic prosperity toward a just society—do not 
get addressed.

Yet this is what Gandhi did. We all know Gandhi’s basic recommenda-
tion to start with the poor and his mantra on how we choose the path to 
shared prosperity. But whereas most economic progress theories begin 
with production and surplus from which distribution would take place, 
called the “trickle down” theory of growth and currently predominant 
in India, Gandhi’s prescription could be seen as the “bubble up” theory 
of growth.

This approach would argue that the process of removing poverty can 
itself be an engine of growth; that the incomes and capabilities of those 
who are currently poor have the potential to generate demand that in 
turn will be an engine of production. However, this production would 
be specifically of goods that are immediately needed by the poor, which 
are currently peripheral in production. The oiling of this engine will  
bubble up and fire the economy in a much more broad-based manner. 
Unlike export-led growth, it will not skew production and trade into the 
elite trap, which is accentuating disparities and creating discontent.

Looking back from India’s current situation of the striking exclusion 
of the poor from the agenda, as well as the co-option by the elite of the 
fruits of growth, and the subordination to the old paradigm of modern-
ization and “progress,” the value of Gandhi’s economics is that it starts 
from distribution and leads through the foundation of individual freedom 
and individual rights to self-determination. Its formulae are very similar 
to the ones being put forward by those working for the right to food and 
for sovereignty.
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While colonial Europe used to talk of rights in terms of rights over 
territory and the population of nation–states, the anticolonial struggles 
have turned the term against their colonial masters to stress the rights 
of the colonized to control their own political and economic structures 
and systems. The term is revisited now in an era of transnational powers 
to bring in notions of self-determination of communities and peoples, 
especially the marginalized.

Within the debate on food, the idea of sovereignty is linked to bio- 
politics. The global South has seen a huge rise in social movements con-
testing corporate globalization’s control over food, even while confronted 
with accusations of backwardness and utopianism as well as the assump-
tion that there is no turning back. The message from these struggles is 
basically of food sovereignty, affirming the right of every population to 
decide what to eat and how to produce it in a way that is equitable, just, 
and sustainable. Very clearly, those who control food production also 
control the political economy of the planet (Caffentzis, 2008).

One specific policy that could be put in place today to make India 
less punishing for the poor—and drawn from Gandhi’s ideas—is that of 
localizing food self-sufficiency. Given that the major part of India’s labor 
is still in rural areas, where 84 percent of the female workforce is toiling, 
and given that we have the germ or nucleus for gram swaraj in the pan-
chayati raj institutions that were put in place by Rajiv Gandhi, it would 
not be impossible to start from the poor and follow a Gandhian program 
from the village upwards.

For example, a present-day Gandhian feminist, Ela Bhatt, makes a 
proposal to implement Gandhi’s production/consumption cycle within 
a geographical space. She calls it the 100-mile principle for economic 
security for the poor (see Box 3.2). Putting it into general practice would 
require a total turnaround from what is catching the imagination of 
political leaders today. Yet it shows the way, and feminist movements and 
networks, working together, need to and can rewrite economic success 
through ideas such as this.

Box 3.2  The 100-mile principle for economic security

The 100-mile principle weaves decentralization, locality, size, and scale to 
livelihood. What one needs for livelihood as material, as energy, as knowledge 
should stem from areas around us. Seed, soil, water are forms of knowledge 
that need to be retained locally. Security stems from local innovations, not 
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distant imports. The millennia-old link between production and consumption 
has to be recovered. 100-mile is a threshold principle. It shows when you 
export food or import seed you deculturate a community. Take food. Is it 
grown and cooked locally? How many energy miles has it consumed? Unless 
food is grown locally, you cannot sustain diversity. Food has to be grown 
locally, made locally. Ask yourself what happened to local fruits, local foods 
like barley, and local staples like cotton. But when food is produced locally and 
exported, the locality has no access to its own labor, to its produce. You grow 
milk and vegetables for the city and survive on less. Freedom is the right to 
your labor, your produce. Such a freedom needs a community. A community 
is autonomous when it controls food, clothing, shelter (roti, kapda, makan). 
This old cliché of roti, kapda, makan has to be within a 100-mile radius. The 
minute you extend the production cycle you lose control.

Comparative advantage might be good economics but let us leave well-
intentioned economics outside communities. Otherwise, instead of freedom, 
we face obsolescence. When food is exported, when technology is centralized, 
when shelter depends on some remote housing policy, we lose our freedom as 
a community. 100-mile is a guarantee that citizens retain control, inventive-
ness, diversity. We could grow 50,000 varieties of rice because we followed 
the 100-mile principle intuitively.

Source: Bhatt (2009).

Much of India’s industrial output comes from the informal economy—
from home-based work with no security, either economic or legal, in terms 
of labor laws. A strong revivalism of the handmade product industries,  
as well as own enterprises, could both provide security as well as ensure 
GDP with justice. Such a thrust would require complex undoing of not 
only tax and credit policies, but also trade policies, approaches to infra-
structure development, and licensing laws, to mention a few areas.

A village plan that starts with the poor mapping out the structure and 
shape of their existing sources of livelihood through products that are 
unique, including growing foodgrains that are appropriate to the local 
area, and enabling their circulation through local marketplaces, means 
beginning at the bottom. A strong push with backward–forward linkages 
to the industrial goods that hands make—handmade products that often 
are not only the major proportion of domestically used goods but are also 
exportable, such as diamonds or embroidered goods being produced in 
many other developing countries apart from India—would create another 
cycle of growth with employment.
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conclusIon

A strong political move is needed by women to reclaim democracy and 
development through the mobilization of those engaged locally, through 
the concepts of the inverted pyramid and of “think locally and act globally” 
(not the other way around), bubbling up to become a tidal wave at the 
macro or global level (Jain & Chacko, 2007). By identifying ourselves with 
justice and inequality, with the downtrodden as Gandhi would say, or the 
discriminated against and the hungry, by having a vision, as many feminists 
have argued, and by superseding all the challenges to forging identity, 
such as gender or race, we may be able to build our voice. To challenge 
androcentric and eurocentric knowledge, we need to rebuild knowledge 
together as a bonding process for building political solidarity.

However, for this to replace the old model of production, of surplus 
then distribution—for it to give space both to environmental protection 
as well as economic security for the masses, especially women among 
them—the underlying principles of what makes for progress need drastic 
revision. Feminist constructions of thought have always drawn from the 
ground, from the experience of struggles and local initiatives. What is 
needed is to consolidate the revelations from these efforts into a strong, 
globally affirmed theory by feminists.

The Indian experience, both in its inspiration from Gandhi and its 
enslavement to the current impulses and measures of success, offers a 
lesson or a path for feminists building alternative economic models to 
consider.
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Globalization, Labor, and 
Women’s Work

Critical Challenges for a 
Post-Neoliberal World∗

LOURDES BENERÍA

The paradigm tied to global capitalism and rational Economic Man, with its 
conceptual frameworks and economic policies, has failed us not only because it 
has brought some “development” while neglecting “human development” for all, 
but also because, despite progress toward gender equality at many levels, it has 
done so within a paradigm of social inequality that feminism needs to question.

INTRODUCTION

T he focus of this chapter is on labor and globalization with the objective 
of providing an angle from which to assess some of the challenges 

facing the post-neoliberal and post-economic crisis world—in general and 
from a gender perspective. It begins with a brief critical evaluation of the 
neoliberal regime that has predominated during the past quarter century 
across the globe, with special reference to the consequences that this has 

∗ Slightly modifi ed in September 2009 from a paper prepared for the Colloquium on Assessing 
Development Paradigms, UNDP Gender Team, Rabat, Morocco, October 25–27, 2008.
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had for unregulated markets, changing labor/capital relations, and working 
conditions. Following some questions about neoliberal globalization and 
the 2008 fi nancial and subsequent economic crisis, the main bulk of the 
chapter focuses on some key challenges regarding labor market trends 
and on-going transformations at the workplace. In particular, it examines 
four areas that exemplify these transformations: ( i ) the changing organiza-
tion of labor processes and the so-called new labor contract, ( ii ) working 
conditions and international labor standards, ( iii) the informal economy, 
and ( iv) the care economy and the feminization of international migration. 
These issues have been taken up not only to discuss their implications 
but also in terms of rethinking policy and action. The chapter concludes 
with a discussion of the extent to which a new gender order is being 
constructed, and of the crucial importance for gender equality of policies 
to balance family and labor market work.

QUESTIONING NEOLIBERAL GLOBALIZATION

During the initial stages of what we have come to call globalization, the 
predominant reaction was to view it as propelled by powerful economic 
and technological forces. These were seen as the result of the extension 
and deepening of markets—from fi nancial markets and trade, to labor 
markets and even cultural trends. The transnationalization of production 
and exchange was intensifi ed by the wide adoption of neoliberal policies; 
it was backed up by potent discourses about the magic of the market and 
its effi ciency for the purpose of allocating resources, fostering development, 
and dealing with poverty and other economic and social problems. Strict 
structural adjustment programs (with high social costs) were imposed 
on developing countries during the 1980s and 1990s as a way to remedy 
debt problems and alleviate macroeconomic imbalances.

The slogan “there is no alternative,” or TINA, became one way of justify-
ing the imposition of market fundamentalism across countries. Capitalism 
had triumphed over attempts to construct alternative institutions for the 
production and distribution of resources; this was particularly emphasized 
after the post-1989 dismantling of the former Soviet Union. The “end of 
history,” we were told, had arrived. Often framed in terms of the impact 
of the “global” on the “local,” this discourse tended to project a notion of 
the local as passive recipient of these powerful forces. At the same time, 
however, the idea of top–down globalization was met by many objections 
to such an approach to development and social transformation. The last 



72 LOURDES BENERÍA

decades have witnessed the multiple reactions—local and global—that 
have repeatedly reminded us that “another world is possible.” Rather 
than accepting passively the dictates of TINA, these have demonstrated 
the power of civil society to organize and affect the direction of change, 
and to reject both the policies imposed by the Washington Consensus 
and the dictates of the market (Hart, 2002). The global crisis has rein-
forced these tendencies.

Nevertheless, even the social democratic countries, which had gradually 
been building welfare states and regulated markets during the post-World 
War II period, have had to adjust to neoliberal trends. Global competi-
tion has forced them to regress in many of the social gains that had been 
obtained over the years—for example, in the area of labor rights. In the 
same way, it is a well-known fact that the real wages of blue-collar work-
ers in high-income countries have tended to decrease or remain stagnant 
since the early 1970s despite increases in labor productivity (Krugman, 
2009). In the United States, income disparities and inequality have con-
tinued to grow (Saez, 2008), and similar trends have been observed in 
other high-income countries (Seguino, this volume).

In developing regions, the informal economy has become a permanent 
feature associated with poverty and precarious working conditions, even 
in cases when the new industrialization and shift of production from 
high-wage countries has led to very signifi cant levels of growth, such as 
in China and India during the past decades. Instead of improving labor 
conditions in the poorer countries, globalization has lowered those of 
the higher income countries, leading to a common deterioration of labor 
markets. The shift of investment to low-cost areas has been a constant 
threat that has resulted in the diminished economic and political power of 
labor relative to capital across countries; this is illustrated by the decrease 
in the share of labor in gross domestic product (GDP) in the majority of 
countries. As the International Labour Organization (ILO, 2008, p. 20) 
points out:

Employment growth has … occurred alongside a redistribution of income 
away from labour. In 51 out of 73 countries for which data are available, 
the share of wages in total income declined over the past two decades. The 
largest decline in the share of wages in GDP took place in Latin America and 
the Caribbean (–13 points), followed by Asia and the Pacifi c (–10 points) 
and the Advanced Economies (–9 points).

The current economic crisis is likely to reinforce these tendencies and 
affect low-income groups disproportionately.
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In the global search for low-cost production, lower-wage countries 
have attracted global investment, and some areas have industrialized at a 
rapid rate. Industrial enclaves, such as export-processing zones (EPZs), 
have developed and absorbed large numbers of new participants in the 
industrial labor force, with a high proportion of women workers. These en-
claves have symbolized the contradictions of global capitalism. On the one 
hand, globalization has contributed to generating unprecedented levels 
of production of goods and services at the low prices required for mass 
consumption. Although with uneven regional results, this has contributed 
to increasing living standards for a proportion of the population—though 
unacceptable levels of poverty have remained a continuous feature in 
many countries (ILO, 2008). On the other hand, uncontrolled markets 
have generated periodic fi nancial crises of major proportions—such as in 
Asia, Brazil, and Russia in 1997–1998, Argentina on several occasions 
culminating in the severe crisis of 2001–2002, and the major meltdown 
in global fi nancial markets that began in 2007 with the subprime crisis 
in the United States, resulting in the collapse on Wall Street and global 
fi nancial markets in 2008 and beyond.

In retrospect, we can see how the triumphalist market-oriented dis-
courses of the 1980s and 1990s have been tamed, if not defeated, by 
these events. As illustrated by articles in the weekly The Economist in the 
early 1990s, the market was viewed as a “civilizing” force that would 
solve not only economic problems such as poverty and sluggish growth 
but also those having to do with the dangers of what Samuel Hunting-
ton (1996) has called the “clash of civilizations.” In an editorial critique 
of Huntington, The Economist (1997) argued that the market and its 
homogenizing tendencies were more likely to bring people and cultures 
together than force them apart. At the same time, we became very famil-
iar with the imposition of policies linked to the Washington Consensus, 
which assumed that freeing markets and privileging the private sector 
were essential to maximize effi ciency and economic growth, often at the 
expense of social protection (ILO, 2004). Under TINA’s banner, market 
fundamentalism and unregulated markets became an integral part of the 
hegemonic development model.

In many ways, the historical course that began with the events of 9/11 
changed some of the initial optimism regarding neoliberal globalization. 
Perhaps Huntington was right in his arguments regarding the clash of 
civilizations. At the same time, evidence of the reaction against many of 
the negative consequences of globalization surfaced in the numerous and 
often violent protests that have taken place around international gatherings 
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of the most powerful global forces, such as with the World Trade Orga-
nization (WTO) meeting in Seattle in 1999 and the annual G9 summits 
in different locations. Neoliberal globalization has brought to practice 
the theoretical pillars of orthodox economics based on the rationality of 
“Economic Man” (Ferber & Nelson, 1993) or its global version of “Davos 
Man” (named for the venue of the annual World Economic Forum of global 
bankers and business leaders) (Benería, 2003). What The Economist and 
free market promoters did not initially predict was that market failures on 
the one hand and unregulated markets on the other, would generate the 
multiple problems that have surfaced—from the persistence of poverty 
in the midst of plenty, to the abuses in the fi nancial sector that resulted 
in the fi nancial meltdown, and the misuse of the environment that has 
led to the current world environmental crisis.

This should have been enough to humble the initial triumphalist 
discourses regarding the magic of free markets and of globalization, but 
the 2008 fi nancial meltdown in the United States and its global spillover 
have demonstrated that not only would neoliberal policies not achieve 
the positive results expected, they would in fact undermine the system on 
which they rely, thereby creating a crisis of immense proportions. As US 
Treasury Secretary Henry Paulson pointed out, one core issue was the “lax 
lending practices” that led to “irresponsible borrowing” (Nocera, 2008). 
In addition, uncontrolled risk taking and trading in fi nancial markets 
generated the pyramids of credit that fi nally collapsed. With the advent of 
the crisis, this led even to the inability to determine the price of “fi nancial 
products,” to the extent that nobody could understand who owed what 
to whom—or whether they had the ability to pay.

In fact, it was the rationality of Economic Man that led to the enor-
mous fi nancial bubble that gradually and then suddenly generated the 
meltdown and the billions of “toxic assets.” For example, insurance on 
debt reached a “nearly unimaginable” USD 45.5 trillion in 2008, up from 
USD 900 billion in 2001 (Schwartz, 2008)—and there have been higher 
estimates. James Cawley, the founder of IDX Capital, saw this escalation 
as a phenomenon based not on an understanding of the fi nancial markets 
but on behavior tied to “let’s make money when the sun shines and worry 
about details later” (ibid.). In addition, and as the Report of the Commis-
sion on the Measurement of Economic Performance and Social Progress has 
argued, it is clear that part of the economic performance of the period 
was a “mirage,” representing profi ts that were based on prices that had 
been infl ated by a bubble (Stiglitz et al., 2009).
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If Davos Man has failed us in different ways, this is a perfect moment 
for everyone in general—and for women and feminist visioners in par-
ticular—to examine some of the challenges that have emerged. As the 
abovementioned report and many recent events have demonstrated, the 
fi nancial crisis has led to some questioning and rethinking of standard 
orthodox approaches to economic theory and practice. For example, 
a new network of economists was launched in 2009 with the help of 
fi nancier George Soros to reconsider some of the fundamental tenets of 
economics, with founding Advisory Board members including Nobel 
laureates such as George Akerlof, Sir James Mirrlees, A. Michael Spence, 
and Joseph E. Stiglitz, as well as other prominent economists (all male 
in its initial launch).

In the same way, and for the purpose of this discussion, we need to 
rethink the connections between our gender-based concerns on the one 
hand and the larger systemic frameworks that affect human development 
on the other. The paradigm tied to global capitalism and rational Economic 
Man, with its conceptual frameworks and economic policies, has failed 
us not only because it has brought some “development” while neglecting 
“human development” for all, but also because, despite progress toward 
gender equality at many levels, it has done so within a paradigm of social 
inequality that feminism needs to question.

LABOR MARKETS AND EMPLOYMENT: 
THE CHALLENGES FOR FEMINISM AND BEYOND

The processes of deep economic restructuring brought about by glo-
balization and neoliberal policies have resulted in profound changes in 
labor markets, employment patterns, and working conditions across the 
globe, for both women and men but with important gender differences. 
The relocation of production from high- to low-income countries has led 
to the geographical dispersion of manufacturing, while trade liberalization 
has induced rapid changes in the international division of labor and in 
the location of employment. These processes have been widely analyzed 
and are well known. Although it is diffi cult to generalize—given the many 
differences related to specifi c local, regional, and national factors—the 
following sections represent an attempt to highlight some signifi cant 
tendencies that have affected labor markets and women’s work in order 
to identify current challenges for a post-crisis world.
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The Changing Workplace and the New Labor Contract

Technological changes, the fl exibilization of labor processes, and the 
decentralization of production tied to globalization and the age of high 
tech have resulted in the dismantling of what many authors have called the 
“old labor contract” that had prevailed in high-income countries and in 
the “modern sector” in developing countries during the post-World War II 
period. This contract, tied to the male breadwinner family model, was 
linked to the internal labor market within each fi rm and included stable 
working conditions, long-term contracts, trade unions and collective 
bargaining, relatively high wages, and predictable patterns of promotion. 
Employment was assumed to provide health insurance and other fringe 
benefi ts, while the internal labor market was instrumental in setting wages, 
promotions, and working conditions, especially in large fi rms.

By contrast, the “new labor contract” that has gradually been introduced 
during the past decades has been reversing many of these conditions. 
While Taylorism and Fordism implied “deskilling” for workers reduced to 
narrow tasks, the emphasis has changed to the building of skills for the new 
technologies that have been rapidly transforming the workplace. We have 
observed increasingly more individualized and less stable labor contracts, 
with many workers expected to shift regularly from job to job and often 
performing unrelated tasks (Benería, 2003; Stone, 2006). Rather than 
workers having long-term and stable employment, as was typical of large 
corporations and especially in some countries such as Japan, they have had 
to build skills that allow them to change jobs as needed. Downsizing and 
decentralization of fi rms has fl attened out some of the old hierarchies by 
reducing middle management and supervisory jobs, “professionalizing” 
low-level skills, and reducing boundaries between them through team-
work and the diffusion of authority. In this sense, many authors have 
talked about the “boundary-less workplace” (Stone, 2006) in which job 
rotation among teams is a typical feature of the labor process.

These trends have affected industrial manufacturing as well as other 
sectors such as offi ce and administrative work. They have also been accom-
panied by the growth of contingent work, with an increase in part-time 
jobs and temporary contracts, representing a shift of work to the margins 
of formal activities and with more insecure conditions. Parallel to these 
trends, we have witnessed an increase in women’s labor-force participa-
tion rates across countries, which is partly a refl ection of the inability of 
families to survive or keep their living standards with a single wage.
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The fragmentation and individualization of labor contracts has affected 
different levels of the labor hierarchy and can be observed also for profes-
sional echelons. A common example is provided by the proliferation of 
short-term or even long-term individual “consultancies” so prevalent in 
international institutions; it can also be found among skilled blue-collar 
workers subcontracted on a short-term basis. Individualized labor con-
tracts tend to make collective interests among workers less obvious, mak-
ing labor unions and collective actions less likely. Thus, it is no coincidence 
that the importance of unions has gradually been decreasing in countries 
where they had played a signifi cant role in the past (Katz, 2000).

These changes in employment contracts have been parallel to a clear 
tendency toward less stable employment, which can be observed at many 
levels—from the precarious conditions of informalized markets to the 
employment instability prevalent in a wide range of the occupational 
spectrum (ILO, 2004; Standing, 2004). For many countries with avail-
able data, job tenure has tended to decrease for different labor groups; 
the average worker, particularly among the young, has to change jobs 
and fi rms many times before acquiring any job security. Not surprisingly, 
women tend to have the lowest median job tenure (Atkinson & Court, 
2002), and these trends are reported for most rich and poor countries 
(ILO, 2004, 2008).

To some extent, the new workplace is characterized by a more demo-
cratic management style and a diffusion of authority within fi rms. Likewise, 
the breaking down of rigid job ladders and promotion rules raises the pos-
sibility of opening up opportunities for reducing discrimination based on 
gender or other characteristics such as race and ethnicity. It appears to be 
more democratic and less hierarchical and thus, to the extent that women 
tend to be less aggressive than men in working toward their advancement 
and promotion, might represent a positive step for them. For example, 
Salzinger’s (2003) research on US–Mexico maquiladora industries, which 
includes an interesting account of factories with different types of labor 
organization, shows how women workers can benefi t from teamwork and 
rotating responsibilities.

Yet, these advantages may be turned around if cases of discrimination 
surface and if labor unions are not available. The new labor contract 
implies that job descriptions are harder to compare, and having workers 
operating in teams with rotating responsibilities implies that any type of 
discriminatory behavior—whether based on gender, class, or any other 
form—might be diffused among team members and hard to prove. Given 
that job ladders and promotion criteria are less clearly defi ned, it is less 
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straightforward for workers to show that they are being treated differently. 
As Stone (2006) has argued for the case of the United States, individual 
workers have found it diffi cult to provide evidence of racial and gender 
discrimination under conditions in which responsibilities are shared and 
thus not well defi ned, and “the new employment practices have made 
conventional civil rights remedies problematic” (ibid., p. 258).

This suggests the need to develop new forms of assessing and dealing 
with discrimination and exclusion at the workplace. Stone (ibid.), for 
example, mentions the need for “accessible and fl exible” mechanisms to 
deal with cases of sexism and racism. While she suggests that class action 
suits presented by a group of workers have a better chance of winning 
(ibid.), such practices are not very developed in many countries and work 
situations. To the extent that the individualization of contracts and dis-
criminatory practices can also affect professional workers, the search for 
solutions is a signifi cant issue for all the echelons in the labor hierarchy; 
the case of the glass ceiling for women is a notorious example.

The World of Work and International Labor Standards

The search for the lowest possible production cost and its correspondent 
lowest common denominator in labor conditions has brought to the 
surface the asymmetry between labor and capital regarding global mobil-
ity across countries. Transnational corporations can discipline workers 
with threats of moving to another country; capital mobility is used as an 
instrument of labor control, or as a way of dealing with labor unrest and 
pressure for higher wages. An example of this is the Pico Korea case, in 
which some 300 workers, almost all women, lost their jobs when a US-
based multinational electronics company suddenly shut its subsidiary 
in South Korea in February 1989 in violation of a collective bargaining 
agreement and of Korean laws requiring notice, severance pay, etc. (see 
Liem & Kim, 1992).

On the other hand, labor does not enjoy the same privileges of mobil-
ity. With the exception of highly skilled labor, workers have met with 
increasingly tougher obstacles—such as restrictive immigration policies 
and high transaction costs—and to migrate to higher income countries. 
Likewise, capital has been able to use the threat of mobility as a bargaining 
chip to obtain tax and other concessions by host country governments, 
such as in the case of the many EPZs where taxation and labor regulations 
are lax or not applicable (ILO, 2003; Wachtel, 2004). As is well known, 
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from the maquiladora industries on the US–Mexico border and elsewhere 
in Latin America to the new industries and manufacturing centers in 
China and India, production has been organized under the dictates of 
this “low road” to development. While there are differences according to 
local conditions, many studies have illustrated the exploitative ways in 
which workers are treated, particularly unskilled, low-wage workers in 
labor-intensive production with a high proportion of women (Hsiung, 
1995; Fussell, 2000; Pizarro, 2006; Ngai, 2007).

It is for these reasons that the debates on international labor standards 
have taken a new twist under globalization. Global competition and the 
race to the bottom have rendered some of the existing national labor leg-
islation meaningless. At the international level, the ILO had traditionally 
played an important role in setting standards through its conventions 
adopted over the years (see Otobe, this volume). With globalization, many 
of these conventions, even if ratifi ed at the country level, have been ignored 
in practice. For this reason, in 1998 the ILO adopted the Declaration on 
Fundamental Principles and Rights at Work as “a universal reaffi rmation 
of the importance of social progress” in order to “set the basis for social 
justice in the workplace and provide a framework to ensure that people 
fairly share in the wealth that they have helped generate” (ILO, 2007). 
However, the ILO has no power to enforce these principles unless national 
governments are willing to collaborate, hence the importance of labor and 
other social groups pressing for compliance at the country level.

This is not an easy task given the resistance of many fi rms to complying 
with labor standards to the extent that they increase labor costs. Many of 
them have argued for and even adopted voluntary codes of conduct, but 
these do not guarantee compliance. The opposition to international labor 
standards has been voiced especially by newly industrializing countries, 
which argue that they are not ready yet to impose the standards prevalent 
in high-income countries, pointing out that the latter did not apply these 
when they themselves industrialized (Lee, 1997).

The basis for this argument is twofold. First, to the extent that higher 
labor standards can result in increased costs of production, their adoption 
might imply that lower-wage countries lose their competitive edge in global 
markets. Second, countries fear that the adoption of such standards will 
lead to the loss of foreign investment to noncompliant countries. Naila 
Kabeer, for example, has suggested that their imposition in Bangladesh 
could lead to the loss of many jobs for women in garment and textiles 
production. She and other authors have argued that, rather than focusing 
on trade and labor standards, living conditions could be improved through 
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social programs that provide a “social fl oor” for all citizens (Razavi, 1999; 
Kabeer, 2004). The fear of job losses is one of the reasons behind the lax 
policies regarding labor practices in many countries, as in the case of 
the maquiladora industries employing large number of women in Latin 
America; this has been intensifi ed by the loss of investment to China and 
other Asian countries (Watkins, 2002).

There are two types of responses to these arguments. The fi rst is that 
higher labor standards do not need to result in a loss of competitiveness 
and exports if proper measures are applied, as Berik and Rodgers (2008) 
have shown for the case of Cambodia. They contrast the Cambodian 
experience with that of Bangladesh, where low wages and poor work-
ing conditions have persisted without attempts to comply with labor 
standards. In both countries, garment production is the main source 
of women’s employment—women represent 90 percent of the garment 
industry’s labor force in Cambodia, for example (ILO & World Bank, 
2006); both are very poor countries, with precarious working condi-
tions, and face strong competition from China and from world markets 
in general; and both have managed to increase their exports of garments 
since the expiration in 2004 of the Agreement on Textiles and Clothing 
and of the Multi-Fiber Arrangement trade regime.

However, Cambodia has done so while improving its labor standards 
through the “Better Factories Cambodia” program, the result of a 1999 
trade agreement with the United States that called for compliance with the 
country’s labor laws and international labor standards, with the ILO 
acting as the monitoring institution. In 2006, the ILO reported “fairly 
good compliance” with several labor standards, such as child labor and 
gender discrimination, while Bangladesh continued its “poor employer 
compliance” with the country’s own laws. While the ILO report points 
out that compliance in Cambodia was poor in other areas such as health 
and safety, a subsequent ILO and World Bank (2006) report men-
tions improvements in health and nutrition among women workers. 
What this example demonstrates is that it is possible to improve labor 
standards without negative consequences for working conditions, produc-
tion, or export performance.

A second response to the fears of loss of investment and jobs is that 
the approach should be global. If the strategy were focused on the need 
to raise at least the core labor standards across countries, the incentives 
for capital to move to areas with lower standards would disappear. This 
strategy requires international agreements and an effective monitoring 
system. Although this would be diffi cult, it is not far-fetched to think 



GLOBALIZATION, LABOR, AND WOMEN’S WORK 81

that this is possible if there is political will, particularly since it can be 
argued that employment security would increase in all countries, especially 
those threatened by the loss of capital. In the Cambodian case, monitor-
ing costs have been shared between the Government, the United States, 
and the country’s Manufacturing Association; these costs have been kept 
down thanks to hiring local monitors at wages that were low by inter-
national standards (Berik & Rodgers, 2008). At the global level, the ILO 
could play the crucial role of engaging member countries in negotiating 
a global agreement. However, this will require cooperation on the part of 
all country governments, and it may only happen if it is linked to trade 
incentives, as was the case in Cambodia. Additionally, the ILO would 
need more resources to take up this task.

Rethinking Informalization and Precarious Work

For almost four decades, development “experts” have been discussing the 
nature and signifi cance of informal work in developing countries. From 
its initial conceptualization in the 1970s as the “informal sector” to its 
pervasive extension as the “informal economy” in more recent times, the 
literature has discussed widely its characteristics and the extent to which 
informality has been, and continues to be, an obstacle to or a stimulus for 
development (Portes & Castells, 1989). The high proportion of women 
involved in the informal economy makes it imperative to incorporate it 
in any discussion on development paradigms from a feminist perspec-
tive. For women, informal activities often provide an important way to 
combine income-earning activities with their work in the household and 
the care of children and family. To be sure, informal work represents 
highly heterogeneous forms of production and “degrees of informality,” 
generating different income levels and living conditions (Benería & Floro, 
2006). However, the bottom line is that a large proportion of it consists 
of activities with poor, unstable, and unregulated working conditions at 
subsistence levels.

The nature of informality has been analyzed by a number of authors 
who have questioned the role it plays in the wider economy. It might 
be useful to briefl y revisit the different conceptualizations in the earlier 
1970–1980 debates for the purpose of reexamining current tendencies. 
Predominant in the 1970s were dualistic representations such as formal/
informal and dominant/marginal; the “informal sector” was viewed as a 
temporary phenomenon of marginality that would gradually be absorbed 
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by the “modern” economy, and thus eventually disappear as a country 
developed (ILO, 1972). However, the 1980s generated critiques of this 
initial view by those who saw informality as the result of structural fac-
tors and as an integral part of a segmented and socially unequal/uneven 
capitalist economy. Hence, they rejected the dualistic view separating the 
“formal” and “informal” while emphasizing the linkages between the two 
( Benería & Roldán, 1987).

A third position, developed from a neoliberal perspective, is typifi ed 
by the Peruvian economist Hernando De Soto (2000), who conceptual-
ized informal activities as the result of government overregulation tending 
to choke individual initiatives and thus limiting economic growth. His 
prescription of regularizing and embracing informal work for the purpose 
of fostering development represented a formula highly compatible with 
the pro-market policies of the past decades. And indeed the pro-market 
privatization processes of the 1980s and part of the 1990s in Latin America 
did result in a resurgence of activities that seemed to back up De Soto’s 
arguments. However, there was market saturation in the 1990s, and 
chronic problems of employment and underemployment continue in the 
region (Pérez-Sáinz, 2006).

Under globalization, informal activities have become increasingly 
linked to global production. In this regard, it is useful to distinguish 
between the “informal economy” and “informalization.” While the former 
relates to the existence of informal activities on the ground, the latter is 
a process tied to the shift of production to lower cost, more precarious, 
and more decentralized activities. It is also tied to technological change, 
since high-tech production has made possible the industrial fl exibilization 
and labor process fragmentation that has intensifi ed these tendencies. As 
noted above, the informal sector was initially described as a remnant of 
the premodern conditions found in traditional economies. It would be 
diffi cult to argue that this is so for many cases now. While the old sector 
can still be found—for example, in the type of subsistence activities typifi ed 
by street vending in urban areas—this is not true of informal production 
generated by global networks, such as through subcontracting and the 
so-called value chains, or home-work producing goods for global markets. 
We can then say that in many ways informality in modern production, 
rather than being a remnant of the past, has become an integral part of the 
national and global economy, providing jobs at the margins of subsistence 
for many workers (Dicken, 2007).

Informalization has also contributed to the crisis of social protection that 
has accompanied globalization. As Standing (2004) analyzed extensively, 
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economic insecurity has resulted in different forms of social insecurity 
that have lead to rethinking social protection. In many ways this is also 
a consequence of the growing inequalities that emerged under neoliberal 
globalization calling for rethinking distribution. Given the importance 
of the informal economy in many areas, raising its standards from the 
bottom–up would affect a large proportion of the world’s poor populations. 
This importance varies across countries, but the estimated proportion 
of the population engaged in informal work reaches levels as high as 50 
percent in many African, Asian, and Latin American economies. For poor 
countries like Bolivia and Ecuador, it has reached levels as high as 65 and 
55 percent of the working population respectively (Benería, 2003). More 
recently, it has been estimated at 50 percent for Bolivia, compared with 
36 percent for Latin America as a whole (ILO & UNDP, 2009).

A key question is how informality can become “formalized” and work-
ing conditions upgraded. One possibility is to rely on economic growth, 
increase in productivity, and high levels of employment. This can create 
the conditions for upgrading labor standards, especially if there is an effort 
on the part of labor to press for these demands, and if governments back-
up such a process. But relying on growth is far from suffi cient. A comple-
mentary route can result from efforts to regularize informal activities. This 
has been illustrated—even though not with outstanding success—in the 
case of Italy, with an underground economy estimated at 27 percent of its 
gross national product (GNP). The government introduced measures to 
promote the regularization of informal activities such as waiving taxes for 
fi rms deciding to legalize while penalizing those remaining underground 
(Busato et al., 2005). Although the case of Italy might differ substantially 
from that of other countries, it nevertheless points to the possibilities 
that can be explored. The ILO’s “decent work” campaign also represents 
a global effort in the same direction, as do the many efforts carried out by 
activists, academics, and NGOs such as the Workers Rights Consortium 
(WRC) and the Fairtrade Labelling Organization (FLO).

Improving labor conditions also depends on raising productivity, and 
this points toward factors such as the need to press for more educational 
opportunities, better access to microfi nance and credit in general, techno-
logical help for small fi rms, and improved access to information regarding 
markets. Ultimately, these measures need to be placed within a macro 
distributional effort favoring the lower echelons of the labor hierarchy, 
with special efforts to eliminate gender differences and reverse the trends 
that have privileged capital.
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During the past decade, the ILO has emphasized the discourse of 
“decent work” as a way to call attention to the poor working conditions 
under which many people labor. As described by Juan Somavia, the 
organization’s 9th Director General elected in 1998:

Decent work … offers a way of combining employment, rights, social 
protection and social dialogue in developing strategies.… Reducing the 
decent work defi cit is the quality road to poverty reduction and to greater 
legitimacy of the global economy. (Quoted in Hughes, 2002)

These general goals are highly relevant, even if somewhat vague, for 
the informal economy. The main challenge is to fi nd ways to make them 
more specifi c and applicable at the national and international level.

The Care Economy and the Feminization of 
International Migration

During the past two decades, international migration has become a hotly 
debated issue, and the asymmetry in the mobility of labor and capital has 
created tensions and challenges for policy at the national and international 
levels. Part of these debates, particularly since the 1990s, has been the 
feminization of migration (Herrera, 2006; Parreñas, 2005; UNDP, 2009; 
UNFPA, 2006). In Latin America, for example, women have represented 
the clear majority among the total migrant population to Spain during 
the past decade (Benería, 2008a). The female proportion among those 
who emigrated to Spain in 2006 reached levels as high as 70 percent for 
Nicaragua, 66 percent for Honduras, 65 percent for Paraguay, and about 
56 percent for several countries such as Brazil, the Dominican Republic, 
Mexico, and Venezuela. For Latin America as a whole, the proportion of 
54.62 percent was estimated for a total of over 306,000 women migrants 
for 2006 (Benería, 2008a). As they are based on offi cial statistics, these 
fi gures do not include undocumented migrants.

These increasingly female migrant populations differ from earlier 
migration fl ows in Latin America, which were predominantly male and 
whose main destination tended to be the United States (Herrera, 2006). 
Women are now in many cases the fi rst family members to move, before 
men do, with mothers often leaving their children behind. In countries 
such as Ecuador and the Philippines, the massive migration of women to 
multiple destinations has generated a national debate about the social loss 
that this represents and about its social effects, particularly on children 
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and families. These trends are, however, likely to shift under the current 
economic crisis, and some changes, including a decrease in the number of 
migrants and in remittances, are already under way (Ratha et al., 2008).

The main reason behind the trends prior to the fi nancial crisis was that 
migrant women tended to fi nd jobs more easily than men, particularly in 
the service sector and in a wide range of activities such as care work within 
families and in the tourism and prostitution industries. To illustrate, the 
shift of Latin American female migration to Western Europe has resulted 
from a combination of well-known factors. First, on the demand side, the 
crisis of care has been felt strongly in countries with a signifi cant increase 
in women’s labor force participation since the 1990s, such as Italy, Spain, 
and other Southern European countries with inadequate public policies 
to deal with the problems of balancing domestic and labor market work. 
This leads to time and cost pressures in households to deal with domestic 
activities. Second, the care crisis is also due to the aging of the population 
resulting from the fall in fertility rates and the gradual rise in life expec-
tancy. This has led to further “nuclearization” of the family, with reduced 
extended family networks to turn to for help.

The defi ciencies in services for care provision have been met with 
immigrant labor hired by individual families. For middle- and upper-class 
households, immigrant women provide the help needed to deal with their 
own care crisis and to carry out the tasks of social reproduction, such as 
looking after children, the sick, and the elderly, and doing domestic work 
and other family-related chores. Based on her study of Ecuadorian women 
in Spain, Herrera (2006) reports that nine out of ten immigrant women 
were engaged in paid domestic work, the proportion being higher among 
those without legal papers. The jobs pay relatively low wages with respect 
to those prevalent in the receiving country, but high enough to provide 
an incentive to migrate. In this sense, they are an integral part of what we 
can call the “globalization of reproduction.”

On the supply side, growing inequalities between high- and low-income 
countries provide another economic reason to migrate. Other incentives 
have to do with the sense of insecurity, vulnerability, and instability re-
sulting from economic crises, poverty, and unemployment affecting a 
proportion of the population in many developing countries. For women, 
there are also gender-related factors behind their decision to migrate, such 
as the wish to leave abusive relationships, family confl icts, and different 
forms of gender discrimination (ibid.). Migration also takes place within 
the Latin American region, with Bolivian, Ecuadorian, Paraguayan, and 
Peruvian women working in Argentina, Brazil, and Chile. A variety of 
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studies have shown that women often assume that the family will follow 
them eventually; when this is not the case, they engage in some form of 
“international mothering” (Parreñas, 2005).

As argued by Parreñas (ibid.) for the case of the Philippines, the export 
of women’s labor generates a “depletion of care resources” for the family 
left behind. Households have to negotiate who will be responsible for 
domestic chores and for the children and other family members, includ-
ing the involvement of men and others in the process, and the extent of 
transnational mothering. Even if fathers left behind become responsible 
for taking care of the children, women (especially grandmothers) tend to 
do a signifi cant proportion of care work. This places a heavy responsibility 
on older women, who have to carry on mothering roles at an age when 
their physical health is declining. In any case, it is obvious that there 
are hidden costs of migration that are not easily captured by economic 
estimates, including the psychological costs of the dislocation of families 
and communities that are very diffi cult to measure.

The geographical dispersal and fragmentation of families with migrant 
mothers does not only imply a signifi cant shift in gender relations; it is 
also part of the new gender order associated with globalization through 
which women’s roles experience contradictory changes. On the one hand, 
there are role reversals, symbolized by their decision to migrate and fi nd 
employment abroad before men do; likewise, they take on a new role 
in family maintenance through the remittances sent. Both represent an 
increase in women’s individual and fi nancial autonomy and responsibility 
that can contribute to a process of “undoing gender” (Benería, 2008b). On 
the other hand, the prevalence and intensity of transnational mothering 
also implies a continuity of women’s traditional roles; although subject 
to changes in time and space, there is evidence that migrant women’s 
care of their children does not stop when they physically leave them 
(Fenstermaker & West, 2002). In her study of children growing up in 
homes of migrant mothers in the Philippines, Parreñas (2005) illustrates 
the extent to which the experience of children is different in mother-
away versus father-away households. In the fi rst case, children not only 
feel deprived of their mother’s presence and love, but also her absence is 
socially more diffi cult for them to accept than that of the father because it 
goes against conventional social norms and traditional gender roles.

Likewise, Herrera (2006) makes reference to an Ecuadorian mother 
who is saddened by the fact that her children are resentful of her absence 
and have not understood her decision to leave. My observations in Bolivia 
also show that the effect of mothers’ migration on children is expressed in 
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contradictory terms. Older children in particular understand the complex 
reasons behind the mother’s decision to emigrate while at the same time 
they manifest feelings of loss and even anger. Their reactions are also tied 
to their relationships within the extended family. These examples speak 
of tensions between role reversals on the one hand and continuities on 
the other, and between the persistent ideology of women’s domesticity 
and the de facto transformation of gender relations.

Hochschild (2002) has referred to the extraction of care resources from 
the South by the North as “emotional imperialism,” and she has compared 
it to 19th century imperialism’s extraction of material resources. This 
extraction, she argues, is not done by force or through colonial structures; 
it is the result of choices that result from economic pressures constituting 
a different form of coercion. However, while growing North–South 
inequalities and the problems of development in the South are at the root 
of these decisions, the issue is more complex, and the comparison with 
19th century imperialism is interesting but not totally warranted. Rather 
than being linked to an institutionalized form of Northern colonialism, 
the extraction of care resources is the result of world inequalities and of 
decisions taken by individual households responding to their perceptions 
of conditions in emigrant and immigrant countries, including the percep-
tion that they will benefi t from migration.

The solution is not only to be sought in the systematic improvement 
of economic conditions in the South and the elimination of North–South 
inequalities, but also depends on the shift of policies in immigrant 
countries toward the provision of social services that can meet the care 
needs of individual households. This implies a new turn in policy toward 
more collective approaches to social provisioning and a shift beyond the 
dictates of neoliberal regimes. In addition, part of the solution depends 
on achieving a higher degree of equality in the gender division of labor 
within households so that men take up their share of care responsibilities. 
In this sense, charges of emotional imperialism might tend to intensify 
North–South tensions rather than illuminate the fact that both share the 
need to counter the consequences of neoliberal policies.

CONCLUDING REMARKS

The current world fi nancial crisis presents an interesting opportunity for 
women to discuss the challenges around labor and globalization, examined 
in this chapter, and to ask what makes a good society. A key issue has to do 
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with the extent to which the free market is capable of meeting the needs 
of all people while eradicating gender inequality along with other forms of 
discrimination. The debates generated by the crisis have raised important 
questions along these lines, and I want to focus on three of them: How 
free—or, to put it differently, how regulated—should the market be? Can 
a society rely on the role of economic rationality and even greed for the 
purpose of meeting people’s needs and fostering human development? 
And can gender equality be constructed under capitalism or does it require 
more egalitarian social structures conducive to dealing with distributive 
justice and discussing what constitutes a “just society?”

From different circles that include pro-market tendencies and conser-
vative politics, criticisms of the fi nancial meltdown have interpreted it to 
imply the beginning of the death of laissez-faire economics. As reported 
in a New York Times article, French President Sarkozy declared, “a cer-
tain idea of globalization is drawing to a close with the end of fi nancial 
capitalism that imposed its logic on the whole economy. … The idea that 
the markets are always right was a crazy idea” (Berenson, 2008). Even 
economist Lawrence Summers, well-known for his rather controversial 
pro-market ideas, said, “… problems cannot be addressed by market 
solutions alone” (ibid.). The result might be the rejection of unregulated 
markets promoted by the fundamentalism of the Washington Consensus 
and the acceptance of a tamer and more regulated capitalism. To be sure, 
opposition to market regulation has already surfaced, especially in the 
United States and particularly from the fi nancial sector (Krugman, 2009). 
In any case, it is timely to reexamine feminists’ contributions to these 
questions. This chapter argues that labor market challenges represent one 
of the key areas that feminists need to discuss in order to build gender 
equality within more egalitarian societies.

A different but somewhat connected issue concerns the role of economic 
rationality in human behavior. Orthodox economic thinking and pro-
market policies are based on the premise that people are moved by self-
interest and individual maximizing behavior regardless of its consequences 
for others and for society as a whole, a premise that has been questioned 
by feminist economists and others who see that people are also moved by 
more altruistic social objectives (Benería, 2003; Ferber & Nelson, 1993). 
The 1980s represented a historical shift from the more idealistic visions of 
the 1960s generation, from which modern feminisms emanated, to a world 
of neoclassical economics. This was the world of fi nancial liberalization 
and “yuppy” behavior that accompanied globalization, in which there was 
no room for a social contract in search of collective well-being.
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We might be at another turning point and, as another New York Times 
article put it, “greed, to put it mildly, is no longer good” (Steinfels, 2008). 
The abuses that led to the current systemic crisis seem to have raised many 
questions about the basic assumptions behind orthodox economics. Milton 
Friedman’s assertion in 1979 that all societies run on greed and the claim 
(by the character Gordon Gecko in the movie Wall Street) that “Greed 
works… [and] marked the upward surge of mankind.”

It is interesting to note that, together with this critique of greed and of 
the enormous salaries drawn by the CEOs, there has been a new interest 
in “frugal life styles” and “frugal behaviour” (Hoffman, 2008). At the same 
time, this turning point, if it lasts, might become a test of whether citizens 
are ready to accept a “new social contract” that would, for example, call 
for greater fi scal responsibility (Muñoz, 2009).

Finally, the current crisis presents an opportunity to discuss the extent 
to which gender equality can be constructed within a system such as capi-
talism that is based on social inequality. Since the early days of modern 
feminism, there has been a tension between different points of view in 
this regard. The past decades have witnessed positive steps toward gender 
equality, even within the confi nes of neoliberal globalization. We have 
observed advances for women at many levels of society, ranging from 
their higher degrees of representation in politics and the professions to 
greater fi nancial autonomy and an increase in bargaining power within 
households.

Yet, we have also been aware of the limits of this progress, symbol-
ized, for example, by the glass ceiling facing women in the professions, 
the feminization of poverty, the persistence of discriminatory practices in 
the workplace, and the problems of social protection (UNDESA-DAW, 
2009). This chapter has raised this question of limits by looking at how 
unregulated labor markets generate inequalities that place women at the 
bottom of labor market hierarchies in global production. The implica-
tion is that gender inequality needs to be contextualized within the wider 
system of social inequalities.
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5

Removing the Cloak of Invisibility
Integrating Unpaid Household Services in 

the Philippines’ Economic Accounts

Solita CollaS-MonSod

One of the conclusions at Casablanca was that unless women’s contributions to 
the economy are recognized and accepted, women will continue to be second-class 
citizens, with all the negative implications of this. And nobody but women can be 
relied on to push for that recognition and acceptance.

UN SchizophreNia aNd the iNviSible WomaN

T he United Nations (UN) system is at the forefront of efforts to achieve 
gender equality, the elimination of discrimination against women, 

and gender mainstreaming. The system includes the Commission on the 
Status of Women (CSW), which had its 54th session in 2010; the Com-
mittee on the Elimination of Discrimination against Women (CEDAW 
Committee), which had its 47th session in 2010; the Division for the 
Advancement of Women (DAW) in the United Nations Department of 
Economic and Social Affairs (UNDESA); as well as the United Nations 
Development Programme (UNDP), International Research and Training 
Institute for the Advancement of Women (INSTRAW), United Nations 
Development Fund for Women (UNIFEM), and International Labour 
Organization (ILO), among others.1

1 Several of these entities (DAW, INSTRAW, and UNIFEM) had been amalgamated by the 
time of publication into UN Women.
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The UN designated a decade for women (1976–1985) and organized 
four world conferences on women. The first of these, in 1975, recognized 
the need to measure and value women’s unpaid work. Ten years later, at 
the third, the UN Economic and Social Council (ECOSOC) endorsed a 
package of strategies, with a recommendation that the value of household 
goods and services be included in countries’ GNP:

The remunerated and, in particular, the unremunerated contributions of 
women to all aspects and sectors of development should be recognized, and 
appropriate efforts should be made to measure and reflect these contribu-
tions in national accounts and economic statistics and in the gross national 
product. Concrete steps should be taken to quantify the unremunerated 
contribution of women to agriculture, food production, reproduction and 
household activities. (United Nations, 1985, paragraph 120)

There are also eight Millennium Development Goals (MDGs), the 
third of which aims to “promote gender equality and empower women.” 
The MDGs are a road map for implementing the Millennium Declara-
tion, agreed by 189 governments at the September 2000 UN Millennium 
Summit in New York. The Declaration commits governments “to promote 
gender equality and the empowerment of women as effective ways to 
combat poverty, hunger and disease and to stimulate development that is  
truly sustainable” (UN, 2000). Most recently, on July 2, 2010, the Gen-
eral Assembly voted unanimously to create a new entity—to be known 
as UN Women—to accelerate progress in meeting the needs of women 
and girls worldwide.

Yet, all these efforts are being undermined in another part of the UN 
system: the Statistics Division (also part of UNDESA) and its System of 
National Accounts (SNA), which gives the guidelines and procedures for 
estimating a country’s GDP and national income. Introduced in 1947, 
this national accounting system was “based essentially on the model of 
an advanced industrial economy in which transactions in money are 
dominant” (Bos, 2005, p. 202).

Since then four major revisions have taken place (1953, 1968, 1993, 
and 2008), but there is one constant according to Bos: “they all exclude 
unpaid household services, do-it-yourself activities, voluntary work and 
the services of consumer durables. These types of production are ignored 
despite the existence of paid counterparts that are counted as production” 
(ibid., p. 203).

Thus have the majority of the economic contributions of women in 
households been rendered invisible by a statistical cloak provided by the 
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SNA. This is supremely ironic given that the word “economics” is derived 
from the Greek word “oikonomia” meaning “the management of family 
and household.” The efforts of the Dr Jekylls in the UN system have been 
negated by the Mr Hydes in the same schizophrenic system. What follows 
is an examination of the narrow, inadequate, erroneous definitions and 
concepts that are used to weave that cloak of invisibility and ultimately 
lay the basis for a hidden, and therefore even more virulent, type of dis-
crimination against women. The chapter then discusses what is needed 
to remove the cloak of invisibility, and the Philippines experience in that 
regard, before ending with a look at the road ahead.

the SNa, WartS, aNd all

Originally, the so-called production boundary of the SNA excluded not 
only the value of services but also the value of goods produced at home 
for own consumption. Slowly, over time, exceptions were made for certain 
kinds of goods (for example, primary products and their processing), until 
in 1993 all goods produced for home consumption were finally allowed 
to enter the national accounts. But the exclusion of services—household 
members producing household and personal services for own consump-
tion (that is, cleaning, meal preparation, caring and instruction of children, 
caring for the sick) and volunteer workers in non-profit institutions serving 
households—has remained, as mentioned earlier, a constant.

Nonmarket,	Therefore	Noneconomic

The articulated reasons for the non-inclusion of these activities are as 
follows:

• Large nonmonetary flows of this type would obscure what is hap-
pening in the market and thus reduce the usefulness of the SNA.

• The inclusion of the production of personal services by household 
members for their own final consumption would imply that such 
persons were self-employed, thus “making unemployment virtually 
impossible by definition…” (ISWGNA, 1993, paragraph 1.22).

• The activities have a limited impact on the rest of the economy.
• It is difficult to obtain market prices to value these services.
• There are differences in their economic significance for analytical 

purposes.
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All of the above are used to highlight the need to “confine the produc-
tion boundary in the SNA and other related statistical systems to market 
activities or fairly close substitutes for market activities” (ISWGNA, 1993, 
paragraph 1.22).

I have been teaching economics for almost 40 years and never once 
have I come across a definition of “economics” that equates it with markets. 
There are “command economies” and there are “nonmarket economies.” 
The basic fact of economics is scarcity, not markets. The SNA’s dictum 
is that only what is marketed is economic (which is more descriptive of 
developed countries). This exclusion of the household economy from the 
total economy has distorted the macroeconomic picture—at best giving 
only a partial one, particularly in developing countries not far removed 
from the subsistence level.

But the non-recognition of the contribution of women to the economy 
and society in national statistics has also implicitly perpetuated gender 
inequalities.

Official non-recognition of contributions to the national as much as to the 
household economy obviously leads to non-recognition in policy-making, 
planning, allocation of resources, the provision of support services and 
information, and of course in the distribution of the benefits of development. 
The failure to recognize much of the work that women do is therefore a 
failure to take women into account in all these areas. (APCAS, 1994)

Producers	of	Non-marketed	Services	Are	Therefore	 	
Not	“Economically	Active”

There is a devastating corollary: since nonmarketed services are invisible in 
GDP, the efforts that went into producing these goods inevitably became 
invisible as well. How? Again, by definition. According to the ILO, to be a  
member of the labor force, or to be “economically active,” one must not 
only be above a specified age (working age), but must also be engaged 
in the production of economic goods and services—as defined by the 
SNA. And, since the SNA-defined economic services exclude produc-
tion for home consumption, those involved solely in the latter—mostly 
women—are automatically excluded from the labor force. These producers 
are considered economically inactive, which is the greatest irony since it 
is the work they do at home and in the community that makes it possible 
for husbands and children to participate in the economy as consumers 
and producers (now and in the future). Arguably, it is this labor that 
allows the rest of the economy to function, yet those who are doing it are 
considered to be “at leisure” or “dependents.”
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The	SNA	Reasoning	in	a	Nutshell

Reduced to its simplest terms here is what the SNA would have us accept: 
if a service is not marketed, it is not economic; if it is not economic, the 
producers cannot be considered to be economically active (that is, they 
cannot be part of the labor force). The alternative would be to classify 
them as self-employed, which would render unemployment virtually  
impossible—and that is a no-no. In other words, for the high priests of the 
SNA, it is better to make unpaid labor services in the home invisible than 
to rethink employment concepts—a case of the tail wagging the dog.

The	“Unemployment	Virtually	Impossible”	Card

Let us examine this assertion a little more closely. Assume a conventional 
labor force of 100, with 90 employed and 10 unemployed, and therefore 
an unemployment rate of 10 percent. Now assume that the inclusion of  
unpaid household services will increase the labor force by 50, or 50 percent. 
The unemployment rate would decrease (to 6.7 percent) but the number 
of unemployed would remain the same, unless it is further assumed that 
all those who were considered unemployed under the conventional sys-
tem (those not working but seeking work) are all producing household 
services.

In this “worst case” scenario, attention would shift from unemploy-
ment to employment in general and underemployment (those working 
but seeking more work) in particular, which, given the present realities, 
is what should have been done in the first place. For example, the present 
protocol considers a person to be employed if she has spent at least one 
hour of the past week in “productive” work, such as feeding chickens, 
but does not consider her to be part of the labor force if she has spent 
40 hours in the past week in “reproductive” work, such as feeding and 
caring for her children.

As regards underemployment, it is clear, looking at the statistics on 
poverty and employment, that it is not the quantity so much as the quality 
of employment that is important. The general view is that unemployment 
and poverty are closely connected. That is a myth. In a country like the 
Philippines, the poor cannot afford to be unemployed. Family poverty 
incidence in the Philippines was 26.9 percent in 2006, using national 
standards. Where the head of household was self-employed (using ILO 
norms) it was 34.3 percent, while where the head of household was 
unemployed it was a much lower 11.6 percent. The self-employed group, 
by the way, makes up over half of the total number of poor families in  
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the Philippines. It is they, the self-employed, who deserve at least as much 
attention as the unemployed. And, if they now include those who labor 
without pay to produce goods, there should be every reason to also include 
those who labor without pay to produce services that are so necessary for 
basic survival and quality of life.

In any case, because of the kind of thinking behind the SNA, we are 
left with this conundrum: why is it that when we pay for childcare and 
house-cleaning, when we eat out, when we buy milk for our babies, or 
when we call in the mechanic or the plumber, these add to GDP and 
count toward economic growth and progress; but when we look after 
our own children, clean our own house, cook our own meals, breastfeed 
our babies, tune up our own cars, and fix our own leaking faucets, these 
have no value in our current measures of progress?

Sometimes statisticians will even go to great lengths to try to measure 
illegal activities in the economy, as in the following:

Informal Activities: Countries should try to make estimates from both the 
value added and expenditure sides of all the economic activities covered 
in the SNA production boundary. These include both informal and illegal 
activities where these are considered to be significant. Where an informal 
activity is known to be going on at a significant level, the worst estimate 
is zero but this is implicitly the estimate that is being made if the informal 
activity is simply ignored. Even a very crude estimate will improve the accuracy 
of the accounts. (ICP, 2003, p. 2; emphasis in original)

Thus, we are urged to include illegal activities (since they are within the  
SNA production boundary), but we are not allowed to include the nur-
turing services that shape our very future. Another irony is that as the 
household economy shifts to the market economy, this is registered as 
growth in GDP, even though no additional production is actually per-
formed. Such nonsense.

Is	a	Satellite	Account	the	Answer?	No,	It	Is	Not

In what is considered by many to be a major step forward, the 1993 SNA 
recommended the use of special satellite accounts that can be linked to 
but are separate from the SNA accounts, in recognition of the limitations 
of the central framework in addressing specific aspects of economic life 
important to a particular country. Satellite accounts, the 1993 SNA stated, 
“expand the analytical capacity of national accounting for selected areas 
of social concern in a flexible manner, without overburdening or disrupt-
ing the central system …” (ISWGNA, 1993, paragraph 21.4). The terms 
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used are “augmented,” “expanded,” and “enhanced” GDP. This has been 
regarded by many as a “realistic” compromise between the advantages 
of tradition and the adaptation of new economic, social, and political 
requirements.

Certainly, including unpaid household services in a satellite account 
is better than excluding it completely, but there are disadvantages to this. 
First, relegating women’s contribution to GDP to an adjunct, supplemental 
position violates the concept of gender equality—if women and men are to 
be treated equally, they should be equally visible in the national accounts. 
An “augmented,” “expanded,” “enhanced” GDP (such patronizing terms) 
is not the answer. What is needed is an accurate picture that reflects the 
reality on the ground. Why should women not be included in the “central 
system”? Second, insisting on a truncated GDP—and it is truncated, as 
we all know from various estimates (Appendix 5.1A) of just how much 
unpaid work contributes to the economy—and then “enhancing” it is like 
amputating a person’s leg and then throwing a stick at her.

Third, the reference to the “advantages” of tradition versus new eco-
nomic, social, and political requirements may be misplaced. The cavalier 
treatment of women’s caring services at home has not always been the 
norm. Over 200 years ago, in the population censuses in England and 
the United States, housewives—or, more accurately, “women whose 
work consisted largely of caring for their families”—were considered to 
be productive, gainful workers. Unfortunately, over time, that view of 
the role of women slowly changed, so that by 1,900 housewives were no 
longer considered productive workers; they were formally relegated to the 
census category of “dependents” (which included infants, young children, 
the sick, and the elderly)—mouths, rather than hands. This situation was 
partly due to the influence of Alfred Marshall, the greatest economist of 
his time (Folbre, 1991).

Fourth, as mentioned previously, “economic” and “market” are not, 
never have been, and never should be interchangeable. Certainly econo-
mies in developed countries are primarily market economies, but imposing 
that as a criterion for the developing world makes no sense. We should 
remind ourselves that GDP is the measure of the market value of all final 
goods and services produced in a country during a year; it is not the market 
value of only those final goods and services that are bought and sold in a 
market. Using the latter definition, for fear of being overburdened, is, to 
borrow an analogy, like looking for one’s car keys one block away from 
where one lost them because the light is better; it may be brighter, but 
you will not find the keys.

Undoubtedly, the valuation of unpaid work is difficult, but experienc-
ing difficulties is at par for the course in national income accounting, or 
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for that matter in any endeavor where measurement is involved. Prior to 
its publication by UNDP, Mahbub Ul Haq’s Human Development Index 
(HDI), a comparative measure of living standards in countries worldwide, 
was the subject of savage criticism (come to that, it is still being criticized), 
and he was advised not to use it until the problems were ironed out. If Ul 
Haq had followed that advice, the HDI would still be unpublished today 
and the world would be the poorer for it. Instead, he took the plunge and, 
with the HDI being constantly finetuned, it is still a work in progress. 
What was important was that the methodology used was transparent, the 
need for improvement was recognized, and constructive criticism was 
welcomed. Following the UNDP lead, many countries are now estimating 
intranational HDIs.

More to the point, it is not as if unpaid work in the national accounts 
is uncharted territory. The Norwegian national accounts for the peri-
ods 1935–1943 and 1946–1949 included estimates of the value of 
unpaid household work, as apparently did other Scandinavian countries  
(Aslaksen & Koren, 1996). This begs the question: if it could be done 60 
or 70 years ago, why not now?

In summary, the SNA cloaks the contribution of women to the econ-
omy with invisibility by using narrow, and at the very least inadequate, 
definitions. But that cloak of invisibility can and should be removed, 
and including women’s contribution in satellite accounts should not be 
considered a final and permanent solution but rather a preliminary and 
temporary one.

Slow	Progress

If it is indisputable that women’s contributions to the economy are statis-
tically invisible, it is at least arguable that time-use data, either from full 
time-use surveys or from time-use questions included in regular house-
hold surveys, are indispensable in counting the paid and unpaid work 
of women and men. Time-use data are therefore a necessary first step in 
removing that cloak of invisibility. The second step would be to use the 
time-use data to create monetary measures of the value of nonmarket  
production to facilitate their integration into the GDP figures—in the  
current environment, through the use of satellite accounts. The third step 
would be to create the satellite accounts and to institutionalize them (to  
prevent them from being one-shot deals). The final step would, of course,  
be the full integration of unpaid labor into a country’s national accounts.

Much work has already been done with regard to the first step. A 1999 
report (Horrigan et al., 1999) lists some 57 time-use surveys undertaken 
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by 38 countries from 1924 to 1999 (the first was conducted in what was 
then the Soviet Union). The UN Statistics Division website (http://unstats.
un.org/unsd/default.htm) features a map and a list of countries and areas 
that conducted time-use surveys between 1990 and 2004—20 in all;  
seven from the developed and 13 from the developing world. The UN 
Economic and Social Commission for Asia and the Pacific (ESCAP, n.d.) 
reports that 95 time-use surveys were undertaken in 19 of the 58 member 
countries between 1960 and 2003. It also reports that at the world level, 
82 countries have carried out at least one time-use survey. Along the way, 
many conceptual, methodological, and measurement problems have been 
ironed out, and many lessons learned.

However, of these 82 countries that have undertaken at least one 
time-use survey, not many have used the data gathered to value the time 
spent on unpaid household labor. Even fewer countries have started or 
developed household satellite accounts. And just a handful have institu-
tionalized the survey (that is, conducted it on a regular basis).

Why is it that the majority of countries do so little follow-up in terms 
of integrating unpaid work into the country’s national accounts? One 
reason could be that the learning curve is a steep one, notwithstanding the 
enormous research and training efforts by organizations like INSTRAW 
(1995, 1996) and ESCAP (ESCAP & UNDP, 2003), as well as by national 
institutions. Then there are the usual problems related to lack of financial 
resources, particularly in developing countries.

But resolving the technical problems involved in time-use surveys and 
the valuation of the unpaid work that they generate is still not sufficient 
to achieve the goal of integrating unpaid work into national accounts and 
macroeconomic policy. The support of policymakers and stakeholders has 
to be mobilized, which requires that they are made aware of the benefits to 
be derived from this integration. Without that support, the valuable data 
gathered and analyzed may be confined to academic interest, or worse, 
left to molder on library shelves.

removiNg the iNviSibility: the philippiNeS 
experieNce

In this regard, the Philippines experience may be instructive. As far as 
gender empowerment goes (and it does not go very far), the Philippines 
has been shown to be better off than some other countries in East and 
Southeast Asia that boast of higher per capita incomes and a higher HDI. 
As can be seen from Table 5.1, it has the lowest GDP per capita and the 

http://unstats.un.org/unsd/default.htm
http://unstats.un.org/unsd/default.htm
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lowest HDI of those listed, but the highest Gender Empowerment Measure 
(GEM), a measure that focuses on the participation of women in political 
and economic decision making as well as power over economic resources 
(UNDP, 2006).

Table 5.1 Per capita income, human development index (HDI), and gender em-
powerment measure (GEM), selected countries, 2004

Country
Per capita GDP purchasing 

power parity (ppp) USD HDI rank GEM rank

Malaysia 10,276 0.804 (61) 0.506 (55)
Thailand 8,090 0.784 (74) 0.486 (60)
South Korea 20,499 0.912 (26) 0.502 (53)
Philippines 4,614 0.763 (84) 0.533 (45)

At the same time, the country is one of four (with Canada, Ghana, and 
India) cited as good-practice case studies in the development of gender-
sensitive indicators in a Commonwealth Secretariat reference manual for 
governments and other stakeholders (Beck, 1999). It is not coincidental 
that a majority of the high-level personnel in the Philippines Statistical 
System are women. In short, the Philippines would have to be included 
in any list of developing countries in the forefront of women’s visibility-
raising activities.

Effects	of	the	International	Conferences	on	Women

It must be said that much of the success the country has had in advanc-
ing the status of women and moving toward gender equality is due to 
the galvanizing effects of the preparations for, and the aftermaths of, the 
UN international conferences on women. The National Commission on 
the Role of Filipino Women (NCRFW), the first national machinery on 
women in Asia, was established by Presidential Decree at the beginning 
of 1975, in time for the First World Conference on Women in Mexico 
City. The 1985 Nairobi conference caused another flurry of activity, this 
time focused on mainstreaming women’s concerns in policymaking, 
planning, and programming of all government agencies. This led to the 
launching of the Philippines Development Plan for Women, 1989–1992 
(which may have been the first of its kind), and a successful lobby for 
legislation ensuring women equal rights in all areas (Women in Nation-
Building Act). The Philippines Plan for Gender-responsive Development 
(1995–2025) was adopted under Executive Order 273 as the country’s 
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main vehicle for implementing the Beijing Declaration and Platform for 
Action from the Fourth World Conference on Women in 1995. The 
Beijing Platform outlines the policies, strategies, programs, and projects 
that governments must establish to enable women to participate in, and 
benefit from, national development.

The numbers to support all the great words were provided by an Inter-
Agency Committee on Women and Statistics, which published the first 
edition of Statistics on Filipino Women (National Statistics Office, 1992). 
The best of these efforts was to empirically measure the contribution of 
women to the economy in terms of the SNA-type GDP, but more impor-
tantly, their share in a GDP that more accurately reflected all productive 
activities in the economy.

Promising	Start

Scarcely two years after the Beijing conference, the country’s National 
Statistical Coordination Board (NSCB) proceeded to construct satellite 
accounts. These identified the distribution of economic production by sex 
in accordance with the SNA production boundary; identified, measured, 
and included unpaid housework services of those in the labor force, also 
by sex; and included the unpaid work of those not in the labor force (that 
is, those not considered economically active in the SNA).

Of course, there were problems that would have discouraged the faint-
hearted. The proposed national time-use survey project, the first to be 
conducted nationwide and the results of which were to be the used in the 
NSCB’s valuation attempts, fell by the wayside—a victim of a change in 
the executive directorship of the NCRFW and an accompanying change 
in priorities (in favor of an all-out push for programs and projects to 
eliminate violence against women).

The attempt to distinguish the contributions of females and males to 
the “conventional” GDP also met with problems. For example, GDP by 
employment reflects the number of employed persons by sex but not 
by labor input (and the one-hour per week definition of employment 
complicates matters). Other problems included underestimation due to 
the fact that unpaid housework is also done by persons younger than  
15 years of age, as well as problems associated with classification and val- 
uation of the different types of unpaid labor (it is noteworthy that the 
value assigned to housework was assumed to be equal to that of janitors, 
using the so-called generalist approach).
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Undaunted, the NSCB decided to press ahead using data generated 
from previous time-use surveys. This in itself posed some challenges, 
namely the need to validate the data and their shortcomings (for example, 
surveys were not nationwide, and volunteer work and travel related to 
unpaid work were not included in any previous survey).

Still the effort was an excellent start toward removing the cloak of invis-
ibility of unpaid labor as far as the economy was concerned. The work 
was completed in 1998 and the results, covering the years 1990 to 1997 
and subsequently updated to 1998, are summarized in Tables 5.2–5.5 
(taken from Virola & de Perio, 1998).

Table 5.2 Percentage distribution of GDP by sex, 1990–1998, at current prices

Men Women

Year Employment Hours of work Employment Hours of work

1990 63.5 63.2 36.5 36.8
1991 62.7 62.3 37.2 37.7
1992 62.9 63.1 37.1 36.9
1993 61.9 62.3 38.1 37.67
1994 61.5 62.3 38.5 37.7
1995 61.8 61.8 38.2 38.2
1996 61.7 62.5 38.3 37.5
1997 61.5 61.4 38.4 38.6
1998 64.5 60.5 35.5 39.5
1990–1998 62.5 62.2 37.5 37.8

Women	in	the	Philippines	Economy

Briefly, the findings were as follows:

• The share of women in the “conventional” GDP (including only 
SNA activities), as measured by employment and by hours of work, 
ranged from 35–39 percent (Table 5.2). In the more accurate GDP, 
which includes unpaid work (the NSCB calls it the “adjusted” 
GDP), women’s contribution increases to 48–53 percent (Tables 5.3  
and 5.4).

• With the inclusion of unpaid household services, GDP itself 
increases by 27–40 percent over the nine-year period (Table 5.5).

• Women perform about 90 percent of the total unpaid hours of work 
(which is much higher than the 65–68 percent share in a developed 
country like Canada during roughly the same period). Among the 
employed and unemployed, women do about 71–73 percent of total 
unpaid hours, but this goes up to 91 percent among those not in 
the labor force according to SNA–ILO definitions (Table 5.5).
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Table 5.3 Percentage distribution of GDP and GNP adjusted for unpaid household 
services by sex using hours of work, employed-opportunity cost, unem-
ployed, and not in the labor market price, in million pesos at current 
prices

Year

GDP adjusted GNP adjusted

Total Men Women Total Men Women

1990 100 51.9 48.1 100 52.7 47.3
1991 100 49.3 50.7 100 50.1 49.9
1992 100 48.5 51.5 100 49.3 50.7
1993 100 49.5 50.5 100 50.3 49.7
1994 100 49.0 51.0 100 49.7 50.3
1995 100 49.8 50.2 100 50.3 49.7
1996 100 50.2 49.8 100 51.0 49.0
1997 100 48.7 51.3 100 49.5 50.5
1998 100 47.3 52.7 100 48.3 51.7
1990–1998 100 49.4 50.6 100 50.1 49.9

Table 5.4 Percentage distribution of GDP and GNP adjusted for unpaid household 
services by sex using hours of work, employed, unemployed, and not in 
the labor market price, in million pesos at current prices

Year

GDP adjusted GNP adjusted

Total Men Women Total Men Women

1990 100 52.1 47.9 100 52.9 47.1
1991 100 49.5 50.5 100 50.3 49.7
1992 100 48.6 51.4 100 49.4 50.6
1993 100 49.7 50.3 100 50.5 49.5
1994 100 49.2 50.8 100 49.8 50.2
1995 100 49.9 50.1 100 50.5 49.5
1996 100 50.3 49.7 100 51.1 48.9
1997 100 48.8 51.2 100 49.6 50.4
1998 100 47.3 52.7 100 48.4 51.6
1990–1998 100 49.5 50.5 100 50.3 49.7

• In terms of economic activity, the contribution of women to unpaid 
hours of work in sectors making up about 80 percent of GDP  
(that is, agriculture, fisheries, and forestry; manufacturing, whole-
sale, and retail trades; financing, insurance, real estate, and business 
services; and community, social, and personal services) is greater 
than that of men (Table 5.5).

These results were presented nationally in the National Conference of 
Statistics and internationally in the International Statistical Institute bien-
nial meetings in 1999 in Helsinki (where it was the only paper dealing 
with the contribution of women to the economy).



Table 5.5 Percentage distribution of total unpaid hours of work (housework services) by sex, employed, unemployed, and not in the 
labor force

1990 1991 1992 1993

Male Female Male Female Male Female Male Female

A. Employed 27.46 72.54 27.30 72.70 27.98 72.02 27.26 72.74
Agriculture, fishery, and forestry 13.14 14.97 13.38 14.63 13.60 16.19 12.99 15.75
Mining and quarrying 0.24 0.09 0.27 0.10 0.26 0.09 0.22 0.08
Manufacturing 2.44 8.90 2.60 9.72 2.79 9.98 2.59 9.27
Electricity, gas, and water 0.15 0.16 0.17 0.14 0.15 0.11 0.17 0.13
Construction 1.92 0.17 2.00 0.22 1.98 0.20 2.03 0.20
Wholesale and retail trade 2.57 22.12 2.23 23.15 2.31 23.30 2.40 23.12
Transportation, communication, and storage 2.47 0.40 2.44 0.43 2.57 0.52 2.76 0.52
Finance, insurance, real estate, and business services 0.61 1.66 0.57 1.51 0.58 1.54 0.60 1.72
Community, social and personal services 3.91 24.09 3.65 22.80 3.74 20.10 3.49 21.94
B. Unemployed 25.98 74.02 27.35 72.65 27.93 72.07 28.40 71.60
C. Not in the labor force 8.93 91.07 8.44 91.56 8.53 91.47 8.94 91.06
Total 10.49 89.51 10.14 89.86 10.26 89.74 10.64 89.36
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No	Effect

While the paper was of interest to professionals in the field, it made no 
dent whatsoever on the consciousness of policymakers or Filipino women, 
much less on the public consciousness. Actually, it never reached them 
at all. The results were as invisible as the unpaid work that was being 
measured, and therefore could not have made a difference.

A time-use survey conducted in 2000 by the National Statistics Office 
initially met the same fate. In spite of all the methodological and conceptual 
advances both in time-use and valuation processes, there seemed to be no 
felt need for a national time-use survey, so the proposal was scaled down 
to “pilot” status covering only two areas, one urban and one rural. Even 
then, the results did not seem to have captured the attention of, or made 
any impression on, the major stakeholders, although they were used by 
the NSCB to update the “adjusted” GDP figures for 1999 and 2000.

No further work was done from 2001 to 2007 on measuring women’s 
contribution to the economy and the integration of unpaid labor into the 
national accounts. In 2007, though, efforts were renewed in the aftermath 
of a meeting that was held in Casablanca as part of an attempt to revitalize 
the feminist movement and put forward an alternative vision of progress 
that stresses social justice (see www.casablanca-dream.net/meetings/casa-
blanca_2007.html).

Post-Casablanca	Developments

One of the conclusions at Casablanca was that unless women’s contribu-
tions to the economy are recognized and accepted, women will continue 
to be second-class citizens, with all the negative implications of this. And 
nobody but women can be relied on to push for that recognition and 
acceptance. This was what spurred me to contact the Secretary General of 
the NSCB, Dr Romeo Virola, to get a better feel of what it would take to 
pursue the goal of integrating women’s unpaid labor into the macroeco-
nomic picture provided by our national accounts, and perhaps even set a 
time frame for achieving this goal. Dr Virola was supportive of the idea, and 
welcomed my concern. He told me of the efforts he had already made—and 
abandoned—in this regard (as recounted earlier). But he assured me that 
he and his staff would be eager to resume those efforts—if there was a 
demand for it. At the time of writing, re-estimates of the national accounts 
to include the contribution of household labor by sex have been carried 
out for the period from 2001 to 2009. And preparations are being made 
for a national time-use survey to be conducted in 2011.

www.casa-blanca-dream.net/meetings/casablanca_2007.html
www.casa-blanca-dream.net/meetings/casablanca_2007.html
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Although there are still many conceptual technical, methodological, 
and measurement problems to be ironed out, Dr Virola did not agree 
with the conventional (read UN SNA) thinking that these constituted the 
main obstacle to estimating women’s contributions to the economy in 
general, and the integration of unpaid work into the national accounts in 
particular. These could be overcome, and to a certain extent, the results of 
the NSCB’s earlier efforts demonstrated this. What had caused Dr Virola 
to abandon his efforts was a lack of demand. As he said, “How can we 
continue to produce statistics that are not being asked for, or used, when 
there are calls for other data to be generated?”

What is behind this lack of demand? There may be a lack of under-
standing of how the statistics can be used for more effective decision 
making (on the part of the policymakers) or how they can be used as 
tools in influencing these decisions (on the part of the policy advocates). 
To overcome this, what is needed, according to Dr Virola, is “capacity-
building of the users of the statistics.”

But the demand constraint may arise not only because of a lack of 
ability on the part of the “consumers,” but also because of a lack of desire 
or willingness on their part as well. As Benería (1999) makes clear, there 
are those who think that it is worth neither the time nor the effort to 
measure unpaid labor, who do not see how such information could be of 
use to the poor exploited woman who is the subject of such information, 
and who think that resources would be better spent on other activities 
that would benefit her directly. These views, held as they are by some 
feminists, cannot but weaken the efforts to integrate unpaid labor into 
the macroeconomy. In the case of the Philippines, they could explain 
why the NCRFW leadership shifted focus from unpaid labor to violence 
against women.

There may be another reason, though never articulated, for this 
unwillingness to pursue the issue of integrating unpaid labor into the 
macroeconomy: the preservation of the status quo, where women remain 
invisible, exploitable, and unable to widen the choices open to them.

Renewed	Efforts

In any case, what is important is that Dr Virola and the NSCB give the effort 
a second go. As mentioned earlier, the conventional and “accurate” GDP 
accounts were updated to 2009, based on the 2001 time-use survey, and 
these were presented again to the 2010 National Convention on Statistics. 
In the latest results, unpaid work added between 38.4 and 79.8 percent 
to GDP, depending on the metric used; women’s share in conventional 



Removing the Cloak of invisibility 109

GDP increased by 4.6 to 9.5 percentage points; women accounted for  
60 percent of all unpaid work; and over 55 percent of this contribution 
was performed by women not in the labor force.

Unfortunately, once again, very few people aside from the statisticians 
either know or care that the data are available, although Dr Virola reports 
that his plan of integrating women in the national accounts was received 
enthusiastically by the NCRFW. Such enthusiasm notwithstanding, the 
hard fact is that some 15 years after Beijing—and after the proposal was 
first made to create satellite accounts measuring the contribution of unpaid 
family work to the economy—this is still not a reality. In contrast, satellite 
accounts for environment, tourism, and health, which were suggested 
much later, have already been constructed.

According to Dr Virola, this is because there are joint international 
efforts to come up with a methodological framework for environment 
and tourism. For environment, the UN has created a “City Group,” called 
the London Group, which makes recommendations on how the accounts 
will be compiled. In the case of tourism, the World Trade Organization 
(WTO) is spearheading the work on methodological studies (and has, in 
fact, come up with a revised framework for tourism satellite accounts). 
No similar efforts seem to have been undertaken for unpaid work, other 
than a guide to producing time-use statistics (UNDESA, 2005).

the Way ForWard—toWard a tippiNg poiNt

Three overall conclusions can be drawn from the foregoing. First, it is the 
SNA that threw a cloak of invisibility over women’s contributions to the 
economy, by using narrow and inadequate definitions. That cloak can 
and should be removed. Segregating women’s contributions in satellite 
accounts should not be considered a final and permanent solution but 
rather a preliminary and temporary one.

Second, given the present SNA reality, the full integration into the mac-
roeconomy of unpaid work (which we have established is done mostly by 
women) can be accomplished as a sequence of steps: gathering time-use 
data, valuing that unpaid work, creating the satellite accounts, institution-
alizing them (estimating them regularly), and finally, integrating them as 
part of the “central system” of the national accounts. To date, to the best 
of my knowledge, less than half of the world’s countries have gathered 
time-use data, and about half of that half (mostly developed countries) have 
begun valuing unpaid work. Even fewer are creating satellite accounts, 
and only one or two have begun institutionalizing them.
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Third, the slowness of this progress is not just a problem of technical, 
supply constraints, but also one of demand—potential users and even 
potential beneficiaries lack either the ability or the will (or a combination 
of both) to carry it forward. This is not to belittle the supply constraints; 
and our statistical system must be supported, particularly financially, in 
its attempts to push the envelope in identifying and integrating the con-
tribution of women in our national accounts. But the demand side, like 
the second blade in a pair of scissors, has to be addressed as well.

What can be done to increase, or even create, the demand for data that 
will allow women’s contributions to be visible? Here, we have to reach 
out to other disciplines, other professions, for help and guidance. In a 
nutshell, what is required is a series of consciousness-raising activities. It 
is not enough that data are produced, and that the producers of the data 
know that they have a gold mine. It is not enough that user capacity should 
be increased. The public should be on the side of the angels—should also 
want the data to be produced, want to know the results, and want their 
leaders to make use of those results—because it is the public that can exert 
the necessary level of pressure on reluctant policymakers, technocrats, 
organizations, or anybody else who is in the way.

In other words, the effort to integrate unpaid work into the macro-
economy must include not only time-use surveys, valuation processes, 
and satellite accounts until the final goal is reached, but also a proac-
tive effort to get the public interested in what is being done or should  
be done. Not only should the public demand that data, but preferably 
the nature of that demand should reach “epidemic” proportions so that 
the only possible outcome is the desired one.

How did epidemics get into the picture? In a fascinating book (which 
may not cross the path of economists and statisticians), Malcolm Gladwell 
(2000) posits that ideas, messages, and behavior spread like viruses in 
epidemics. And an epidemic has three characteristics: the virus is very 
contagious, little causes have big effects, and tipping points occur.

Three factors are involved in reaching a tipping point. First, there is 
the “law of the few,” which says that the success of social epidemics de- 
pends on the degree of involvement of a few people with a particular and 
rare set of gifts. These are the connectors, who are at the hub of a large 
network of people from different walks of life and who can connect these 
people with each other; the mavens, who are to information what con-
nectors are to people; and the salespeople, who can sell ideas or products 
because they can communicate their belief in these ideas or products.
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Second, there is the “stickiness factor,” which ensures that once a 
person gets infected (buys the message), she stays infected. To make 
something “sticky,” one has to find a way of packaging information that 
under the right circumstances will make it irresistible. For example, a 
communications expert (a woman, naturally), who was asked for top-
of-the-head suggestions, came up with the following: “Hot on M.A.M.A” 
(Measure and Account for Mother’s Accomplishments or Movement to 
Account for Mom’s Accomplishments); Mothering: a 24/7 Job Without 
Pay; H.O.M.E. (Homemaker Output Measurement in the Economy); and 
even one in the vernacular, playing on the double meaning of the word 
“kita” (“to see” and “salary”), Kawawang Ina, Di Nakikita, Di Kumikita (Poor 
Mothers. Unseen. Unpaid). One can only imagine what could be achieved 
if she and other experts really put their minds to producing a national or 
international campaign.

Third, there is the “power of context,” which posits that people’s 
behavior is affected by circumstance rather than any innate set of values. 
Gladwell (2000) illustrates this by recalling the so-called Stanford Prison 
Experiment, a simulation study of the psychology of imprisonment 
conducted at Stanford University in the United States in 1971, in which  
24 normal, ordinary students turned into either sadists or nervous wrecks 
depending on whether the role randomly assigned to them was to be a 
guard or a prisoner. The experiment had to be stopped after only six days 
(Zambardi, n.d.).

Clearly, the integration of unpaid work into macroeconomics has 
not yet reached that tipping point. What is needed to achieve this are 
people—researchers, economists, statisticians, feminists—who have  
the talents to be either connectors or mavens or salespeople, with a mes-
sage that will not be forgotten (here is where the talents of advertising 
and marketing agencies can be tapped, as illustrated earlier, and where it 
is clear that research budgets should include a component for informa-
tion and education), and an environment that will shape the behavior of 
people in a major way.

Unless these requirements are met, integrating unpaid work into the 
macroeconomy and removing the invisibility of women’s contributions 
to the economy from their homes, will remain an idea whose time has 
not yet come. But we can all take heart from the last lines of the Gladwell 
(2000, p. 259) book: “Look at the world around you. It may seem like 
an immovable, implacable place. It is not. With the slightest push–––in 
just the right place––it can be tipped.”
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Country Time series Results Data source Remarks Institutionalization Link/Source

United  
Kingdom

1995 Value of unpaid work was 
estimated at between  
40 and 120 percent of 
GDP, depending on the 
method of measurement.

1995 
General 
Household 
Survey

Experimental 
household 
satellite 
account.

http://www.radstats.org.
uk/no074/article2.htm

Developing Gender 
Statistics in the UK 
(Linda Murgatroyd)

Finland 2001 GDP is increased by 40 per- 
cent and household 
consumption by almost 
60 percent when 
production excluded from 
the national accounts is 
included in the figures. 
The highest gross value 
added (GVA) figure was 
recorded for housing. 

1999–2000 
Statistics 
Finland’s 
Time-Use 
Survey; 
2001–2002 
Household 
Budget 
Survey

Finnish 
Household 
Satellite 
Account 
compiled in 
compliance 
with 
Eurostat 
and SNA93 
guidelines.

http://www.
kuluttajatutkimuskeskus.
fi/files/4919/2006_
household_satellite_
account.pdf

Household Production and 
Consumption in Finland 
2001: Household 
Satellite Account

Germany 2001 Using the generalist rate, 
the GVA of household 
production for 2001 
amounted to 820,000 
million euros. This was 
roughly the equivalent of 
the combined value added 
of industry and the trade, 
hotel and catering, and 
transport segments.

1999–1992 
and 
2001–2002 
time-use 
surveys 

Household 
satellite 
system 
compiled on 
the basis of 
the time-use 
surveys. 

http://www.genderkompe 
tenz.info/eng/gendercom 
petence/subjectareas/em 
ployment/unpaid/aspects

Gender aspects in the area 
of unpaid work

http://www.radstats.org.uk/no074/article2.htm
http://www.radstats.org.uk/no074/article2.htm
http://www.genderkompetenz.info/eng/gendercompetence/subjectareas/employment/unpaid/aspects
http://www.genderkompetenz.info/eng/gendercompetence/subjectareas/employment/unpaid/aspects
http://www.genderkompetenz.info/eng/gendercompetence/subjectareas/employment/unpaid/aspects
http://www.genderkompetenz.info/eng/gendercompetence/subjectareas/employment/unpaid/aspects
http://www.kuluttajatutkimuskeskus.fi/files/4919/2006_household_satellite_account.pdf
http://www.kuluttajatutkimuskeskus.fi/files/4919/2006_household_satellite_account.pdf
http://www.kuluttajatutkimuskeskus.fi/files/4919/2006_household_satellite_account.pdf
http://www.kuluttajatutkimuskeskus.fi/files/4919/2006_household_satellite_account.pdf
http://www.kuluttajatutkimuskeskus.fi/files/4919/2006_household_satellite_account.pdf


Australia 1992, 1997 Unpaid household work 
accounted for 91 percent 
of the estimated value 
of total unpaid work in 
1997. The value of total 
unpaid work in 1997 was 
estimated to be about  
USD 261 billion (48 
percent of GDP), 
compared with about  
USD 225 billion in 1992 
(54 percent of GDP). 
Women contributed 63 
percent of the estimated 
value of total unpaid work 
in 1997 (65 percent in 
1992). 

Time-use 
surveys 
conducted 
in 1992 
(pilot) and 
1997

Results 
released as 
a “satellite 
account” to 
the national 
accounts.

The Australian 
Bureau of 
Statistics 
conducted the 
2006 TUS and 
data from the 
survey was 
expected to 
be publicly 
available in 
2007. Results 
were to be used 
to update the 
monetary value 
of unpaid work 
(that is, for 
2007).

http://www.oecd.org/data 
oecd/23/18/2508574.pdf

Aspects of Sustainability: 
Australian Experience 
(Barbara Dunlop, 
Australian Bureau of 
Statistics)

Canada 1961–1992, 
1992–1998

The estimated value of 
unpaid work in Canada 
in 1998 was USD 297 
billion. Between 1992 
and 1998, the value 
increased by 18.3 percent 
(in nominal terms). As 
a percentage of GDP, 
however, it fell  
3 percentage points, from 
36 to 33 percent.

Major time-
use surveys 
conducted 
in 1986, 
1992, 
1998

In the case 
of non-
marketed 
goods and 
services, 
the national 
accounting 
approach 
is to assess 
value in 
relation to 
costs.

Publication on 
Households’ 
Unpaid Work: 
Measurement 
and Valuation 
is being 
published 
by Statistics 
Canada.

http://www.statcan.ca/ 
english/conferences/
economic2003/
hamdad3c.pdf

Valuing Households’ 
Unpaid Work in Canada, 
1992 and 1998: Trends 
and Sources of Change

(Appendix 5.1A Continued)

http://www.statcan.ca/english/conferences/economic2003/hamdad3c.pdf
http://www.statcan.ca/english/conferences/economic2003/hamdad3c.pdf
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http://www.oecd.org/dataoecd/23/18/2508574.pdf
http://www.oecd.org/dataoecd/23/18/2508574.pdf


Women who were not 
employed contributed 
the greatest proportion in 
the value of households’ 
unpaid work with 36 
percent in 1998. Those 
employed contributed 27 
percent. 

http://www.swc-cfc.gc.ca/ 
dates/whm/1998/index_
e.html

Women’s History Month 
1998: Canadian Women 
Making an Impact

Bulgaria 1988 The value of production in 
non-SNA activities is 47 
percent and 71 percent 
of GDP based on net 
wages and gross wages, 
respectively. Estimates 
based on labor costs are 
13 percentage points 
higher than those based 
on gross wages (84 
percent).

Value of labor 
and value of 
production 
at cost of 
inputs in 
non-SNA 
activities (as 
percentage 
of GDP)

http://unstats.un.org/unsd/
publication/SeriesF/
SeriesF_75v2E.pdf

Household Accounting: 
Experience in Concepts 
and Compilation (United 
Nations)

(Appendix 5.1A Continued)
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http://www.swc-cfc.gc.ca/dates/whm/1998/index_e.html
http://www.swc-cfc.gc.ca/dates/whm/1998/index_e.html
http://www.swc-cfc.gc.ca/dates/whm/1998/index_e.html
http://unstats.un.org/unsd/publication/SeriesF/SeriesF_75v2E.pdf
http://unstats.un.org/unsd/publication/SeriesF/SeriesF_75v2E.pdf
http://unstats.un.org/unsd/publication/SeriesF/SeriesF_75v2E.pdf


Denmark 1987 The value of labor inputs 
in non-SNA activities 
based on labor costs is 37 
percent of GDP, which 
is 16 percentage points 
higher than those based 
on net wages (21 percent). 

The value of production 
in non-SNA activities 
based on labor costs is 
43 percent of GDP. If 
GVA for owner-occupied 
dwelling is included, the 
value rises to 50 percent.

See above See above

France 1985 The value of labor inputs in 
non-SNA activities based 
on gross wages and labor 
cost is 33 and 36 percent 
of GDP, respectively.

See above See above

(Appendix 5.1A Continued)



Norway 1990

1992

The value of labor inputs in 
non-SNA activities using 
labor cost is 38 percent 
of GDP.

Using an opportunity cost 
approach, specialist 
method, and generalist 
method, the value 
of unpaid work was 
estimated at 39, 38, and 
37 percent of GDP.

See above

Based on a 
study by 
Dahle/ 
Kitterod.

See above

http://www.unescap.org/
stat/meet/wipuw/wipuw-
01.pdf

Korea The value of unpaid work 
took up 30–40 percent of 
GDP and 70–90 percent 
of total annual wage.

http://www.unescap.org/
stat/meet/wipuw/wipuw-
01.pdf

Economic Evaluation 
of Unpaid Work in 
Republic of Korea

Netherlands 1990 Using an opportunity cost 
approach, the value 
of unpaid work was 
estimated at 108 percent 
of GDP. Using specialist 
method, it is estimated at 
82 percent of GDP.

Based on a 
study by 
Bruyn-
Hundt.

See above

(Appendix 5.1A Continued)
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http://www.unescap.org/stat/meet/wipuw/wipuw-01.pdf
http://www.unescap.org/stat/meet/wipuw/wipuw-01.pdf
http://www.unescap.org/stat/meet/wipuw/wipuw-01.pdf
http://www.unescap.org/stat/meet/wipuw/wipuw-01.pdf
http://www.unescap.org/stat/meet/wipuw/wipuw-01.pdf
http://www.unescap.org/stat/meet/wipuw/wipuw-01.pdf
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Austria 1992 Using an opportunity cost 
approach, the value 
of unpaid work was 
estimated at 138 percent 
of GDP. 

See above

Switzerland 1997 Using an opportunity cost 
approach, specialist 
method, and generalist 
method, the value 
of unpaid work was 
estimated at 49, 41, and 
52 percent of GDP.

Based on a 
study by 
Sousa-Poza.

See above

Japan 1996 Using an opportunity cost 
approach, specialist 
method, and generalist 
method, the value 
of unpaid work was 
estimated at 23, 15, and 
20 percent of GDP.

Based on a 
study by  
M. Fukami.

See above



New Zealand 1990

1999

Using an opportunity cost 
approach, specialist 
method, and generalist 
method, the value 
of unpaid work was 
estimated at 66, 42, and 
51 percent of GDP.

The value of productive 
unpaid work by New 
Zealanders aged 15 years  
and over was 39 percent 
of GDP.

Released by 
Statistics 
New Zealand.

See above

See above

http://www.stats.govt.nz/
products-and-services/
Articles/unpaidwork-
Jun01.htm

Notes: Other countries that are mentioned in some references as having started or developed satellite accounts of unpaid work are listed below. Further 
research is needed on the main documents for each of these countries describing the methodology as well as presenting the resulting estimates. 
See also work for Social and Political Economy of Care project of the UNRISD, which covered six countries: Argentina, India, Nicaragua, South 
Africa, South Korea, and Tanzania (Budlender, 2010).

• Integrating Women’s Unpaid Work into Economic Indicators (Lee, 2005). See website http://www.undp.org.my/uploads/files/unpaid_work_
women.pdf

 The EU statistic agency, Eurostat, began developing a harmonized satellite system of household production under a pilot programme 
which allows the calculation of unpaid household labour.… Countries participating in the pilot include the Basque region, Finland, Italy, 
Luxembourg, and Slovenia….

• Time-Use Data for Policy Advocacy and Analysis: A Gender Perspective and Some International Examples (Lorraine Corner, Regional 
Economic Advisor, UNIFEM Asia-Pacific and Arab States). See website http://www.unifem-ecogov-apas.org/ecogov-apas/EEGProjectsActivities/
TimeUseMeetIndia200210/ paperLC.pdf

 … Countries such as Australia, Cuba, Japan, and Republic of Korea have or are developing satellite accounts of the value of unpaid work. Australia 
integrated the monetary value of unpaid work into the analysis of the household sector in its national accounts for the first time in 1997.

• Policy Implications of Unpaid Work: Public Agenda for Gender and Development (UNESCAP)—http://www.unescap.org/stat/meet/wipuw/11.
unpaid_module4.pdf (United Nations, 2003)

 Paid and Unpaid Work in Bangladesh.… Non-market work increase conventional GDP by 29%.

(Appendix 5.1A Continued)
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http://www.unescap.org/stat/meet/wipuw/11.unpaid_module4.pdf
http://www.stats.govt.nz/products-and-services/Articles/unpaidwork-Jun01.htm
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http://www.stats.govt.nz/products-and-services/Articles/unpaidwork-Jun01.htm
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http://www.undp.org.my/uploads/files/unpaid_work_women.pdf
http://www.undp.org.my/uploads/files/unpaid_work_women.pdf
http://www.unescap.org/stat/meet/wipuw/11.unpaid_module4.pdf
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Poor Women Organizing for 
Economic Justice∗

RENANA JHABVALA

Empowerment through organizing is the process by which the powerless, or 
disempowered, can change their circumstances and begin to have control over 
their lives. It results in a change in the balance of power, living conditions, and 
relationships. Most importantly, empowerment allows a person to say, “Now I 
do not feel afraid.”

INTRODUCTION

T he political economy of the world involves a complex web of rela-
tionships that drive economic systems toward increasing control by 

fi nancial capital. Within this world dominated by fi nance exists a world 
of work in which most of the population survives, laboring for long hours 
merely to earn a livelihood. These billions of people have little power and 
face lives of increasing insecurity and vulnerability.

The quest for economic justice is dependent on change toward an eco-
nomic system where people have a certain level of security, at least related 

∗ As this chapter is based on the author’s experiences organizing informal women workers 
in India, and is an attempt to interpret those experiences in the context of agency toward 
economic justice, most of the examples relate to the Indian context, although there is some 
evidence from international organizing.
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to their basic needs, where work is fulfi lling, and not back-breaking and 
exploitative, and where people feel a sense of community and empower-
ment. Such a change requires direction, and it is those who have the most 
to lose within the existing system—the most insecure, the vulnerable, and 
the poor—who can become the agents for this.

However, agency of the weak requires some form of coming together or 
organizing before people can feel empowered to act. People feel powerless 
in many ways. They feel at the mercy of forces over which they have no 
control; they are dominated by potent fi gures in their lives and groups 
far away that they cannot identify. Their powerlessness leads them to 
fear that their lives might be crushed, destroyed, or reduced at any time. 
This feeling of powerlessness kills the human spirit. It is very strong in 
the poor, because of their daily struggle for survival in the face of strong 
economic and social forces, and is increased in the case of poor women, 
who have to deal with not only external forces but also those within the 
household.

Empowerment through organizing is the process by which the power-
less, or disempowered, can change their circumstances and begin to have 
control over their lives. It results in a change in the balance of power, 
living conditions, and relationships. Most importantly, empowerment 
allows a person to say, “Now I do not feel afraid.”

A question that sometimes arises is whether there still needs to be a 
separate focus on women. We are told that although women were treated 
unequally until the last few decades, the women’s movement worldwide 
had led to great advances, and in many European countries women are 
well represented in parliaments, business, and the professions. In South 
Asian countries too, women have attained higher levels of education, 
become prime ministers, presidents, and leaders of political parties, and 
are well represented in some professions and businesses.

But while it is true that there have been major improvements in women’s 
position in India and other South Asian countries, the conditions for most 
women remain bleak. Poor women, women of lower castes, and women 
who work, especially in manual work, remain discriminated against and 
vulnerable. Two indicators will suffi ce to make the point. The fi rst is the 
low female–male ratio in India, with 93 women for every 100 men (2001 
Census), revealing that daughters are still considered a burden and less 
desirable than sons. In the words of Amartya Sen (1990), the country has 
to account for more than 100 million “missing women.”

The second indicator is that the majority of women continue to work 
in the least remunerative and most physically demanding areas of the 
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economy. An example is the feminization of agriculture. Whereas over 
83.3 percent of rural women still work in agriculture, men are moving 
away from this sector to better paid work. Statistics show that 66.5 percent 
of rural males worked in agriculture in 2004–2005 compared to 83.2 
percent in 1972–1993 (Srivastava & Srivastava, 2009).

THE WORLD OF WORK

Informal employment broadly defi ned comprises half to three quarters 
of nonagricultural employment in developing countries (see Box 6.1). 
In India, 92 percent of all workers and 96 percent of women workers 
are informal (or “unorganized,” as it is called here). Yet the economic power 
is in the formal or organized sector, which is composed of public and pri-
vate fi rms. The informal or “people’s sector” covers most of the agricultural 
sector, including small farmers, marginal farmers, agricultural workers, 
forest workers, livestock herders, and so on. It involves a large part of 
the industrial sector as well, including small-scale industries, artisans, 
home-based workers, contract labor, and also a large proportion of the 
services sector, including domestic servants, barbers, rag pickers, and so 
on. Fifty-seven percent of this workforce is self-employed.

Box 6.1 Informal work the world over

Informal employment accounts for 47 percent of nonagricultural employment 
in the Middle East and North Africa, 51 percent in Latin America, 71 percent in 
Asia, and 72 percent in sub-Saharan Africa. If South Africa is excluded, the 
share of informal employment rises to 78 percent in sub-Saharan Africa; and 
if comparable data were available for other countries in South Asia in addition 
to India, the regional average for Asia would likely be much higher.

In the developing world, informal employment is generally a larger source 
of employment for women than for men. Other than in the Middle East and 
North Africa where the total is 42 percent, 60 percent or more of women work-
ers in the developing world are in informal employment (outside agriculture). 
The comparative fi gures for informal employment as a share of nonagricultural 
employment by sex and region are: 84 percent of women workers compared to 
63 percent of men workers in sub-Saharan Africa; 58 percent of women workers 
in comparison to 48 percent of men workers in Latin America; and 73 percent 
of women workers in comparison to 70 percent of men workers in Asia.

Source: WIEGO, 2002.
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Workers in this sector face a number of problems that lead to their 
disempowerment. First, there is uncertainty with respect to their liveli-
hoods. Employment is often not a year-rounder, especially among the 
poor, which creates a constant fear in people’s minds as to whether they 
will actually get any or enough employment. Second, they generally do 
not earn enough to provide for a minimum basic standard of living. The 
National Centre for Labour has calculated that in order to meet minimum 
basic needs, a family of four requires a minimum wage of 125 INR per 
day, but in fact the daily income of a poor family may be as low as one-
fi fth of that amount (in 2010, 47 Indian rupees [INR] = 1 United States 
dollar [USD]). Third, the poor and many workers do not have access 
to social security, which means they have to pay for health care and other 
social security needs—if these are even available—at high market prices, 
so their earnings are drained away.

In most sectors of the economy, the tendency is to employ women in the 
lowest paid, most menial tasks, using the least technology. In agriculture, 
for example, women do not plough but engage in labor-intensive tasks 
such as transplanting and weeding. Bhatt (1988, p. iii) reported:

… men refuse to do certain jobs. In Rajasthan, they refused the work of 
plucking chillies, which burns their hands, so women were the only ones 
doing it. And in Madhya Pradesh, Bihar and Rajasthan, women are the only 
ones carrying from 12–40 kgs of fuel and fodder on their heads every day, 
sometimes for the small sum it will fetch on the open market or from the 
trader. The job takes them anywhere from 4–6 hours a day, and carries the 
additional hazard of harassment by the forest guards.

In the construction sector, women do the hard work of carrying loads 
on their heads while men are masons. Women workers are more likely 
to be home based, while men engage in the same tasks in workshops or 
factories with better tools. For example, male garment workers, whether 
self-employed tailors or not, tend to make higher quality garments with 
better machines. Home-based female workers with access to only lower 
quality machines make products such as petticoats, which are in the 
lower-priced part of the market. Similarly, employees of the forest depart-
ment who are paid regular wages tend to be men, while forest produce 
collectors are women.

Moreover, the tendency is to pay women less than men, even for the 
same work. For example, Bhatt (1988) reported that a tea plantation in 
Mandi, Himachal Pradesh, was the only place on a national tour by a 
Commission investigating women’s work where women reported getting 
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the same wages as men. Everywhere else men were earning from 30–150 
percent more than women for the same tasks and working hours.

Work is central to the lives of both women and men. It takes up a 
substantial part of their daily activities, providing a source of identity and 
dignity as well as a livelihood. In general, men’s identities as workers are 
more easily recognized and appreciated than women’s. People will say of 
a man, “He is a miner, an accountant, a farmer,” but women are described 
primarily in their roles as mothers or caregivers. Women often remain 
invisible and unrecognized as workers, both because they are women 
and because work in the informal economy is often hidden. The work 
and contributions of women to the economy, as well as to the family and 
community, are persistently undervalued, particularly when women are 
home-based workers, paid domestic or care workers, or unpaid contrib-
uting workers in family businesses or on family farms. Focusing on their 
role as workers, rather than as homemakers or childcare providers, serves 
to underscore the fact that women are economic agents who contribute to 
their households and the economy, and therefore should be considered 
a target of economic as well as social policies.

THE TRADE UNIONS AND SHRAM SHAKTI

The 20th century saw the rise of trade unionism as a powerful force of 
agency to correct the injustices of the industrial system. Although trade 
unions tended to exclude informal women workers, it was believed by both 
trade unions and policymakers that eventually these excluded workers 
would also get a voice in this way.

Twenty years ago Ela Bhatt, the founder of the Self-employed Women’s 
Association (SEWA), submitted the fi rst comprehensive report on work-
ing women in India to the Prime Minister of India (based on the work of 
the Commission). This report (Bhatt, 1988) was entitled Shram Shakti, 
which means “the power of labor” (shakti translates as female power). It 
detailed the working and living conditions of women workers in what 
today is being called the informal economy.

An important part of the report, entitled “On Organizing,” identifi ed 
trade unions and cooperatives, which were widespread all over India, 
as the most effective organizational types. It therefore recommended that 
there should be “an expansion of coverage of the co-operative movement 
in new and important areas like farm labor, artisans, cereal processing….” 
At the same time, the report said:
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The Commission feels that unless the workers in these sectors whose 
need for unionisation and protection is the greatest, are brought into the 
mainstream of the labour movement, the latter has very little relevance to 
them. It is high time that the major labour unions took the workers of the 
unorganized sector into their fold. (Bhatt, 1988)

The report also recognized that the Government had a major role in all 
areas of life, and most of the recommendations concerned the need for 
various government policies.

Liberalization and the Decline of Voice 
through Trade Unions

In the 1980s and 1990s rapid changes were taking place internationally, 
with the ascendancy of the forces of globalization and trade liberalization. 
The macroeconomic changes in industrialized countries were supported 
by the rise of neoliberalism, which shifted the emphasis from security 
to growth. Regulations that promoted security were seen as inimical to 
economic growth, and “deregulation” was promoted in order to facilitate 
the working of the market.

In India, this school of thought gradually began to gain ascendancy 
in the mid- to late 1980s, and became dominant with the debt crisis in 
1991. The main target of this new thinking was the public sector, the 
visible face of the socialist economy. In addition, there were persistent 
demands for de-licensing industry, lowering import and excise taxes, and 
removing quotas for categories such as small-scale industries. The popular 
image of the “License-Permit Raj” (complicated bureaucratic measures, 
or “red tape,” associated with setting up and running a business) caught 
the imagination not only of the industrialists and the middle classes but 
also the poor, all of whom continually suffered under the high-handed 
treatment and corruption of an entrenched bureaucracy.

The statutory regulatory system for labor also came under attack with 
demands for an “exit” policy to increase the “fl exibility” of fi rms and allow 
them to compete internationally. More and more came to be written about 
the privileged position of formal sector labor. Then the focus began to 
shift toward workers who were not part of the formal sector.

SEWA was able to see some of the effects of “informalization” very early 
in the process. Ahmedabad, where it is based, was a prosperous city, with 
more than 60 textile mills in production that employed a labor force of 
150,000 workers. Over the course of the last century these workers had 
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acquired a certain degree of security: they had stable jobs with a living 
wage; they were covered by social security schemes protecting their health 
and old age; and they had a strong union, which not only represented 
them in disputes but also ran activities for the welfare of workers and 
their families. The textile workers of Ahmedabad had begun to enter the 
ranks of the middle classes.

In the 1980s textile mills all over the country began to close down. In 
some places, such as Mumbai, the mills closed rapidly. In Ahmedabad, 
over a period of 10 years, nearly 80,000 permanent workers and more 
than 50,000 non-permanent workers—mostly men lost their jobs and 
were driven into the informal sector. The city experienced an economic 
recession and public disturbances, including communal riots. A whole 
class of workers was thrown from the middle class back into poverty. 
Alcoholism and suicides were widespread, and children were withdrawn 
from school and sent to work. Once the mill workers lost their jobs, 
they were no longer members of the trade union and no longer had a 
collective voice. The process of informalization of the workforce made 
workers and trade unions begin to realize the importance of organizing 
informal workers.

There has been a dramatic decline in the power of the trade unions in 
India, and as a result there are very few organizations actually represent-
ing workers. For example, I was asked by the Government of Madhya 
Pradesh to chair a task force in 2001 on the unorganized sector in that 
state. During visits to a large number of districts and discussions with 
workers, employers, traders, farmers, government offi cials, and many other 
people, we found that the employers were very well able to articulate their 
grievances at all policy-making forums, whereas the informal workers, 
who were equally aware of their own problems, had no method to voice 
or articulate them. The following passage is taken from my fi eld notes:

In Katni we visited the workers in the limestone factories. They do hard 
manual work but have weak and emaciated bodies, and more than half of 
them are women. They are covered in lime-dust and work in conditions 
where they are breathing in lime at least eight hours a day. Many of the 
women bring their children along. However, after our fi eld visits we had 
a meeting of employers and workers in the circuit house. The employers 
were there in full force and they gave us a list of their problems. Representa-
tives were there from various Government departments including the labor 
department. No one was there who wanted to tell us the problems of the 
workers and possible solutions.
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Similarly, in Damoh, we found that the bidi [hand-rolled cigarettes] 
workers earned less than Rs15 per day. However, when we had a meeting 
of the employers and trade unions, we received many complaints against 
the government’s bidi welfare programs, about the quality of leaves and the 
state government’s forest policy as well many other grievances, like taxes, 
which were of more concern to the employers. Except for the SEWA rep-
resentative (and that also hesitatingly), no one mentioned that the workers 
were receiving such low earnings.

When we met with the workers, in every place, they were very articulate 
about their problems and had many suggestions and solutions. But there did 
not seem to be any organization or association that could bring these issues 
to the notice of the relevant authorities.

WOMEN ORGANIZING

Although trade unions have lost a lot of ground, many new types of orga-
nizing have emerged. The issues around which women organize today 
cover a wide range, from environment-related issues to microfi nance, to 
protests over land. This section looks at some of these issues to see what 
they mean for women and for organizing.

Just as women workers are often invisible, so too are their organi-
zations. This is particularly true of organizations created by informal 
women workers. International and national forums, conferences, and 
seminars tend not to invite them directly, and not much has been written 
about them. This is partly because some organizations choose to operate 
“under the radar” in order to protect their members. However, it is largely 
owing to the fact that the working poor, even if they are organized, remain 
invisible in mainstream development circles, leading to the assumption 
that organizations of informal women workers do not exist.

The reality is very different. For example, when the United Nations 
Development Fund for Women (UNIFEM) and HomeNet, a regional net-
work of home-based workers, mapped organizations that served these 
workers, they found that there were at least 508 in Bangladesh and 307 
in Pakistan, all with a large percentage of women members. Similarly, 
when StreetNet International (a global network of street vendor groups) 
attempted to identify organizations of street vendors in Brazil, they learned 
of 770 associations of women and men street vendors in the city of São 
Paulo alone (UNIFEM, 2005).

It is important to recognize that women are not only the “followers” in 
the organizing process, but often the leaders. In fact there are many areas 
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where it is the women, and especially poor women, who have taken the 
lead in articulating the issues and in organizing to deal with them. In this 
process women have brought into the national consciousness issues that 
have major relevance to society as a whole and, at the same time, invented 
new forms of organizing.

Women Take the Lead

In India, women have been the leaders in recognizing and preserving the 
environment. The well-known Chipko (“cling”) movement, where women 
living in hilly and forest areas protected trees with their own bodies, stop-
ping the contractors from using their felling equipment, was the start of 
a growing awareness of the importance of preserving forest cover. This 
movement, which began in the 1970s, spread spontaneously through the 
forest areas in the country in the 1980s. Indiscriminate felling had led to 
loss of wood used as fuel for cooking and fodder for cattle, caused the run-
off of rainwater leading to shortages of water for drinking and irrigation, 
and was contributing to major climate change. All these changes affected 
women and their work; it took an increasingly long time for them to col-
lect fuel, fodder, and water; their farms were no longer productive; and 
their men began migrating away. The women’s lives became so hard that 
some even committed suicide. It was these circumstances of hardships 
that led women to organize their fi rst protests.

The environment gradually became a major issue for government poli-
cies as well as for civil society and the private sector. Laws were passed to 
prevent indiscriminate felling of trees, major reforestation and watershed 
programs were implemented, and terms like “corporate social responsibil-
ity” became part of the mainstream.

Protest actions similar to the Chipko movement to preserve ownership 
of land, livelihoods, and rural environments—and against alcohol, the 
treatment of dalit movements and, in more recent times, industrial projects 
such as big dams—have always been important in the process of organiz-
ing and empowering women. Less dramatic, though perhaps more wide-
spread, have been developmental movements that have changed people’s 
lives for the better. One of these is now known as “microfi nance.”

The microfi nance movement has become well-known worldwide, and 
has led to a Nobel Prize for Dr Mohammad Yunus and the Grameen Bank 
he founded in Bangladesh, for taking a bottom–up approach to making 
microloans. In fact, microfi nance was started and led by women, with 
new organizing structures developed by them. After SEWA was founded 
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in 1972, members came up with the idea of “a bank of their own” in 
December 1973, and 4,000 women contributed share capital of 10 INR 
each to establish the SEWA Cooperative Bank, which was registered in 
May 1974. The origins of the Grameen Bank, which was formally started 
in October 1983, can be traced back to an action research project in 
1976 (Grameen Bank, n.d.). I visited it in 1980, when over 80 percent 
of the loanees were men. As their repayment rate began to drop, the Bank 
turned to women, and by 1990 over 90 percent of the loans were given 
to women.

In the 1980s, women were also spontaneously getting together into 
groups in rural areas all over India, saving their earnings, and taking loans 
from their own savings. Thus was launched the “Self-help Group” (SHG) 
model (see next section), which became the basis for the country’s grow-
ing microfi nance movement. In addition, women have taken the lead in 
urban slums, where they suffer most from the effects of lack of water and 
sanitation and from overcrowding and crime. Even worse has been the 
inhuman removal of slums, with people’s shacks bulldozed along with 
their belongings. The struggle for water, sanitation, and tenure rights has 
led to shack-dwellers coming together to change policies.

Yet another area where women have taken the lead is in giving a 
new direction to the workers’ movement. This had been dominated by 
male leaders and male workers and their concerns, and by the ideas of 
“labor” instead of work, of an employer–employee relationship, and of 
factories and formal workplaces. However, as noted above, the majority 
of workers today work in the informal economy in occupations that have 
never been recognized. As the economies around the world change, the 
employer–employee relationship is increasingly vanishing. Since most 
women workers are used to being in these insecure, “fl exible,” and infor-
mal types of work situations, they have been out in front in organizing 
informal workers, which include home-based workers, domestic workers, 
agricultural workers, and many more.

Women Create New Forms and Structures

As women in forests, in slums, and in informal employment emerged 
into the public sphere to address their issues, they created new forms and 
structures. These structures came out of their own experiences and their 
ways of working, and allowed them to feel comfortable as they entered 
new and unfamiliar territory.
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The hundreds of thousands of SHGs (or their equivalent), based on 
savings and/or credit, are a way for women to come together in small 
homogenous groups and enter the public sphere and the fi nancial mar-
kets without causing huge ripples in their family relationships. Women 
in South Asia still face almost crippling constraints in interacting with 
people outside their families. Most public dealings, including fi nancial 
dealings, are carried out by men, leaving women feeling powerless and 
closed in. The SHG is a way in which a woman can begin to feel that she 
has a way out of the four walls of her home and that she has a support 
group outside her family.

Having money is empowering, and the fact that the SHG deals with 
money, that as time goes on there are sizeable funds belonging to the 
group, and that members have an independent source of loans, gives the 
women power that they have never had before. The success of the SHG 
depends as much, or perhaps more, on its empowering effects than it does 
on its much talked about potential for “group-guarantee pressure.”

The women (and men) in the slums have also been organizing in 
loose groups that have come to be called community-based organizations 
(CBOs). These come together to get better access to basic facilities such as 
drinking water, toilets, electricity, or roads. They are formed because there 
are no structures through which slum dwellers can talk to the municipal 
authorities. Women feel comfortable in such CBOs because they rely 
on neighborhoods and neighborliness to work. For women in urban 
slums, the neighbors become their community, often closer than their 
extended family. Sometimes these CBOs register themselves as regular 
organizations—cooperatives or NGOs—and are able to approach the legal 
system for their rights.

Another new form of organizing is the “people’s movement,” which has 
no structure but is organized to protest against dispossession. The Chipko 
movement, mentioned earlier, was an early spontaneous people’s move-
ment, and as observed, was followed by people’s movements against big 
dams and land acquisitions for big industries, which displaced thousands 
of people. These movements spring up as people in a particular area face 
extreme change that will disrupt their lives and perhaps bring them into 
a cycle of poverty. Women, whose way of life is rooted in the land and in 
their homes, feel the threat even more than men and are willing to take 
part in long drawn-out protests.

The changing nature of work has also given rise to new types of orga-
nizations. For example, although registered as a trade union, SEWA is 
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different in a number of ways. First, rather than organizing workers of 
one trade, it brings together workers from many different trades, ranging 
from urban street vendors to rural livestock breeders. Second, it organizes 
workers who are generally in non-factory settings. Third, it organizes not 
only to gain higher wages or enterprise benefi ts, but for a whole vari-
ety of issues ranging from developmental needs such as skills-training 
and microfi nance, to social security and childcare, to education; it fol-
lows an integrated approach. The form of organizing is dictated by what 
the women workers need. SEWA is the earliest example of this type of 
organization, and today there are many organizations in the same model 
(see Box 6.2).

Box 6.2 Some examples of women’s unions around the world

Africa—Chad: Syndicat des Femmes Vendeuses de Poisson (Union of Women 
Fish Vendors) was founded in 2002 and currently has 500 members. Its aim is 
to protect the vendors’ economic interests by increasing the price of fi sh and 
improving storage facilities. It also seeks to build women’s solidarity through 
education and social activities.

Europe—The Netherlands: Vakwerk De Rode Draad (Red Thread Union) is 
a sex workers’ union established in 2002, not long after sex work was legal-
ized in the Netherlands. It is affi liated with the Netherlands Confederation of 
Trade Unions. In 2004 Red Thread established an organization for traffi cked 
women and began negotiations with the Association of Brothel Owners for 
a national agreement. Negotiations stalled when the brothel owners insisted 
that sex workers were self-employed.

Latin America—Brazil: Associação do Movimento Interestadual de Quebradeira 
de Coco Babaçu (Interstate Movement of Babassu Coconut Splitters), founded 
in 1989, is a union of women who harvest, shell, and market coconuts in the 
Amazon region. The union has formed alliances with environmental protection 
groups to fi ght overexploitation of the crop by private and public companies. 
Members can join cooperatives set up by the union, which is linked to trade 
union federations.

Source: UNIFEM, 2005.

With Success Come Pitfalls

As the structures women create begin to succeed, they attract the attention 
of (often very well-intentioned) people who want them to become even 
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more successful. In this way such structures tend to lose their essential 
nature, including leadership by poor women.

A good example of this is microfi nance. A movement that started out 
with small groups of poor women getting together to save and get access 
to credit has, on the one hand, become a major government program, 
and on the other attracted big business. Likewise, the enthusiasm for 
and success of the SHGs has convinced state governments that all their 
programs should be channeled through these groups. Government offi -
cials are entrusted with the task of “forming SHGs” almost overnight, and 
ensuring that subsidies go through them. Thus, the SHGs lose their “self-
help” and empowering character, becoming instead merely a means to 
obtain access to government programs.

Moreover, it has been found that making loans to SHGs and poor 
women is good business, because they are willing to pay high interest 
rates and repay on time. So microfi nance has become a business controlled 
by fi nancial systems and generally run by technical and professional men 
rather than poor women. As this business becomes more professional-
ized, banks and private investors have been investing and earning good 
returns.

MEMBER-BASED ORGANIZATIONS OF THE POOR

The trade unions, cooperatives, and political movements of the last century 
have given way to SHGs, NGOs, CBOs, and “people’s movements.” The 
trade unions of the last century were frankly political, with political parties 
having trade union wings and trade unionists aspiring to political power. 
The cooperatives in India also relied on political parties for protection, 
and in return provided a vote bank. But the civil society organizations and 
movements of today have become detached from political systems, operat-
ing in the spaces between the economy and electoral politics.

An important aspect of the trade unions, cooperatives, and political 
movements was their representative character. Trade unions spoke on 
behalf of their members, who confi rmed their membership by paying dues. 
Members of a cooperative could be owners once they bought shares and 
adhered to its rules of relations and behavior. Political movements trans-
lated into membership of political parties and even further into legitimacy 
through the democratic electoral system. There were democratic structures 
within these organizations that (at least in theory) allowed members to 
exercise their voice in decision making, and the leaders were obliged to 
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go through certain procedures of consultation before they took major deci-
sions. These processes of accountability ensured that the organizations 
were truly representative, and that their leaders spoke on behalf of the 
members. The downside of these accountability processes was that often 
the rules and procedures became so detailed that these organizations 
began behaving like rather cumbersome bureaucracies.

Today’s organizations have no clear methods of accountability, and it 
may not always be obvious who their members are and what rights they 
enjoy. Thus it is not always evident that these organizations can indeed be 
called “representative” of the people they claim to speak or act on behalf 
of. That is why there is a need to take another look at member-based 
organizations for poor women.

In 2005, Cornell University, SEWA, and the global action-research-
policy network Women in Informal Employment Globalizing and Organiz-
ing (WIEGO) issued a joint call for papers on member-based organizations 
of the poor, and the selected papers were presented at a conference and 
then published in a volume (Chen et al., 2007). In the overview, the 
editors (including the author) developed their concept of member-based 
organizations of the poor (MBOPs), as distinct from NGOs and also from 
member-based organizations (MBOs) in general.

It is useful to fi rst distinguish MBOs from other NGOs, then MBOPs from 
other MBOs, and fi nally one MBOP from the other. MBOs are different from 
other NGOs. The democratic governance structures of MBOs are intended 
to provide both internal accountability (leaders are elected) and external 
legitimacy (leaders represent their constituency), characteristics not shared 
by other NGOs.… Turning now to MBOPs as a subset of MBOs, we have 
considered several alternative terms to try to capture what we had in mind, 
namely, that the poor need to be organized, need to be recognized, and 
need to have a “seat at the (policy) table.” We fi nally settled on “membership-
based organizations of the poor,” putting an emphasis on “of ” (not “for”) 
and “the poor” (not “the non-poor”). (ibid., p. 5)

The conference also developed a related set of “characteristics of any 
organization that aspires to be an MBOP.” Based on the traditions of trade 
unions and cooperatives, these are as follows:

• The organization’s primary objective is to cater for the socioeconomic 
needs of its members.
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• There is a well-defi ned constituency from which membership is 
drawn.

• Its members fi nance it.
• The highest decision-making structure is (or should be) the most 

representative forum of members.
• There is a strongly developed sense of ownership of the organiza-

tion by the members, and of accountability of the leadership to the 
membership.

• It embodies values of cooperation and solidarity.

Within this broad framework, there is a wide range of MBOPs, includ-
ing trade unions, cooperatives of various kinds (for example, production, 
service, marketing, credit, bank), worker committees, savings and credit 
groups/SHGs; community-based fi nance institutions, funeral associations, 
informal insurance institutions, producer groups, village or slum associa-
tions, community-based organizations, some of which represent traditional 
social groupings (based on kinship, caste, patron–client relationships), 
and clubs (for example, youth).

THE MAIN CHALLENGE: SCALING UP

Women’s MBOs—owned by and accountable to poor women—can form 
the building blocks for both action and voice. However, being effective 
requires scaling up. For example, the effectiveness of small SHGs of 
10 women each will be very limited, even in the lives of those women, 
and have almost no impact on society or policy. But hundreds of thou-
sands of SHGs, acting together, can have a major impact on the women 
involved and on society.

How do women’s organizations scale up? The original base of organiz-
ing is always local: the SHG, the CBO. These small organizations start 
as single issue groups—for example, around savings or loans, around a 
need for drinking water or toilets, protesting against displacement, com-
ing together for better wages, or around fi nding a new market for their 
goods or services. Scaling up means expansion, replication, and higher 
forms of organization (see Box 6.3).
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Box 6.3 Scaling up the SEWA way

There are a large number of experiences of different types of organization 
within the SEWA movement.

Scaling up the organization: SEWA started in Ahmedabad in 1972 as a regis-
tered trade union with 200 members. It behaved as a “general workers” trade 
union, taking in members from all different trades. It spread to other states, 
with SEWA Madhya Pradesh registered in 1985, followed 20 years later by 
SEWA Uttar Pradesh and SEWA Bihar. In 2005 SEWA applied to be recognized 
as a national trade union and, after a major struggle with the existing trade 
unions, obtained recognition.

Scaling up the movement: SEWA is not only a trade union but also a move-
ment. The SEWA model became popular about 10 years after its birth and was 
replicated in other states with nine new SEWAs being set up. These replicated 
SEWAs formed a federation called SEWA Bharat whose task was to help the 
new SEWAs develop and also represent SEWA members at the national level. 
Membership has grown steadily from 1,070 in 1972 to 45,936 in 1992 and 
1,256,941 in 2009.

Scaling up cooperatives: In addition to its activities in raising wages and 
confronting the police and municipalities, SEWA began linking women street 
vendors to banks for credit. In 1974 it started its own women’s cooperative 
bank, which today has over 300,000 members and capital of 1 billion INR. In 
1981 it started the fi rst women producers’ cooperative called Sabina Stitchers’ 
Cooperative. The number of cooperatives has continued to increase, and in 
1995 SEWA started a state level women’s cooperative federation in Gujarat 
that now has over 100 women’s co-op members.

Scaling up the SHGs: SEWA helped women in rural areas form SHGs of 10–20 
women each. The SHGs then formed associations at the district level, which 
have become economic organizations owned by rural women

Scaling up companies: As neoliberal economic policies have become more 
prevalent in India, it has been increasingly diffi cult to operate cooperatives 
and easier to work with companies. SEWA has been forming women-owned 
producer companies that bring them up the value chain.

Scaling up internationally: Reaching across countries, SEWA is a founder of 
a number of international networks including HomeNet South Asia, WIEGO, 
and StreetNet.

Source: Author.

There are many ways for a small and local women’s organization to 
go to scale. One way is to grow and deepen locally, involving more and 
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more women and becoming more complex. A number of rural SHGs 
in a district—maybe 50—come together to form a federation and pool 
their savings. More groups join them and their pool of savings grows, as 
do their loans. They start a consumer store, they take out insurance, and 
they help each other through crises. Worried about the lack of proper 
education for their children, they approach the school authorities and 
insist that teachers be sent to the schools, and they form parents’ groups. 
There is a cooperative milk dairy in the vicinity that they approach, and 
the federation gives loans to its members to buy cattle. As time goes on the 
organization becomes bigger and more complex, and yet remains local.

Some organizations deliver services and in so doing are able to expand 
and grow nationally, regionally, and even internationally. Within the 
SEWA family, the SEWA Trade Facilitation Centre (marketing), Bimo 
SEWA (insurance), SEWA Lok Swasthya (health services), and SEWA 
Housing Trust (infrastructure and housing) are strong locally where they 
started but have also grown nationally.

Growth also occurs through replication, and there are many ways of 
“replicating” an existing organization. For example, the Grameen Bank 
model has been replicated with the emphasis on certain basic structural 
features. The SEWA model, on the other hand, is replicated with more 
emphasis on the principles than on a particular structure.

Yet another way to grow is by the trade union method of simultaneous 
struggles around issues. In recent years a number of issues have led to the 
formation of small “struggle” organizations in India, as mentioned earlier, 
where women have taken the lead. These also include the struggles of 
women to obtain a right to work through the National Rural Employment 
Guarantee Act, and for a right to social security through the Unorganized 
Workers’ Social Security Act. Many of these struggles have led to the 
formation of national or statewide organizations.

A more recent form of scaling-up is through networks of existing orga-
nizations. An interesting case is that of HomeNet South Asia, the regional 
network of home-based workers formed in 2000. In South Asia there are 
about 50 million home-based workers, 80 percent women, who were 
invisible and voiceless. The organizations working with these women felt 
that there was a need to bring them together to give them a national and 
international voice. The members of HomeNet South Asia are national 
(country) networks of organizations of home-based workers. These are 
expanding in India as well as Bangladesh, Nepal, Pakistan, and Sri Lanka. 
There are more than 600 organizations in the network.
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The Growth Impetus

Women’s organizations do not naturally scale up. Women seem to prefer 
small, compact units that they are able to control, or they feel that adding 
members will change the dynamics and spread the benefi ts too thin. In 
some ways there is no push from within the organization to go to scale or 
to replicate. So why do women’s organizations scale up at all?

An important impetus comes from governments. Given the mandate 
to remove poverty, governments tend to look for successful models and 
to take them to scale. One of the successes of the women’s movement 
and women’s organizations has been to prove that women are willing to 
participate, innovate, and work hard in “anti-poverty programs,” and the 
success of many programs such as microfi nance or environment regenera-
tion has been mainly due to the enthusiasm and continuing participation 
of poor women. So governments tend to rely on forming groups, prefer-
ably groups of women, as the medium through which to run programs, 
and developmental funds are then pumped into them.

The largest such initiative today is an organization promoted by the 
Andhra Pradesh government called the Society for the Elimination of 
Rural Poverty (SERP), which is a network of SHGs. The Chief Minister 
of the State is the Chairperson of the governing body, and the Minister 
for Rural Development is the Vice Chairperson. SERP is implementing 
Indira Kranthi Patham, a community demand-driven poverty allevia-
tion project covering all rural poor households in the state. The project 
involves organizing poor women into SHGs and then forming these groups 
into federations ranging from village to district level. SERP also markets 
commodities—for example, maize, soyabean, and coffee—and distributes 
government benefi ts such as old-age pensions.

Between 1995 and 2005, more than 700,000 SHGs in India obtained 
approximately 20 billion INR in loans from banks under a program of the 
National Bank of Agriculture and Rural Development (NABARD) (Nair, 
2005). The on-time repayment rate has been over 95 percent, and their 
savings are at least 8 billion INR (ibid.).

The private sector can also provide an impetus to the growth of women’s 
organizations. In recent years Indian companies have been using women’s 
groups to market their products and in some cases to create employment 
by subcontracting a part of the manufacturing process. For example, in 
2000, Hindustan Lever, the Indian arm of multinational giant Unilever, 
set up Project Shakti, which works through women’s SHGs. It started 
in a few pilot villages with presentations at the groups’ meetings, where 
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women were invited to become direct-to-consumer sales distributors. The 
company trains the women in selling, commercial knowledge, and book-
keeping, teaching them to become microentrepreneurs. There are now 
30,000 Shakti entrepreneurs in 15 states, and the project is responsible 
for 40 percent of the company’s rural sales growth.

Yet another growth impetus comes from crises. As noted earlier, small 
organizations have networked to prevent uprooting or displacement. In 
urban areas, for example, slum demolition drives bring together small 
CBOs to demonstrate and attempt to protect their communities. Similarly, 
natural disasters may activate and promote groups both for self-help 
as well as to help their neighbors. The Gujarat earthquake in 2001, for inst-
ance, saw a mushrooming of spontaneous groups to help the victims, and 
many of these groups then developed into networked organizations.

SEWA’s growth impetus tends to come from its base structure as a 
trade union. When women bidi workers in Gujarat organized for higher 
wages, the employers shifted much of their work to the neighboring state 
of Madhya Pradesh, and so SEWA was compelled to follow and help bidi 
workers to organize there too. When women street vendors, who had 
organized to bargain with the municipality and police in Ahmedabad, 
shifted to Delhi, they found themselves in a disempowered position, so 
they started a SEWA in Delhi as well. SEWA’s growth often relies on family 
and community networks. Women who organize in one state have relatives 
in other states who learn about their work; younger women marry and 
move to new areas, where they carry the messages of organizing.

Scaling Up: Opportunities and Dangers

Although scaling up is necessary for organizing to become effective, it car-
ries with it both dangers and opportunities. As we have seen, scaling up 
can occur in a number of different ways, the most common being through 
the government or through the private sector. The danger in both these 
models lies in the erosion of women’s autonomy and control. Organiza-
tions promoted by the government tend to be run by the government. In 
the best cases, as in the SERP example earlier, hundreds of thousands of 
women may become empowered, and may in fact assert control at local 
levels and within families. However, it is not clear how the women’s 
organizations—the SHGs and the federations—would run without the 
support of the government both in terms of managing the organization 
as well as fi nancially. Furthermore, when good examples like SERP are 
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replicated in other states, the experience may be a hollow shell, in that 
although the structure of the women’s organizations may be replicated, 
the spirit is missing. It is well known that many SHGs that are formed 
for the purpose of getting government subsidies for a project close down 
once the project has ended.

Another major issue for organizations promoted and run by the govern-
ment is that after some time, when the fi rst spirit of innovation disappears 
and when there is no more “special funding” for them, they are absorbed 
into routine governmental programs and lose their self-help character 
and dynamism. At this stage the distinction between the government and 
the organization breaks down, the “members” become benefi ciaries as in 
any other governmental program, and the managers and leaders of the 
organization begin to see themselves as government functionaries.

The entrance of the private sector into scaling up women’s organizations 
is relatively new and there are as yet only indications as to the possible 
dangers. Private fi rms tend to operate only so long as it suits their busi-
ness interests. When those interests change, or the profi ts in that sector 
decline, the fi rm will lose little time in withdrawing itself from its sup-
porting role, leading to a quick collapse of the organization if it is totally 
dependent on the fi rm. The opposite danger is complete domination of 
the organization by the private agency. Businesses like to fi rmly control 
all parts of their operations, and at some stage they begin to think of the 
women’s organization as a junior department of their business.

In India, microfi nance is itself becoming a private business. Many 
microfi nance agencies are controlled by shareholders and investors from 
the mainstream fi nancial world. Although women are benefi ting from 
the availability of credit, there is very little empowerment or activism 
involved.

Scaling up through the private sector or through the government also 
has the effect of crowding out self-grown women’s organizations or those 
supported by NGOs. Very often the women who have built an organiza-
tion, brick-by-brick, fi nd that their members are no longer active as they 
join subsidized government programs that offer many concrete benefi ts 
including soft loans. The real danger is that the organizations that empower 
women do not get scaled up, and instead women remain “benefi ciaries” 
of government programs or “clients” of private ones.

However, the interests of the government and the private sector have 
opened up many opportunities for women. First, it has been acknowledged 
that women, and especially women coming together into organizations 
or groups, are powerful agents of change and not just objects of action. 
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Governmental and business interests have also brought a large amount of 
resources into women’s organizations. These include funds from institu-
tions such as the World Bank, from country aid agencies, from business 
investments, from fi nancial markets, and from large international phi-
lanthropies. They have also brought in human resources in the form of 
committed professionals and managers.

The scaling up of women’s organizations has also resulted in changing 
policies to accommodate their aspirations and growth. These include new 
laws and structures to accommodate women’s access to loans, new gov-
ernmental policies that recognize women’s need for ownership of assets, 
and new sector policies that target women as producers.

The question remains whether it possible to avoid the dangers and 
maximize the opportunities, so that women’s organizations scale up and 
yet remain autonomous and effective.

Personal Growth and Mutual Trust

The success of a member-based organization depends on the capacity of 
the women who are its members and even more on the capacity of the 
women who run it, who are its managers and leaders. Running even the 
smallest SHG requires skills—to manage money, to manage the aspirations 
and fears of its members, to allay the suspicions of family members and 
village leaders, and to deal with bank managers, local leaders, and govern-
ment offi cials. As these organizations grow and become more complex, 
specialized skills are required, and professionals such as accountants, sales 
persons, and teachers have to be hired. The members of these organiza-
tions remain the poor, semi-literate—or sometimes illiterate—women, 
and it requires a great deal of personal growth on their part to be able to 
work with these professionals.

Scaling up requires networking, advocacy skills, and an understand-
ing of issues at the national—and sometimes the international—level. It 
requires understanding and communication among women, sometimes 
those who do not even speak a common language. In order to attain these 
levels of scaling up and still retain control of their organizations, women 
need to develop a capacity to understand and manage. It requires a great 
deal of personal growth, bonding, strong mutual trust, and partner-
ships. This process takes time as women develop leadership and manage-
rial skills, and learn to trust and rely on each other, and to deal with the 
changes that begin to occur in family relationships. Sometimes the growth 
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is inter-generational, as knowledge passes from older to the younger 
women. Box 6.4 offers two examples of personal growth in SEWA.

Box 6.4 Examples of personal growth in SEWA

Indiraben worked in a tobacco-processing factory in Chikodra, a village in 
Gujarat, and joined SEWA in 1985. She became a leader of the trade union 
in her village and then her district, and was responsible for building a strong 
voice for the tobacco workers in her area. Although Indiraben had not fi nished 
high school, she was determined to educate her children. In order to pay for 
an education, her daughter Jyoti worked in the factory and fi elds alongside 
her mother and used her earnings to fi nance a college degree. A few years 
later she joined SEWA to look after the childcare program. As SEWA grew, 
Jyoti had the background, the education, and the motivation to grow with it 
and in 2005 she was elected the General Secretary of SEWA, by then a large, 
complex, national trade union with nearly a million members.

Krishnaben joined SEWA Bihar in 2004 and became a leader in her SHG. 
She encouraged other women to form a cooperative for production of incense 
sticks, and in 2007 was elected its president. She and other members of SEWA 
Bihar learned from the experience of long-term members in SEWA Gujarat.

Source: Author.

The main lesson that emerges is that the process of personal growth 
cannot be hurried; scaling up organizations is an organic process that 
takes time to fl ower. Organizations that grow too fast tend to bypass the 
process and rely on professionals to take the organization forward. In such 
cases the women remain the “benefi ciaries,” and while this is also a worth-
while goal, it does not build organizations owned by the women.

Addressing Fear and Resistance

One of the most powerful barriers to organizing is fear. Women have been 
brought up in fear of their men, their employers, and their communities. 
They live in constant fear of losing their livelihoods, of starvation, of los-
ing their children to illness, and of being thrown out of their houses. The 
problem is compounded by traditional attitudes toward women, which 
result in a lack of mobility, a lack of value of women’s worth, and a position 
of deference to male opinions. All of this leads to a sense of helplessness 
among women, which must be overcome before they can begin to take 
their lives into their own hands.
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Women have also grown up in a world in which others constantly 
cheat them and they are, therefore, distrustful of the motives of organi-
zations that claim help them. A further barrier to organizing is women’s 
lack of knowledge or skills. A low level of literacy has often made it dif-
fi cult for them to take on full responsibility for the management of their 
own organizations. Thus, many NGOs and women’s organizations have 
introduced literacy training or adopted other strategies (such as encour-
aging younger, better-educated women to join groups) to overcome this 
obstacle.

Since organizing, if done effectively, leads to a shift in power between 
women and men, and between poor and rich, it is hardly surprising that 
much resistance is encountered from vested interests in the home, the 
community, and the workplace.

Women’s empowerment is much more likely to be achieved if women 
have total control over their own organizations, which they can sustain 
both fi nancially and managerially without direct dependence on, or sub-
sidies from, others.

ORGANIZING INTERNATIONALLY

Globalization has allowed capital to overcome national laws and regula-
tions and act across countries, while workers remain subject to local rules. 
In order to deal with international capital, it has become important for 
workers to organize beyond the local to the international level.

Over the last century the labor movement formed international orga-
nizations, which allowed it to confront industrial inequalities with one 
voice. Today the International Trade Union Congress and the Global 
Union Federations speak for workers at an international level. How-
ever, these structures tend to exclude the voice of informal workers 
and especially women. It has, therefore, become necessary for informal 
workers to organize internationally too. According to WIEGO, workers 
have expressed the following reasons as to why they fi nd international 
organizing important:

• Sharing information and knowledge that inspires organizing and 
introduces new technical ideas and ideas for action (see the example 
of organizing waste pickers).

• Raising the visibility and value of informal workers.
• Developing common policies and laws, and sharing strategies on 

how to succeed in achieving change with policymakers.
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• Having a united and strong voice in international forums—for 
example, domestic workers and street vendors at meetings of the 
International Labour Organization (ILO).

• Coordinating international campaigns—for example, the World 
Class Cities for All Campaign, which aims to challenge the tradi-
tional approach to building cities and creating a new, more inclusive 
concept with the participation of street vendors and other groups 
of the (urban) poor, with a strong focus on women.

• Enabling international solidarity action.
• Developing knowledge, experience, skills, and confi dence to em-

power the working poor, especially women, to speak for themselves.

Some recently formed international networks bring together street 
vendors, home-based workers, waste collectors, and domestic workers. 
Membership-based organizations (unions, cooperatives, or associations) 
that include street vendors, market vendors, and/or hawkers (that is, 
mobile vendors) among their members are entitled to affi liate to StreetNet 
International. StreetNet’s aim is to promote the exchange of information 
and ideas on critical issues facing these workers and on practical organiz-
ing and advocacy strategies.

StreetNet International currently has more than 35 affi liates from 27 
countries, employs a wide range of strategies, and engages in a number of 
activities. It promotes national alliance building, and it encourages unions 
to organize street vendors. It also promotes the sharing of information 
between affi liates on their strategies, struggles, and successes. In add-
ition, it develops common approaches, policies, and strategies and takes 
up solidarity activities in support of members. It engages in international 
forums such as the ILO and has taken up the international World Class 
Cities for All Campaign mentioned earlier.

Not only are domestic workers organizing locally, but they are also 
uniting regionally and globally. The Asia Domestic Workers Network 
(ADWN), for example, was formed in 2004. It consists of 12 local domes-
tic worker organizations and supports NGOs from six Asian countries. 
In 2008 migrant domestic workers’ organizations in Asia also formed a 
regional alliance, the Asian Domestic Workers’ Alliance (ADWA). There 
is a long-established regional organization in Latin America, the Latin 
American and Caribbean Confederation of Household Workers, with 
member organizations in 13 countries in the region as well as in Canada, 
and an organization of migrant workers in Europe. In the United States, 
the National Domestic Worker Alliance, founded in 2007 at the US Social 
Forum, held its fi rst Congress in June 2008.
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In an important development, in 2007 the International Union of Food, 
Agricultural, Hotel, Restaurant, Catering, Tobacco and Allied Workers 
placed priority on support for domestic workers. It is establishing a net-
work to promote domestic workers’ rights and is leading a campaign for 
an ILO Convention on domestic work.

Although environmental issues, including the recycling of solid waste, 
are high on the world agenda, the voice of waste pickers is barely heard. 
A Latin American network to improve their lives was set up in 2005 (see 
Box 6.5). WIEGO has also embarked on a program to facilitate network-
ing among groups of waste pickers across the globe. It is committed to 
help strengthen democratic, member-based organizations of informal 
workers—especially women—and in particular to help build solidarity 
and action at an international level.

Box 6.5 The Latin American Waste-picker Network (LAWPN)

LAWPN was created after the Second Latin American Waste-pickers Confer-
ence, held in Sao Leopoldo, Brazil, in February 2005. At the beginning there 
were organizations from four countries involved in the initiative: the Brazil-
ian Waste-picker Movement (MNCR), the Bogota Waste-picker Association 
(ARB) from Colombia, some waste-picker cooperatives and associations from 
Argentina (Bajo Flores and Tren Blanco) and members of the Waste-pickers 
Trade Union (UCRUS) from Uruguay.

During 2005 LAWPN provided solidarity to waste-picker cooperatives when 
they faced repression by local governments and engaged in protest action. 
When the Inter-American Development Bank held a conference in Buenos 
Aires, Argentina, on “Improving the lives of Latin American and Caribbean 
waste segregators” LAWPN decided to participate in order to give voice to 
waste pickers at the event. An important parallel session took place where 
leaders involved in LAWPN shared information about the network with new 
organizations.

The Avina Foundation for Sustainable Development in Latin America has 
provided support to the network since 2006. LAWPN now has 12 members 
from 12 Latin American/Caribbean countries: Argentina, Bolivia, Brazil, Chile, 
Colombia, Costa Rica, Ecuador, Mexico, Paraguay, Peru, Puerto Rico, and 
Venezuela.

Source: Fernandez, 2009.

SEWA had been organizing home-based workers since 1975, and in 
the 1980s realized that if these workers were to be protected, a national 
law and an international convention would be necessary. Although 
the campaign for a national law did not succeed, the campaign at the 
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international level took off, with many organizations of home-based 
workers all over the world getting together with the trade union move-
ment, and in 1996 the ILO adopted the fi rst International Convention 
on Home Workers. A network called HomeNet International was formed 
during the international campaign, but it was disbanded soon after the 
Convention was passed.

At the time of the campaign, it was noted that the Asian region has 
perhaps the largest number of home-based workers in the world. HomeNet 
Asia, consisting of HomeNet South Asia and HomeNet South East Asia, 
formed with the support of the Federation of Dutch Trade Unions (FNV) 
and UNIFEM in 2000, is a dynamic and vibrant network of 400 organiza-
tions representing home-based workers from six countries in South Asia 
and seven in South East Asia. Its strength lies in its grassroots membership 
and the technical support it extends to its members, while raising their 
voice at national, regional, and international levels to infl uence legislation, 
policies, and programs.

There are over 60 million unorganized home-based workers scattered 
in the region who are not visible and recognized as workers. Therefore, 
HomeNet is trying to help them to build membership-based organizations 
where they would represent themselves and speak about their own issues. 
At the same time, it is advocating for a national policy on home-based 
workers and campaigning for the ratifi cation of the ILO Convention. 
HomeNet has drafted a policy on home-based workers around which 
regular dialogs with governments are in process.

The network focuses on four key areas: strengthening home-based 
workers’ organizations and networks in Asia; supporting development 
of policy frameworks and advocacy on key issues affecting home-based 
workers; supporting pilot approaches for the provision of social protec-
tion for home-based workers; and promoting fair trade practices at the 
national level to ensure more favorable working conditions for women 
home-based workers. HomeNet is also working on strengthening the liveli-
hoods of producer home-based workers in the region through a project 
with the South Asian Association for Regional Cooperation (SAARC). This 
is intended to upgrade their skills through various trainings and enable 
producer home-based workers to form their own companies.

Representation

Organizing alone is not enough to bring about the necessary changes, 
however. Workers need a representative voice in those institutions and 
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processes that set policies and the “rules of the (economic) game.” In a 
global economy, improving conditions for informal workers in general—
and informal women workers in particular—requires a representative 
voice at the international level as well as the local and national levels. 
International, regional, and national policies and negotiations all need to 
include the voices and concerns of informal workers (see Box 6.6). Ensur-
ing a voice for informal workers at the highest level requires supporting 
the growth of their organizations and building leadership capacity. This 
is not an easy road to travel, but it is a vital one.

Box 6.6 Where informal women workers need to be represented

Local level Community councils (social, political, administrative)
Collective bargaining bodies, tripartite boards
Municipal planning, zoning, and advisory boards
Rural planning bodies and resource allocation bodies

National level Planning commissions and advisory committees
Tripartite bodies
Chambers of commerce
Trade union federations
Collective bargaining bodies
Sector-specifi c associations or boards
National negotiations on the Millennium Development 

Goals (MDGs) and poverty reduction strategy papers 
(PRSPs)

Regional level Intergovernmental commissions
Bilateral trade negotiations
Development banks and agencies
Trade union bodies

International 
level

UN specialized agencies and funds (for example, 
UNIFEM, ILO)

International Trade Union Confederation (ITUC), global 
unions, worker networks

Finance institutions such as the International Monetary 
Fund (IMF) and World Bank

Trade negotiations
Fair and ethical trade initiatives
Codes of conduct and international framework agree-

ment negotiations
Civil society movements

Source: Author.
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CONCLUSION

The question remains whether it is possible to avoid the dangers and 
maximize the opportunities so that women’s organizations scale up 
locally, nationally, and internationally and yet remain autonomous and 
effective. There is enough evidence to show that small and local women’s 
groups are empowering for their members and contribute toward chang-
ing local power balances. But at higher levels and in larger organiza-
tions, poor women tend to lose authority and be reduced to “clients” or 
“benefi ciaries.”

The SEWA experience shows that there are many ways in which organ-
izations can begin to scale up and at the same time be owned by poor 
women and be their representative voice. There are certain factors that 
seem to be necessary. One is an appropriate organizational structure. In 
order for the ownership to remain with the poor women, it is necessary 
for them to be the owners—the shareholders or members—as well as 
the board. The organization should be member-based, no matter how 
large it is.

Another factor is that the women who own the organization must have 
the capacity to play their role in a meaningful way. So, a very important 
part of scaling up is building up the members’ capacity so that they 
understand the issues they are dealing with and are able to communicate 
with those in power. As the world gets more complex, there is a need for 
people with advanced skills, in particular the skill to communicate and to 
use modern technological tools. This requires a certain level of education 
and professionalism. Although most professionals tend to prefer to work 
for the mainstream, there are many who also believe in the ideology of 
economic justice and are happy to work with and for poor women.

Funding for a scale up is important. By defi nition the poor have limited 
resources, often insuffi cient for a decent life for themselves, yet they are 
often willing to use these for their own local organizations. However, it 
is not possible to expect that they would be able to fund a scale up of 
their work. As we have seen, the main sources of funds for scaling up are 
governments and private corporations. Other sources of funding include 
philanthropy through private foundations and international aid. Although 
funding is needed on a large scale, it is necessary for the funders to recog-
nize the importance of maintaining the autonomy of the organization and 
the ideology of empowerment. Recognition of the shakti of poor women 
is the basis for moving to a scaled-up, member-based organization that 
can work for change at local, national, and international levels.
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Gender Dimensions of the World of 
Work in a Globalized Economy

NAOKO OTOBE

Evidence shows that when an economic crisis hits, it is often women who bear 
the brunt. This is therefore a critical time to focus on promoting women’s status 
in the world of work, in order for past achievements and progress toward gender 
equality not to be completely undone.

INTRODUCTION

T he world economy continues its integration on various levels under 
the forces of globalization, accompanied by market liberalization 

and economic reforms. The 2008–2009 global fi nancial and economic 
crisis, which started with food and fuel price hikes, has caused massive 
job losses in many countries. The ILO (2010) estimated that during 2009 
the number of unemployed in the world would rise by 34 million over 
the total number in 2007, to reach more than 212 million.

Evidence shows that when an economic crisis hits, it is often women 
who bear the brunt. This is therefore a critical time to focus on promot-
ing women’s status in the world of work, in order for past achievements 
and progress toward gender equality not to be completely undone. All 
countries, both developing and developed, need to respond with concrete, 
gendered socioeconomic policy and program measures to help their people 
cope with substantial job and income loss and diminishing purchasing 
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power. The crisis is a stark reminder that much broader safety nets are 
needed, because even those who were once the haves have joined the 
ranks of the have-nots.

Against this ominous backdrop, this chapter discusses the gender 
dimensions of the world of work in a globalized economy in order to review 
overall progress during the last 15–20 years. It pays particular attention to 
the gender dimensions of economic policies, employment, and poverty. It 
also provides an overview of the ILO’s instruments for poverty alleviation 
and advancing gender equality. The chapter concludes by looking at the 
implications of the global fi nancial and economic crisis for policies and 
programs, and suggests measures for consideration.

THE WORLD OF WORK AND GENDER EQUALITY

Gender equality is at the heart of the ILO’s Decent Work Agenda, the 
aim of which is “to promote opportunities for women and men to obtain 
decent and productive work, in conditions of freedom, equity, secur-
ity and human dignity” (ILO, 1999). All workers—both women and 
men—should benefi t from more “decent” jobs and income. True decent 
work can only be assured in a society that allows labor market outcomes 
to provide equal opportunities and equitable living incomes to individuals 
from various social groups regardless of their personal attributes, whether 
biological, social, or political. In all countries, however, social barriers and 
discrimination persist to varying degrees. More specifi cally, with respect 
to gender-based discrimination, despite substantial progress made in 
promoting gender equality and narrowing gender gaps in the world of 
work during the last half a century, much of women’s work remains in 
sex-stereotyped occupations that are more precarious, vulnerable, and 
poorly paid than men’s. As a consequence, women are disproportionately 
affected by decent work defi cits, and hence poverty, than men. Women 
are also the main care providers to society, work that is largely unpaid and 
economically unrecognized.

The ILO addresses sex-based discrimination as one of the most import-
ant grounds of labor discrimination; others include race, color, religion, 
political opinion, national extraction, social origin, age, and sexual ori-
entation. The fi rst six of these—in addition to sex—are covered under 
International Labour Convention No. 111 on Discrimination (Employment 
and Occupation) (ILO, 1958). Evidence shows that the socioeconomic 
status of women and girls among those social groups that are discriminated 
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against is worse than that of their male counterparts. When a woman is 
part of an ethnic minority in a society, she suffers from double discrimina-
tion, facing more barriers and diffi culties in fi nding decent employment 
and income-earning opportunities and in accessing various social services. 
For instance, in urban Brazil, non-white women earn the lowest income 
on average, followed by white women, non-white men, and white men 
across all workers at different education levels (ILO, 2003a).

Improved access to labor markets and to decent and productive em-
ployment for women is crucial in the process of creating greater equality 
between women and men in society. Analysis of the latest data in ILO’s 
2010 Global Employment Trends shows that women’s employment-to-
population ratio in 2008 was 48.6 percent, compared to 48.3 percent 
10 years previously—globally, therefore, the activity rate has not sub-
stantially changed. Women globally have a greater likelihood of being 
unemployed than men. Female unemployment increased slightly—after 
having gradually deceased between 2004 and 2007—from 6.0 percent 
(men at 5.7 percent) in 2007 to 6.1 percent (men at 5.6 percent) in 2008. 
The ILO estimated, however, that this might reach as high as 7.3 percent 
by the end of 2009 (ILO, 2010). The report shows clearly that most regions 
had been making progress in increasing the number of women in decent 
employment before the crisis hit. However, in general, full gender equal-
ity in the areas of labor market access and conditions of employment has 
not yet been attained. Box 7.1 provides an overview.

Box 7.1 Progress in advancing gender equality in the world of work, 1998–2008: 
Key facts

• Of all people employed in the world, 40 percent are women, and this share 
has not changed over the last 10 years.

• The female adult employment-to-population ratio worldwide was 48.6 
percent in 2008 (73.3 percent for men). During the last 10 years, this ratio 
increased slightly in almost all regions, while the male ratio decreased in 
almost all regions, except in Central and South Eastern Europe and Central 
Asia.

• More women are gaining access to education, which is key to more access to 
and better employment, but equality in education is still far from the reality 
in some regions.

• Overall, there is not a signifi cant difference between the sexes when it comes 
to young people (aged 15 to 24 years) searching for work. The unemploy-
ment rate of female youth at 12.5 percent is only slightly higher than the 
male rate of 12.2 percent. A young person’s likelihood of being unemployed 
in 2007 was three times higher than an adult’s.
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• Whereas 10 years ago, the main employer for women was agriculture, it 
is now the services sector. Out of the total number of employed women 
in 2008, 35.4 percent worked in agriculture and 46.3 percent in services. 
Male sectoral shares, in comparison, were 32.2 percent in agriculture and 
41.2 percent in services.

• The poorer the region, the greater the likelihood that women are among 
the ranks of unpaid contributing family workers or own-account workers. 
These two employment statuses make up the newly defi ned “vulnerable 
employment.” Female contributing family workers, in particular, are not 
likely to be economically independent.

• While the share of vulnerable employment in women’s total employment 
decreased from 56.1 percent in 1997 to 52.7 percent in 2008, the rate is 
still higher for women than for men (49.1 percent), especially in the world’s 
poorest regions, and this was expected to worsen in 2009 in the aftermath 
of the global economic crisis.

• The share of women in wage and salaried employment grew from 41.8 per-
cent in 1997 to 46.4 percent in 2007.

Source: ILO (2008a; 2009).

WORKING POVERTY AND GENDER

In 2007, of the world’s three billion working population, 609.5 million 
workers still did not earn enough to lift themselves and their families 
above the USD 1.25 a day poverty line and 1.2 billion workers did not 
earn enough to exceed the USD 2 a day line (US dollars throughout). 
This means that despite working, more than four out of ten workers were 
poor (ILO, 2008b). The ILO estimated that these numbers were likely 
to increase by between 3 and 7 percent by the end of 2009 (ILO, 2010). 
Hence, in the worst-case scenario, the level of working poverty would 
have increased from 20.6 percent to over 26 percent to reach a total of 
1.3 billion in 2009. Total female unemployment was also expected to in-
crease from 74.9 million in 2007 to almost 90 million in 2009, and the 
level of female working poverty is likely to have worsened as well. While 
poverty incidence in terms of the level of consumption and income is meas-
ured at the household level, and it is not easy to break it down by gender, 
it is estimated that a large majority of the world’s absolute poor are women 
(UNIFEM, n.d.), a situation that is likely to get worse (ILO, 2010).

Gender cuts across the household, community, society, labor market, 
and economy. The socially ascribed roles of women and men dictate the 
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division of labor between the genders both within the household and in 
the labor market. Given such persistent social values in a large number of 
countries, it is not surprising that females are over-represented among the 
poor, especially in those developing countries where society is traditional 
and discriminatory against girls and women (Islam-Rahman & Otobe, 
2005). However, even in rich and more egalitarian industrialized countries, 
women—particularly single mothers—are still overrepresented among the 
poor. Research in the United States has shown that families headed by a 
single mother made up the vast majority of welfare recipients in the early 
1990s, and poverty rates among working single-mother families failed to 
decline between 1995 and 1999 (Porter & Dupree, 2001). Furthermore, 
other research has shown that black and Hispanic women were poorer 
than white women during the 1990s, with lower income and a higher risk 
of entering poverty, and black women were more likely to be in single-
headed households than white or Hispanic women (Wadley, 2008).

Poverty is multidimensional and could be defi ned in various ways. 
Figure 7.1 shows a pyramid of poverty concepts as conceptualized by 
Baulch (1996). This is an attempt to illustrate the different poverty con-
cepts ranging from the narrow conceptualization involving nutrition-based 
indicators (at the top of the pyramid) to a broader defi nition that includes 
access to assets, and concepts of dignity and autonomy. Although most 
poverty measurement methods, including the poverty line, are based 
on one type or another of income/private consumption measurement, 
participatory strategies challenge the implicit hierarchy of poverty con-
cepts based on physiological needs and stress the concepts of dignity, 

Figure 7.1 A pyramid of poverty concepts

Source: Baulch (1996).
Note: PC = private consumption; CPR = common property resources; SPC = state-provided 

consumption.
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self-confi dence, and autonomy, which infl uence the ability of people to 
choose self-fulfi lling and rewarding lifestyles.

Within the framework of the ILO defi nition of decent work, add-
itional aspects of “freedom” and “security” could be added as the seventh 
and eighth levels, respectively. Gender dimensions intertwine with all 
these aspects of poverty, so that women continue to be overrepresented 
among—and form the bottom rung of—the poor in the world.

It is widely recognized that female children in a patriarchal society tend 
to receive less attention and resources than male children, even within a 
household. Girls tend to be educated less than boys in many developing 
countries, though much progress has been made toward gender parity 
in primary education. The disadvantages accumulated at early stages of 
life lessen the chances for a girl child to become employable when she 
grows up. Since much of common property resources (CRP) are owned 
under a patriarchal perspective of “men as the head (breadwinner) of 
the household,” which determines the allocation of their usufruct rights, 
women tend to suffer from unequal access to the productive resources 
and assets needed to either earn an income in the market or cultivate food 
for subsistence in the informal economy.

As for the state-provided consumption (SPC), it is likely that women 
may benefi t from this more than men, as they are usually the ones respon-
sible for fetching water and fuel, and cultivating and preparing food for 
the household. However, if such publicly provided support as food and 
fuel subsidy and water supply is reduced, women are likely to be nega-
tively affected fi rst. Because patriarchal society generally provides women 
with less freedom of movement and intra-household decision-making 
power—not only to undertake economic activities outside the home, but 
also to allocate intra-household resources—their individual dignity and 
autonomy are also likely to be more suppressed in less egalitarian soci-
eties. An extreme example is the honor killing of Muslim women and girls 
by male family members (see Kazemi, 2000).

When women are employed in the formal sector, they tend on aver-
age to work fewer years and accumulate fewer social protection benefi ts 
and less income during their lifetime than men, due to their different 
life cycle. Women with young children may either reduce their working 
hours or stop working for a period, returning to the labor market once 
children grow up. This is one of the reasons why women tend to fall into 
poverty in old age.

Most workers among the poor are found in the informal and rural 
economies (ILO, 2002a) and include home workers and domestic 
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workers—a large majority of whom are women. (For a detailed defi ni-
tion of home work, see C177 Home Work Convention, 1996, at http://
www.ilo.org/ilolex/english/convdisp1.htm.)

Much of women’s work in agriculture is unpaid, as is the case in sub-
Saharan Africa and rural economies in South Asia, while some women 
are engaged in wage employment in the plantation sector. In the infor-
mal economy, women are employed as unpaid family workers, or are 
self-employed doing small-scale production, vending, or providing per-
sonal services. Their work often remains invisible and uncounted in 
national statistics; they are unorganized and unprotected (in terms of 
access to social protection, such as medical insurance or old-age pen-
sion); and they lack representation and a voice. Most of those working in 
the informal economy do not have access to any workers’ rights, such as 
those on minimum wage, working hours, or a day of rest per week—let 
alone those on equal rights at work and maternity protection (Carr et al., 
2000; Chen et al., 1999; ILO, 2002b). As a consequence, women are dis-
proportionately affected by decent work defi cits and poverty in the world 
of work, in particular in poorer developing countries.

Women’s vulnerability to poverty also persists due to economic and 
political crises, civil strife, the pandemic of HIV and AIDS in a number 
of countries (especially in sub-Saharan Africa), an increasing number of 
environmental catastrophes, and diminishing social support in transition 
economies (see also Hemmings-Gapihan, 2008). Due to persistent pov-
erty and the lack of alternative employment opportunities in originating 
communities, women are increasingly pushed into rural to urban and 
international migration. When they migrate internationally to work, they 
are mostly engaged in lower-end 3 Ds (dirty, demeaning, and danger-
ous) jobs that the nationals of the receiving countries no longer wish to 
do—for example, domestic work, supporting working women (and men) 
in these countries by doing their reproductive care work. There is also 
an alarming trend of exploitation, abuse, and violence against migrant 
women and children, especially traffi cking into domestic work and the 
sex sector (ILO, 2003c; IOM, 2005).

This is the current situation after decades of development efforts made 
under the mainstream development economic thinking driven by the 
neoliberal macroeconomic policies advocated by key international fi nan-
cial institutions. Why has progress been so slow, not only in terms of the 
speed of development but also in reducing the level of abject poverty for 
millions of poor women and men in developing countries?

http://www.ilo.org/ilolex/english/convdisp1.htm
http://www.ilo.org/ilolex/english/convdisp1.htm
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The World Bank does advocate for promoting gender equality in devel-
opment. According to its 2001 report entitled Engendering Development: 
Through Gender Equality in Rights, Resources, and Voice, gender disparities 
in education and health tend to be greater in poor countries, and it argues 
that gender inequalities impose costs on productivity, effi ciency, and 
economic progress. By hindering the accumulation of human capital in 
the home and labor market, and by systematically excluding women (or 
men for that matter) from access to resources, public services, or produc-
tive activities, gender discrimination diminishes an economy’s capacity 
to grow and raise living standards (World Bank, 2001). This report puts 
forward the “effi ciency argument” in gender and development—extending 
the concept of the human being as “economic” (wo)man—that is currently 
implemented through the Bank’s gender mainstreaming strategy and action 
plan (World Bank, 2006).

Addressing gender discrimination—especially in the context of poverty 
alleviation—is crucial, since it manifests as structural poverty of women. 
It is often rooted in the existing social institution or value system, which 
is slow to change. The social institution determines who has access to 
and control over natural and fi nancial resources, assets, means of produc-
tion, education and training, employment, and income opportunities, 
as well as entitlements to social protection. So far as the social institution 
functions in a discriminatory manner, the “laissez-faire” and “neoliberal” 
macroeconomic policy aimed at economic growth, and total reliance 
on market forces under a “trickle-down” theory, will not automatically 
translate into the reduction of poverty of discriminated groups, especially 
poor women in traditional societies (Elson & Cagatay, 2000). We would, 
therefore, need a different macroeconomic policy framework aimed at 
development and poverty eradication, that is, one in which all humans 
can have the right (or entitlement) to work and live to their full potential 
in freedom, equity, dignity, and human security—or, as per the ILO’s 
terms, in decent work and life.

In the wake of the global fi nancial and economic crisis, many voices 
called for an increased role for the public sector, and G20 governments 
met in Pittsburgh in July 2009 to discuss ways to tighten regulations in 
the fi nancial sector to increase the accountability and transparency of the 
operations of fi nancial institutions. At the same time, the governments 
of key industrialized countries intervened in the fi nancial sector on an 
unprecedented and massive scale to bail out large fi nancial institutions that 
were “too-big-to-fail.” This is an ironic outcome of the past market-driven 
and laissez-faire fi nancial and economic policies that minimized the role 
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of the government. A new macroeconomic paradigm is clearly needed for 
the world fi nancial systems. Now is the time to call for a more inclusive 
new world economic order, or a “just economy,” that can better foster 
more inclusive economic growth for poverty reduction and improved 
decent work opportunities for all. The global economic crisis has pain-
fully proved that getting the macroeconomic environment right is also 
crucial for providing an enabling environment for gender justice in the 
world of work.

MACROECONOMIC POLICY, EMPLOYMENT, 
AND POVERTY: GENDER IMPLICATIONS

Promoting decent and productive employment is a very effective measure 
to reduce income poverty in a sustainable manner in general, and espe-
cially for poor women. There is a clear nexus between economic growth, 
employment growth, and poverty reduction. Currently, “pro-poor” growth 
is much debated in the context of development policies (Epstein, 2003; 
Islam, 2004). In order to make economic growth “pro-poor,” we need to in-
crease the employment content of growth in general, and for women in 
particular.

During the last 25 years, developing countries have been implementing 
economic policies driven by the neoliberal economic policy framework, 
especially under the aegis of the international fi nancial institutions and 
the so-called Washington Consensus. The series of prescribed structural 
adjustment programs (SAPs), implemented in a large number of sub-
Saharan African countries in the 1980s and 1990s, typically entailed 
emphasis on macroeconomic stability, freer markets, a smaller role for 
the public sector (involving reducing social expenditures, “right-sizing,” 
and privatization of public enterprises, for instance), and liberalization of 
international fl ows of capital and goods—but not extending the same level 
of free movement to labor. The SAPs were subject to much criticism, not 
only by those who were concerned with the issue of poverty reduction in 
general, but also by feminist economists in particular (see, for example, 
Benería & Feldman, 1992; Cagatay & Korkurt, 2004). They have pointed 
to the negative social impacts of the programs on health and education, 
and the increased burden of women’s unpaid work.

During the 1990s and into the 21st century, the globalization pro-
cess further accelerated, with advanced communication technologies, 
increased volume of international trade, and a rising level of migration that 
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is increasingly being feminized. Principally anchored by neoliberal eco-
nomic policies that provided primacy to market forces and were imple-
mented in most developing countries, it also coincided with increasing 
trends of income inequality. Between 1990 and 2005, approximately two- 
thirds of these countries experienced an increase in income inequality (as 
measured by changes in the Gini index). Likewise, during the same period, 
the income gap between the top and bottom 10 percent of wage earners 
increased in 70 percent of the countries for which data are available (ILO, 
2008c). It is also important to note that the overall “feminization of the 
labour market” has taken place while the share of labor income has been 
declining in much of the world.

Public sector reform, or “right-sizing,” tended to negatively affect more 
women than men in cases where the public sector had a relatively high pro-
portion of women employees. Where public enterprises were privatized, 
however, the gender-specifi c impact on employment varied depending 
on where women and men worked. Sometimes the impact on female 
employment was more indirect, as loss of jobs for men pushed women 
to increase their level of economic participation, leading to “additional 
worker” effect (that is, when the primary worker’s income is reduced, a 
secondary worker needs to supplement family income). Some empirical 
evidence shows that privatization has also contributed, in countries such 
as India, to increased “informalization” of labor (Gosh et al., 2008).

Regarding the gendered impact of trade on work, research shows that 
because the export sector in developing countries is often female labor 
intensive, the effect on women’s employment is pro-cyclical; when exports 
expand, women’s employment growth is more positively affected. How-
ever, trade liberalization involving import penetration in the import sub-
stitution sector could have an ambiguous impact on overall employment, 
and again the net gendered impact on employment could vary depending 
on where women and men work (Berik, 2000; Heintz, 2006).

In the case of specifi c sectoral changes in international trade, as seen in 
the post-Multifi bre Arrangement (MFA) period in some countries, the im-
pact differs depending on the expansion/reduction of the overall exports in 
the sector in individual countries. The MFA, a multilateral trade agreement 
on textile and clothing, expired at the end of 2004, enabling countries to 
export these items without trade restrictions. However, both the United 
States and the European Union have imposed some trade restrictions on 
imports from China, due to a sudden import surge immediately after the 
Arrangement ended. Under the current trading framework, least developed 
countries are still given preferential treatment, that is, they can export 
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without importation taxes and fi xed quotas, and also without restrictions 
on the sources of material used for production.

In those countries that lost competitive edge in the new, more competi-
tive international trade environment—for example, Dominican Republic, 
Lesotho, and Mauritius (Ministry of Labour et al., 2007; Otobe, 2008)—
a substantial number of jobs were lost. In Lesotho and Mauritius, be-
cause the ratio of women in the labor force in this sector was larger, more 
women were negatively affected by retrenchments, while in Dominican 
Republic, where the gender composition of the sector’s labor was more 
even, both women and men were more or less equally affected.

In those countries that are now benefi ting from the changed trade envi-
ronment, such as Bangladesh (for its maintenance of duty-free privileges 
for exports to both EU and US markets), and China (from the lifting of 
restricted quotas for exports to the major markets), the initial net effect 
on employment in the textile and clothing sector has so far been more 
positive. However, it is possible that increased competition may be having 
a downward pressure on and worsened working conditions. In the wake 
of the recent global economic downturn, which has had a negative impact 
on exports to major markets, this situation may further deteriorate, and 
the medium- and long-term impacts on employment and labor conditions 
in these countries are yet to be seen.

As for monetary policies, reducing infl ation frequently has a negative 
impact on employment growth in general, and when employment growth 
slows, women’s employment is often disproportionately affected. Because 
women’s formal employment is often concentrated in export sectors, 
maintaining a competitive exchange rate could also help counter the 
disproportionately negative impact on women’s employment when total 
employment growth slows down (Otobe, 2008).

Evidence shows that for a given rate of economic growth, a higher share 
of government expenditures relative to GDP is associated with more 
employment. In the global fi nancial crisis, the narrowing fi scal space for 
governments in developing countries could have more negative effects on 
women than men, as women often tend to be the last to be hired and fi rst 
to be fi red. It is important to be vigilant for the impact of the unfolding 
economic crisis on overall trends in this respect, given also that the recov-
ery of labor markets takes several times longer than economic recovery.

Economic crisis and downturn tend to cause “informalization” of labor, 
and this has been increasing across many countries (Benería, 2001, 2008; 
Benería & Floro, 2005). It was also previously the case in the aftermath 
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of the Asian fi nancial and economic crisis in the late 1990s (Aswicahyono 
et al., 1999; Dejillas, 2000), and more recently, similar trends were also 
witnessed in the wake of the downturn in the textile and garment sector 
in Dominican Republic, Lesotho, and Mauritius, mentioned earlier. The 
increasing trend of decentralized production systems under the on-going 
globalization process is also likely to have contributed to this trend, as 
witnessed in the case of home workers (Carr et al., 2000). However, global 
trends are diffi cult to gauge, given the scarcity of comparable data on 
informal employment. More empirical study on this is needed to be able 
to understand the overall dynamics in the global trends (ILO, 2002b).

INSTRUMENTS FOR POVERTY ALLEVIATION AND 
ADVANCING GENDER EQUALITY UNDER ILO’S 
DECENT WORK AGENDA

What are the optimal forms of intervention by the ILO for poverty allevia-
tion, especially with respect to disadvantaged groups? Promoting decent 
and productive employment is the most effective way of reducing poverty. 
Needless to say, enhancing the employment content (or social content) of 
economic growth through adopting a set of appropriate macroeconomic 
policies is also critically important. Recently, the nexus between economic 
growth, employment growth, and poverty reduction has been increasingly 
recognized. The macro policies and strategies must be such that growth 
yields effi cient employment and income outcomes, and that special meas-
ures are adopted to enhance the employability, participation, and voice 
of the poor (ILO, 2003b). The ILO (2004) has been engaged in a variety 
of policy-oriented research work on pro-poor growth. However, its eco-
nomic analysis has been more focused on productive and remunerated 
work (market work) than on reproductive and unpaid work (non-market 
work), other than in the area of social protection—for instance, in relation 
to maternity protection and issues related to HIV and AIDS.

The ILO’s interventions for poverty reduction include standard setting, 
technical cooperation, and research and advocacy in the areas of productive 
employment, social protection, legal and policy reforms, and organization 
building. These correspond to its four pillars of decent work: promoting 
rights; promoting decent, and productive employment; promoting the 
expansion of social protection for all; and promoting social dialog (among 
government, employers’ organizations, and workers’ organizations, plus 
other civil society groups such as women’s organizations).
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Poverty alleviation could be undertaken through various measures such 
as redistribution of capital and assets, enhancing human capital, promot-
ing employment in rural and informal economies, increasing labor market 
access and reducing labor market vulnerability, providing social transfers, 
and supporting organizations of the poor. Over the past 30 years, the ILO 
has worked on poverty alleviation targeting poor women and other social 
groups, in particular through building self-help organizations, promot-
ing women’s entrepreneurship and self-employment creation, providing 
micro-credit for income generation, developing cooperatives, providing 
wage employment through public works programs, and extending social 
protection targeting informal workers, including home workers. A partici-
patory approach developed in the 1970s was applied in various projects 
during the 1980s and 1990s, especially under a program that specialized 
in poverty alleviation for poor women in the rural and informal sectors 
through employment creation (ILO, 2000).

The ILO has set out International Labour Standards that have a direct 
bearing on the poor; for example, those on minimum wage, rural work-
ers, and indigenous and tribal peoples (Nos. 131, 141, and 169). In more 
recent times, a special program has been implemented to follow up on 
the 1998 ILO Declaration on Fundamental Rights and Principles at Work 
(which commits member states to respect and promote principles and 
rights in four categories, whether or not they have ratifi ed the relevant 
Conventions: freedom of association and the effective recognition of the 
right to collective bargaining, the elimination of forced or compulsory 
labor, the abolition of child labor, and the elimination of discrimination 
in respect of employment and occupation).

The Declaration covers two key equal rights conventions: Convention 
No. 100—Equal Remuneration (1951), and No. 111—Discrimination 
(Employment and Occupation) (1958). Thanks to the push by the ILO 
and its tripartite constituents for acceptance of the International Labor 
Standards, these conventions are almost universally ratifi ed—reaching 
90 percent of all the ILO member states (see Figure 7.2). However, due 
to persistent gender norms in society, weak enforcement mechanisms 
at the country level, and the high level of informality of employment in 
developing countries, this level of ratifi cation has not yet been translated 
into real change.

In terms of developing new international legal instruments that have 
particular signifi cance for poor women, the ILO adopted Convention 
No. 177 on Home Work (1996). The effi cacy of this Convention was much 
debated during the 1996 International Labour Conference at the time of 
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discussion toward its adoption, but it was certainly a big milestone for 
millions of home workers, especially in the context of globalization and the 
decentralization of global production chains. Although the Convention has 
so far been ratifi ed by only fi ve countries—Albania, Argentina, Finland, 
Ireland, and Netherlands—it has been used as a tool to campaign for 
better working conditions for millions of home workers by organiza-
tions such as Women in Informal Employment Globalizing and Organ-
izing (WIEGO) and the Self-employed Women’s Association (SEWA) in 
India.

More recently, the Decent Work Agenda adopted in 1999 as an ILO 
strategic framework for its work is currently being implemented in four 
areas (rights, employment, social protection, and social dialog), with 
gender and poverty eradication as cross-cutting priorities. The ILO also 
adopted a Gender Policy and a Plan of Action in 2000, which aims at main-
streaming gender concerns in its institution, programs, and personnel. 
In all four strategic areas, there are programs that can contribute toward 
poverty alleviation, including for women. The ILO has also undertaken an 
active campaign called “Gender Equality at the Heart of Decent Work.”

As for promoting employment opportunities for the poor, including 
for women, the ILO is committed to promoting decent and productive 
employment as a development objective and attaches importance to pro-
poor economic growth, employment growth, and the promotion of social 
justice, placing employment and jobs at the heart of the development 
agenda. Convention No. 122 on Employment Policy (1964) provides an 

Figure 7.2 Number of ratifi cations: Key equal rights conventions, 1952–2008
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overall framework to promote freely chosen, productive employment and 
nondiscrimination in all countries. Accordingly, the ILO assists its mem-
ber states in implementing the Global Employment Agenda (GEA), and 
gender concerns are also supposed to be mainstreamed across the board. 
The GEA seeks collective recognition and decision making on policies 
and regulations that enhance “freely chosen productive employment” and 
promote international labor standards and workers’ fundamental rights 
simultaneously. The ILO’s call for “making decent work a global goal,” 
as endorsed by the World Commission’s report (World Commission on 
Social Dimensions of Globalization, 2004) and ILO Declaration on Social 
Justice for a Fair Globalization (2008), is drawing increasing attention and 
support at the global, regional, and country levels (ILO, 2005).

More recently, the International Labour Conference in 2008 adopted 
a Resolution Concerning Promotion of Rural Employment for Poverty 
Reduction, calling for member states and the ILO to promote productive 
employment and decent work in the rural sector, where a large majority of 
the world’s poor live and work. Particular mention can be made regarding 
the comprehensive nature of the resolution’s policy and strategy guidance, 
including macroeconomic and sectoral policies, employment policies, pro-
moting rights at work, and social dialog. In addition, providing adequate 
social protection, promoting gender equality, and strengthening labor 
market institutions form a part of this set of policy recommendations.

The ILO is currently following up on a Global Jobs Pact, adopted by 
the 2009 International Labour Conference in response to the global eco-
nomic crisis, which gives top priority to jobs and decent work. The Pact 
also includes promoting gender concerns and making the crisis an op-
portunity to promote gender equality, in particular, in countries’ stimulus 
packages.

In terms of addressing gender concerns in general, clearly there has 
been a paradigm shift in the ILO as in the UN system. While initially slow 
in coming, it has been distinct and steady, from “women-targeted only” 
and Women in Development (WID) approaches to the gender and 
development (GAD) approach, which calls for mainstreaming gender 
equality concerns across the board in various programs and activities. As 
a consequence, many more initiatives have been taken to promote gender 
concerns in the work of the ILO, particularly since the mid-1990s.

The question, however, is what economic policy paradigm orients the 
ILO’s social policies. Certainly, the paradigm of decent work, with gender 
equality placed at its core, is strongly in line with the feminist economists’ 
paradigm on development: that we need not only to promote decent and 
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productive (paid market) work, but also to balance this with reproduc-
tive (unpaid) work in the lives of the world’s working poor, particularly 
women. However, the current era of globalization continues to be driven 
by the neoliberalism of mainstream macroeconomic policy making in 
development, which is often gender blind. It is yet to be seen (at the 
time of writing) how the declaration adopted by the key 20 countries in 
Pittsburgh will be able to follow up on a different economic paradigm aimed 
at more inclusive and equitable economic growth, especially “decent job” 
creation, for all including women.

Addressing gender concerns requires not only a specifi c targeted 
approach but also efforts that ensure that all the interventions—research, 
technical cooperation, and standard setting (including promotional 
activities)—contribute to the achievement of gender equality and equity, 
mainstreaming these concerns in the entire work of the ILO. This will also 
contribute more effectively to poverty alleviation. The “operationalizing” 
of decent work programs at the national level, in this respect, provides an 
excellent opportunity, particularly within the context of the “Delivering as 
One UN” approach being implemented. This could entail interventions at 
different levels. National institutions and governance—and national pol-
icies including macroeconomic, labor market, and other social policies, 
programs, and projects—could integrate normative principles, combining 
both targeted and overall gender mainstreaming approaches. Creating 
synergy among various policy interventions, programs, and institutions 
would be indispensable for success.

CONCLUSIONS AND IMPLICATIONS: 
POLICIES AND PROGRAMS FOR POVERTY 
REDUCTION AND ADVANCING GENDER EQUALITY 
IN THE WORLD OF WORK

Despite substantive progress in promoting gender equality in the world 
of work and overall poverty reduction during the last 50 years, women 
continue to be disproportionately affected by decent work defi cits and 
poverty. The goal of decent work—and the MDG target of halving poverty 
by 2015—can only be achieved when there is no longer gender-based 
discrimination and inequalities across countries, but there is still a long 
way to go in this respect. In particular, the global economic crisis can undo 
much of the progress made to date in the promotion of gender equality 
and the economic empowerment of women.
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Integrating gender equality concerns in poverty alleviation is a sine 
qua non for various actors in development (governments, the donor com-
munity, the UN—including the ILO—and civil society organizations). 
Particular attention needs to be paid to the nexus between economic 
growth, employment trends (or work trends), and poverty reduction, 
especially the gender dimensions of the overall trends. Given that past 
economic policies have not yielded satisfactory results in development 
and poverty reduction, for women in particular, the crisis offers a golden 
opportunity to push for a feminist economists’ perspective and an alterna-
tive paradigm of more inclusive development, increasing the social content 
of macroeconomic policies. This will need to entail more equitable resource 
distribution and appropriate rewarding of labor—those who work (both 
paid and unpaid)—in relation to capital, and enhanced consideration of 
those who are economically disadvantaged.

It is important to monitor the differentiated impacts of various macro-
economic policies on women and men in the world of work, as different 
policies could have different outcomes, depending on where women and 
men are—in which sectors they work and under which economic environ-
ment. In undertaking analysis of the social content of macro policies, it is 
fundamental that such analysis be gendered, and potential implications 
of such policies analyzed in a gender-specifi c manner, so that gendered 
policy implications can be drawn.

While there are both multilevel dimensions to poverty and multiple 
measures for reducing it, promoting better access to employment and eco-
nomic opportunities for the poor, particularly women, is one of the most 
effective means of lifting them out of income and material poverty, and 
promoting their socioeconomic empowerment. However, in designing 
direct pro-poor interventions, gauging their potential impacts on women’s 
both paid and unpaid work is key to ensure that the support provided 
would empower them, rather than disempowering them further.

Given the negative impact of the global economic crisis on poor work-
ing women, providing for the most vulnerable groups should be the most 
critical element of countries’ response packages; they need to bail out the 
working poor and not just large banks. All the developing countries need 
to come up with additional safety-net measures, with attention to their 
gender dimensions. In addition to implementing effective fi scal measures 
to stabilize the fi nancial market, and introducing tighter fi nancial regula-
tion, this will entail cash transfers to the poor, food and fuel subsidies, 
and regulating key commodities markets, as well as expanding both pas-
sive and active labor market measures. Such latter measures will include: 
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public provisioning for allocations for temporary, but well targeted, 
employment guarantee schemes (including creating jobs for women); 
expansion of credit schemes for the poor that can be equally accessed 
by women; extending/establishing insurance for the unemployed; and 
targeted training and job search facilitation for those who lose jobs in the 
formal sector, the unemployed, etc.

Under direct intervention at the program and project levels in devel-
opment assistance that aims at poverty reduction, careful targeting of the 
most vulnerable and poorest should reach a far greater number of women. 
Gender mainstreaming across various existing programs, especially to 
redress gender disparities, is the right direction, and could potentially have 
a long-term positive impact on the world of work from the point of view 
of advancing equality and equity, though challenges are still enormous.

Since addressing the gender dimensions of poverty alleviation is critical 
for the promotion of the ILO’s Decent Work Agenda and the achievement 
of the MDGs, it would be useful to have an integrated approach toward 
gender and poverty issues, specifi cally targeting the rural and informal 
economies. Such a strategy could combine the normative approach with 
other instruments of employment creation, social protection, and social 
dialog that can be implemented at multiple levels: macro, legislative, insti-
tutional, program, and project. This can be done by building on past experi-
ences and lessons learned. Such an integrated approach could be tested 
within the framework of “operationalizing” decent work at the national 
level, and jointly implemented with donors and other UN agencies.
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Gender, Global Crises, and 
Climate Change

ITZÁ CASTAÑEDA AND SARAH GAMMAGE∗

Climate change both responds to and heightens existing inequalities. Consequently, 
it is impossible to understand and meet the challenges it presents without taking 
on board the economic, social, and political context within which it occurs, that is 
to say, without addressing the urgent need to reduce poverty, secure sustainable 
development … [and] understand that women and men experience the costs and 
consequences of climate change differently.

INTRODUCTION

T he world is currently experiencing a period of profound change and 
instability. The coincidence of the ongoing fi nancial, environmental, 

and food crises underscores an urgent need to interrogate our progress 
as a global community in search of sustainable human development and 
social justice for all. The fi nancial crisis originating in the North has de-
pressed demand, reduced private fi nancial fl ows and remittances, and 
precipitated recession around the world. Unemployment and poverty 
rates are climbing, undermining human development, health, and well-
being globally. Climate change remains largely unchecked, desertifi cation 

∗ The authors would like to thank Juliana Lazagabaster and Hannie Meesters for their valu-
able contributions to this chapter.
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persists, water tables are falling, weather patterns are becoming more un-
stable, and greenhouse gas emissions continue to rise. Malnutrition and 
hunger are also increasing, exacerbated by the recent infl ation in global 
food prices and the fi nancial crisis. These crises are not mutually exclusive, 
however, but interlinked phenomena that call for coordinated action by 
states, markets, communities, and individuals.

This chapter focuses primarily on climate change as one of these ongo-
ing crises with which we must grapple as a global polity. Climate change 
both responds to and heightens existing inequalities. Consequently, it 
is impossible to understand and meet the challenges it presents without 
taking on board the economic, social, and political context within which 
it occurs, that is to say, without addressing the urgent need to reduce 
poverty and secure sustainable development. Moreover, these chal-
lenges cannot be understood or overcome if we do not fi rst understand 
that women and men experience the costs and consequences of climate 
change differently and have different resources available to enable them 
to respond and adapt.

Climate change poses both a development and a human rights con-
cern because it imperils the resource base that secures development and 
undermines the realization of human rights. In this chapter, we analyze 
climate change from a gender and human rights-based perspective, con-
centrating on the fact that it cannot be tackled unilaterally in communi-
ties or by individual nations. Collaboration is required, and multilateral 
solutions need to be implemented. The existing normative human rights 
framework, which enables and supports the realization of community 
as well as women’s rights, affords opportunities for realizing gender equity 
and women’s empowerment while addressing this issue.

The principal objectives of this chapter are to explore how the key crises 
brought about by climate change may affect women and men differently, 
and how gender inequalities intersect with adaptation and mitigation 
strategies. It focuses for the most part on developing countries, given that 
the greatest costs of climate change and environmental degradation are 
likely to be felt there.

CLIMATE CHANGE AND INEQUALITY

Technological change and innovation mean that the planet has the poten-
tial to produce food for up to double the current population, and therefore 
that outdated Malthusian predictions can be dismissed. But the paradox 
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remains that the poorest on the planet—some 830 million people—are 
hungry every day, while the richest spend billions of dollars on superfl u-
ous consumption items that are not essential for their well-being. This 
is what Kliksberg (2007) refers to as one manifestation of the “shameful 
gaps” that characterize the inequality that currently prevails.

In 2008, 100 million more people were driven into poverty as a result 
of the food and fuel crises, and the numbers affected continue to grow 
(UNDP, 2008a). The current economic and fi nancial crisis could increase 
world unemployment by as much as 20 million women and men. As a 
result, the number of working poor living on less than USD 1 a day could 
rise by some 40 million, and those on under USD 2 a day by more than 
100 million. There is evidence that such crises hit women hardest since 
they constitute the majority of the poor and frequently have the least 
resources available to mitigate the impact of rising poverty (Panel on 
Visible and Invisible Contributions, 2008).

Some 1.1 billion people in the developing world do not have access to 
clean water, and millions of infants die of malnutrition before they are fi ve 
years of age (UNDP, 2006). Estimates are that almost 2.6 billion people 
do not have access to adequate sanitation, which greatly imperils health; 
for example, diarrhea in infants is three times higher in communities 
without sanitation (Kliksberg, 2007).

The planet is losing an average of 73 thousand square kilometers of 
forest a year, an area the size of a country such as Chile (UNDP, 2007). 
Illnesses that had been largely eradicated, such as cholera and typhoid, 
are on the rise and can be viewed as the product of the fatal combination 
of poverty, inequality, environmental deterioration, and climate change. 
In Central Mexico, for example, during the period 1998–2000, the prob-
ability of illness in children under fi ve increased signifi cantly when they 
suffered a weather shock—by 16 percent with droughts and by 41 percent 
with fl oods (ibid.).

Neumayer and Plümper (2007) analyzed disasters in 141 countries 
and concluded that gender differences in deaths from so-called natural 
disasters (in fact, most disasters are not natural) are directly linked to 
women’s economic and social rights. In contexts where women’s rights 
are not protected and substantial gender inequalities exist, often more 
women than men die in environmental disasters. Women accounted 
for 61 percent of deaths caused by Cyclone Nargis in Myanmar in May 
2008, 70–80 percent of deaths in the 2004 Indian Ocean Tsunami, and 
91 percent of deaths in the 1991 Cyclone in Bangladesh. Reasons vary. 
In Bangladesh, for example, women are not taught how to swim, warning 
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information was spread only from men to men, and women waited for 
men to accompany them before evacuating (Aguilar et al., 2007).

As established by the independent and comprehensive analysis in The 
Economics of Climate Change (Stern, 2006), the distribution of the impacts 
of climate change will vary dramatically across continents and by context 
among developing countries. These impacts will be magnifi ed by the 
prevailing economic and social inequalities that exist. Poor communities 
with a greater dependence on natural resources are likely to be dispropor-
tionately affected. Given the widespread differences in gender roles and 
responsibilities, women and men are also likely to be affected differently; 
as a result, climate change is not a gender-neutral process.

Climate Change as a Rights and Development Priority

The report of the Fourth Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change 
(IPCC, 2007), the 2007–2008 Human Development Report (UNDP, 2007), 
and Stern (2006) underscore that we are on the verge of a disaster of 
cataclysmic proportions with profound implications for human develop-
ment and the well-being of the planet and its ecosystems. Sea levels are 
set to rise along with increasing temperatures, glaciers are melting, and 
the global hydrological cycle will be radically altered. Weather patterns 
will become more extreme, and food security will be imperiled around 
the globe. As the Human Development Report exhorts:

How the world deals with climate change today will have a direct bearing 
on the human development prospects of a large section of humanity. Failure 
will consign the poorest 40 percent of the world’s population—some 2.6 bil-
lion people––to a future of diminished opportunity. It will exacerbate deep 
inequalities within countries and it will undermine efforts to build a more 
inclusive pattern of globalization and development, reinforcing the vast 
disparities between the “haves” and the “have nots.” (UNDP, 2007, p. 2)

A human rights-centered vision of “progress” implies that we cannot 
choose between poverty alleviation, adaptation to climate change, and 
access to critical environmental goods and services such as water, food, 
and energy. These needs and rights are interlinked; they are all ultimately 
part of what we refer to as “development.” To quote Rae (2008):

The full realization of the right to food therefore depends on parallel achieve-
ments in the fi eld of health, education, and access to resources. Although 
each right is worthy of achievement in itself, each has an instrumental value 
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in that different types of rights reinforce each other, and respect for one 
category may be essential to achieving another. (p. 17)

In the case of women’s rights, we can readily see how intimately these 
needs and rights are linked, and we know from women’s lives that unless 
a holistic approach is taken, the rights they are entitled to will not reach 
them. It is also important to note that states that are party to the different 
United Nations international covenants and agreements are obliged to 
implement the rights these enshrine in a timely manner.

Gender Equity and Climate Change in the 
International Framework

Gender equity, climate change, and development concerns should be 
considered in concert with one another as complementary concerns and 
not as competing interests. Furthermore, based on the common goals of 
achieving effi ciency and equity, each of these three issue areas stands to 
gain from being mutually supportive, and all are given far less value if one 
is considered to the exclusion of the others (Dennison, 2003).

The formal principles guiding international action on gender equity and 
climate change are grounded respectively in the UN Convention on the 
Elimination of All Forms of Discrimination against Women (CEDAW) and 
United Nations Framework Convention on Climate Change (UNFCCC). 
These conventions—together with Agenda 21, the Beijing Platform for 
Action, Security Council resolutions 1325 and 1820, ECOSOC Resolution 
2005/31, the Millennium Development Goals, and the Hyogo Framework 
for Action—provide a critical rights- and obligations-based framework 
for states to address the gender-differentiated impacts of climate change, 
mitigation, and adaptation. Yet, the various processes remain largely 
unconnected.

The information available on climate change, its causes and conse-
quences, has increased considerably in the last few years. Yet a simple 
word search of the UNFCCC, the Kyoto Protocol, IPCC reports, and Stern 
(2006)—the most important treaties and reports related to global efforts 
to combat climate change—confi rms that the words “gender,” “women,” 
or “men” are either not mentioned or appear so infrequently as to make 
their reference entirely marginal.

A review of key UN documents that refer to climate change, elaborated 
between 2003 and 2008 by diverse agencies, shows that in the majority 
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of cases the words “gender” or “women” are mentioned in the initial few 
pages, together with “children” and “indigenous peoples,” particularly 
when describing “vulnerable groups.” However, a gender perspective is 
not integrated throughout the substantive analysis, the statistics reported 
are seldom if ever sex-disaggregated, and gender is mentioned only par-
enthetically in the recommendations. Other UN publications similarly 
neglect to include a gender analysis unless the publication is specifi cally 
dedicated to gender issues (Castañeda, 2008).

Moreover, the key accords and covenants associated with climate 
change also reveal a marked absence of attention to the gender dimension. 
One might ask whether the absence of references to gender considerations 
in treaties and protocols matters; they are, after all, legal documents 
designed to provide a general framework under which much more detailed 
plans have to be worked out (Skutsch, 2002). Yet, the failure to recognize 
differential effects of climate change on peoples and individuals by race, 
gender, and class contributes to the marginalization of these concerns 
and inhibits the commitment to the progressive and full realization of 
fundamental human rights.

A selection of key publications addressing gender and climate change, 
published by academia, civil society organizations, and donors, shows 
that in the last six years a number of important documents have been 
produced that propose an analytical framework and defi ned routes to fol-
low to ensure the integration of gender throughout thematic areas related 
to climate change. Almost without exception, these publications call for 
a renewed commitment to producing data that are sex-disaggregated and 
that reveal the differences in how women and men experience climate 
change. They also call for greater participation of women’s groups in 
decision-making bodies that deal with climate change, adaptation, and 
mitigation; and for gender budget initiatives that can facilitate gender inte-
gration as well as respond to the challenges of climate change (Lambrou 
& Grazia, 2006; Nelson et al., 2002).

Unfortunately, their analytical and policy research contributions remain 
largely unconnected to those that address the legal framework and the 
mechanics of international cooperation for adaptation or mitigation. 
At present, global negotiations on climate change are mainly focused 
on reducing greenhouse gases by means of the UNFCCC, IPCC, Kyoto 
Protocol, and other related mechanisms, none of which provides the 
rights-based approach needed to implement responses to climate change 
that are equitable for women and men.
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Gender-differentiated Impacts

In order to explore the gender dimensions of climate change and envi-
ronmental degradation, we must fi rst identify a few of the key sectors 
and locations where climate change is likely to radically alter existing 
patterns of production and consumption. This section does not attempt 
an exhaustive description of women and men’s relationship to the resource 
base, but instead focuses on key differentiated impacts on their lives in 
the context of climate change.

The scientifi c evidence that our climate is changing is now over-
whelming, and the link between the traditional sense of “progress and 
modernity” and climate change is established. Progress and modernity are 
also associated with changed production and consumption patterns and 
individual and community relationships to the resource base worldwide. 
Yet, such progress has not necessarily brought about sustainable develop-
ment, gender equity, or social justice. The deep biases in the monetary 
metric of progress have obscured the associated costs and allowed most 
of the wealthy members of the global community to ignore the profound 
inequities in the distribution of these costs.

Concerted efforts to measure environmental degradation and the eco-
nomic costs associated with climate change are being made. For example, 
Stern (2006) concludes, “the risks and costs of climate change over the next 
two centuries could be equivalent to an average reduction in global per 
capita consumption of at least 5 percent, now and forever.” Unfortunately, 
the human development costs associated with climate change cannot be 
measured in terms of quantitative outcomes nor disaggregated by sex.

At the same time, we now know with certainty that climate change 
entails impacts that are long term, persistent, and have serious risks of 
being irreversible. The direction of where we need to go from here is clear. 
We need to stabilize our climate consistent with the science, keeping 
likely warming below 2° Celsius compared to pre-industrial times. Reduc-
ing emissions would require that the power sector around the world 
be de-carbonized by about 60 percent by 2050, and extensive carbon 
sequestration and storage will be necessary to allow the continued use of 
remaining fossil fuels. It would also require that approximately 1 percent 
of global GDP be dedicated to actions to mitigate degradation and reduce 
greenhouse gas emissions (see UNDP, 2008b).

It is clear that people living in conditions of poverty worldwide and the 
majority of the populations of developing countries will be disproportion-
ately affected by climate change for three reasons: their location in parts of 
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the globe that will register the greatest rise in surface temperatures and sea 
level; their dependence on agriculture and environmental resources; and 
their limited institutional and productive resources to mitigate the costs 
(Stern, 2006). Table 8.1 shows some of the key and gender-differentiated 
impacts of climate change.

Table 8.1 Key impacts of climate change and its specifi c effects on women

Key impacts Specifi c effects on women

Between 15 and 40 percent of species may 
be lost due to extinction associated with 
global temperature increases of only 1–2º 
Celsius. Strong drying effects from changes 
in the hydrological cycle and wind patterns 
could result in the die-back of extensive 
areas of the ecosystems with the highest 
biodiversity on the planet.

Increased time required for women’s work 
on managing environmental resources (for 
example, collecting water and fi rewood) 
makes it difficult for them to engage 
in other tasks and negatively affects 
their health due to the increased work 
burden.

Rising temperatures, falling water tables, 
interrupted water cycles, and drought will 
drastically reduce crop yields, especially in 
Africa, and are likely to deprive hundreds 
of millions of people of the ability to 
produce or purchase suffi cient food.

Decreased production and productivity 
in subsistence agriculture (a highly 
“feminized” sector in many parts of the 
world), fi sheries, and forestry is likely to 
result in food insecurity and hunger.

Melting glaciers will increase the risk 
of fl ooding during the wet season and 
significantly reduce dry-season water 
supplies to one-sixth of the world’s 
population—primarily in the Indian 
sub-continent, parts of China, and South 
America. Rising sea levels will contribute to 
land loss, coastal erosion, and population 
displacement (close to 200 million people 
by the middle of the century, according to 
Stern, 2006).

Where women have more contingent 
rights to property and depend on the 
global commons, their access to resources 
will be disproportionately restricted.

Loss of shelter, assets, family members, 
community networks, social capital, and 
jobs may result in relocation and transition 
to new livelihoods, and lead to increased 
confl icts and disasters.

Women’s vulnerability to violence may 
be increased.

Climate-related health impacts are likely 
to include the spread of diseases such as 
malaria and cholera, as well as increased 
psychosocial problems.

This will not only affect women’s 
own health but also add to their care 
responsibilities.
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A gender and human rights-based approach to development that 
includes environmental sustainability will be essential if the global com-
munity is to confront the costs and coordinate the response to the urgency 
of climate change. Moving beyond narrow measures of economic progress 
to include multidimensional measures and maximize human well-being 
and environmental quality is going to be critical in the next phase of 
human development in the 21st century. Such an approach must consider 
women’s rights and the gender dimensions of human progress both in the 
analysis of the distribution of costs and benefi ts and in the exploration of 
how vulnerable populations respond and adapt to climate change.

A gendered and rights-based analysis is likely to provide a richer 
understanding of the potential policy options in different countries and 
cultural contexts. What is more, without a gendered lens we are unlikely 
to harness the different contributions that women and men can make 
to mitigating environmental degradation, adapting to or compensating 
for climate change, and ultimately conserving ecosystems and ensuring 
human and animal survival and well-being.

LINKING CLIMATE CHANGE, GLOBAL CRISES, 
AND GENDER

There are four prominent crises that will be exacerbated by climate change: 
the food crisis, the water crisis, the energy crisis, and the emerging health 
crisis. These crises are interrelated, and their separation here is purely for 
expository purposes. They are not only attributable to climate change, 
but are also linked to the application of orthodox economic policies that 
privilege the market and price mechanisms over other means of allocating 
user and access rights.

To take one example, rising food prices also refl ect changes in land 
use patterns in response to the combined pressures of urbanization, 
demand for alternative energy sources, environmental degradation, and 
competition for water resources. Climate change is likely to affect food 
production, storage, and distribution as water resources become scarcer, 
growing seasons are modifi ed, and soils are affected by desertifi cation and 
salinization. In many tropical and sub-tropical countries, growing sea-
sons are likely to be signifi cantly shortened, fertilizer prices will increase, 
and food production will be compromised. While growing seasons may 
lengthen in some temperate countries, it is estimated that the net impacts 
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of climate change will be to reduce overall food supplies and raise prices 
(Stern, 2006).

Similarly, the energy crisis is in part a function of rising demand and 
greater dependence on petroleum products across the globe. Although 
new oil reserves are being discovered, it is generally thought that oil sup-
plies are limited. The effect of rising energy prices on fuel effi ciency and 
use, and the potential to substitute between different fuel sources, will 
determine how human populations respond. Climate change as well as 
adaptation and mitigation measures will also affect energy consumption 
and potentially could stimulate the more rapid adoption of alternative 
sources of energy and a greater dependence on biofuels.

Understanding how climate change affects these ongoing crises and 
how the measures of economic and social well-being capture these effects 
will provide information for determining how to adapt to and mitigate 
the effects, as well as how to tax and to transfer resources to reduce the 
impacts. Responses to these crises should include major investment in 
gender equality and women’s empowerment.

This forward-looking strategy needs to take into account a number of 
issues. First, the focus on gender should not be on women or men but on 
gender relations in a context of unequal capabilities and opportunities. 
Second, the analysis should not essentialize women’s and men’s relation-
ships to the resource base by arguing that their biology dictates their roles, 
responsibilities, and knowledge. Third, since women and men as groups 
or categories of individuals are not homogenous, the response must be 
carefully contextualized and focus on the key characteristics that differ-
entiate women’s and men’s experiences and response to climate change, 
including their access to productive resources and their social and polit-
ical position. Finally, women and men should not be viewed as passively 
affected by the crises, but seen as actors whose adaptive behaviors can 
exacerbate or mitigate the impacts of climate change.

The Food Crisis

The Food and Agriculture Organization (FAO) defi nes food security as 
a “situation that exists when all people, at all times, have physical, social 
and economic access to suffi cient, safe and nutritious food that meets 
their dietary needs and food preferences for an active and healthy life” 
(FAO, 2008, p. 3).
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Climate change will affect food security through its impacts on all com-
ponents of global, national and local food systems.... It will fi rst affect the 
people and food systems that are already vulnerable, but over time the 
geographic distribution of risk and vulnerability is likely to shift. Certain 
livelihood groups need immediate support, but everybody is at risk. (Rossi 
& Lambrou, 2008, p. xi)

Weather and “natural” disasters will have a lasting effect on agriculture, 
profoundly altering commercial and subsistence production (Parry et al., 
2004; Parry et al., 2005; Stern, 2006). As patterns of production and 
consumption change and food prices rise, the right to food and adequate 
nutrition is likely to be compromised for many, with “negative repercus-
sions in particular for poor households and vulnerable groups, particularly 
women and female-headed households, which tend to be particularly 
exposed to chronic and transitory food insecurity, due also to their limited 
access to income-generating activities” (Rossi & Lambrou, 2008, p. 17). 
A sudden rise in food prices can plunge households in developing coun-
tries even further into poverty because they spend an average of 70 percent 
of their incomes on food, compared to the 15–18 percent that households 
spend in industrialized countries (Women Thrive Worldwide, 2008).

More extreme weather patterns and the phenomenon known as El Niño, 
which has struck some Latin American countries, have already affected 
food production. For example, 90 percent of corn and bean crops in 
Mexico have been affected. Production of the latter was forecast to decline 
by between 50 and 60 percent in 2010 (Diario de Palenque, 2009). Accord-
ing to a recent report from the World Bank (2008), the rise in food prices 
has also been a result of increased biofuel production (discussed later 
under “The energy crisis”).

According to the FAO (2008, p. 20), “persistently high prices force 
poor people to reduce consumption below the minimum required for a 
healthy and active life, and may lead to food riots and social unrest.” It has 
identifi ed 37 countries in crisis and requiring external assistance. Food 
riots occurred in at least eight developing countries between 2007 and the 
fi rst half of 2008: Burkina Faso, Guinea, Haiti, Mauritania, Mozambique, 
Senegal, Somalia, and Yemen.

Even before the term “food crisis” became common parlance, an esti-
mated 7 out of 10 of the world’s hungry were women and girls (Women 
Thrive Worldwide, 2008). Particularly vulnerable groups, such as young 
children and pregnant women, are now at risk of becoming permanently 
malnourished—irreversibly affecting the well-being of the next generation. 
Women are also likely to be more vulnerable to food poverty because they 
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have less access than men to credit, property rights, education, training, 
and good jobs. They own less than 15 percent of land worldwide and 
make up some 60 percent of the world’s working poor, that is, people 
who work but do not earn enough to lift themselves above the $1 per day 
poverty line (Women Thrive Worldwide, 2008).

A marked gender division of labor characterizes much of the produc-
tion, processing, and sale of agricultural products in developing countries. 
This is a result of a complex array of social, cultural, and religious norms 
and institutions that dictate women’s mobility, mediate their ownership 
rights, and determine their family responsibilities (Warner and Camp-
bell, 2000). Women are important stakeholders in food production in 
both irrigated and non-irrigated settings, and they produce an estimated 
two-thirds of the food in most developing countries (UNDP, 2006). Typi-
cally, although not exclusively, women are engaged in the production of 
domestic staples for household provisioning or in processing and sale of 
domestic foodstuffs in national markets, whereas men focus their activities 
primarily on cash crop production.

Where climate change induces signifi cant losses in agricultural pro-
ductivity, time and task allocation is also likely to alter in subsistence 
and commercial production within and beyond the household. How 
women and men respond will depend very much on gendered norms and 
expectations and the existing set of institutions that mediate their different 
access to productive resources. Falling farm incomes could increase the 
use of household labor engaged in subsistence production, reducing time 
dedicated to other activities such as education or leisure. Where women 
and the poor experience greater time burdens and greater time poverty, 
this could increase the costs of adaptation.

The relative impact of declining agricultural productivity is also likely to 
differ sharply by sex. As noted above, women typically have more limited 
access to resources—in the case of farmers, this translates into less access 
to agricultural credit, extension services, production information, training, 
technology transfer, transport, storage, and physical capital that would 
enable them to improve their productivity or switch into different crops 
and production methods (Mehra, 1991). Where climate change induces 
signifi cant productivity losses, women’s productivity may therefore be 
more adversely affected than men’s.

Climate change can also induce rapid price rises in staples and locally 
produced foods. Under these conditions cheaper calories may be substi-
tuted for more expensive ones, and the nutrition and health of household 
members may be undermined. In circumstances where the intra-household 
division of resources is unequal, some household members may be 
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privileged over others. Where male well-being is valued over female 
well-being, women and girls are likely to suffer (Ghosh & Kanbur, 2002; 
Hoddinott, 2004; Quisumbing & Maluccio, 2003; Sen, 1999).

Another factor that will affect the supply response in agriculture 
as well as productivity and food security is the absence of fi nancial mar-
kets. These are typically poor or nonexistent in developing countries. 
The ability of most farming families to overcome the impacts of extreme 
weather conditions or events, such as drought and fl ooding, depends on 
their ability to have access to such markets and to save. Limited access to 
credit, crop insurance, or other types of loans greatly reduces the ability 
of these households to withstand the likely impacts of climate change, 
particularly in the case of women, who generally have reduced engagement 
in wage-earning activities and limited ownership or claims to productive 
resources that can be used as collateral.

Finally, in many contexts women depend disproportionately on 
common property for their subsistence, food production, and gathering 
activities. Their use of common property is frequently guaranteed through 
custom rather than statutory or de jure legal rights (Deere & León, 2002; 
Meinzen-Dick et al., 1997), and hence can be quite precarious. Where 
climate change brings about substantial changes in land-use patterns, land 
formerly defi ned as common property may be under pressure for conver-
sion to private property or to other types of use. This may signifi cantly 
undermine women’s ability to provide for their households.

The Water Crisis

Water is essential for all human activity and is a key input for agricul-
ture, industry, energy production, and transport as well as for domestic 
purposes. Individuals require approximately 20 liters of water daily to 
meet their basic needs. Europeans use an average of 200 litres per day 
and North Americans 400 liters per day. Yet, 1.1 billion people only have 
access to 5 liters per day. Furthermore, this limited quantity of water is 
largely contaminated. Contaminated water causes 1.8 million deaths per 
year. Climate change is going to radically alter water availability and usage 
since it is the most climate-sensitive environmental resource. Existing 
inequalities are likely to be exacerbated, contributing to further mortality 
and morbidity as the result of water scarcity (Arnell, 2004). Another, less 
visible, cost of drought, desertifi cation, and falling water tables is the time 
dedicated to collecting, hauling, storing, treating, and distributing water. 
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For many households in the developing world, this means increases in 
time burdens for women, who have primary responsibility for household 
provisioning.

With scarcity, water will no longer be considered a free public good—a 
shift in how water is viewed and how water rights are conceived that will 
confl ict profoundly with the understanding that access to water to meet 
basic needs is a fundamental human right. Increasingly, water manage-
ment documents and policy papers mediate this confl ict by recommending 
that the water sector be liberalized, allowing water to be priced according 
to its market value while creating targeted subsidies to provide a minimum 
amount of water to meet the basic needs of the poor (Walker, 2006).

Stern (2006, p. 98) points out, however, that most developing countries 
are in water defi cit, lacking suffi cient storage to manage annual demand. 
Moreover, it states, “inappropriate water pricing and subsidized electric-
ity tariffs that encourage the excessive use of groundwater for pumping 
also increase vulnerability to changing climatic conditions”. Under these 
conditions, water rights will become increasingly contentious.

Recent experiments with privatization and the creation of water markets 
have produced very mixed results—particularly in contexts character-
ized by pronounced income inequality, poverty, ethnic divisions, and the 
lack of viable public institutions (UNDP, 2006). Without a strong regula-
tory and institutional framework and an ability to guarantee minimum 
water requirements, privatization and liberalization can lead to highly 
unjust outcomes and provoke widespread civil unrest (see Fall’s chapter 
this volume).

Extensive literature documents how property rights are central to 
irrigation and water-use debates (ibid.). Women and the poor frequently 
have more contingent or informal rights to water usage (Cleaver & Elson, 
1995). In most informal systems there is a low recognition of women’s 
specifi c water needs, particularly for production as opposed to domestic 
consumption. Under conditions of scarcity or rationing, water use and 
rights are typically prioritized for higher value activities. Where women 
and subsistence populations produce crops for own use and local markets, 
water is likely to be prioritized for cash crops for export, which may be 
disproportionately produced by men and by wealthier farmers.

Until recently much of the irrigation discourse has focused on using 
water rights as a mechanism for developing water markets. Water rights 
are viewed as a legal complement to infrastructures and institutions, 
which are necessary for effi cient water allocation and distribution. Yet, 
narrow interpretations of water rights, based on formal state laws that do 
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not take account of customary law or informal access rights, can exclude 
groups with marginal access to institutions that mediate or delimit water 
rights—women, pastoralists, and smallholders may be particularly vul-
nerable (UNDP, 2006). Furthermore, Zwarteveen (1997, p. 1339) notes:

Having the legal possibility to take water in itself is meaningless without 
the adequate technology to subtract water from a source and convey it 
to irrigate fi elds; [and] the means (labour and resources) to operate (and 
maintain) the technology and distribute the water according to the agreed 
rules and rights.

Finally, under conditions of scarcity the institutions that govern local 
rights to water will become increasingly important. Supporting women’s 
engagement in water users’ organizations will be critical to ensuring that 
their access and use rights are not undermined. For example, under a 
locally devised water access scheme in Nepal, women were frequently 
unaware of their rights to water because the rotation schedules were 
devised in their absence at meetings where they were not formal members 
(Zwarteveen, 1997).

Merely declaring that water is a human right does not ensure that the 
water crisis will be resolved in the short or even medium term. There is a 
critical lack of institutions and an absence of mechanisms for stakeholder 
participation in determining how water will be allocated under scarcity, 
whether a price will be charged for water use (and what price is relevant 
for different sectors), how investment will be made and costs recovered, 
and the type and amount of services provided related to water use and 
quality.

The Energy Crisis

The energy crisis is linked to many other issues of global debate such as 
the production of liquid biofuels (fuels that can be produced from agri-
cultural and forest products or by processing the biodegradable portion of 
industrial and municipal waste—see, for example, Addison et al. [2010]); 
the development of wind, solar, and nuclear energy; and the impact of 
war and confl ict on the production of crude oil. Oil prices have reached 
unprecedented variability over the last decade. This implies serious con-
sequences for a society that has largely depended for its development on 
the consumption of petroleum (fossil fuel).
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Energy use is by far the greatest in the developed countries, and global 
CO2 emissions are concentrated among the wealthier nations. For this 
reason, efforts to mitigate climate change focus on emissions reduction 
and stress the need for changes in production and consumption patterns in 
the developed world, including introducing more fuel-effi cient machinery 
and providing incentives to switch to alternative fuels. In the development 
of alternatives, there has been an emphasis on biofuels because of their 
lower carbon content compared to fossil fuels.

A signifi cant and rising share of biofuel production is occurring in 
tropical and subtropical developing countries, which have a comparative 
advantage in inputs such as sugarcane and palm oil. For example, in 2005 
there were 12 million hectares under palm oil production worldwide, 5.3 
million of which were in Indonesia and 4 million in Malaysia. These two 
countries have announced that they plan to set aside 40 percent of their 
palm oil output for biodiesel (Tauli-Corpuz & Tamang, 2007). Policies 
encouraging biofuels production and use are being established to pur-
sue multiple aims: diversifying the energy supply and increasing energy 
security, reducing non-greenhouse gas emissions, stimulating economic 
growth and competitiveness, expanding exports, and promoting rural 
employment and development.

The potential socioeconomic costs and benefi ts of liquid biofuel pro-
duction have been extensively reviewed at the micro and macro level, ex-
ploring the impact on household production and consumption as well as 
on exports, imports, and relative prices (Hazell & Pachauri, 2006). There 
is also a growing body of work that links biofuels production to changing 
the relative prices for food and fuels. Unfortunately, as Rossi and Lambrou 
(2008) observe, there is a general lack of understanding and consideration, 
within both the academic literature and as evidenced in the policy debate, 
of the differentiated outcomes and impacts for women and men at the 
household and intra-household level.

There are real concerns that women and subsistence populations 
may be displaced from marginal lands or lands to which they have cus-
tomary rights in order to expand the production of biofuels inputs. For 
example, the Government of India, as part of its National Mission on Bio-
fuels, aims to convert approximately 400,000 hectares of marginal lands for 
the cultivation of non-edible oil seed crops (mostly jatropha) for biodiesel 
production (Rajagopal, 2007). This potentially threatens the livelihoods 
of subsistence populations that depend on these lands for food, fodder, 
fi rewood, building materials, and so on (ibid.). Where women and sub-
sistence populations depend disproportionately on common property 
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resources and customary rights, their household provisioning may be 
greatly affected by such decisions.

Promoting biofuels does not necessarily mean that poor and subsis-
tence populations will have access to these new energy sources. Most 
such populations across the globe have little fi nancial capital to purchase 
stoves, are not connected to national energy grids, and do not have the 
disposable income to purchase energy. Most poor populations in rural and 
urban areas depend on biomass fuels such as fi rewood, charcoal, and dung 
for their domestic energy sources—particularly for cooking and heating 
water (Cecelski, 2004; Clancy & Roehr, 2003; Clancy et al., 2003; Smith 
et al., 2004). Across countries and continents women bear the greatest 
responsibility for cooking and household tasks, and in many contexts 
women and children are responsible for gathering these fuels.

Although most households in rural areas will use some biomass, poor 
households typically spend more time gathering these fuels than house-
holds in higher income groups (Reddy, 2000). As a result, the impact of 
environmental degradation, deforestation, or land conversion on gather-
ing activities can be highly detrimental, increasing the time dedicated to 
gathering fi rewood. For example, the Population Reference Bureau (2002) 
documents that deforestation over the last decade in Sudan has contributed 
to quadrupling the time that women spend gathering fi rewood. In Malawi, 
UNDP (2008c) reports that 63 percent of urban households and 83 percent 
of rural households responded to drought by reducing expenditures on 
fi rewood and paraffi n. The likely consequence of this was an increase in 
time spent gathering substitutes or the use of cheaper biomass fuels.

Using biomass fuels has a number of negative consequences for poor 
households. In general, the fuel quality is low and less effi cient (Clancy 
et al., 2003). When these fuels are burnt they give off quantities of smoke 
and particulates that are recognized as having negative effects on health. 
A World Health Organization (WHO) analysis as part of the Compara-
tive Quantifi cation of Health Risks study (Smith et al., 2004) estimates 
that 1.6 million premature deaths and 3.6 percent of the global burden of 
disease can be attributed to indoor air pollution from the use of solid fuels.

Among the policy and program responses to the health concerns, and 
as part of a concerted effort to reduce the demands on specifi c ecosys-
tems, there have been initiatives to develop appropriate technologies that 
use alternative sources of domestic energy or to improve the effi ciency 
of existing biomass stoves (Cecelski, 2004; McCracken et al., 2007; 
Smith et al., 2004). It is clear, however, that such initiatives should also 
take into account the time burdens associated with their adoption and 
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continued use (Gammage et al., 1999). Cecelski (2004) draws attention to 
the failure of many of these programs because they did not draw women 
into the design of the intervention or failed to consider the potential impact 
of the technology on the timing and sequencing of household tasks or 
women’s time burdens.

The Emerging Health Crisis

The right to health is formulated in the International Covenant on Eco-
nomic, Social and Cultural Rights (ICESCR) under Article 12 as: “the 
right of everyone to the enjoyment of the highest attainable standard of 
physical and mental health.” This is not to be interpreted as merely a right 
to be healthy or to have access to health care services. Rather, it embraces 
a wide range of socioeconomic factors that promote conditions in which 
people can lead healthy lives, and extends to the underlying determinants 
of health such as food and nutrition, housing, safe and potable water, and 
adequate sanitation (FAO, 2008).

The WHO (2008) distinguishes fi ve key health challenges as a result 
of climate change:

• Compromised food security will lead to increased malnutrition, 
which will be particularly acute in countries where large segments 
of the population depend on un-irrigated or rain-fed subsistence 
agriculture. Malnutrition, due in great part to periodic drought, is 
thought to already cause 3.5 million deaths per year (FAO, 2008).

• In situations where water is scarce—as well as in circumstances of 
excess water such as in fl oods and hurricanes—the burden of diar-
rheal infections rises. Diarrheal diseases are now a leading cause of 
child mortality, resulting in approximately 1.8 million avoidable 
deaths each year (ibid.).

• An increase in extreme meteorological phenomena contributes to 
greater mortality and trauma as a result of storms and fl oods. On the 
heels of fl oods and storms, outbreaks of disease such as cholera and 
typhoid are more frequent, particularly when water and sanitation 
services have been damaged or destroyed.

• Heatwaves, especially “islands of heat” in urban areas, can increase 
both mortality and morbidity, primarily among the aged or those 
with cardiovascular and respiratory problems. High temperatures 
can also increase ozone in the soil and accelerate the pollen season, 
precipitating attacks of asthma and other respiratory ailments.
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• The variation in temperatures and precipitation will alter the 
geographic distribution of insect vectors that transmit infectious 
diseases. Among these illnesses, malaria and dengue are those that 
most alarm the public health community.

Thus climate change, exacerbated by the lack of adequate hygiene and 
sanitation services, will precipitate signifi cant health challenges, especially 
in the developing world where they are more diffi cult to combat and are 
likely to bring about the avoidable deaths of millions (Gallup & Sachs, 
2000; Patz et al., 2005). Stern (2006) echoes these concerns, noting that 
in the face of even moderate climate change, waterborne diseases are 
likely to increase, food insecurity will rise, and malnutrition rates will go 
up substantially. This report also estimates that if there is no change in 
malaria control efforts, an additional 40 to 60 million people in Africa 
could be exposed to malaria with a 2° Celsius rise in surface temperature 
(ibid.).

The gendered effects of these changes are likely to be registered through 
sex differences in rates of exposure and patterns of adaptation, and in 
gender roles related to caring for the sick and aged. The care economy, 
which is largely unremunerated, is where household members, frequently 
women and girls, care for infants, the aged, and the infi rm. As disease 
burdens associated with climate change rise, increasing pressure will be 
placed on the care economy to provide for those who are affected. As 
income earners become sick and caring time burdens increase, vulner-
able households are likely to be further impoverished and the health and 
quality of life of all members undermined.

BUILDING ON LOCAL KNOWLEDGE

While there are gender-differentiated effects of climate change, there are 
also gender-differentiated competencies and contributions that can be 
harnessed in measures for response and mitigation. Building on local 
knowledge and practices will prove essential as we try and conserve 
ecosystems; collect, document, and collectively bank genetic resources to 
avoid the loss of biodiversity; and develop programs and interventions.

Röhr (2006) reports that during a drought in the islands of Feder-
ated Micronesia women’s ancestral knowledge of hydrology, passed 
on from generation to generation, enabled the community to identify 
where to dig wells to allow them to tap into reserves of portable water. 
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Similarly, women’s knowledge of specifi c fl ora and fauna refl ects their 
engagement with the resource base, and women often have specialized 
knowledge about “neglected” species. Estimates are that women provide 
close to 80 percent of the total wild vegetable food collected in 135 dif-
ferent subsistence-based societies (Aguilar, 2004). Women can often 
also better identify species’ medicinal uses, value as fodder and fuel, and 
ability to withstand adverse environmental conditions such as pests, 
drought, or fl ood (Abramovitz, 1994; Dankelman & Davidson, 1988).

Howard (2003) describes how women predominate in plant biodi-
versity management in their roles as housewives, plant gatherers, home 
gardeners, herbalists, seed custodians, and informal plant breeders. As she 
observes, “because most plant use, management and conservation occurs 
within the domestic realm, and because the principal values of plant 
genetic resources are localised and non-monetary, they are largely invisible 
to outsiders and are easily undervalued” (ibid., p. 2). Yet, a pronounced 
gender bias has prevailed in scientifi c research about human–environment 
interactions, and conservation policies and programs largely ignore the 
domestic sphere and the importance of plant biodiversity for women’s 
reproductive activities and, as a result, for household welfare. Building on 
gender-differentiated knowledge and practices will be essential if we are 
to conserve critical environmental niches, prevent biodiversity loss, and 
be alert to the incremental and cumulative impact of climate change.

A rights-based approach to securing environmental goods and services, 
and one that elevates women’s rights as a priority, can be particularly 
benefi cial for ensuring continued biodiversity. For example, ensuring 
women’s access to land for agriculture and household use can lead to 
greater habitat protection. Achieving more gender equity in one realm 
can reinforce virtuous cycles that secure environmental resources and 
enable creative solutions to be found to support adaptation and mitiga-
tion activities.

WHERE DO WE GO FROM HERE?

Adaptation and Mitigation

It is clear that any strategy to adapt to or mitigate climate change globally 
must involve coordinate international action to reduce greenhouse gas 
emissions. There are multiple options for doing so, including a combin-
ation of carbon taxes, caps and permits, and sequestration initiatives 
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(UNDP, 2007). Since developed countries have greater resources and 
contribute the bulk of the emissions, they should disproportionately bear 
the costs of mitigation and adaptation.

At the micro level, the survival strategies adopted by poor households 
in the face of climate change may signifi cantly affect human development 
and in some circumstances confi ne them to long-term poverty traps 
and an increase in the inter-generational transmission of poverty. For 
example, among the risk-managing and risk-coping behaviors that farm-
ing and subsistence households in developing countries can employ are 
those of switching to lower-return, lower-risk crops that are more likely 
to withstand climate change. Where such a strategy reduces total house-
hold income, little surplus may be available to invest in human capital 
and secure health and well-being. If households are forced to sell assets 
to maintain current consumption, longer-term survival and investment 
strategies may be compromised. Carter et al. (2004) document the case of 
households in Zimbabwe that sold their small livestock in times of crisis 
following the 1991–1992 droughts. Typically these assets were controlled 
by women and used for food, milk, and meat, and as savings to pay for 
their children’s education. This coping strategy denied these households 
essential proteins and reduced their ability to invest in human capital or 
withstand future income or environmental shocks.

A gender analysis of the associated impacts and costs of climate change 
should inform adaptation and mitigation strategies at the micro and macro 
levels, providing information about fi nancing and levying taxes and 
transfers to promote behavioral change and also revealing opportunities 
to build on local knowledge and participation.

For example, the community of La Masica in Honduras received train-
ing to monitor weather conditions and develop an early warning system 
that was managed and operated by women in the community. The disaster 
mitigation project took a gender-sensitive approach by disaggregating 
vulnerability assessments by gender, addressing gender in capacity-
building programs, and emphasizing equal participation of women and 
men (Delaney & Shrader, 2000). Six months after the implementation of 
the project, the community reported no deaths attributable to Hurricane 
Mitch (Sánchez del Valle, 2000). Similarly, efforts to change resource use 
and promote biodiesel production and use should be accompanied by 
adaptive measures that maintain and enhance patterns of sustainability 
while avoiding negative impacts on the health and socioeconomic status 
of women. De la Vega (2005) documents the case of women using jat-
ropha as a form of biodiesel, which has allowed them to diversify their 
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income-earning activities and produce a variety of creams and lotions 
from natural fi bres, nuts, and seeds.

At the macro level, countries may undertake specifi c policies to stimu-
late a shift in production and consumption. In some middle-income coun-
tries there may be a hasty push to reduce dependence on agriculture and 
expand other sectors such as manufacturing and industrial production. In 
those economies, where the majority of the population possesses low skills 
and little formal education, the types of manufacturing and industry are 
likely to demand lower skills and consequently be associated with lower 
value added. Where gender gaps in wages prevail and women form part of 
a fl exible and relatively cheap labor force, they may be disproportionately 
absorbed into these sectors (Cagatay, 2001; Seguino, 2000; Standing, 
1989, 1999). As a result, the shift to new patterns of production and 
consumption in the face of climate change could involve the continued 
sex segregation of labor markets and do little to erode gender inequalities 
in the terms and conditions of employment.

Both the developed and developing world will have to pay to change 
emissions or adapt to the consequences of climate change. How the funds 
are raised, taxes and subsidies designed, and policies and programs imple-
mented will affect the distribution of costs and benefi ts across sectors, 
households, and individuals. When governments face fi nancial constraints, 
they may have no recourse but to acquire more debt either through the 
private sector or through bilateral and multilateral loans. How this debt 
is fi nanced, and over what time period, will affect who pays and for how 
long. The gender equality incidence of debt repayment may vary substan-
tially depending on the extent to which women and men are engaged in 
formal employment, the size of the tax base, and the incidence of direct 
and indirect taxes.

While men and male workers may disproportionately bear the burden 
of direct taxation, indirect taxation typically affects all consumers of the 
goods or services in question. The gender dimensions of such taxes and 
the net effect on consumption can affect well-being. For example, levy-
ing an additional tax on fossil fuels can affect services such as transport. 
Where women have fewer cash resources, they may be disproportionately 
excluded from transport as the costs rise (World Bank, 1999). Understand-
ing how taxes and transfers related to mitigating or adapting to climate 
change affect women and men differently will prove essential if we are to 
ensure gender equity and the fullfi lment of human rights.

The Clean Development Mechanism (CDM) will form an essential 
platform for implementing mitigation and adaptation strategies. Although 



192 ITZÁ CASTAÑEDA AND SARAH GAMMAGE

the primary purpose of the CDM is to reduce carbon emissions, it is also 
a mechanism for achieving sustainable development. In operation since 
the beginning of 2006, it has already registered more than 1,000 projects, 
which are anticipated to produce certifi ed emission reduction (CER) 
amounting to more than 2.7 billion ton of CO2 equivalent in the fi rst 
commitment period of the Kyoto Protocol (2008–2012). The kinds of pro-
jects that are considered, and their impact on energy use and technology 
acquisition, will be particularly important for developing countries. The 
majority of these projects comprise large- and medium-scale investments 
that focus on renewable energy and technologies to reduce emissions. As 
Wamukonya and Skutsch (2002, p. 121) observe:

The CDM offers a whole new opportunity to market technology to women 
on a large scale, mainly because the additional value of emission reduction 
may make investment projects attractive in cases where they otherwise 
might not have been. But this requires a marketing strategy that recognizes 
gender differences in needs and in acquisition possibilities.

Addressing Gender Concerns in Global 
Policy Documents

As noted earlier, the clear linkages between gender equality and climate 
change have so far not been recognized in any global policies on cli-
mate change, including under the UNFCCC. Over the past years, how-
ever, concerted efforts have been made by gender advocates and parties 
to the Convention to integrate gender language into the negotiations for 
a post-Kyoto Protocol. The work of the Global Gender and Climate Alli-
ance (GGCA), a collaborative mechanism between over 38 UN and civil 
society organizations, has been particularly effective in this regard. Starting 
from no references in 2007, gender issues have been tabled by several 
parties and strong statements have been made in support of integrating 
gender language into these agreements, resulting in several references in 
the negotiation text to gender, women, and CEDAW.

During the Conference of the Parties (COP 14) UNFCCC that took 
place in Poznan, Poland, in December 2008, representatives of the GGCA 
and other civil society organizations met with the Executive Secretary of 
the UNFCCC and began to work together to incorporate gender consid-
erations into the outcome of the December 2009 Conference of Parties 
in Copenhagen, in line with existing agreements on gender equality. 
However, although gender language remains included in the text of the 
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outcome document of Copenhagen, little concrete progress has been 
made in implementing policies and programs that will actively address 
gender concerns (UNDP, 2009). Strong gender language in global policy 
is important as it will inform implementation mechanisms and policy at 
regional and national level that will be further worked out in the years 
to come (see Box 8.1).

Box 8.1 Addressing gender concerns in climate change policy documents

Gender advocates will continue to work to make sure the following are included 
at the global level:

• Concrete steps to include gender in policies and decision making with 
the explicit goal of supporting and complying with existing mandates and 
conventions on gender equity and human rights frameworks.

• Actions to ensure that fi nancing mechanisms for mitigation and adaptation 
take into account the different needs of poor women and men.

• Commitments to develop global, regional, and local capacity to design and 
implement policies and programs to address climate change that take into 
account gender-differentiated needs and impacts.

• The participation and voice of women leaders, gender experts, women from 
local and indigenous communities, and women’s affairs ministries in climate 
change and related decision-making processes, programs, and projects 
at community, national, regional, and international levels, including the 
Conference of Parties and subsidiary bodies of the UNFCCC.

• Suffi cient resources to enhance the capacity of women at all levels, especially 
the poorest and most disadvantaged, to incorporate their contributions to 
mitigation and adaptation activities and foster their resilience to climate 
change and disasters.

• Gender disaggregation of data collected by governments, international 
organizations, and fi nancial institutions in relevant sectors related to climate 
change, and its availability to all stakeholders.

CONCLUSIONS

What is clear from this analysis is that, as a global community, we urgently 
need to tackle the twin challenges of social inequality and environmental 
deterioration. The global crises affecting the world today are all intimately 
interlinked and are partly a result of the failure of the current model 
of production and consumption. This model is demonstrating signs of 
exhaustion, and climate change is but one manifestation of this failure.



194 ITZÁ CASTAÑEDA AND SARAH GAMMAGE

The rights framework and foundational institutional architecture 
exist to develop and pursue a multilateral response to what is a multi-
lateral challenge. The ICESCR and other agreements and conventions 
such as the UNFCCC, the Kyoto Protocol, and CEDAW together provide 
a comprehensive framework through which to contribute to reducing 
poverty, hunger, and gender inequality. Gender and environment docu-
ments and legal instruments should be revisited, however, with a strong 
commitment to integrating a gender perspective and a gender analysis 
throughout the amendments, protocols, and resolutions that are to be 
enacted as the global community engages in coordinated action to address 
climate change.

Additionally, to be consistent with the principal of “common but dif-
ferentiated responsibilities” that are embodied in the UNFCCC—that is 
that all parties must contribute to the solution of climate change issues, 
but that the greatest contribution rests with the developed countries 
that generate most of the greenhouse gases and also possess the greatest 
fi nancial and physical resources—the international community will need 
to revisit, modify, and adapt those conventional measures of progress 
and well-being that are reported in the system of national accounts. Any 
attempt to estimate the impact of climate change or to evaluate the costs 
of mitigation and adaptation will have to use these augmented measures 
as a basis for developing taxes and transfers, for devising joint implemen-
tation initiatives and costing emissions targets or CERs, and for trading 
emissions permits or calculating additional aid contributions for climate 
change mitigation and adaptation. These measures will need to incorp-
orate all those anthropogenic activities that are negatively affected by 
climate change—evaluating the gender-differentiated impact on the repro-
ductive and subsistence economies of communities and peoples whose 
livelihoods and well-being are interrupted or radically altered.

Financing mechanisms devised to meet the challenges of mitigation and 
adaptation will need to be creative. A combination of carbon taxes and 
permits, levies and auctions for carbon trading, ending fossil fuel subsidies 
and tax breaks, and taxes and transfers related to the consumption of 
goods that generate greenhouse gases or sequester carbon will need to be 
considered. Financing should be additional to and distinct from existing 
aid commitments; it should be based on estimates of the cost of mitigation 
or adaptation; it should be reliable, consistent, and readily forthcoming.

The livelihood costs and consequences need to be understood through 
a gender, age, and ethnic lens that values the contributions and time spent 
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by those whose labor is not remunerated and whose productive and repro-
ductive activities are not marketized. Existing valuation methods rely on 
parallel markets and prices, and as such transmit many of the biases in the 
derived values that underestimate or make invisible the contributions of 
women and subsistence populations. Particular attention should be paid 
to those methodologies that modify existing prices by taking into account 
these contributions. The estimates should be revised regularly where new 
knowledge is forthcoming about the impacts and consequences of climate 
change and the gendered incidence of costs and benefi ts. Furthermore, 
these estimates should be used to inform the development of national 
adaptation programs of action under the UNFCCC and the Global Envi-
ronment Facility.

Finally, given that climate change is a development and human rights 
issue, it should be addressed through existing development and human 
rights commitments and informed by the multilateral covenants and pro-
tocols adopted to secure the pursuit of universal human rights to food, 
health, adequate housing, water, and work. Gender equity and justice, 
nondiscrimination, and non-retrogression are at the heart of these com-
mitments and should play a central role in determining how we adapt to 
climate change, who pays, how much of women’s hunger, food insecurity, 
and illness is a matter of climate change, and how this is compensated.
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The Cost of the Commoditization of 
Food and Water for Women

Yassine Fall

The vision of increasing trade to make corporations richer should be replaced 
by one where people, especially women farmers, producers, and caregivers, can 
first secure their basic needs of food, water, health services, and education, and 
where governments decide on the best policy mix that would ensure sustainable 
development as enshrined in international human rights law as well as the  
Millennium Declaration.

IntroductIon

Food and water are the essential elements for life to exist and are 
preconditions for the enjoyment of any other good or service such as 

health, education, housing, or durables. Food and water are considered 
human rights. The right to food recognizes that all human beings should 
live a dignified life free from hunger; it is guaranteed under various inter-
national human rights instruments including the International Covenant 
on Economic, Social and Cultural Rights (ICESCR, art. 11), the Conven-
tion on the Elimination of All Forms of Discrimination against Women 
(CEDAW, art. 12), and the Convention on the Rights of the Child (CRC, 
arts. 24 and 27). General Comment No. 12 (1999) of the UN Committee 
on Economic, Social and Cultural Rights states, “the right to adequate food 
is realized when every man, woman and child, alone or in community 
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with others, has physical and economic access at all times to adequate food 
or means for its procurement.” The Human Rights Council has defined 
the right to food as

… the right to have regular, permanent and unrestricted access, either 
directly or by means of financial purchases, to quantitatively and qualita-
tively adequate and sufficient food corresponding to the cultural traditions 
of the people to which the consumer belongs, and which ensures a physical 
and mental, individual and collective, fulfilling and dignified life free of 
fear. (United Nations, 2010, para. 17)

In 1992 the United Nations proclaimed that water should be regarded 
as a human right. The UN Committee on Economic, Social and Cultural 
Rights subsequently issued General Comment No. 15 (2002), which 
reinterprets articles 11 and 12 of the ICESCR and indicates: “Water is 
a limited natural resource and a public good fundamental for life and 
health. The human right to water is indispensable for leading a life in 
human dignity.” It then adds:

The right to water contains both freedoms and entitlements. The freedoms 
include the right to maintain access to existing water supplies necessary for 
the right to water, and the right to be free from interference, such as the 
right to be free from arbitrary disconnections or contamination of water 
supplies. By contrast, the entitlements include the right to a system of water 
supply and management that provides equality of opportunity for people 
to enjoy the right to water.

Despite these legal frameworks, competition for water and food has 
become more acute because they are increasingly controlled by market-
driven policies and affected by climate change. According to the 2006 
Human Development Report, more than 1 billion people lack access to 
clean water and an estimated 2.6 billion people do not have access to 
adequate sanitation (UNDP, 2006). This includes people in developing 
countries and poor people in industrialized countries. The justification 
for handing over water and agricultural sectors to market forces and the 
global private sector is the liberalization of trade and investment for growth 
acceleration, and the hope that the private sector will be more efficient 
than the state in its management and provision of services. However, 
this raises gender-equality questions, as water and food are at the center 
of the work that women do to sustain economic well-being and social 
welfare, and states are accountable for the provision of services to their 
citizens––especially those most in need.
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The role women in developing countries play in water provision and 
management is at the core of the social construct of gender relations and 
inequalities between women and men. Women and girls provide water 
for domestic uses such as drinking, cooking, and personal hygiene; they 
also collect water for productive purposes such as small-cattle rearing or 
construction; and they fetch water for community-related activities such 
as weddings, funerals, and political events. Women also play a vital role 
in food production. Food crises have a tremendous impact on poor com-
munities around the world, especially on women and children. So far, 
the world has not given due attention to its commitment to ensuring the 
right to food and gender equality (FAO, 2011).

Gender analysis of food and water policies provides a good entry point 
for examining public policies and understanding that the way market 
forces function matters a great deal for women’s economic empower- 
ment and sustainable livelihoods. This chapter analyzes how increased 
control by market mechanisms of water and agriculture policies contrib-
utes to curtailing the realization of the rights to water and food and to 
deepening women’s economic insecurity. It looks at water privatization 
processes and access to water; it analyzes the current trends in food 
markets and productive assets like land; and it examines the interlocking 
dynamics between market forces and the work women do to sustain their 
families and their own well-being. Finally, it presents alternative policy 
responses proposed by development practitioners and organized actions 
undertaken at the local level by women and social-justice advocates.

the lIberalIzatIon oF the Water sector

Economic reforms leading to the liberalization of markets of goods, ser-
vices, and financial markets often recommend privatization of public water 
sectors. Water privatization is frequently included in the list of conditions 
presented to the governments of least developed countries (LDCs) as a 
prerequisite for accessing loans from international lenders (Grusky, 2001). 
This has raised economic-governance questions.

In Africa, loans under the umbrella of the 1999 Poverty Reduction and 
Growth Facility (PRGF) were reported to be provided for several countries 
classified as Highly Indebted Poor Countries (HIPC) under conditions 
that included privatization of water or increased mechanisms reinforcing 
cost recovery under existing water-privatization agreements. For example, 
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Angola was required to review water tariffs to allow a rise in cost recovery. 
Benin was asked to privatize the state enterprise that distributed elec-
tricity and water. Guinea-Bissau had to transfer the management of its  
water and electricity utilities services to private hands. Niger’s water, elec-
tricity, telecommunications, and petroleum had to be privatized and some 
of its profits used for debt payment. Tanzania was advised to transfer its 
Dar Es Salaam Water and Sewage Authority assets into the management of 
private companies. Some of these countries had to borrow more money to 
finance the cost of their water privatization. Tanzania, for example, would 
have had to borrow USD 145 million compared to the USD 6.5 million 
that the company buying the water authority would pay for installing 
standpipes (Mason & Talbot, 2002).

Citizens, workers, and civil-society organizations argue that they are 
excluded from decision making in this area. Water privatization is often 
the last stage of a process starting with years of disinvestment in the water 
sector due to budgetary cuts in public expenditure. The sector then falls 
into disarray following the deterioration of water delivery systems. After 
years of outcry and multiple calls for action, an international mission of 
Western experts is brought in to assess the situation. In the case of Senegal, 
for example, a team of Dutch consultants was hired to conduct the assess-
ment of the water sector. In Ghana, it was a team of British and American 
consultants. These teams in most cases do not include local academics or 
national experts. The policy options they propose invariably lead to one 
form or another of privatization. Table 9.1 presents the different companies 
that hold ownership of drinkable water in Africa.

Privatization of water may be accelerated within the framework of the 
General Agreement on Trade in Services (GATS). GATS seeks to establish 
a multilateral framework of principles and rules for international trade 
in all forms of services with a view to the progressive liberalization and 
expansion of this trade. Defenders of GATS present it as a democratic 
arena for all countries. However, developing countries have been resist-
ing in different ways attempts to push GATS implementation to its fullest 
extent, and there are some possibilities in this regard (see Box 9.1). Their 
concerns include the fact that their different levels of development, priori-
ties, and political influence affect their ability to participate meaningfully 
in the World Trade Organization (WTO) negotiations. The Minister of 
Trade of Senegal, who was the spokesperson of a unified African group 
during the Cancun trade negotiations, eloquently underlined the un-level 
playing field of the negotiations (Mutume, 2003).



Table 9.1  Water privatization contracts in Africa

Country Date Company Sector Contract type Lead investor

Côte d’Ivoire 1960 Société de Distribution 
d’Eau de la Côte d’Ivoire 
(SODECI)

Water 15-year renewable concession Société d’Aménagement 
Urbain et Rural (SAUR)

Guinea 1989 Societé d’Exploitation des 
Eaux de Guinee (SEEG)

Water 10-year lease contract SAUR, Electricité de 
France (EDF)

South Africa 1992 Water & Sanitation 
Services South Africa 
(WSSA)

Water 25-year concession 
(Queenstown) and 10-year 
concession (Fort Beaufort)

Suez-Lyonnaise

Central African Republic 1993 Société de Distribution 
d’Eau de Centrafrique 
(SODECA)

Water 15-year management leasing 
contract

SAUR

Mali 1994 Energie du Mali (EDM) Water and 
electricity

4-year overall management 
contract

SAUR, EDF, Hydro 
Quebec International 
(HQI)

Senegal 1995 Société Sénégalaise des 
Eaux (SDE)

Water 51 percent ownership SAUR

Guinea-Bissau 1995 Electricidade e Aguas de 
Guinea-Bissau (EAGB)

Water and 
electricity

Management contract Suez-Lyonnaise, EDF

Gabon 1997 Societe d’Energie et d’Eau 
du Gabon (SEEG)

Water and 
electricity

20-year concession Vivendi, Electricity 
Supply Board Ireland 
(ESBI)



South Africa 1999  Water 30-year concession Dolphin 
Coast

SAUR

South Africa 1999  Water 30-year service contract 
Nelspruit

Biwater
Nuon

Mozambique 1999 Aguas de Mocambique Water 15-year concession (Maputo 
and Matola) and 5-year 
concession for the other cities

SAUR, Investimentos 
e Participações 
Empresariais (IPE)

Kenya 1999 Water 10-year management contract 
for water billing and revenue 
management

Vivendi

Chad 2000 Société Tchadienne d’Eau 
et d’Electricité (STEE)

Water and 
electricity

30-year management contract Vivendi

Cameroon 2000 Société Nationale des Eaux 
du Cameroun (SNEC)

Water 20-year concession and  
51 percent stake

Suez Lyonnaise

Burkina Faso 2001 Water 5-year support and service 
contract

Vivendi

Niger 2001 Water 10-year renewable lease 
contract—provision of water 
services to whole country

Vivendi

Source: Bayliss (2001) (citing the Public Services International Research Unit database and Campbell-White and Bhatia [1998] as sources).
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Box 9.1  Protecting public services under the General Agreement on Trade in Services 
(GATS)

GATS applies to all services except public services—meaning “services supplied 
in the exercise of governmental authority.” Such services are those not provided 
under a commercial process or a competition process between suppliers. It is up 
to WTO member countries to determine what sector they would like to include 
in their trade schedule and the level of market access they intend to set for the 
service. Countries are therefore free to take an entire sector—education, health, 
or water—out of their GATS commitments. WTO members are supposed to 
freely set the limitations they wish to establish, be it removing whole sectors 
out of the GATS commitments or selecting a few sectors to which they grant 
complete or partial market access (Council of Europe, 2002).

Given that each WTO member country has some space to determine its 
own obligations, States can use this provision to protect their citizens’ rights 
to safe drinking water and sanitation as a necessary means to sustain their 
welfare, which could be threatened under the GATS. Without the use of such 
provision, the principle of Most Favored Nation (MFN) could apply. The MFN 
refers to a situation where the State agrees to give to another entity the same 
trading rights and advantages as those enjoyed by its own citizens. It must then 
remove any trade barrier, including safeguards against violations of workers’ 
rights, environmental degradation, or women’s marginalization in employment. 
This principle could curtail developing countries’ chances to protect the basic 
rights of poor and marginalized people by surrendering provision of water and 
sanitation services to big foreign private businesses.

The Example of Senegal

In all the cases presented in Table 9.1, the water privatization process 
awarded the contract to multinational corporations that brought market-
based water service delivery. Water privatization in Senegal, often cited 
as a successful good practice example to be replicated, merits further 
examination.

Senegal became independent from France in 1960. Right after inde-
pendence the country’s water and sanitation sector was put under the 
ownership of a French company called Compagnie Générale des Eaux 
(CGE). CGE was created in 1853 under an imperial decree of Napoleon 
III and later evolved, extending its activities to other sectors including 
transport services, energy, waste management, and telecommunications. 
It became Vivendi in 1998. CGE’s ownership of the Senegalese water 
sector ended in 1972 with the Government’s decision to nationalize the 
water sector.
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The Société Nationale des Eaux du Senegal (SONES) was created and 
put in charge of the provision and management of water supply and 
sanitation. During this post-independence period, Senegal—like many 
developing countries coming out of colonialism—were receiving con-
siderable earnings from the export of raw material as the terms of trade 
were not as unfavorable as they are today. In addition, the country had 
a substantial number of low-interest loans following the international 
financial crisis of excess Eurodollars, which had led to high outflow of 
lending to developing countries.

However, in the late 1970s the economies of developing countries such 
as Senegal started to decline. Factors include the global oil crisis, the rise 
of interest rates paid for servicing their debts, the deterioration of their 
terms of trade, and the fall in export revenues. Senegal lost substantial 
revenues because of decreasing returns from its groundnuts exports, while 
the price of its oil imports and their derivatives rose up. The country also 
experienced severe droughts and saw substantial increases in its debt ser-
vice. These interlocking factors plunged the country into a serious crisis 
and made it unable to provide the essential services that had been made 
accessible to a large number of people since independence. These included 
education, health care, housing, water, sanitation, agricultural extension 
services, and transportation, which had been provided by state-owned 
enterprises that were suddenly unable to access state subsidies.

President Leopold Sédar Senghor stepped down in 1981. His Prime 
Minister Abdou Diouf succeeded him, and structural adjustment policies 
were introduced soon afterward. President Diouf attempted to introduce 
water-sector reforms and broadened SONES’ responsibilities toward a 
more development-oriented role. However, public-investment resources 
needed for realizing the company’s growth were not available because of 
restrictions in government expenditures implemented under stabiliza-
tion policies. The water company severely lacked financing to respond 
to pressing challenges such as the increased demand due to population 
growth in Dakar, the capital city, and the diminished flow of water from 
Lac de Guiers due to drought and salinity of the groundwater. This set off 
a steady deterioration process of the water sector, leading to the arrival of 
consultants who recommended privatization.

In 1996 the World Bank Water Sector formally endorsed the privatiza-
tion of SONES. The company returned to French hands, this time la Société 
d’Aménagement Urbain et Rural (SAUR), established in 1933. There were 
governance issues and even some conflict of interest in the sense that 
SAUR had been an advisor of SONES since 1980. The Government had 
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attempted to exclude SAUR from the list of bidders, but it did not suc-
ceed because of the support the company received from the international 
institutions that backed the privatization. The Société Sénégalaise des 
Eaux (SDE), a subsidiary of SAUR, was set up and government oversight 
was reduced to a minimum.

Promises were made in Senegal that water leakages from pipes would 
stop and a larger proportion of the population would have access to 
water without a high increase in cost. As in many privatization schemes, 
the agreement with SDE was organized under the premise that water 
distribution and sale would be provided by the private company, while 
sanitation-service provision would be left under government management. 
This agreement formula is often the one promoted in Africa. Distribution 
and sale of water is the profit-generating enterprise. Sanitation-related 
activities are much less profitable because they require higher levels of 
investment and offer smaller returns.

Following the sale of the water sector, salaries that had been refused to 
Senegalese experts and engineers were multiplied at least fourfold to pay 
expatriates. The price of water included a cost-recovery scheme and had 
to climb to allow SAUR to recoup its investments and make appreciable 
profits, starting a situation leading to no affordability of water to poor 
households.

Social and Gendered Impacts of Water Privatization

Inequalities around access to water are aggravated by gender factors, 
rural–urban disparities, and poverty gaps. The WHO recognizes that 
women and girls are more negatively affected by lack of access to water and 
sanitation than men and boys. WHO also estimates that out of every 10 
people lacking access to sanitation worldwide, 7 live in rural settings; and 
out of every 10 people lacking access to improved drinking water sources, 
8 are rural inhabitants. In sub-Saharan Africa the richest 20 percent have 
more than double the chance to obtain water from an improved water 
source than the poorest 20 percent and close to five times the chance to 
access improved facilities for sanitation (WHO, 2010).

As stated by Bolivian social scientist Dr Carmen Ledo-Garcia (2005):

The cycle of poverty is repeated every time lower income women are 
forced to invest an important part of their time in managing, using and 
getting water to their homes. Under these circumstances, improving their 
socioeconomic situation is almost impossible to them, the precariousness 
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of their lives is perpetuated and the systematic abuse of their human rights 
continuous .... At a world level the privatization of water sources and potable 
water systems stands as an additional obstacle since it makes the access 
to clean water more difficult for the lower income population, especially 
impoverished women.

Water privatization is promoted under the assumption that it will 
increase efficiency and improve the quality of water and other services. 
Promoters of privatization essentially measure its success on the basis 
of price-theory indicators––namely, the ability of the water distribution 
enterprise that bought the public-sector entity to minimize costs and 
improve its “financial health.” This is specifically estimated through the 
ability of the company to install water connections or to recoup water- 
bill payments despite continuous increases for cost recovery. Given the 
essential nature of water, households often have to forgo certain other 
necessary goods and services to pay their water bills.

The African nongovernmental organization (NGO) Aid Transparency, 
which focuses on accountability issues and works with researchers and 
academics, undertook an investigation of the Senegal case. It looked into 
social factors that are not traditionally taken into account when assessing 
the success of water privatization; examined the institutional and juridi-
cal settings under which privatization of water should be undertaken; 
assessed challenges related to water and sanitation management; and 
analyzed the socioeconomic and gendered impact of privatization and 
access to water.

The study collected and analyzed quantitative and qualitative infor-
mation from 1,200 male- and female-headed households in 11 neigh-
borhoods of the cities of Dakar, Kaolack, and Diourbel. It found that 
privatization contributed to deepening inequalities because poor people 
paid relatively more for water than rich people. People living in poverty 
were faced with drastic increases in the cost of water. Price hikes and the 
need to use a substantial amount of income to pay for water increased 
negative health outcomes and malnutrition in poor households, which 
had to fetch water from unsafe sources and cut down on food and other 
necessary goods and services (Aid Transparency, 2004). There has been 
an eruption of waterborne diseases such as Guinea worm and cholera 
that have disproportionately affected children and women. Waterborne 
diseases also generate an increased work burden on women who have to 
care for the sick. In addition, WHO reported accounts from the Ministry 
of Health in 2004 of 861 cases of cholera and six cholera-related deaths 
(WHO, 2004).
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Several years after water privatization in Senegal, other observers 
noted that anticipated results had not been met. It was reported that 
water distribution had not become more efficient (Gonzales, 2010). Poor 
neighborhoods were still experiencing water cuts that sometimes lasted for 
days (Diagne, 2009). Further, more than 10 years after the privatization 
of water in 1996, the share of the population in 2007 with access to safe 
drinking water in the capital city, where the bulk of the people live, had 
increased by only 2 percent (from 80 to 82 percent) and water leakage 
had been reduced by about 6 percent (from 36 to 30 percent) over same 
period (Keene, 2007).

Women are disproportionately affected by the unavailability and high 
cost of water because of the work they do. It is often overlooked that 
in developing countries women are the first providers and managers of 
water. They are the most present in reproductive arenas but are also active 
in water provision in the productive sphere. Many women in the global 
South are finding it difficult to access the bare minimum of 20 liters of 
water per day recommended by WHO. Lack of water represents a cost to 
women’s work burden, girls’ education, and women’s income.

When community wells and/or sanitation projects are being estab-
lished in low-income countries, women are mobilized to provide their 
in-kind contribution by transporting water to the builders. When water 
sources are remote, women remove their daughters from school and 
walk kilometers with them to fetch water from wherever they can find it, 
exposing themselves to many risks, including rape. When schools do not 
have running water, girls often stay home during their menstrual periods, 
and they sometimes end up dropping out because of long periods of 
absenteeism. When water prices rise, women forego other goods to pay 
for it (Fall, 2008).

In 2005 the African Women’s Millennium Initiative on Poverty and 
Human Rights (AWOMI), a Senegal-based women’s international NGO, 
conducted a study on the division of labor in water and garbage manage-
ment in the suburbs of Dakar. In a sample of over 21,489 households, 77 
percent of water provision was done by women. Water management also 
included waste-water disposal and cleaning of garbage containers. When 
municipalities do not take care of their responsibility for garbage manage-
ment and disposal, this task is shifted into women and girls’ unpaid-work 
arena. According to the AWOMI study, girls and women, respectively, 
transport and dispose of 36 percent and 32 percent of household garb- 
age (AWOMI, 2005). In addition, 70 percent of the households surveyed 
by AWOMI found the cost of water extremely high and unaffordable.



The CosT of The CommodiTizaTion of food and WaTer  211

Despite their central roles in water provision and management, women 
do not participate in water-policy formulation. The part they play in pro-
viding water is not valued and documented to inform water policies and 
programs. Their points of view are not requested when water privatization 
is being examined as an option for resolving a water crisis. Women are 
not consulted when hardware engineers are designing and installing bore 
holes that they, the women, will later use to fetch water.

In his foreword to the 2006 Human Development Report, the UNDP 
Administrator notes that some of the world’s poorest people are paying 
some of the world’s highest prices for water, and that this is due to the 
fact that poor people in general—and poor women in particular—do not 
have the political power to make equitable water allocation a development 
priority (UNDP, 2006). The participation of women in formulating public 
water policy is the best solution for ensuring that such policy is the main 
channel for providing water and realizing the right to water for all.

envIronmental change, bIoFuels,  
and the Food crIsIs

Lack of access to food is also a human right violation. Food shortages 
and the rise in global food prices have increased economic insecurity 
throughout the world. The World Food Programme (WFP) has stated 
that the number of hungry people in the world passed the billion mark 
in 2009 for the first time in history, reaching almost one-sixth of human-
ity (WFP, 2009). The global South has the largest share and the fastest 
growing number of hungry people, rising from the mid-1990s over the 
following half decade by about 4 million a year.

Food prices have risen sharply, responding to increased demand and 
reduced supply of cereals. The World Bank (2008) reports that the global 
price of wheat increased 181 percent and the overall global food price 
rose 83 percent over the three years up to February 2008. US prices in 
wheat exports rose from USD 375/ton in January 2008 to USD 440/ton  
in March. Food inflation has surpassed aggregate inflation globally and 
even more than doubled it in a few countries, and prices were anticipated 
to remain high in 2009, well above their 2004 levels. This is one of the 
root causes of hunger and is curtailing the little progress made in reducing 
poverty in the global South.

Increases in food prices are the result of a combination of interlock-
ing factors. Deforestation and climate change have made it very difficult 
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for farmers in the global South to continue to respond to rising food de- 
mands. There have been years of neglect in placing food production at the 
center of the development engine. Dominant development models and 
consumption patterns have accelerated the impact of environmentally 
insensitive industrialization on eroding biodiversity and climate change. 
Human activities; change in precipitation patterns manifested through 
drought, flooding, and soil erosion; ocean-level variability; and disruption 
in the life cycle of many plants and animals are combined factors that 
have been threatening food security.

The survival of indigenous communities, people living in poverty, and 
those living on forest lands, especially women, depend a great deal on a 
sensitive ecological balance that is now endangered by climate change. 
Women in forest areas depend on gathering food products that are pro-
gressively disappearing because of excessive tropical mining and wood 
exploitation, as well as planting of rapid-growth monoculture plants. 
For example, women producers of shea butter in West Africa, who were 
moving from being small street vendors to exporters, face the challenge 
of increased loss of shea trees from the forest (Harsch, 2001). Defores-
tation has been accelerating at alarming rates. About 130,000 square 
kilometers around the world are deforested every year—an area four 
times the size of Belgium. Farmers, peasant organizations, scientists, and 
environmental groups point the finger at excessive industrial exploitation 
and unsustainable exploitation of forest and arable land for commoditiza-
tion of agriculture and profit maximization (Collective Syllepse, 2008). 
This competition and pressure on land jeopardizes land-title ownership 
for rural farmers.

Furthermore, the world’s growing dependency on oil, the political 
economy around oil supply, and the increasing pressure of the demand 
for energy have led rich countries and encouraged less-developed ones 
to invest in crops for fuel production. There is a conscious effort to pro-
gressively increase biofuel production by setting target levels of biofuels 
output. The United States has instructed that 28.4 billion liters of biofuels 
be used for transportation by 2010. The European Union (EU) plans to 
have motor oil use 5.75 percent of biofuels by 2010, while Brazil expects 
to have 5 percent biofuels content in its diesel oil by 2013. China and 
India introduced 10 percent ethanol blend in 5 provinces and 5 percent 
blend in 9 states, respectively. Thailand mandated that starting in 2007 
all gasoline should contain 10 percent ethanol (World Bank, 2008).

Even though the production of biofuels is more advanced in the 
United States and middle-income countries such as Brazil, it is also  
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gaining ground elsewhere. Africa, Asia, and the Caribbean are respond- 
ing to the increasing demand for biofuels to obtain foreign exchange. There 
is more demand for raw materials such as wheat, soy, maize, and palm oil 
and increased pressure to convert land from food-crop cultivation. Efforts 
to diversify—to promote export-oriented agriculture and an alternative 
source of energy—can be beneficial for some and increase oil availability. 
However, there is a cost for subsistence farming, rural forestry, and the 
availability of food for many.

Developing countries are competing against each other to emerge as 
credible suppliers of alternative energy sources, distilling ethanol for 
energy from corn, sugar cane, and other crops. China, Nigeria, and Thai-
land are going into small-scale biofuel production using cassava leaves. As 
a varied nutritious diet is often out of reach of people living in poverty, 
many rely heavily on basic carbohydrates, and cassava leaves represent a 
major source of these. The multinational giant British Petroleum is invest-
ing in Mali in an indigenous plant, jatropha. Indigenous knowledge has 
taught generations of Africans how to use this plant to prevent erosion and 
keep destructive animals away from crops. In Fiji Islands and the Philip-
pines, the potential to produce petrol from coconut oil is being seriously 
explored, especially since Virgin Atlantic inaugurated flying with partially 
coconut oil-based biofuel (Soguel, 2008).

Moreover, there is a recent phenomenon of “land grabbing,” with land 
deals made between governments getting bigger and bigger. For example, 
The Economist (2009) reported that a Sudanese government official claimed 
that the country would set aside one-fifth of its land for Arab count- 
ries. This may prevent Sudanese indigenous people and small farmers, 
many of whom are women, from obtaining property titles. The Interna-
tional Food Policy Research Institute (IFPRI) confirms unprecedented 
acquisition of farmland in Africa, Latin America, and Central and South 
East Asia by corporations and by large and middle-income countries in 
pressing search of land (von Braun & Meinzen-Dick 2009). These deals 
focus on staples and biofuels––wheat, maize, rice, and jatropha.

Macroeconomic policies tend to favor promotion of market-oriented 
export farming at the expense of the food production sector, which is 
dominated by women. The disproportionate impact of the global food 
crisis on the agricultural sector of LDCs is the result of policy choices whose 
effects have been in the making for some time. Many development experts 
have warned for years about the negative impact that market-oriented 
agricultural policies would later have on food sovereignty and availability  
(see, for example, Amin, 1990; Dumont, 1966).
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The increase in food demand from populous nations like China, India, 
and Nigeria has also contributed to the prices hikes. Nigeria, for example, 
which was once self sufficient in food, became a net importer of food fol-
lowing its oil boom. It relied on macroeconomic prescriptions that sug-
gested a focus on oil exports as the country had a comparative advantage 
to gain from this trade and earn foreign exchange. Food production and 
women farmers were neglected in the process. There is now an alarming 
imbalance between Nigeria’s national food demand, estimated at 4.64 
million metric ton per annum, and its current consumption rate estimated 
at 2.3 million metric tons (All Africa.com, 2008). This means that large 
populations are not getting the minimum nutritional intake they need.

The policy prescribed to developing countries in the 1980s––to focus on 
sectors of high comparative advantage to generate export revenues––drove 
the process of commoditization of agriculture that is being promoted today 
under the auspices of the global trade regime. Structural adjustment and 
stabilization policies pushed for cuts in subsidies to farmers, often making 
this a condition of loans. Subsidy systems that provided seeds, fertilizers, 
extension training support, credit, and agricultural information were 
reduced or dismantled in order to impose fiscal restraint on government 
finances. Senegal is an example of those countries that have liberalized 
their agricultural sector. Policies put in place there toward eliminating 
agricultural extension services and gradually ending fertilizer subsidies 
left the farmers to survive on their own. According to the UNDP 2001 
Human Development Report for Senegal, about 85 percent of the country’s 
rural population live below the poverty line (UNDP, 2001). This is much 
higher than the rate of 60 percent for the country as a whole. Policies 
implemented during the early years of adjustments in Senegal set in place 
a progressive process of crippling the agricultural food sector.

During the United Nations Conference on Trade and Development 
(UNCTAD) XII, held in Accra, Ghana in April 2008, several UN officials 
highlighted the responsibility of macroeconomic factors in aggravating the 
impact of the food crisis on local communities in developing countries. 
They pointed at poorly conceptualized agricultural policies as major fac-
tors contributing to the painful impact that the crisis has had on poor 
farmers. In an interview, UNCTAD official Rolf Traeger blamed structural 
adjustment policies (SAP) and their conditionalities as the major factor that 
caused the demise of the LDCs’ agricultural sector and consequently the 
inability of farmers to respond to the current food crisis (Fiakpa, 2008). 
He suggested that, “the production system of many developing countries 
underwent serious changes because, on one side, domestic support for 
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1 For much of the information in this section, see FAO’s Gender and Food Security website 
at: http://www.fao.org/gender

production, that is subsidies to farmers, was generally cut. At the same 
time there was a very deep trade liberalization that was put in place by 
the developing countries as part of the SAP” (Fiakpa, 2008). Food imports 
at low prices initially created competition that led domestic producers to 
change what they were cultivating or the type of activities that they were 
undertaking; however, prices then rose again so that buying food began 
to represent the major part of the little income that developing countries 
had (UNCTAD XII Resource Center, 2008).

Women are Disproportionately Affected

Just as with water, the encouraged liberalization of agriculture does not 
have the promised positive effects. And again it is women who bear the 
largest share of the burden. The impacts felt on food production by rural 
women have been similar across continents.

The FAO presents a clear picture of the “feminization of agriculture” 
and the vivid reality of the level of discrimination against women farmers 
in access to and control over resources.1 According to the 2010–2011 FAO 
report on the State of Food and Agriculture, women constitute, on aver-
age, 43 percent of the agricultural labor force in developing countries and  
50 percent in Africa (FAO, 2011). The male population in Africa’s rural 
areas is declining––due to factors such as sickness and death from HIV and 
AIDS and conflicts, as well as international and urban migration––while 
the female population is relatively stable. For example, the FAO notes that 
in Malawi the male rural population fell by 21.8 percent between 1970 
and 1990 while the female rural population only fell by 5.4 percent. This 
increased representation of women among farmers helps explain why 
one-third of rural African households are headed by women.

Women produce the bulk of food consumed and ensure that each 
family member gets an adequate food ration and satisfactory nutritional 
level. Women work on farms and in fruit and vegetable gardens to earn 
an income. They invest a great deal of their time, energy, and income in 
resource management, purchasing or growing food, collecting fuel and 
water, and preparing ingredients to ensure a balanced meal. Women in 
South East Asia allocate up to 90 percent of their labor for rice cultiva-
tion. Sub-Saharan African women generate up to 80 percent of essential 

http://www.fao.org/gender
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foodstuff used both for sale and for household consumption. In Egypt 
53 percent of agricultural labor is done by women, while in Colombia 
and Peru 25–45 percent of work in the agricultural field is undertaken 
by women.

Women are not only users of their agricultural environment but also 
its protectors and managers. They have invaluable knowledge about the 
biodiversity resources they use, yet access to and control over productive 
resources and assets is alarmingly discriminatory against women farmers 
(see Box 9.2).

Box 9.2  Women farmers protect biodiversity but have less access to resources

• In sub-Saharan Africa, some 120 different species of plants have been found 
cultivated by women in the spaces around plots allocated for cash crops 
cultivated by men.

• In the Andean regions of Bolivia, Colombia, and Peru, women are respon-
sible for the generation and conservation of seed banks that constitute the 
backbone of food production.

• Rwandan rural women remain the traditional producers and custodians of 
beans from which rural people generate a quarter of their calories intake 
and close to half their protein intake.

• Less than 10 percent of Indian, Nepali, and Thai women farmers own 
land.

• Women got less than 10 percent of credits allocated to smallholders in farm 
credit schemes undertaken in five African countries.

• Women represent only 15 percent of agricultural extension workers world-
wide.

• African rural female heads of households are less educated, younger, and 
have less access to capital, extra farm labor, land, credit training, and agri-
cultural extension support than their male counterparts.

Source: http://www.fao.org/gender

Rural women in developing countries continue to struggle with triple 
work responsibilities in food crop production, family agricultural-export 
activities, and household non-market work. They are disproportionately 
affected by the food crisis because they are confronted with impover-
ishment, illiteracy, high health risks, inadequate access to productive 
resources, lack of financial market access, and inability to drive changes 
that affect their lives. Macroeconomic policy has not been supportive of 
women’s work in food crop production and processing. The negative 
impact of economic policies hits women farmers harder because the work 

http://www.fao.org/gender
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they do is not properly counted––often due to the fact that the labor is 
unpaid. Therefore, it is not properly recognized and factored in during 
the process of policy formulation to reflect program interventions.

The feminist economist Marilyn Waring, who pioneered work on 
women’s unpaid work, reported her experience in an Asian country  
where 92 percent of women over 10 years of age were described as “in-
active” and only 0.5 percent of women were counted as “active” in the agri- 
cultural sector. She reported a high official in the government statistical 
division as stating: “They expect me to count women who collect fod-
der, fuel, and water. That’s just about every woman in [the country]” 
(Eberlee, 1997). Not properly counting and valuing rural women’s work 
has serious implications for the way policies and programing respond to 
the multiple manifestation of their poverty related to resources, income, 
time, work burden, security, and leadership. As a result the productive 
and reproductive needs of women farmers in accessing a wide range 
of services, agricultural inputs, financing facilities, and extension-skill 
building become invisible and get relegated to a last-order priority behind 
market-related issues.

Even before the 2008 food crisis, inflation in food prices was a night-
mare for women living in poverty, especially those heading households. 
Because they live below the income poverty line, they were already spend-
ing more than 50 percent of their income on food. These women have 
now reached a whole new level in foregoing expenditures on necessary 
goods and services such as safe drinking water, health care, or education 
in order to feed themselves and their families.

Because of liberalization, deregulation, and the rush toward crops 
for biofuels discussed earlier, indigenous plants––mostly produced and 
protected by women in developing countries––are being targeted for pro-
duction. However, it is very unlikely that women farmers will benefit from 
biofuel production. That kind of farming requires intensive resources that 
go far beyond the precarious economic reach of rural women. Moreover, 
marginal land traditionally allocated to women farmers is now open for 
competition following increased farming for biofuel input (New Scientist, 
2008). The more land is taken away by agribusiness and well-off farmers, 
the less opportunities women have to hold a land title.

Given that women are already among the poorest farmers, any cut in 
the little agricultural subsidy they receive has a negative impact on their 
farming systems and output, their cropping patterns and crop variety, and 
their nutritional quality and productivity. If free-trade ideology is to work 
for agriculture then it must first start with the removal of rich countries’ 
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farm subsidies, which represent the biggest challenge for developing 
countries. Questioning the commoditization of agriculture does not mean 
that developing regions like those in Africa do not need more equitable 
and more gender-sensitive land reform and a boost in productivity. 
However, these should happen as part of a serious scrutiny of the social 
justice issues generated under the present market-dominated process. It is 
time to counter the enormous pressure on developing countries and stop 
proposals that remove more tariffs and agricultural subsidies for domestic 
food production undertaken by women and small farmers. Agreeing to 
the basis of such a framework and rejecting distortions and dumping in 
agricultural trade for negotiations could constitute one of the answers.

voIces oF dIssent, organIzIng  
For PolIcY change

Food and water resources and services are recognized as crucial for 
development and for addressing gender inequalities. They are increasingly 
placed in the political economy debates around globalization versus social-  
justice issues and around corporate power and competitive profit-seeking 
services versus government-supported policy in providing public goods 
(UNDP, 2007). Advocates for human rights and gender-equitable devel-
opment argue that the vision of increasing trade to make corporations 
richer should be replaced by one where people, especially women farm-
ers, producers and caregivers, can first secure their basic needs of food, 
water, health services, and education, and governments decide on the best 
policy mix that would ensure sustainable development as enshrined in 
international human rights law as well as the Millennium Declaration.

Social-justice advocates are organizing all over the world to question 
the handing over of human-rights entitlements to markets. In 2006, for ex- 
ample, women in the Handeni district in Tanzania organized themselves 
with the support of the NGO Peoples Voice for Development (PEVODE) 
to resolve health and work burden challenges associated with lack of 
quality drinking water. A participatory survey was undertaken followed 
by community mobilization, which led to the creation of Women Water 
User Groups. These groups elected leaders, established their constitu-
tion, and formally registered. The Handeni community saw an increase 
in agricultural productivity, a reduction in women’s work burden, and 
improvement in hygiene and health, leading to replication of the good 
practice in other districts. This experience was made possible by the fact 
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that the Tanzania national water policy stressed the need for water and 
sanitation projects to be managed by registered water users associations 
(Mulagwanda, 2008).

Following privatization of their drinking water in 2000, 90 percent 
of residents in the city of Cochabamba, Bolivia, demanded that water 
provision be returned into public hands. The company that purchased 
their public water system, Aguas del Tunari (a joint subsidiary of Italian 
utility Edison and Bechtel Enterprise), had immediately raised water rates 
up to 35 percent. This led poor people earning USD 100/month to pay 
about USD 20 a month for water, about the same amount as their food 
expenses. Cochabamba residents formed a coalition called Defense of 
Water and Life composed of local organizations, environmental groups, 
women’s groups and leaders, lawyers, labor unions, economists, and 
neighborhood associations to defend local control of water management 
and finally saw Bechtel kicked out of the country (Schultz, 2000). Women 
also mobilized in 2004 in response to inability of the Aguas del Illimani 
water company to reach promised pro-poor targets in providing respect-
able quality and quantity of water service. A series of advocacy activities 
making clear demands helped lead to a situation where the government 
was obliged to listen and take action in line with the people’s requests 
(Ledo-Garcia, 2005).

In 2001 in Ghana, a popular movement called Coalition against 
Privatization of Water in Ghana (CAP of Water) was formed when the 
Government opened the bidding process for privatization and short-listed 
five multinational corporations for selection. CAP of Water included stu-
dents, women’s groups, faith-based organizations, human rights groups, 
and trade unions. They organized an international fact-finding mission 
on the privatization of water and built a global solidarity network that 
put pressure on the government and its partners to be accountable. 
They developed a solid advocacy campaign and presented evidence and 
thoughtful argumentation regarding the lack of transparency in the bid-
ding process and the bias in the agreements in favor of privatization at 
the expense of public-community partnership and local people. They 
managed to reverse the privatization process as several of the bidders 
reneged when they saw that owning the Ghana Water Company would 
be a risky business, given the issues raised by social forces in the country 
(Amenga-Etego, 2003).

Water Dialogues–South Africa (WD–SA) also involved a wide range 
of stakeholders included national and local government, the private 
sector, civil society, trade unions, water boards, and academic/research  
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organizations. It came out of the international initiative of Water Dialogues, 
which were a series of national multi-stakeholder dialogues and research 
processes aimed at having a constructive discussion and better understand-
ing of different approaches and models of water-service delivery, including 
the pros and cons of privatization. Other countries involved were Brazil, 
Indonesia, the Philippines, and Uganda (EMG, n.d.). WD-SA undertook 
studies and research and disseminated lessons learnt in promoting the 
most effective safe-water service delivery model. Although South Africa 
has recognized water as a human right, there were reports of poor and 
rapidly diminishing water quality. A high level of municipal dysfunction 
was revealed and the need for widespread changes to ensure effective, 
equitable, and sustainable delivery of water supply and sanitation (Water 
Dialogues, n.d.).

In March 2008 women living in Guediawaye, a poor suburb of Dakar, 
demonstrated in coalition with a youth group against the poor quality of 
water, water shortages, and high costs. They testified that the color of the 
water was the same as coffee; they went to municipality headquarters and 
called on their political leaders to ask the water company to answer to 
them. They expressed their anger of being discriminated against because 
of living in a poverty-stricken area. They also called on the Ministry of 
Health to conduct an investigation with a microbiological test of the 
water done by an independent and neutral laboratory in order to identify 
health hazards and demonstrate the links between the bad quality of the 
water and the presence of many waterborne diseases (Mbengue 2008). 
The pressure they exerted led the water authorities, which for many years 
had been quite silent, to reach out to the media and start responding to 
questions raised by local organized groups in communities.

Food riots in different parts of the world led by smallholder farmers 
and rural women will also be remembered among events that marked 
the year 2008. Hunger riots erupted in several countries from Egypt and 
Morocco to Indonesia and the Philippines. Haiti was obliged to name a 
new Prime Minister after food riots there, which killed six people, precipi-
tated the early retirement of Jacques-Edouard Alexis (International Crisis 
Group, 2009). Sub-Saharan Africa was no exception as countries including 
Burkina Faso, Cameroon, Côte d’Ivoire, Mozambique, Mauritania, Nigeria, 
and Senegal also saw people demonstrating, sometimes holding up empty 
bags of rice to symbolize their hungry stomachs (Al Jazeera, 2008).

All these organized groups who are faced with water and food short-
ages and high prices have to be part of the search for solutions. They  
have answers to the challenges they face. Policy development would have  
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a more balanced response to the water and food crises if policy choices 
were informed by the realities of and propositions made by local people 
and communities instead of relying so much on market mechanisms. Tak-
ing this direction could help start a genuine participatory process towards 
sustainable development based on human rights principles.
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Modernity, Technology, and the 
Progress of Women in Japan

Problems and Prospects

HIROKO HARA∗

The global fi nancial crisis stemming from subprime loan problems in the United 
States in 2008 has been having, albeit slowly, a profoundly adverse effect on the 
labor market and the national economy in Japan, and there are looming threats 
to the progress made toward gender equality.

INTRODUCTION

According to a survey by the Ministry of Health, Labour and Welfare 
(2008), as of September 2008, there were 31,213 women and 5,063 

men aged 100 or more living in Japan. Compared to this, in 1963, when 
the survey was fi rst conducted, there were just 153 women and men aged 
100. Although some of this remarkable growth in longevity is attributable 
to a rise in the number of births in the country during the last years of the 
19th century, the greater part is due to the increased probability of survival 
(Robine and Saito, 2003). It is a refl ection of scientifi c and technological 
advances and improved social policies in contemporary Japan, as well as 
changes in the views and attitudes of families and communities toward 
the elderly. However, unfortunately, regarding women this phenomenon 

∗ The author would like to thank Miwako Shimazu for her support in preparing and 
writing this chapter.
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cannot be regarded as synonymous with their progress. This is because 
of the deeply rooted notion in Japanese society that a woman’s primary 
role is to bear and raise children (as a good mother) and be obedient to 
men (as a good wife).

While Japan rates very highly on the Human Development Index 
(HDI), coming 10th in the world in 2007, it was only 57th on the Gender 
Empowerment Measure (GEM) (UNDP, 2009). Moreover, it ranked 91st 
in the World Economic Forum’s 2007 Gender Gap Index, falling from 
80th in 2006 (Hausmann et al., 2007). Among the obstacles to improving 
women’s empowerment are traditional customs and stereotyped images 
that directly govern their participation in politics, business administra-
tion, and key decision making at home. Vogel (1979) hints that Japan’s 
spectacular economic prosperity (what he calls “the Japanese Miracle”) did 
not necessarily advance women’s status. Among a list of serious problems 
for women he includes “the weight of social pressure … to make adjust-
ments to avoid divorce” (ibid., p. 240).

While it is true that women’s participation in decision making has 
gradually increased in each fi eld of society and in a wide range of occupa-
tions since 1975, but Japan’s progress has been slow compared to other 
nations. Moreover, the global fi nancial crisis stemming from subprime 
loan problems in the United States in 2008 has been having, albeit 
slowly, a profoundly adverse effect on the labor market and the national 
economy in Japan, and there are looming threats to the progress made 
toward gender equality.

In this chapter, I describe the factors contributing to Japan’s high HDI 
but low gender empowerment rankings, with an emphasis on education 
and health since 1945. I shed light on the slow but steady headway made 
by women in the scientifi c and technological fi elds, followed by a discus-
sion on the actions of women’s nongovernmental organizations (NGOs) 
in relation to natural disasters, the enactment of women-related laws, and 
the international women’s movement. Finally, I draw conclusions and 
present my outlook on the future progress of women in Japan.

FACTORS BEHIND JAPAN’S HUMAN DEVELOPMENT 
AND GENDER-GAP INDEX RANKINGS

Education

A new school system was established after World War II (WWII) that 
made education compulsory for nine years: six at elementary level and 
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three at junior high level (Ministry of Education, 1980). Moreover, sex 
discrimination in education was abolished. This is evident from the change 
in the relevant law to make home economics compulsory for both girls 
and boys in primary and junior high schools.

During Japan’s high economic growth era, from the mid-1950s until 
the beginning of the 1970s, there was a decrease in the number of work-
ers in primary industries and of the self-employed. At the same time, the 
number of salaried male workers and full-time housewives increased in 
response to the growing industrialization and urbanization. Under the 
national pension system (basic pension), most men fell into the “type 
two” category (private-sector salaried workers, public-service personnel, 
and others insured under employee pension plans, as well as members of 
benefi t societies, etc.), followed by women in the same category. However, 
approximately twice as many women as men were in the “type three” 
insurance category (dependent on a spouse with type-two insurance), 
including full-time housewives.

The change in the industrial structure saw a return to the division 
of subjects by sex from 1962 until the late 1980s, namely technical arts 
for males and home economics for females. Parents often advised their 
daughters to fi nd employment or get married to men with a stable income 
rather than pursue education, and they tended to give their sons more 
advanced education than their daughters. In the wake of the government’s 
move to sign and ratify the Convention on the Elimination of All Forms 
of Discrimination against Women (CEDAW), however, the curriculum 
was again revised in 1987 which made no distinction by sex in the range 
of subjects to be taken.

In 1969, girls for the fi rst time exceeded boys in terms of the percent-
age of students going on to receive secondary education (Gender Equality 
Bureau, 2003). However, a White Paper on National Life also says that 
during the 1960s and 1970s female students usually went to colleges/
universities to acquire a general education based on the premise that 
they would be full-time housewives (Economic Planning Agency, 1997). 
In particular, many female students who enrolled in humanities courses 
later “chose” to retire from companies before turning 25 in order to marry 
highly educated young men (with the potential to earn large incomes and 
receive generous pensions) and stay at home.

From the mid-1980s, the Japanese economy shifted its focus toward 
services and software businesses, and promoted the entrance of more 
women into the job market (often in lower positions with less salary 
than men), particularly in tertiary industries. As conditions became more 
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favorable for women to work outside the home, including through imple-
mentation of the Equal Employment Opportunity Act in 1986, changes 
occurred in the fi eld of higher education in two ways: “quantitative 
expansion” indicated by an increase in the number of women who entered 
colleges/universities and “qualitative changes” shown by the changes in 
the distribution of fi elds of study pursued by female students (Economic 
Planning Agency, 1997).

After 1995 more women began to opt for social sciences (Basic School 
Survey, 2008). This change in majors affected the growing diversity of 
employment among graduates. Nevertheless, not only have the job open-
ings for those women who have completed master’s/doctoral courses 
remained quite narrow, but even after they become employed, gender 
discrimination is still practiced—for example, in respect to participation 
in training courses abroad and joint-research projects (and opportunities 
to head those projects), as well as opportunities for promotion and salary 
increase. Many women are subject to sexual harassment.

In fi scal year 1996–1997, the author and others conducted a gen-
der analysis of a survey on the careers of female and male researchers 
(Hara et al., 1999). The analysis focused on the correlation between the 
respondents’ achievement index, as defi ned by the survey team, and the 
average number of children they had. There was a marked difference by 
gender. Whereas men with a high score tended to have more than the 
average number of children, women with a high score had very few or 
no children. This suggests that in the course of building up a research 
career, married life with children works advantageously for men but not 
necessarily for women (ibid.).

In response to the United Nations International Women’s Year in 1975, 
when awareness was heightened that there were no women among 
its members, the Science Council of Japan (SCJ) began to address the 
issue of the advancement of women research scientists, albeit slowly. 
The number of women among the 210 members is gradually rising: in 
1982–1985 there was one female member, whereas in 2008–2011 there 
are 11. Substantial improvements were slowly coming in until May 26, 
1994, when the SCJ General Assembly adopted a “Recommendation on 
the Urgency of Improving the Research Environment for Women Scientists 
(Statement).” This made the point, “Allowing many more women to get 
involved in scientifi c research would likely lead to further advancement in 
science.” Subsequently, women members of the SCJ and its satellite orga-
nizations, including the author, founded the Japanese Association for the 
Improvement of Conditions of Women Scientists (JAICOWS). Its main 
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goal is to protect the human rights of women researchers, especially in 
relation to research conditions and security of livelihood, and to promote 
gender equality in the fi eld of scientifi c research. 

Health

In Japan, there is a tendency to prioritize children’s health and welfare over 
that of mothers. Moreover, health policies are often not women friendly. 
They are a refl ection of the principle of “men as breadwinners and women 
as good wives and wise mothers.”

Infant and Maternal Mortality

Japan has successfully reduced both infant and maternal mortality rates; 
with the mortality rates for infants falling further than that for mothers. 
In fact, the infant mortality rate fell dramatically from 61.7 per 1,000 
live births in 1948 to 30.7 in 1960, 13.1 in 1970, 7.5 in 1980, and 4.6 
in 1990 (National Institute of Social Security and Population Research, 
2008). The maternal mortality rate per 100,000 births decreased from 
156.7 in 1951 to 108.2 in 1961, 42.5 in 1971, 18.3 in 1982, and 8.6 in 
1991 (ibid.). According to statistics cited by the United Nations Develop-
ment Programme (UNDP, 2005), Japan’s infant mortality rate in 2005 was 
the second lowest among 176 countries, together with Czech Republic, 
Finland, Norway, Singapore, Slovenia, and Sweden, compared to a rank-
ing of 16 in its maternal mortality ratio among 164 countries, the same 
as Hungary, the Netherlands, Slovakia, and Slovenia.

Causes of Death

There was no sex difference in the top three causes of death in 2007, 
namely malignant neoplasm (cancer), cardiac disease, and cerebrovascular 
disease (Ministry of Health, Labour and Welfare, 2007a). However, one 
cause of death that does exhibit sex differences is suicide, levels of which 
are higher for men than women (Ministry of Health, Labour and Welfare, 
2007b). The fact that suicide-death rates peak at ages 55–59 could be 
interpreted as men choosing to commit suicide when suddenly confronted 
with dismissal from or lack of advancement at the workplace, having since 
childhood pursued the goal of what Osawa (2007) calls the “breadwinner 
model,” or, to put it another way, men falling victim to Japan’s cultural 
norms. To make things worse, men do not readily go for counseling or 
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seek advice to relieve their anxieties about mental and physical health, 
although this situation is slowly improving (Ministry of Health, Labour 
and Welfare, 2007b, 2007c).

HIV and AIDS

Japan prides itself on its mother-to-child HIV and AIDS prevention policy. 
However, although pregnant women are tested for HIV and AIDS during 
medical checkups in the early period of their pregnancy, those who test 
positive can then be examined only at one of the 71 (as of March 31, 
2008) AIDS Core Hospitals, though only some of these have obstetricians. 
Further, in some cases, women who have tested positive take second and 
third tests at an AIDS Core Hospital and are later told that the initial test 
result was wrong. Medical practitioners seem to lack the imagination to 
understand the distress pregnant women are bound to feel when informed 
of infection, and they need training in counseling methods. Many of the 
women who fi nd themselves in this situation are hesitant to reveal it to 
their husband/partner, parents, or anybody else, and suffer in excruciating 
loneliness. In contrast, there is no requirement for husbands/partners to 
be tested. It seems as though there is a tacit belief in medical circles and 
the health administration that the foremost obligation of a mother is to 
give birth to a healthy baby; women who get pregnant knowing that 
they are HIV-positive are assumed to be evil and not to care about their 
responsibility to their children.

Reproductive and Sexual Health /Rights

Although, as noted earlier, maternal mortality rates have gone down over 
the course of time, the number of obstetricians/gynaecologists has fallen 
nationwide; in 2004, the number decreased in 35 of 47 prefectures (Social 
Security Council, 2007). This is due to a combination of factors including 
the long work hours, the heavy fi nancial burden incurred by low wages, 
and the need for increased insurance against lawsuits (Ministry of Health, 
Labour and Welfare, 2007b). The number of private maternity clinics run 
by authorized midwives is also declining. Article 19 of the Medical Ser-
vices Law provides, “the founders of maternity clinics … shall designate 
commissioned doctors and hospitals/clinics.” However, as fewer and fewer 
doctors accept the commission, maternity clinics are forced to close.

This situation makes it diffi cult for pregnant women to make an ap-
pointment for their delivery. In some cases, they move to another munici-
pality in order to reserve a bed. Recently the nation has been shaken by a 
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number of incidents involving women in labor who were taken to hospital 
by ambulance due to their exhibiting symptoms of a serious condition, 
but who were initially refused admittance for reasons ranging from no 
spare beds to no available doctors. Some of them lost their lives. There 
are only a small number of places where an appropriate network has been 
built among public hospitals, university hospitals, medical practitioners, 
and fi re departments in charge of ambulances in order to minimize the 
occurrence of such incidents.

Contraception and Abortion

Thanks to the efforts of women’s NGOs and concerned Diet (Parliament) 
members, the Ministry of Health and Welfare offi cially approved low-dose 
birth control pills in June 1999, nine years after the fi rst application had 
been received by the Central Pharmaceutical Affairs Council. Nevertheless, 
medical products that are permitted for use are limited to those listed at 
the time of application in 1990. In 2008, public medical insurance was 
extended to a low-dose pill approved to treat complications of endome-
triosis, but it is banned for use as a contraceptive. Japan does not offi cially 
sanction emergency contraception.

Abortion is legal only if the conditions stipulated in Article 3 of the 
Mother’s Body Protection Law are met—namely, doctors judge that 
continuation of pregnancy is undesirable for the health of the mother or 
for economic reasons—and both partners give consent. Since the 1970s, 
some politicians and religious groups have been claiming that the clause 
on “economic reasons” should be deleted. However, this threatens to 
restore the concept of “illegal abortion” found in the Penal Act, under 
which women who have had abortions, including rape victims, as well as 
medical doctors who have performed the operations, are penalized 
(while men who have made women pregnant against their will are not)—
except as covered by the Mother’s Body Protection Law. While opinions 
among women are not necessarily unanimous on this point, NGOs, 
obstetricians/gynaecologists, and midwives who support reproductive 
rights are endeavouring to prevent the revival of “illegal abortions.”

Women and Scientific and Technological Advances

Although all seven national universities began to admit female students—
at least in principle—in 1946, only an extremely small number of women 
majored in social sciences, natural sciences, and engineering. Women’s 
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employment opportunities after graduation remained heavily limited. 
Therefore, only a handful of women were able to contribute to Japan’s 
scientifi c and technological advances during the 20th century. Those pio-
neering women who were fortunate enough to work with male researchers 
who acted as their mentors were able to lead a creative research life and 
obtain a doctoral degree in their specialized fi eld of study so as to make 
signifi cant contributions to academia both within and outside Japan. More 
recently, the number of women playing a prominent part in the fi eld of 
natural sciences, and science and technology has increased.

Women Researchers

The White Book on Science and Technology (Ministry of Education, Culture, 
Sports, Science and Technology, 2008) gives special attention to “women 
researchers,” including women engineers, refl ecting its subtitle “Science 
and technology to overcome fi erce international competition in the 
fi eld.” As previously pointed out, however, the percentage of women in 
science and technology research in Japan is extremely low; at 12.4 percent 
it is almost the lowest among developed countries, compared to Latvia 
with 52.7 percent and the United States with 32.5 percent (ibid.).

To offset the noticeable decrease in the number of male students choos-
ing to pursue science and technology in the mid-1980s, the then Science 
and Technology Agency set out to prepare policies to encourage female 
junior high and high school students to enter these fi elds. After 2000, 
the Government began to actively recruit women research scientists as it 
became more diffi cult to secure enough human resources in science and 
technology. This is partly because of the rapidly aging population and 
declining birth rates, and partly because—as noted earlier—many more 
male students prefer the service industries to the manufacturing industries 
(Ministry of Labour, 1982, 1988). The Science and Technology Basic 
Plan for the third term (fi scal 2006–2010) introduced various measures 
to increase the active involvement of women researchers.

Spurred on by the enactment of the Basic Law for a Gender-equal 
Society in 1999 and the formulation of the Science and Technology Basic 
Plan for the second term (fi scal 2001–2005) among others, 29 academic 
societies in science and engineering fi elds (most of which are headed 
by men) joined together in October 2002 to organize an NGO called 
Japan Inter-Society Liaison Association Committee for Promoting Equal 
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Participation of Men and Women in Science and Engineering (EPMEWSE). 
Its committee board consists of both women and men, and its member 
associations take turns to function as the Secretariat.

EPMEWSE succeeded in having two important proposals adopted in 
2004: one to improve childcare support systems appropriate for research-
ers in science and technology; and the other to expand the range of 
researchers entitled to apply for research grants. In 2005, the committee 
fi led a “Request concerning Science and Technology Basic Plan for the 
third term–––toward the realization of a gender-equal society,” made up 
of the following:

• Create/continue a system for model projects to promote equal parti-
cipation of men and women, and ensure its fl exible implementation.

• Set numerical targets regarding the employment and promotion of 
women researchers, and introduce special subsidies.

• Put in place measures to narrow differences in the treatment of men 
and women.

• Promote specifi c measures for childcare support.
• Promote “Challenge Campaigns” for schoolgirls wishing to study 

science and/or engineering at universities/colleges.

Other organizations working to advance the status of women in the 
sciences include the Japan Scientists Association (JSA), set up in 1965, 
and the Japan Women Engineers’ Forum (JWEF), founded in 1992.

Impact of Science and Technology Advances 
on Household Labor

The widespread diffusion of cars and home appliances—radios, TVs, 
washing machines, vacuum cleaners, dishwashers, and accompanying 
chemicals and related items (cleaners, detergents for windows and dishes, 
dust cloths)—as well as other products such as ready-made food was 
driven by marketing campaigns that emphasized a reduction in house-
hold chores, giving women more time for their own interests, such as 
lifelong learning and social participation in diverse fi elds (Amano, 2003; 
Amano et al., 2007). However, statistics indicate that working women still 
spend an average of 3 hours and 28 minutes per day on housework—less 
than full-time housewives (at 4 hours and 42 minutes) but far more than 
husbands who, whether their wife is working or not, spend only about 
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10 minutes (Ministry of Health, Labour and Welfare, Equal Employ-
ment, Children and Family Bureau, 2008). A few women choose to work 
part time instead of full time so as to supplement the income earned 
by their husbands and at the same time to fully perform their duties as 
housewives.

Since 1945, most Japanese households—except for the highest eco-
nomic strata—have had no paid domestic workers, and household labor 
and childcare are mainly housewives’ responsibility. In recent years, how-
ever, there has been an increase in the number of users of private services 
in which hourly paid housework specialists do cleaning, gardening, and 
other chores. Among the six leading companies in this fi eld, all but one 
limit services to the Tokyo metropolitan area and its environs and/or 
major cities across the nation. The prices set by these companies range 
widely, from roughly JPY 2,000–3,000 per hour (at the time of writing, 
84 Japanese yen [JPY] = 1 United States dollar [USD]).

The Government encourages companies and municipalities to enable 
working women and men to achieve work–life balance, but this is still 
far from becoming a reality. There have been some rare cases since 1990, 
some of them published in books that have caught the public’s atten-
tion, where the wife earns a higher income than the husband and/or the 
husband does household chores and looks after children as a full-time 
househusband. Overall, however, Japan’s progress in science and technol-
ogy so far has hardly contributed to the equal sharing between husband 
and wife of household labor or to closing the income disparities between 
women and men.

NATURAL DISASTERS AND WOMEN

The Effects of Earthquakes on Women

The most common natural disasters in Japan are earthquakes and typ-
hoons. In 1995 the Great Hanshin-Awaji Earthquake devastated the 
densely populated urban areas of Kobe. Nearly 1,000 more women than 
men were killed (Hyogo Prefecture, 2005), including elderly, low-income 
women who were living alone. There were also reports at the scene of 
the disaster and at evacuation sites, as well as via a telephone hotline, of 
violence against women and children. The privately run, toll-free hotline 
for women suffering from mental/physical problems received a total of 
1,635 calls between February and June 1995 related to insomnia, fear, and 
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anxiety; family and human relations; concerns about children, employ-
ment, and sexual harassment; and over 100 cases of child abuse (Council 
for Gender Equality, 2005).

Emergency measures put in place right after the disaster, as well as inter-
ventions by the national and local governments, imposed requirements 
based on the male breadwinner model, leaving women disadvantaged. 
For example, some full-time women employees who had to take leave 
after the disaster to care for injured or sick family members and/or clean 
their houses, lost their jobs, while many women in non-regular employ-
ment as part-timers or “dispatched” workers were refused renewed work 
contracts by managers attempting to reconstruct their damaged companies 
(dispatched workers are hired and fi red by employment agencies).

Integrating Gender into Disaster Preparation and Relief

Based on the experiences of the catastrophic earthquake in 1995, Women’s 
Net Kobe—a women’s NGO that had been established in 1992 with the 
aim of upgrading women’s status—published reports and books on the 
gender issues related to disaster relief, protection, and reconstruction of 
livelihoods. This, in turn, has meant that disaster measures put in place by 
other NGOs, and later by the national and local governments, have taken 
gender into consideration. Moreover, since 1995, the Japanese media have 
in general promoted the need for collaboration between women and men 
in disaster prevention, relief, and reconstruction, although not as much as 
they could have (Women’s Net Kobe, 2005).

At the time of the 2004 Niigata–Chuetsu Earthquake, the Cabinet Offi ce 
for the fi rst time sent a woman offi cial to the local support offi ce of the 
Gender Equality Bureau to demonstrate its concern for women’s needs 
in health and daily life. Immediately after the December 2004 Indian 
Ocean Tsunami, the Government also remitted funds amounting to USD 1 
million to the United Nations Development Fund for Women (UNIFEM) 
for the support of victims (Cabinet Offi ce, 2006).

At the World Conference on Disaster Reduction in January 2005, the 
Government proposed the “Initiative for Disaster Reduction through ODA 
[offi cial development assistance],” which enumerates “gender perspectives” 
as one of its basic policies. As a result, this policy was incorporated into 
the revisions of Japan’s Basic Disaster Management Plan (fi rst drawn up in 
1963) in July 2005 and February 2008. The Second Basic Plan for Gen-
der Equality, adopted by Cabinet in December 2005, also cites “disaster 
prevention and relief” under the measure to “promote gender equality 
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in fi elds requiring new initiatives.” The Government was infl uenced by 
the actions mounted by Women’s Net Kobe and other women’s NGOs 
throughout Japan urging it to address the issue.

The 2007 Japanese Women’s Conference in Hiroshima took up the 
issue of “disaster and women’s policy.” This annual conference, held in 
a different Japanese city each year, is designed and organized by local 
governments and women’s NGOs. Three women NGO leaders debated 
with male staff from the Ministry of Land, Infrastructure and Transport 
and the Hiroshima Fire Department. The Conference concluded that there 
was an urgent need to promote gender equality before disasters occur, and 
that the mindset of every individual concerned was important (Working 
Committee for Japan Women’s Conference, 2007).

In March 2008, almost a year after an earthquake struck the Noto 
Peninsula in Ishikawa Prefecture, the Conference on Disaster Prevention 
for Women was held in the Ishikawa Prefecture town of Anamizumachi, 
sponsored by local welfare groups and the town offi ce. The “Anamizu 
Declaration,” adopted by participants who gathered from all parts of Japan, 
called for ensuring that women participate in the operation of evacuation 
sites and the management of temporary housing; offering more support 
to women, who take key responsibilities in the community and at home 
and hence should play a major role in the recovery and rebuilding of 
livelihoods; and encouraging the participation of women in the process 
of rebuilding society to reduce disaster and work toward the creation of 
a society that gives due respect to diverse values and regional cultures 
without excluding minorities.

Women’s NGOs have infl uenced the administration of local govern-
ments to look at disaster prevention from a gender perspective. For 
example, in a 2008 survey of 47 prefectures, 63.8 percent (30) answered 
“yes” when asked if they had held discussions on gender equality and 
how it should be integrated into policies in the fi eld of disaster preven-
tion (National Governors Association, 2008). However, when asked 
if there are any specifi c policies or systems to refl ect women’s opinions in 
the fi eld of disaster prevention, only 23.4 percent (11), said “yes,” which 
constitutes a major challenge for the future.

LAWS FOR GENDER EQUALITY IN JAPAN

Equality between women and men in Japan was specifi ed for the fi rst 
time in the Constitution enacted on November 3, 1946. Japanese women 
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gained the right to vote in that same year through the revision of the 
Election Law for the House of Representatives (Lower House). Between 
signing CEDAW in 1980 and ratifying it in 1985, Japan overhauled its 
legal system, including revision of the Nationality Law (1984) and enact-
ment of the Equal Employment Opportunity Act (1985). Later, follow-
ing deliberations in the Diet, there was a partial revision of the Labour 
Standards Act (1997).

Women’s movements in each fi eld concerned played a crucial role prior 
to the enactment of dozens of other laws for gender equality, including 
the Labour Standards Act (1947), Equal Employment Opportunity Act 
(1985), Basic Law for a Gender-equal Society (1999), Act on Punishment 
of Activities Relating to Child Prostitution and Child Pornography, and the 
Protection of Children (1999), Law Concerning the Welfare of Workers 
Who Take Care of Children (1991) (revised in 1995), Food, Agriculture 
and Rural Areas Basic Act (1999), Law for the Prevention of Spousal Vio-
lence and the Protection of Victims (2001), and the Elder Abuse Prevention 
and Caregiver Support Law (2005), to name a few.

The Basic Law for a Gender-equal Society, passed unanimously by both 
the Lower and Upper Houses of the Diet, was a landmark:

In essence, this Basic Law calls for a transition in social institutions and 
practices from a male breadwinner model to a neutral type social policy 
system (Article 4) and for support to ensure compatibility of home-
related and workplace activities (Article 6). This is in accordance with the 
“gender mainstreaming” called for in the Beijing Platform for Action. 
(Osawa, 2007, pp. 88–89)

The Headquarters for the Planning and Promotion of Policies Relating 
to Women—established in 1975, under the Prime Minister’s Offi ce, to 
promote gender-equality policies and build awareness of the situation 
of women—was superseded by the Gender Equality Bureau, which was 
established under the Cabinet Offi ce in 2001 as part of central govern-
ment reform. The strengthening of the national machinery has given rise 
to the development of gender equality sections of local governments, 
albeit slowly. Again, the impetus for such favourable changes came largely 
from NGOs.

Under the existing laws, demands made by women can only be partially 
dealt with by legal means for two main reasons. One is the low percentage 
of female Diet members (9.2 percent for the Lower House and 18.2 percent 
for the Upper House as of 2009) (Gender Equality Bureau, 2009). More-
over, some female Diet members are against pursuing gender equality 
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(although there are some male Diet members who are in favor). Another 
reason is that the majority of government offi cials and lawyers remain 
gender-insensitive. Hence, women’s movements, together with autono-
mous organizations, have been seeking out Diet members who could 
support women and striving to gain the understanding of ministers and 
offi cials of related ministries toward the goal of revising the current laws.

Some women who have suffered discrimination—with respect to retire-
ment systems, wages, loss of jobs, maternal protection, sexual harassment, 
domestic violence, and human traffi cking, among others—have stood up 
as plaintiffs to bring the case to court, refusing to be brushed off by argu-
ments in legal circles that such matters do not lend themselves to litiga-
tion. In pushing for the expansion of women’s rights, many have mounted 
tenacious challenges and eventually won their cases, helped by the work 
of supporters in the women’s movement and from the general public, 
as well as understanding lawyers and specialists, both women and men.

The Committee on Equality of Men and Women within the Japan 
Federation of Bar Associations (established in 1949) has been playing a 
signifi cant part in advancing women’s rights under the law. One of the 
Committee’s activities is the publication of a 10-volume series detailing 
selected cases of discrimination against women, which was started in 
November 2008 and is expected to be completed in 2012. The series 
documents the experiences of people who have struggled against dis-
crimination, with reprints of materials on related court cases, in order 
to examine the contemporary meaning of each case in the context of the 
development of women’s rights.

However, while policies on women have been hammered out to some 
degree, in accordance with laws proposed by government ministries 
as well as those enacted through legislation drafted by Diet members, 
changes toward gender equality have been quite slow because of lack of 
understanding at the workplace and in communities, as well as recent 
harsh economic conditions.

WOMEN’S NGOS IN JAPAN AND THE INTERNATIONAL 
WOMEN’S MOVEMENT

NGOs Active at National Level

The Japanese Association of University Women (JAUW) was founded 
in 1946, and up to 1978 it consisted of interested graduates from eight 
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women’s professional schools (transformed into women’s universities/
colleges between 1948 and 1949). In 1979, it began to accept graduates 
from four-year colleges and universities across Japan. Since its establish-
ment, JAUW has been conducting fact-fi nding surveys on women receiving 
university education and making proposals to the Ministry of Education, 
Science, Sports, and Technology. Its Japanese name was changed to 
Daigaku Josei Kyokai in 2008, refl ecting a change in the term for “women” 
from fujin to josei. The former is often associated with obedience, while 
the latter is more neutral.

The Japan Housewives’ Association (Shufuren), set up in 1948, grew 
out of a nationwide campaign by housewives to stop the distribution 
of defective matches. Since then, it has taken the initiative in energet-
ically campaigning against price hikes on rice, the staple food in Japan, 
and carrying out quality inspections on basic commodities, which has 
included advocacy with relevant government committees at national and 
local levels.

The members of the National Federation of Regional Women’s Orga-
nizations (Zenchifuren) used to work in women’s regional groups set up 
by residents within a village or town as a unit under the supervision of 
prefecture boards of education, before switching from top–down organ-
izational management to decision making by all concerned members. In 
the early period of its establishment, it undertook nationwide campaigns 
in favor of fair elections and the enactment of the Anti-Prostitution Law, 
and against restoring the family system (see Box 10.1), raising train fares, 
and increasing the price of rice. In 1968, Zenchifuren started to manufac-
ture and sell inexpensive “Chifure” cosmetics in order to provide quality 
products while cutting the cost of containers and advertising. During the 
1970s, it expanded into a nationwide organization with the participation 
of all 47 prefectures. The present membership is estimated to be as many 
as 5 million (Kato, personal communication, 2009).1

In September 1982, the fi rst symposium on women’s self-support and 
aging was held and bore fruit with the formation of the Women’s Asso-
ciation for a Better Aging Society (WABAS) in 1983. In 1994, WABAS 
adjusted its name to refl ect Japan’s transition from an “aging” society to an 
“aged” society (although its English name remains unchanged). Its mes-
sage is that the long-held conviction that care for the elderly is one of the 
sacrifi cial roles of women (see Box 10.1) constitutes the principal cause of 

1 Sayuri Kato, head of the Secretariat for Chifuren, personal communication, January 4, 
2009.
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the low wages of care workers. WABAS asserts that respect for women’s 
rights is essential for successful collaboration between women and men 
in caretaking, establishing a reasonable wage structure for care workers, 
and maintaining the dignity and autonomy of those being cared for.

Box 10.1 Increasing elder poverty and the burden of care

Although the percentage of women among the aged (those 65 years and over) 
is higher than that of men in Japan, life insurance benefi ts, including pensions, 
are generally more generous for men than women. Women on average have less 
savings than men, and the growing population of elderly women is propelling 
the trend toward the feminization of poverty. Moreover, women account for 
about 70 percent of those taking care of the elderly and the sick.

The family system, known as ie, traditionally set out specifi c roles for the family 
head, successors, children, and even the deceased. It was taken for granted that 
women, typically the wife of the oldest son or the daughters, should care for 
elderly parents. This social norm used to be deep rooted, as signifi ed by “most 
dutiful daughter-in-law awards” presented by the head of local governments 
every year until the 1980s in some regions. In the case of Kochi Prefecture, 
only those daughters-in-law who had children of their own were entitled to 
apply for this competition; a childless woman, no matter how attentively she 
cared for her husband’s parents (and sometimes an uncle and aunt as well), was 
excluded from consideration as a candidate. Although ie was legally abolished 
following WWII, and some of the burden of care for the elderly eventually 
shifted from families to society, it continues to infl uence attitudes.

In 1997, WABAS played a central role in the establishment of the 
Long-Term Care Insurance Act, which was a landmark law in its interpre-
tation of caretaking as a public rather than a private responsibility. More 
recently, it has been making policy recommendations in cooperation with 
other NGOs working on the issues of Japan’s aging society in response to 
a growing trend for care workers to leave their jobs due to unfavorable 
treatment at the workplace.

Mirroring the growing number of men taking on the responsibility 
of caring for sick wives, parents, grandparents, uncles, and aunts, there 
are men among WABAS’ regular and advisory members. Male members 
include medical and social welfare personnel, voluntary social welfare 
workers, journalists, and social scientists engaged in empirical studies on 
caretaking. Currently, the Association has a membership of approximately 
1,200 individuals and 100 groups and organizations from across Japan. 
WABAS has expressed support for an NGO of male caretakers and their 
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supporters called “Man nursing and support persons nationwide net-
works,” launched on International Women’s Day (March 8) 2009.

Other important NGOs are the Asia-Japan Women’s Resource Center 
(AJWRC), which engages in actions for the protection of the rights of 
women in Asia and Japan, and Japan’s Network for Women and Health 
(WHJ), which was formed in advance of the International Conference on 
Population and Development (ICPD) in 1994. WHJ, working in coopera-
tion with other organizations, including those of disabled people, achieved 
the revision of the National Eugenics Law in 1996 and the approval of 
low-dose contraceptive pills. Since 1994, it has been conducting dialogs 
with the Government on a regular basis in collaboration with other NGOs 
to facilitate the incorporation of gender perspectives into Japan’s frame-
work of international cooperation.

National Women’s Committee of UN NGOs

In 1957, a year after Japan’s accession to the United Nations, a member 
of the Diet Upper House and others founded the National Women’s 
Committee of UN NGOs and requested the Government to allow women 
to participate in UN meetings and conferences as part of the offi cial 
Japanese delegation. Thanks to this, from 1957 onward the Government 
has consistently allowed women NGO members to join its delegation to 
the Third Committee of the UN General Assembly and at times to deliver 
statements.Japanese government offi cials were designated as the offi cial 
representative of the delegation at most of the annual sessions of the 
CSW between 1958 and 1976, but since 1978 women NGO members 
have been fi lling this role, although with the provision that every state-
ment presented must follow the directions issued by the Government. 
These were important steps for preparing Japanese women for the world 
conferences on women as well as the series of international conferences 
on development beginning in the 1990s.

In the third Preparatory Committee meeting for the ICPD in 1994, 
the author, who served as an NGO advisory member of the government 
delegation, made an intervention concerning Chapter 7 of the draft ICPD 
Programme of Action. After that, other women members of Japanese 
NGOs joined government delegations as advisors at major UN confer-
ences, including the ICPD itself in Cairo in 1994, the World Summit for 
Social Development in Copenhagen in 1995, and the World Summit on 
Sustainable Development in Johannesburg in 2002. In these processes, 
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women’s NGOs gained knowledge about the UN system, networked with 
many women and men across various countries/regions, and reported their 
experiences on the international stage back to their colleagues in Japan.

International Women’s Year and the Women’s 
Movement in Japan

Stimulated by the UN’s designation of 1975 as International Women’s 
Year, women’s NGOs nationwide joined with women’s departments of 
labor unions to form the International Women’s Year Liaison Group 
(IWYLG) and held the International Women’s Year Conference of Japan. 
This was followed by the UN Decade for Women Conference of Japan in 
1980 and the Mid-term Year of the UN Decade for Women Conference 
of Japan in 1985. These three conferences, which top offi cials of govern-
ment ministries and agencies as well as National Diet members attended 
as guests, discussed recent UN actions and activities, as well as related 
issues, relevant to women’s NGOs.

Since its establishment, the IWYLG has submitted numerous requests 
concerning key issues to the Government. For example, in 1976, in 
meetings with top government offi cials, it called for the formulation of a 
national plan of action for achieving equality between women and men 
and also for making home economics compulsory for both female and 
male students. The IWYLG continues to be proactive, through submis-
sion of requests/demands and attendance at Diet sessions on the enact-
ment/revision of laws related to a wide range of policies affecting women, 
including the tax system and the Government’s formulation of the national 
plan of action.

NGOs and UN Conferences

Some 200 members of women’s NGOs in Japan participated in the UN 
First World Conference on Women held in Mexico City (Hara et al., 1986). 
Until then, many Japanese women had believed that the country should 
try to attain the level of equality between the sexes achieved in Western 
countries. However, upon listening to the issues and challenges facing 
women in developing countries, some of the participants in this conference 
recognized the need for solidarity with those women as well.

At the Fourth World Conference on Women in Beijing in 1995, about 
5,000 participants from Japan are said to have joined the NGO Forum 
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on Women, held in Huairou (Offi ce for Gender Equality, 1996). This 
large turnout was partly due to geographical proximity and partly to the 
relatively generous subsidies from each local government. Staff from the 
departments of gender equality in prefectures and municipalities called 
on the public to support participation in the Forum and led the trip. This 
experience prompted local governments to put more energy into measures 
for gender equality.

In November 1995, participants in the Beijing Conference from 
women’s NGOs established a group called Japan Accountability Caucus, 
Beijing (Beijing JAC). Its mission was to set up a Ministry of Women and 
to formulate the Law for Equality between Men and Women and the Anti-
Violence Law. Beijing JAC has local chapters throughout the country that 
network for joint action when the need arises. The Caucus initially had 
no representative or leader, preferring a more collective approach with all 
group members being responsible for consensus building and expression 
of opinions. However, after realizing that national and local governments 
would not accept petitions and written opinions without a representative’s 
signature, it created a leadership position. Beijing JAC continues to advance 
the 12 Critical Areas of Concern in the Beijing Platform for Action and to 
address the emerging issues that have gained attention since then.

CEDAW and Japanese NGOs

As noted earlier, CEDAW was ratifi ed by the Government in 1985, and it 
came into force on July 25 of that year. Seizing this opportunity, a group 
of women—primarily private lawyers and legal scholars who recognized 
the importance of the convention—established the Japanese Association 
of International Women’s Rights (JAIWR) to elevate the status of women 
through research and dissemination of information on the convention. 
JAIWR publishes a number of periodicals on CEDAW, including the 
annual Kokusai Josei (International Women), and holds symposia and semi-
nars. Every year since 1997 it has honored an individual who has made 
a substantial contribution to the advancement of women by promoting 
CEDAW.

However, in spite of JAIWR’s appeals regarding the Optional Protocol to 
CEDAW, adopted by the UN General Assembly in 1999, Japan has not yet 
signed it. The Optional Protocol contains an individual communications 
procedure, and Japan has not accepted the communications procedures 
under any international human rights treaty. However, the Government 
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has stated that it is giving consideration to this matter (Government of 
Japan, 2008).

After its fi rst meeting in December 2002, the Japan NGO Network for 
CEDAW (JNNC) compiled a detailed input to Japan’s periodic reports 
(JNNC, 2003), to be submitted by the Government to the CEDAW 
Committee’s 2003 session (UN, 2003). It then began lobbying the Gov-
ernment, Diet members, and Committee members in charge of Japan’s 
periodic reports at the UN. For the submission of Japan’s sixth periodic 
report, the JNNC gained the active support of as many as 29 organizations 
from a variety of fi elds.

The Future of Women’s NGOs

From the mid-1990s onward, women have been organizing in new 
networks that are focused on a particular issue (see Box 10.2). Of those 
groups that were established after 1945 and were most active during the 
period from around 1975 until 1995, some are dwindling due to the aging 
of members while some have no members in the 30–49 age bracket. The 
exceptions are those, few in number, with members in their 30s such as 
Zenkoku Josei Sheruta Netto, JNNC, and JAIWR. Many of the women’s 
groups organized during the 1970s wave of women’s liberation were char-
acterized by equality without any hierarchy; that is, decision-making was 
collective. Although most of these disappeared over the course of time, 
those that remain now specify the division of duties to be assigned to posts 
such as representatives, vice-representatives, and secretaries.

Box 10.2 New types of women’s groups in Japan after 1996

New women’s networks in Japan are often organized around a specifi c issue. 
For example, Zenkoku Josei Sheruta Netto, formed in 1998, is a network of 
private grassroots shelters for survivors of domestic violence. It staged a suc-
cessful campaign for the enactment of the Domestic Violence Prevention Law, 
contributing to the law’s fi rst and second revisions, and continues to exert an 
infl uence on the measures taken in each region to eradicate domestic violence. 
It is also making all-out efforts to improve the operation of various legal systems 
relevant to the elimination of violence against women.

Space Allies, which opened an offi ce within the Allies Law Offi ce in 2000, 
also focuses on domestic violence support activities as well as international 
collaboration in the areas of women’s rights and women’s health.

(Box 10.2 continued)
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Japan Women’s Watch (JAWW) was founded in 2001 with the objective 
of expanding nationwide activities for the UN’s 10-year review of the Fourth 
World Conference on Women (known as “Beijing+10”) in 2005. Its major 
activities have included workshops on the themes to be covered, compilation 
of NGO reports, participation in CSW sessions, and lobbying the Government 
on various aspects related to CEDAW.

The Women’s Archive Center was opened at the National Women’s Educa-
tion Center in 2008. The Archive, comprising materials on activities by women 
NGOs in Japan (especially those organized immediately after WWII), recognizes 
the critical role of women’s NGOs in promoting gender equality.

The future of women’s NGOs in Japan hinges on three issues: First, they 
need to acquire skills in raising funds for their sustainability, including the 
ability to pay decent, if not high, salaries to the staff. Second, those NGOs 
established before and after 1995 should seek ways to form networks, 
however loose they may be. Third, NGOs established by younger genera-
tions (aged under 40) should also be given fi nancial support. This would 
be possible if donations to support NGOs were subject to tax exemptions 
by revising the current regulations to cover a wider range of donors. For 
many women’s NGOs in Japan, the road ahead is bound to be diffi cult 
due to extremely tight fi nancing, which makes it almost impossible for 
women to engage in NGO activities as a profession.

CONCLUSION

The technological advances and economic growth Japan has achieved 
since WWII, along with its high HDI, do not directly correlate with an 
advancement in the status of women. This could be regarded as one of 
the downsides of “the Japanese Miracle.” Instead, in the 1980s, the Gov-
ernment—together with industries—pushed forward the sexual division 
of labor, which maintains “men should work outside and women stay 
home,” thereby establishing what Osawa (2007, p. 54) terms a “livelihood 
security system for the male breadwinner model.”

Salaried men’s wives used to enjoy various benefi ts, including exemp-
tion from income declaration up to a designated amount, family benefi ts 
and health insurance as a dependent of their husband, and payment of 
half the pension their husband would have received after his retirement 
or death. As a result, it was often the case that those wives who worked 

(Box 10.2 continued)
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part-time adjusted their working hours so that their income would not 
exceed the specifi c amount that required income declaration every year. 
In other words, the pension premiums that single, working women and 
men paid every month were allotted to pension payments for full-time 
housewives whose husbands were salaried men. This system long con-
strained wives with abusive husbands from seeking a divorce.

Although the recession Japan experienced in the 1990s presented a 
threat to the male breadwinner model, the situation did not improve for 
women. In fact, employment opportunities were still extremely limited 
for those housewives who sought work outside the home when their 
husbands lost their jobs; even if these women could fi nd a job, it was 
usually part-time or contract work at best, and they were compelled to 
accept low wages.

In accordance with the principles of the Basic Law for a Gender-equal 
Society, the 1999 Basic Plan for Gender Equality and the 2005 Second 
Basic Plan for Gender Equality provide for specifi c measures to be taken. 
These actions have been decided on by the Cabinet and thus are being 
introduced into the policies and budgets of government ministries 
as well as local governments nationwide. Since 2004, social security and 
tax systems have shifted from “household-based” to “individual-based,” 
with the abolition of special tax deduction for spouses and the introduction 
of pension splitting on divorce as part of the pension reform.

According to the labor statistics on women issued since 1998 by the 
Ministry of Health, Labour and Welfare, the number of contract employees 
shows a steady increase every year, while the percentage of women among 
them remains at the 70 percent level. When it comes to the number of 
non-regular workers who have lost jobs, no sex-disaggregated data are 
available. Similarly, there are currently no government documents to con-
fi rm the high percentage of women leaving jobs and the low percentage 
of women re-entering the job market. Research is needed on the possible 
impact of the current crisis on the gender gaps in entitlement to social 
security benefi ts.

More women feel there is still persistent sex discrimination than men 
do, and, regrettably, a high percentage of men and women of all ages do 
not recognize sexual harassment and sexual violence as crimes. When 
asked about equality between the sexes, 63.4 percent said they feel women 
and men are “equal” in school education, which is exceptionally high 
in comparison with equality in terms of legal and social systems (39.5 
percent), conventional wisdom/conventions/customs (20.2 percent), and 
Japanese society as a whole (20.9 percent). Conversely, the percentages of 



246 HIROKO HARA

those who said they feel “men are treated more favourably than women” 
were 15.1 in school education, 48.2 in family life, 60.9 at the workplace, 
67.9 in politics, 72.3 in conventional wisdom/conventions/customs, and 
73.2 in the society as a whole. When classifi ed by age group, more men 
(72.5 percent) and women (84.2 percent) aged 30–39 feel that men are 
treated more favorably than women and that women and men are not 
equal, than do men (62.5 percent) and women (75.8 percent) aged 20–29 
years (Cabinet Offi ce, 2007).

At the same time, based on my day-to-day experiences, an increasing 
number of men seem to feel that the realization of gender equality in 
Japanese and global society is essential to the solution of environmental 
problems, peace, and sustainability, although studies show that men are 
less concerned about the environment than women (see, for example, 
Fuji Global Network, 2009). Related to this, a Gender Equality Bureau 
report on communities proposes that various issues—such as a drop 
in the vitality of communities, childcare provision, domestic violence, 
women’s reemployment, self-support and social participation of elders, 
and so on—are best solved through the linkage and collaboration of 
various actors incorporating the perspective of gender equality (Cabinet 
Offi ce, 2008).

At the same time, some women and men of all ages still believe “male 
superiority over female” is the basis of a sound society and should be 
preserved. Overcoming this viewpoint is a serious issue to be faced, and 
necessitates the solidarity of all people—women, men, and children—who 
share aspirations to achieve gender equality.
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Equity in Post-crisis China
A Feminist Political Economy Perspective

LANYAN CHEN

Given the gendered slant to the economic slowdown in China, the Government 
needs to adopt a stimulus plan fi rst to address disparity and vulnerability, while 
not adversely affecting the strong growth rate, and second to meet the long-
term need in society for a more equitable approach to economic and social 
development.  

INTRODUCTION

T he aftermath of the fi nancial crisis that began in 2008 has had similar 
features in both advanced economies and a number of emerging 

markets: the asset market crisis in terms of the decline of real housing and 
equity prices; the banking crisis, which is also associated with declines 
in output and employment; and the increase in government spending or 
accumulating debt while tax revenues contract (Reinhart & Rogoff, 2009). 
However, mainland China (hereafter, China) seems to be a different case 
from countries such as Indonesia, Malaysia, and the Philippines (ibid.). It 
shares only a few of the above features such as declined output in export 
sectors and increased unemployment.

For example, the housing market in China did not collapse as it did in 
many other countries in 2009. Although uncertainties in the market and 
the economy have caused loss of confi dence in real estate in some areas, 
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in other areas there has been a slight rebound because the Government 
intervened through its control of banks and state-owned corporations. 
With interest rates falling, banks ready to lend, and developers offering 
their apartments at lower prices, the Government has also taken steps to 
prevent the housing market from heating up by stopping issuing loans 
to individual purchasers of third apartments, especially in major cities 
like Beijing and Shanghai (National Bureau of Statistics of China, 2010a; 
Wang, 2010; Xinhua News Agency, 2009).

China has also so far been spared by the crisis in the banking sector, 
largely because the Government has kept the domestic fi nancial market 
fairly insulated from international speculation and interference while it 
promotes the country’s participation in the globalizing supply chains of 
nearly all productive sectors. Through the control of banking and the 
adoption of draconian labor regimes, especially in the export-oriented 
industries (where women form the majority of the labor force), it has 
been able to accumulate the largest foreign reserve in the world: USD 2 
trillion (US dollars throughout), half of which is invested in the United 
States. While the Government is rich, however, the majority of Chinese 
still have relatively low incomes with little opportunity to save. The net 
per capita income of the rural population in 2007 was only 4,140 RMB 
(at the time of writing, 1 Chinese yuan [RMB] = 0.15 United States dollar 
[USD]), while the per capita disposable income of the population with 
urban residential status was 13,786 RMB (Hu, 2007). In 2006 56 per-
cent of the population lived in the countryside or held a rural household 
registration (National Bureau of Statistics, 2007).

The negative effects of the fi nancial crisis in China can be better 
understood in the context of its reforms toward globalization. Over the 
past 30 years, as it made vigoros moves to globalize and became a major 
economic player in the world, the country has been an archetypal model 
of “miracle” growth, with an average of over 10 percent growth each year. 
Since it has been largely focused on developing an export-driven economy, 
the contractions in world markets have thus affected its trade, output, 
and employment. Some 20 million migrant workers have lost their jobs 
in the manufacturing processing zones of southern China alone between 
the last months of 2008 and the beginning months of 2009 (Premier 
Wen Jiabao cited in Wen, 2009). Moreover, there are close to 50 million 
college graduates entering the job market every year (People’s Bank of 
China, 2010; Wen, 2009).

While job creation is, therefore, high on the Government’s agenda, 
labor demands for better pay and working conditions—as well as citizens’ 
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uneasiness at the rising prices of foodstuffs, costs of care, and income 
disparity—have encouraged it to take steps to live up to its promise of 
“building socialism with Chinese characteristics.” The construction of 
a harmonious, socialist, “Xiao Kang” (well-off) society was adopted in 
2006 as a Chinese goal in ideological and material preparation for the 
achievement of the MDGs agreed on by the international community. The 
construction of such a society—as Hu Jintao, the Chinese President, has 
stated—will require an approach to balance economic growth with social 
development and to orient China to people-centered governance based 
on principles of harmony, fairness, and equality as well as openness and 
participation (Hu, 2007).

To what extent will the Chinese intervention policies, as part of its 
“stimulus effort” to combat the impacts of the recent fi nancial crisis, result 
in an increase in social well-being or economic stability? This chapter takes 
a feminist political economy perspective to identify shortcomings in the 
intervention, arguing that these largely stem from the existing systems that 
have buttressed the gendered nature of China’s economic growth in the 
process of globalization over the past decades (see Chen, 2008; Gaetano, 
2009). A gender equity strategy is needed both to overcome the gendered 
effects of the crisis as well as to rebuild progress based on more equality 
and fairness to underpin the attainment of physical, mental, and social 
well-being for all.

Such qualities of progress require not only equitable distribution of 
the rights to resources in a balanced approach to economic and social 
development, but also public policy-making that responds to the concerns 
of grassroots women and men and answers to shared commitments to 
international goals and standards. These rights to resources include goods 
and services as well as incentives and benefi ts to which one is entitled 
not only through inheritance and one’s own capabilities but also through 
fi nancial transfers from government and legal and moral recognition of 
one’s contributions (see Elson this volume).

Therefore, key to the above requirements for rebuilding progress is the 
idea of integrating production and social reproduction in one process of 
post-crisis economics, which should be supported especially by policy-
makers putting social justice fi rst and by those (academics, researchers, 
professional associations, social organizations such as trade unions and 
women’s groups, etc.) who may have an infl uence on policies. It also 
requires that grassroots women and men of different ethnic backgrounds 
and of disadvantaged or less favorable social and economic standing ex-
ercise agency to infl uence policies so as to have their rights respected 



252 LANYAN CHEN

and protected. These two aspects are at the core of the concern of the 
feminist political economy perspective, which it is suggested should help 
guide the Chinese response to the effects of the fi nancial crisis. One may 
argue that there is also a racial overtone to the effects of the crisis, given the 
recent eruption of ethnic confl icts in the country; this chapter emphasizes 
gender as many have pointed out that gender cuts across race and class 
(see, for example, Kabeer, 2003).

A FEMINIST POLITICAL ECONOMY PERSPECTIVE

A feminist political economy perspective is an interdisciplinary study of 
society, which is a totality of political, economic, social, and cultural rela-
tions, all which are mutually interdependent and form an intersectional 
nexus. Underlying this nexus is a set of divisions of labor that are largely 
unequal and that separate social reproduction from production, though 
they are part of one process. Such separation is supported by a set of 
discourses around perceptions of existence including sexuality, gender, 
ethnicity, and class. These discourses are the institutionalized rules, norms, 
and values that govern the divisions of labor as well as the distribution of 
resources, responsibilities, and power within these divisions.

One such important institution (out of four—the state, the market, 
the civil society/community, and kinship/family), as Diane Elson (1991) 
fi rst discussed, is the state, which occupies an overwhelmingly powerful 
position, subordinating women and the disadvantaged through policies 
that favor production for the market at the expense of social reproduction. 
Policy-making can, however, be a contested site when women and the 
disadvantaged exercise agency to infl uence policies to take into account 
their concerns for the equitable distribution of resources, fair recogni-
tion of their contributions, and due protection of their citizenship rights 
(Chen, 2008).

Such exercise of agency in different parts of the world has encouraged 
member states of the international community to recognize access to edu-
cation, health, food, water, and housing—key in social development and 
central to reproduction—as legitimate rights claimable by all, including 
women, men, girls, and boys. These rights, sanctioned by internationally 
agreed standards, are fundamentally important for the goal of attaining a 
general state of physical, mental, and social well-being. This goal requires 
a multi-sectoral strategy by governments to protect multiple rights (espe-
cially dignity, equitable access to quality services, and participation in 
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decision making), and the integration of production, distribution, and 
social reproduction (Chen, 2008).

An example of the norms that have been institutionalized in Chinese 
patriarchal institutions and state policies is the core Confucian value of 
“men governing the outside, while women govern the inside [of the house
hold].” This norm has helped not only to establish men’s superiority 
in authority and wealth but also to enforce women’s subordination and 
their responsibilities for reproduction. These responsibilities include: 
biological reproduction and daily maintenance of the current and future 
generation of workers; transmission of skills, knowledge, and moral values; 
and construction of individual and collective identities and maintenance 
of cultures. Historically, women have also often had to bear the burden 
and stigma of selling sex to support themselves as well as their families.

As defi ned by the 1996 World Food Summit Plan of Action, food 
security “exists when all people, at all times, have physical and economic 
access to suffi cient, safe and nutritious food to meet their dietary needs 
and food preferences for an active and healthy life” (FAO, 1996). While 
the roles that women play in agriculture vary from country to country, in 
general they play a major part in food production as well as food security, 
traditionally being those who care for the basic needs of the household. 
However, their reproductive responsibilities are unpaid, and are excluded 
from social recognition even though they are central to the production of 
the means of life as well as the use of these means to reproduce life itself 
on a daily and intergenerational basis. They are central in terms not only 
of food provision but also of education of the young and care of the old, 
the young, and the sick—apart from the care of men in the family, who 
occupy a superior position as “heads of households” or “breadwinners.” 
This care, which can only be partially provided through public and com-
mercial services, has been provided mostly based on personal volition. 
The fact that it is unpaid suggests “that much of the value of personal 
care for others comes from it being given as a gift, without immediate 
recompense, in a context of mutuality” (Elson this volume).

As women provide more care than men and receive less, Elson argues 
that a more viable way to achieve equality in care provision and reception, 
namely, symmetrical reciprocity of care, is through universal, state-based 
entitlements. That is because such entitlements, which operate on the 
principles of equality and fairness and would be made available to all 
members of a society, are likely to be more accessible, transparent, and 
effective. Most importantly, claiming them is not stigmatizing as it is not 
seen as a sign of failure or dependency (ibid.). Women benefi t because 
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these entitlements require the development of public policy-making that 
refl ects the needs and interests of women and men and abides by inter-
national human rights standards. It is thus a mistake to separate social 
reproduction from economics as care matters not only for production but 
also for the well-being of people overall.

This perspective of integrating production and social reproduction in 
one process is feminist as it argues for recognition in policy-making of 
women’s contributions and their rights to food, water, jobs, and health 
as equal to men’s. Such recognition requires a feminist political economic 
analysis to decipher not only the impacts of policies on women but also 
women’s potential to infl uence policies.

THE GENDERED EFFECTS OF THE CRISIS

The effects of the fi nancial crisis in China have a gender dimension. More 
women than men were employed in export-oriented industries, and now 
more women are unemployed, especially migrant women from the coun-
tryside and ethnic minorities who have not acquired fl uency in Mandarin 
Chinese. Most of them tend to have a low level of education and had 
worked largely in low-skilled jobs (for discussions of conditions under 
which young migrant women work in manufacturing, see Chan, 2001; 
Gaetano & Jacka, 2004; Ngai, 2005). Many of these jobless women and 
men have become desperate and sought work in the informal, unprotected 
job market—including the growing service sectors, such as in domestic 
services and the sex trade—to make a living and support themselves and 
their families. Being part of the informal economy exposes them to abuse 
by employers, including withholding pay; harsh and dangerous working 
conditions; and, in the case of the sex trade, health hazards (including 
HIV and AIDS) and police raids and arrests (Associated Press, 2010; Chen, 
2009; Wang, 2000).

Moreover, similar to India in recent decades (see Jain this volume), 
there is a clear decline in formal employment in the informal sector even 
though reform liberalization has generated an increased GDP and more 
women’s employment. In 2004, for instance, the total rural and urban 
employed population in China was 744 million, of which 337 million were 
women—which was 5.6 percentage points higher than the 319 million 
employed women in 2000 (Chen, 2008). Of these women, 79.8 percent 
worked in labor-intensive jobs and 60.1 percent (5.3 percentage points 
more than men) were in the agricultural, husbandry, forestry, fi shery, 
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and small, privately owned, and self-employed sectors, where jobs are 
often uncounted, unprotected, and precarious. The total number of urban 
women employed in 2004 was 114 million, which was 13.2 percentage 
points more than in 2000 (Chen, 2008). However, only 110 million (41.9 
percent) of the employed urban population worked in the formal sector—a 
decrease from 140 million in 1990, when this was 95.4 percent of the total 
urban employed; and 42 million of them were women (38.1 percent), a 
decrease of 4.2 percent from 2000. This means that though women’s over-
all employment increased, it declined in the formal sector where income, 
social benefi ts, and overall social protection are more secure.

In addition, most of those who have lost out during the reforms 
of the past 30 years are women, especially middle-aged and elderly 
women (ibid.). If they live in rural areas, women are burdened with 
the productive and social reproductive tasks of farming and caring for 
children/grandchildren at the expense of their own health and well-being. 
They are also excluded from access to social benefi ts provided by the 
Government to urban residents, such as schooling and social assistance. 
If they live in urban areas, many of them were laid off from state-owned 
factories during the privatization of the 1990s and are now vulnerable 
as they fall outside the protection of social security programs and form a 
majority of those who are in need of low-income housing support.

Recent reports on the Government’s widespread attacks on sex workers 
are indications that, due to losing jobs as a result of factory closures in the 
coastal manufacturing zones of Guangdong and slowdowns in other areas, 
more women have entered sex work to make a living for themselves and 
their families (Associated Press, 2010; China Development Brief, 2010; 
Jacobs, 2010). Such attacks have clearly revealed that the nature of exist-
ing Chinese systems of political and economic control is oppressive and 
discriminatory against women. The dissent the attacks incited among 
women was also suppressed.

Given this gendered slant to the economic slowdown in China, the Gov-
ernment needs to adopt a stimulus plan fi rst to address disparity and 
vulnerability, while not adversely affecting the strong growth rate, and 
second to meet the long-term need in society for a more equitable ap-
proach to economic and social development. A gender equity strategy 
would enable the Government to take advantage of the opportunity that 
such a plan offers for integration with the enforcement of the new Labour 
Contract Law and other legislation and regulations that promote equality 
and ensure fairness.
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THE CHINESE RESPONSE TO THE FINANCIAL CRISIS

The Chinese Government announced a stimulus plan in February 2009 as 
its response to the effects of the crisis. According to Premier Wen Jiabao, 
who was answering questions from “netizens” through the government 
website on 28 February, the plan consisted of an investment pack-
age worth 4 trillion RMB (about USD 570 billion), one fourth of which 
would be used for the reconstruction of the earthquake-torn areas in 
Sichuan (Wen, 2009). The central government would contribute 1.18 
trillion RMB (about USD 173 billion), and the rest would be raised from 
local governments, banks, and the private sector.

The goal of the plan was to have a growth rate of 8 percent in 2009 
through the combined measures of raising productivity by restructuring 
major industrial sectors and increasing domestic demand by investing in 
social services, housing, and education. It was expected that 909 billion 
RMB would be used in 2009 for improving the quality of people’s lives 
in these areas.

Increasing Productivity

The Government saw the crisis as an opportunity to upgrade the level 
of productivity through improving technology and management. Ten 
industries to receive special support through the stimulus plan were 
auto, steel, shipbuilding, textiles, machine manufacturing, electronics 
and information technology, light industry, petrochemicals, non-ferrous 
metals, and logistics.

Based on the measures adopted, there would be an opportunity for 
the Government to address issues of disparity and the imbalance between 
economic and social development that have marred the “miracle growth” 
of the past 30 years. If growth and the environment were used as the 
main indicators, restructuring the industrial sectors could be expected 
to provide mixed evidence of improvement. On the one hand, two of the 
aims of the restructuring are to upgrade technology, especially through the 
use of cleaner energy, and to create Chinese name brands. On the other 
hand, all levels of the regional governments have been given the task of 
providing support to small and medium-sized businesses and to those 
who are poised to start a business that creates jobs, especially among rural 
migrant workers. Past practice has shown that while small and medium 
sized-businesses have created jobs and contributed to economic growth, 
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many of them have also added pollution to the local environment. They 
are by and large privately owned or jointly owned with foreign invest-
ment, are less observant of the labor standards stipulated by law, and are 
generally lower on the social responsibility index than state-owned enter-
prises (China Central TV, 2008).

In addition, local governments have been encouraged by the central 
government to provide assistance to the needy and to fund local projects 
that will generate jobs. Past experience has shown that loans and cre-
dits administered by government-infl uenced banks and government agen-
cies that are charged with initiating projects and job creation are often 
more favorable to men than women.

Furthermore, in recent years local governments have used land to 
fi nance projects. Although land in China is owned by the state, villages 
in the countryside collectively manage the land within their boundaries. 
Since the economic reforms in the late 1970s villages have leased pieces 
of collectively managed land to individual households based on 30- or 
50-year contracts. Village councils sometimes connive with local govern-
ments at the township or county levels to sell collectively managed but 
individually used land to the highest bidder for industrial use or com-
mercial development; villagers have then been shortchanged as they are in 
many cases not properly compensated and are kept in the dark throughout 
the dealings. If they refuse and protest, they may be thrown out of their 
homes, witness their houses being leveled by bulldozers, or even run the 
risk of losing their lives in standoffs with police or thugs sent in by local 
governments and companies (Cohen, 2010; Wines & Ansfi eld, 2010). 
Women are often at the forefront of such protests by villagers as they form 
the majority of the agricultural labor force and their income is more tied 
to the land. Prominent cases where women residents refused to move and 
subsequently lost their lives shocked the country and led to law professors 
calling on the government to change the law on the management of land 
(Associated Press, 2009).

Theoretically, some of the listed industries on the Chinese stimulus 
plan (textiles, electronics and information technology, light industry, and 
parts of machine manufacturing) have employed women as their predomi-
nant workforce and hence investment in these industries would provide 
more jobs for women. In reality, however, these industries are often pri-
vately owned or established with foreign investment, and it is rare for there 
to be unionization or formal contracts to ensure labor standards. More-
over, investment in these industries promised by the stimulus plan is for 
the purpose of improving productivity through restructuring with the 



258 LANYAN CHEN

use of advanced technology and branding. Past experience with indus-
trial reform in China suggests that restructuring also means streamlining 
in which less skilled jobs—many of which are held by women—are 
eliminated.

Simply relying on the stimulus plan will not change much of women’s 
lives for the better in these sectors mainly because there are few ways for 
workers to have their voices heard or respected. What is needed is to 
enforce, possibly through the courts and the role of civil society, the Labour 
Contract Law (adopted in 2008 and publicized as pro-labor), and other 
legislation that promotes gender equality. What would also be helpful, 
of course, is the adoption of a specifi c gender equity strategy to assure 
participation of women in the establishment of a nationwide system of 
social security programs that cover everyone, including migrant workers. 
More substantial improvement can be achieved, as is discussed next, if 
the creation of a basic universal health care system is combined with the 
implementation and enforcement of gender-sensitive legislation, includ-
ing the Labour Contract Law and the Law on the Protection of Women’s 
Rights and Interests.

Investing in Basic Health Care

As part of the stimulus plan, the Government is expected to invest 850 
billion RMB (USD 120 billion) over three years to establish a basic health 
care system. A special issue of Feminist Economics on “Gender, China, and 
the World Trade Organization” in July/October 2007 included an article 
on the Chinese health care policy reforms. The authors noted that in 
2004 the coverage of health care insurance was only 20 percent, and the 
majority of those who were not covered were women, especially elderly 
women, as indicated by the 3rd survey of healthcare services (Chen & 
Standing, 2007). In 2003, on average, a visit to the hospital cost 219 RMB 
in urban areas (an increase of 85 percent from 1998) and 91 RMB in rural 
areas (an increase of 103 percent from 1998). A patient paid 7,606 RMB 
per year for hospitalization in urban areas (up by 88 percent) and 2,649 
RMB in rural areas (up by 73 percent). The recent 4th survey of health 
care services shows that 90 percent of the rural population now have 
access to a health care system, based on a cooperative fund raised by the 
Government and individual contributions (ibid.).

With the investment of USD 120 billion (about USD 55 billion from the 
central government and the rest from local governments) in a universal 
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basic health care system, coverage is expected to increase to reach 90 per-
cent of urban residents. This investment would also help build 29,000 
rural medical centers, 5,000 rural clinics, 2,000 rural hospitals, and 2,400 
urban clinics. Moreover, it would increase the average level of investment 
in each person’s health services to 15 RMB in 2009 and is expected to 
raise the amount again to 20 RMB in 2011. It would also help increase 
government subsidies to each person’s health care coverage from 100 RMB 
a year in 2009 to 120 RMB in 2011. It is thus clear that the government 
has decided to tackle health care disparities from both the demand and 
the supply side (Xinhua News Net, 2009).

To invest in the demand side, the government intends to initially create 
three health-care programs to cover three sets of populations: working 
people in urban areas, urban residents, and rural residents. The govern-
ment will expand on a program that supports needy families who experi-
ence diffi culty in paying for health-care costs related to serious illnesses. It 
is intended that, in three years, the three programs will be merged into a 
nationwide system of health care. This could help to address the concerns 
of the migrant population because individuals would be able to use their 
health plan to seek medical assistance outside their local provinces.

To invest in the supply side, the Government is paying more attention 
to improving the conditions of local clinics and hospitals, especially in 
rural areas. Chen and Standing (2007) strongly argue for a health-care 
reform agenda, under which the government creates a list of publicly 
funded medical facilities that can handle patients for a minimum regis-
tration fee and also underwrites a list of medicines and basic health-care 
services. Based on the preliminary information gleaned from reports on 
the Decision of the Central Committee of the Communist Party and the 
State Council to Deepen the Medical and Healthcare System Reform, issued 
on April 6, 2009, basic healthcare services will include preventive care, 
mother and childcare, health education and information dissemination, 
and public health services for communicable diseases such as HIV and 
AIDS. Preventive care will be free to children up to age 15, and post-natal 
healthcare and examinations will be free to children up to age 3 (Xinhua 
News Net, 2009).

It will be interesting to see how this basic health-care system takes 
shape. Of immediate concern are the rural-to-urban migrants who are 
currently covered by the rural cooperative medical plan at home but 
not in the urban areas where they are working and living. It would be 
desirable to include them in the 90 percent of urban residents whom the 
government pledges to support with healthcare over the next three years 
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before the nationwide system is established. Also, women and men who 
lost jobs in the aftermath of the fi nancial crisis and entered into casual 
work, including sex work, become excluded from social services due to 
stigmatization. These people are highly mobile, according to my own 
research, and are entitled to health care not only as members of society 
but also as concerned partners in safeguarding public health.

Increasing Social Assistance

Social assistance is extremely uneven across the country as it is determined 
by local resources and, being frequently based on the head of household 
system, has overlooked different needs among household members. 
Women have often not benefi ted as much as men from such initiatives, 
unless there is some involvement from agencies with a mandate to advance 
women’s issues such as the Women’s Federation, which has a presence 
nationally, regionally, and even at the grass roots (see Chen, 2008; Chen 
et al., 2008).

In September 2009 the government adopted a decision to establish 
rural pension programs based on a combined funding scheme of individual 
contribution, donation from society, and government subsidy. This would 
be implemented by fi rst setting up pilot schemes in selected local areas. 
It is unclear how such programs would benefi t rural women equitably as 
women and men have different needs, and the head of household system 
has been a limitation on government rural reform policies. The govern-
ment has attempted to intervene in addressing the income disparity that 
is growing between rural and urban areas, demonstrated by the call for 
more equitable redistribution of income stated again by Wen Jiabao in 
his address to the UN General Assembly on September 22, 2010 (Shen, 
2009; Xinhua News Agency, 2010). Setting up pension programs and 
health-care coverage based on cooperative principles in the countryside 
would help alleviate the problem of rural–urban disparity, especially if 
such programs promote equality and equity in meeting different gendered 
needs of women and men.

However, a concern related to the stimulus plan is with respect to 
the absence of equitable support for women farmers and their role in 
agriculture. Women form 60–80 percent of the agricultural labor force 
across the different provinces, but they have experienced a slower growth 
of income compared to that from industries and services, due in part to 
international competition and rising prices of energy in the past years. 
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It remains a concern that the Government at different levels has not 
adopted a strategy to improve rural conditions based on more equitable 
participation of rural women, who are in the forefront of agricultural 
production and food security as well as social reproduction, in planning 
and decision making.

HOW A GENDER PERSPECTIVE COULD IMPROVE 
THE RESPONSE

China’s response to the effects of the current fi nancial crisis provides an 
opportunity to chart a new course and to invest in a balanced approach 
to economic and social development. A gender equity strategy based 
on a feminist political economy perspective is conducive to the govern-
ment’s goal of building a harmonious and well-off society, a goal that 
refl ects its commitment to achieving the MDGs.

The feminist political economic perspective is highly relevant to China 
for the following reasons. First, it helps demonstrate that the rural reform 
policy of household land contract responsibility, adopted at the start of 
the Chinese economic reforms in 1979, has failed to respond to gender 
differences and instead has caused gender inequalities and an increase in 
rural women’s isolation. This is largely because the government failed to 
promote social organization such as farmers’ associations and women’s 
cooperatives to help address the potential social impacts of the policy 
(Chen, 2008). As a result, this policy has contributed to the rise of “the 
three rural problems”—problems related to the peasantry, rural areas, 
and agriculture—and failed to improve rural living and welfare equitably. 
Policies to safeguard food security and advance agricultural production, 
adopted in the aftermath of the household land contract system, have failed 
to achieve their goals, as they continue to be insensitive to the different 
positions of women and men in food production and distribution.

Second, rural women continue to carry out the majority of housework 
and home-based care. Policies to improve health care and pensions in 
the countryside may help relieve some burdens of care by women—for 
example, with respect to care for patients and the elderly (as the latter 
may be able to receive more care provided by institutions such as clinics 
and home facilities). However, women workers who migrate from the 
countryside to work in cities are left out, as their rural benefi ts are inad-
equate to cover their costs of social reproduction (children’s education 
and health care) in urban areas (Chen, 2009).
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Third, women’s burden of food security and care may have been 
increased by environmental challenges and male-dominated control of 
processing and distribution of foodstuffs in society. One example is the 
rising incidence of widespread poisoning among children from tainted 
food, such as milk products, and from lead in the environment caused 
by mineral refi neries that are built near residential areas. Women face 
challenges due not only to lax regulation and enforcement of food safety 
standards but also to the impacts of policies favoring large enterprises—
known as “dragon-head enterprises”—while marginalizing small farmers 
(the majority of whom are women), the middle-aged, and/or elderly 
(Chen, 2008).

Fourth, and most importantly, women’s concerns with social repro-
duction—food security and safety and care—have been missing from 
the stimulus policy-making processes. For the stimulus plan to deliver 
the desired results of improving food security and recognizing women’s 
burdens of care, there should be mechanisms to consult women—
especially women farmers, migrant women workers, and women in minor-
ity groups. One outcome of such consultation would be the translation 
of the above aspects of women’s reproductive responsibilities into policy 
concerns. The feminist political economy perspective calls for the con-
struction of an alternative approach to food security and social security 
reforms with the participation of women, especially rural women and 
migrant women workers.

In a previous study (ibid.), I discuss a gender equity strategy that pro-
motes the idea of government in a more open and participatory society 
as a contested site, over which women and disadvantaged groups can 
exercise agency to infl uence policies to refl ect their interests. This discus-
sion highlights the importance of active organization among women and 
the disadvantaged and their participation in social movements, elections, 
and party organizations. It also points toward a new political agenda for 
women’s movements to include a demand for institutional mechanisms 
to facilitate their participation in public policy-making. A gender equity 
strategy therefore encourages the growth of grassroots organizations—be 
they women’s associations, cooperatives, entrepreneurs’ associations, or 
informal work organizations—that can provide a voice for their concerns 
and hold the government accountable for its commitments to interna-
tional goals.

Such a strategy also calls for transformational leadership by the offi ces 
of women’s federations and women’s machineries to create mechanisms to 
transmit grassroots concerns to policy-making processes. These offi ces 
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can help create gender units in public offi ces and organizations, and pro-
mote alliances of women and progressive men in the Chinese legislature 
and government, so as to facilitate the institution of public consultation 
or hearings with grassroots organizations on legislative issues and other 
matters of critical concern to women and the disadvantaged. Setting up 
and institutionalizing such consultations is in line with the next stage 
of democratic development for accountability and transparency already 
underway in China. It is desirable for the Chinese response to the recent 
fi nancial crisis to also continuously remove barriers to mainstreaming the 
principle of gender equality in government and policy-making. In relation 
to this, there is a need to respect women’s rights to dignity and equitable 
access to quality services through redistribution of income, formalizing 
their informal work based on universal social security coverage, and 
eliminating discrimination.

CONCLUSION

Recent statistics indicate that China was achieving over 8 percent GDP 
growth in 2009 in part due to its stimulus plan (for more on the economic 
assessment, see National Bureau of Statistics of China, 2010b; World Bank, 
2010). Continuous growth is expected for 2010. It is hoped, however, that 
such growth will be achieved without the suffering infl icted recently on 
those women and men who either lost land to local governments during 
land grab schemes or were arrested in the widespread police attacks on 
sex workers, as mentioned earlier. China may be an exception in terms 
of Reinhart and Rogoff’s (2009) discussion of the features of the recent 
fi nancial crisis as the country did not exhibit an outright crisis in asset 
and banking sectors like the others on their list. However, if China does 
not live up to its commitment to build a harmonious, fair, and equal 
society—which Reinhart and Rogoff fail to discuss—and uses existing 
systems of political and economic control to respond insensitively to the 
impacts of the crisis, there could be social dissent and instability.

It is still too early to forecast accurately the outcome of the Govern-
ment’s decision to establish a public health-care program that will provide 
coverage of the entire population within the next three years, which is a 
gigantic stride toward balancing economic growth with social develop-
ment. This balancing approach should be encouraged, as any equitable 
investment in social development benefi ts women. 
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A gender equity strategy based on a feminist political economy perspec-
tive would encourage policymakers, members of think tanks, and others 
who have an infl uence on policies to develop technical tools to respond, 
in a timely manner, to the needs and interests of all people, particularly 
those who are disadvantaged by gender, ethnicity, origin of birth, and/or 
social and economic standing. It would also promote grassroots organiza-
tion that would help women and the disadvantaged to voice their concerns 
about integrating production and social reproduction through public 
consultation and make these concerns part of policy issues.

To encourage China as well as a post-crisis world to adopt a balanced 
approach to economic and social development will require the interna-
tional community to also prioritize health and food security and reject 
the conventional course to growth in their stimulus efforts. Worldwide, 
feminist political economists have a responsibility to support a strategy 
that would promote redistribution of resources in both developed and 
developing countries.

This strategy might include a regime of taxation that would benefi t 
from the behavior on the part of transnational corporations of maximiz-
ing profi t, which has deprived the global labor force—especially women 
in developing countries—of their entitlement to proper labor protection, 
and irresponsible speculation, which has destroyed livelihoods in weaker 
economies. It might also include a lending regime that would help promote 
decent labor practices, agricultural production based on the cooperation 
of small farmers, and social services. Such a strategy would provide a step 
toward integrating production, distribution, and social reproduction and 
contribute toward building a general state of physical, mental, and social 
well-being for both women and men around the world.
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Cuban Development Alternatives to 
Market-driven Economies

A Gendered Case Study on 
Women’s Employment∗

MARTA NÚÑEZ SARMIENTO

Cuba has been in permanent transition since 1959 toward a fairer society.… Being 
among the poorest, women benefi ted from the very beginning from the strategies 
put in place to change the social relationships that conditioned poverty.

INTRODUCTION

T his chapter critically examines the notion of “progress,” which the 
processes governing the market have generally defi ned as a synonym 

for economic growth. Feminist social scientists have addressed this topic 
in various ways. I will do so by evaluating the Cuban experience of devel-
opment to demonstrate that it is not necessary to be a rich country for 
society and women to advance and develop; rather, what is needed is the 
political will to comprehensively manage this process.

In the last 50 years Cuba has gone through several periods of social 
and economic transformation that I have divided here into two periods: 

∗ A modifi ed version of a paper originally prepared for a UNDP Colloquium on Assessing 
Development Paradigms through Women’s Knowledge, October 25–27, 2008, Rabat.
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1959–1989 and 1990–2009. First, to provide a historical background, 
the chapter summarizes the economic and social policies in Cuba between 
1959 and 1989 and the results of integrating Cuban women into the 
workplace. This shows how much the situation of society in general, and 
of women in particular, differed in Cuba when the crisis of the 1980s hit, 
in comparison with other Latin American countries, which had adopted 
neoliberal policies. Second, the chapter turns to the effects of the crisis 
that hit Cuba and women’s employment between 1990 and 2009. Both 
sections examine the actions taken to eradicate poverty, achieve equality, 
and promote female leadership by turning women into agents of their 
own transformation.

The feminist goal to promote women as agents of change has been one 
of the main instruments to advance women in societies. One of the pur-
poses of this chapter is to summarize the complicated and unfi nished ways 
this has been envisioned and experimented with in Cuba.

The Cuban idea of development is to meet people’s material and spi-
ritual needs. Progress therefore implies that economic transformation 
should provide material well-being to all and should contribute to chang-
ing ideological and cultural patterns of inequality and discrimination. The 
gender perspective that I use in this study has made me refl ect on specifi c 
Cuban development strategies in order to:

• Evaluate their contributions to progress and their limitations in 
creating development models focused on human development.

• Understand the relationship between economic and social policies 
and the development of women in a specifi c historical and social 
context.

• Confi rm whether these policies applied a gender-differentiated 
approach.

• Determine how the policies infl uenced gender relations, specifi cally 
power relations.

• Evaluate these processes from a historical perspective.

There are three main reasons why the economic goals set out as part 
of Cuban strategies for development have not been fully realized:

• First, the social policies were overly ambitious, since they attempted 
to lift the entire population out of poverty with immediate effect.

• Second, the Cuban economy was and continues to be an open 
one, and therefore the country needs to be part of the international 
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economy. However, the economic blockade by the United States 
since the 1960s has stopped Cuba from developing international 
economic relationships and prevented many of the transformations 
that had been envisioned.

• Third, Cuba’s development strategies have been part of a socialist 
experience that was intended to take apart capitalist structures and 
establish new ones. Because it was the fi rst attempt to do this in the 
Western hemisphere, errors were made in design and implementa-
tion that are still unresolved.

Yet although the goals have not been achieved in all respects—and 
differences persist in terms of incomes, gender, race, geographic settings, 
and other areas that are openly criticized by the population—the fact 
that there is universal and free access to basic benefi ts remains the pillar 
of popular support for the Cuban Revolution. Women’s participation in 
applying, criticizing, and gaining from these policies has been a key fac-
tor in the gains made.

ECONOMIC STRATEGIES AND SOCIAL POLICIES 
REGARDING FEMALE EMPLOYMENT: 1959–1989

Cuba has been in permanent transition since 1959 toward a fairer society. 
Unlike other countries in Latin America in the late 1950s, Cuba explicitly 
incorporated social improvement into its economic development strateg-
ies (Pérez Villanueva, 2008). Moreover, it did not reproduce the economic 
liberalization policies that were widespread in the region in the 1970s 
and led to the debt crises of the 1980s. Another unique feature in Cuba 
was its repertoire of social policies and poverty management; this was 
the most extensive of all developing countries, which mainly understood 
poverty as a social situation that had always existed and would always 
exist (Espina Prieto, 2007). Being among the poorest, women benefi ted 
from the very beginning from the strategies put in place to change the 
social relationships that conditioned poverty.

Creating “Spaces of Equality”

Throughout these fi rst 30 years, practical decisions were taken as needed, 
and at times under extreme pressure, to solve short-term development 
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problems that required immediate solutions. From the beginning, the 
economic approach to development was discarded and the economy was 
organized in such a way that the growth of the GDP fed the social pol-
icies that universalized education, health, social security, social welfare, 
culture, and sports—areas defi ned by the Cuban sociologist Mayra Espina 
Prieto (2007) as “spaces of equality”. These spaces are centrally designed 
by the state to implement activities that meet the population’s basic needs 
and benefi t everyone; therefore, they are offered free of charge, universal 
access is endorsed by legislation, and access is facilitated where necessary. 
But such a political choice in terms of development policies demands 
enormous fi nancial resources that are diffi cult to attain in a developing 
country such as Cuba.

The Federation of Cuban Women (FMC) was established in 1960 to 
channel the participation of women as agents of their own development. 
There was a clear understanding that specifi c actions would be needed to 
overcome discrimination against women and have them join society fully, 
and the Government and the FMC declared from the beginning that the 
country could not wait for economic growth before ensuring that women 
made progress. This political will led to the implementation of economic 
strategies specifi cally geared at woman’s equality as well as legal regula-
tions, social policies, and actions mainly of an ideological nature to struggle 
against gender discrimination. A merely economic approach would have 
postponed these decisions and reduced the importance of women’s partici-
pation, and the possibility for women to be the agents of change from the 
start would have been lost. These policies have been subject to constant 
modifi cation in accordance with the unfolding conditions and needs of 
Cuban women and Cuban society as a whole. I characterize this trend as 
a process taking place both “top-down” and “bottom-up.”

The spaces of equality were effective in breaking the cycle of repro-
ducing inequalities in society and at home and were “feminized” almost 
immediately. Since discrimination had historically been exercised against 
women, the introduction of a lack of gender differentiation actually bene-
fi ted them much more than men. For example, this was the case with the 
literacy campaign in 1961. Women made up 59 percent of the literacy 
teachers and 55 percent of those who learned to read and write (FMC, 
1975). In just one year this helped inaugurate one of the most important 
spaces of equality: education. The nationalization of schools that took 
place that same year also favored the feminization of education because 
girls and young people became teachers and increasingly remained in the 
educational sector. Within 20 years, by 1980, girls outnumbered boys in 
enrolment and their attrition rate was much lower in grades 7 to 12.
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Educational programs also included campaigns to help working 
adults advance their schooling, and by 1978 working women began to 
have higher educational levels than working men—5 percent of working 
women and 3.5 percent of working men were university graduates, while 
23 percent of working women had a grade 12 level of education in com-
parison with 13 percent of working men (calculations made by the author 
from Comité Estatal de Estadísticas, 1988). This had an impact on their 
labor performance since it enabled women to be promoted in their jobs 
toward more complex and better-paid occupations. The nationalization 
of education in 1961 provided mothers with a feeling of security, because 
their children were guaranteed free and universal education from primary 
school through to university. The provision of lunch in primary schools, 
together with a double school session led by teachers’ aides, contributed 
to allowing women with children to keep their jobs. The fi rst day-care 
centers (and schools to train staff for such centers) were established in 
1961, followed by the setting up of kindergartens in the mid-1960s, 
although these met the needs of only some working mothers.

In Cuba before 1959 there had been no state social security system. 
During the 1960s and 1970s legislation was passed to make social secu-
rity and social welfare universal, benefi ting working women and single 
mothers. Working women had guaranteed retirement and invalidity ben-
efi ts and pensions on the death of their spouse. The Maternity Law was 
included in the Labour Code in 1974 to regulate maternity leave. Single 
mothers received small stipends that helped them raise their children while 
they were unable to work. Fathers were required to pay child support if 
divorced or separated from their spouses or partners, although many still 
did not do so. The Family Code approved in 1975 specifi ed the rights and 
legal duties of all family members to contribute to eliminating the inequali-
ties and discriminations that took place at home. At that time it was a very 
advanced legal instrument that insisted on the participation of all family 
members in domestic work to relieve women from this burden. However, 
although two of its articles stated that husband and wife must share all 
duties at home, even legislation was unable to make this a reality.

Promoting Full Employment

Full employment was one of the social policies promoted by Cuban 
development strategies in the fi rst years. The participation of women in 
this policy was an example of how they were both involved in the trans-
formation of society and transformed themselves. Very early in the 1960s 
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measures were implemented that, though not described in that way at the 
time, can be seen in retrospect as having worked as “affi rmative actions” 
toward eliminating the social disadvantages of women regarding employ-
ment. Thus once the literacy campaign concluded, the Ana Betancourt 
Program of schooling for rural girls transferred thousands of girls from the 
most backward areas of the country to the capital for courses on cutting and 
sewing. The objective was to train them in a short time in a remunerative 
activity and to both enable them to have their own income and broaden 
their vision of the world. Another program was implemented for domestic 
helpers so that these girls could study in night school, and girls were also 
trained as taxi drivers, bank employees, and telephone operators.

In addition there were several programs to integrate women from urban 
areas into agricultural employment, which mostly failed but provided use-
ful lessons for the future. The FMC also promoted the inclusion of sanitary 
brigade members—who had been trained in fi rst aid to help in the event 
of an invasion and to carry out health prevention campaigns—in studying 
and working as nurses and health technicians. Lastly, during 1969 and 
1970 Cuban women replaced men in their jobs when the latter participated 
in the “10 million-ton sugar harvest,” which aspired to break previous 
sugar production records. When this huge mobilization concluded and 
men returned to their previous jobs, women still continued to work and 
did not go back to being housewives, in contrast with similar events in 
other countries (FMC, 1975).

The value of these experiences was that they tested in practice different 
ways in which women could have access to employment during the fi rst 
10 years after 1959, and from then on could integrate into the active labor 
force in a permanent and increasing manner. The 1953 census showed 
that women were only 17.6 percent of the labor force, and only 16 percent 
of employed women had professional and technical jobs while 2 percent 
held executive positions. By the time of the 1981 census, however, women 
were 31 percent of the labor force, out of whom more than half (55 per-
cent) held professional and technical occupations, 12 percent were in 
commerce and social food services, and 10 percent worked in industry. 
While 74 percent of women of working age were full-time housewives 
in 1953, this proportion decreased to 47 percent in 1981 (ONE, 1999). 
Actions to promote female employment were complemented by legislation, 
social policies, and actions to transform the patriarchal ideology. They 
also contributed to breaking the cycles that reproduced the disadvantages 
of Cuban women materially and spiritually—and not only those with the 
lowest incomes.
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Together with the policies of full employment in public administra-
tion, the state created the conditions for more equality at work and at the 
same time guaranteed equal pay for equal work. As a result there was very 
little disparity between salary groups or wage scales: in 1988 the ratio 
between the highest and the lowest was 4.5 to 1. For 93 percent of the 
jobs the difference was 2.3 to 1 (Nerey and Brismart, 1999, cited in Espina 
Prieto, 2007). Salary became an element that contributed to the homogeni-
zation of social strata due to the minimal differentiation among them.

The participation of woman in the workforce increased steadily to 38.7 
percent in 1989. The absolute number also increased (Núñez Sarmiento, 
1988a). Women became salaried workers under the same legal condi-
tions as men, however, in practice they earned less than men as they 
tended to hold jobs with lower salaries and were also absent more often 
because they had to take care of children, the sick, and the elderly, and 
because they had higher morbidity than men. Together with the burden 
of household chores, these were obstacles to women’s progress and key 
issues in the fi ght against gender discrimination. Cuban women demanded 
equal participation in all branches of the economy, in all occupational 
categories—especially in senior administrative positions—as well as in 
the home.

Another of the economic policies of the fi rst 30 years of the Revolution 
consisted in creating the bases of industry that would make the rest of the 
economy more dynamic. In these fi rst years industry had a relatively high 
weight in the economy in order to offer commodities to the population, 
to create an administrative culture, and to train the workforce. However, 
despite their increasing numbers in the workplace, women did not initially 
integrate with the same dynamism into certain basic areas of industry or 
into agriculture, forestry, transportation, and construction.

This changed in the 1980s, with more than half the growth in the female 
workforce between 1981 and 1986 concentrated in the productive sphere. 
The industrial sector absorbed a quarter of the total, while public health, 
social welfare, sports, and tourism accounted for 15.6 percent, commerce 
14.1 percent, and education 12.7 percent (Núñez Sarmiento, 1988b). 
From 1953 to 1970, 40 percent of the growth of the female workforce was 
in commerce. Between 1970 and 1981, 54.8 percent of the increase was 
in specialized social services, namely education and health, while industry 
accounted for 20 percent of the increase and agriculture for 11.9 percent 
(calculations made by the author with Dania Rodríguez, from the State 
Committee of Labour, for the FMC Seminar on the Application of the 
Nairobi Strategies, Havana, September 1988).
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My intention is to demonstrate that even in conditions of underdevel-
opment there are actions that can be implemented to integrate women 
into the labor force, thereby assuring their independent place in society. 
Rather than waiting for economic growth, such actions were taken at 
the same time that the conditions for growth were implemented, so that 
women at work contributed to development. At the core of this concept was 
the exercise of political will to promote the participation of the whole pop-
ulation. There was also a comprehensive vision in the areas of economic 
and social policies, legislation, and ideology that looked for mechanisms 
to promote women to jobs as part of actions to break the cycle of social 
disadvantages, to ensure full equality for women that enabled them to 
participate in production as well as reproduction, and to promote them as 
agents of change not only for themselves but for all members of society.

Professional Training and Leadership Skills

The most important investments made in Cuba in the 1970s and 1980s 
came from the member countries of the Council of Mutual Economic 
Assistance (CMEA), which granted Cuba its main line of credit because the 
US embargo had practically closed the island’s access to fi nancial transac-
tions with the rest of the world. (For an analysis of the effects of Cuba’s 
relationships with the European countries that were members of CMEA, 
see Monreal, 2007; Pérez Villanueva, 2007.) Due to this cooperation and, 
above all, to its bilateral relationship with the Soviet Union, Cuba was able 
to send students to the universities of these countries. From 1962 up to 
1990 when the CMEA ended, its member countries produced hundreds 
of thousands of Cuban graduates, most of them in specialties favored by 
those countries. Many of them were women, which contributed to the fact 
that by 1978 they made up half the category of professionals and techni-
cians in Cuba, a proportion that went up to 56 percent in 1986 (Comité 
Estatal de Estadísticas, 1988).

The leadership aspect of the empowerment of women was an express 
purpose from the 1970s that has still not been fully achieved. At the end 
of the 1980s, several things suggested that Cuban woman would soon be 
in top positions. For example, women workers had higher levels of edu-
cation than men, which allowed them to solve complex tasks; they were 
employed in all the sectors of the economy, even in those not traditionally 
female; and they were found in all occupational categories. But the burden 
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of the “second shift” (see the next section), the lack of housing, and the 
patriarchal features of managerial policies thwarted this aspiration.

From the 1960s to the 1980s, Cuban social policies proposed to 
rationalize consumption as well as the needs of the population, not 
only as a way to solve the problems of poverty but also as an alternative 
to consumerism (Espina Prieto, 2007). This notion led to a system of 
distribution and consumption that operated in an egalitarian way and 
was capable of satisfying a set of basic needs for the entire population. 
However, it did not take into account two indispensable requirements in 
order to comply with the Marxist axiom “from each according to his/her 
capacity, to each according to his/her work”: fi rst, recognizing that there 
are differences regarding needs and the ways to satisfy them in the vari-
ous groups of the population; and, second, acknowledging the imperative 
to provide differentiated treatment to the more disadvantaged sectors of 
the population.

A paradoxical situation resulted due to the infl uence exerted by these 
policies on the female population. As women were included in the most 
disadvantaged sectors of the population, this “homogenization” benefi ted 
them because they had access to consumer goods they had not had before. 
This meant improvements in nutrition, toiletry, clothing, footwear, and 
even domestic appliances for them and their families. Following the 
patriarchal tradition, women were those who managed the commodities 
distributed in an egalitarian manner by the state. Whether as salary earn-
ers who headed their homes and provided the main earnings, as providers 
additional to the man as the head of the home, or as housewives, they were 
the ones who managed on a daily basis the results of the social policies 
regarding consumption. This contributed almost invisibly to their abilities 
as decision takers, especially working women who took care of the home. 
Women also participated as agents of change in these transformations 
of consumption as part of the struggle against poverty. Therefore, it is 
important to understand women’s role at the intersection of production 
and reproduction as part of the efforts against poverty and inequality and 
also as a way to promote their empowerment (Elson et al., 2008).

The Burden of the “Second Shift”

Early in the 1970s, the second congress of the FMC acknowledged that 
the instability of the female labor force was due, above all, to the pressure 
of household chores, to the nonexistence in many labor centers of work 
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conditions suitable for women, and to the lack of economic incentives 
(FMC, 1975). Female workers were encouraged to qualify and requalify 
as a means of increasing the number of women who became professionals 
and technicians. However, the burden of a work at home continued to 
be a great diffi culty. Moreover, working conditions fi t for women were 
set up slowly, and in accordance with the ideas of the men who designed 
them rather than the real needs of women. This demand was progres-
sively satisfi ed when women started to have access to senior positions in 
the mid-1980s.

However, there were two issues that called not only for solutions on the 
part of the state but also for the contribution of women and men. First, 
housework was very time-consuming as women did not have modern 
appliances or resources (laundries, semi-processed food products, etc.), 
and there were also problems with housing, including overcrowding and 
structural defi ciencies. All this was taking place in the context of a very 
strong patriarchal ideology in women as well as men that prevented the 
latter from participating in housework. People tended to expect the state 
to solve all their diffi culties, and women demanded more solutions from 
the state and not from their husbands to avoid marital confl icts.

Second, there were not suffi cient day-care centers or kindergartens to 
meet the needs of working mothers during the fi rst 30 years after 1959. The 
care of the elderly was not such a heavy burden at this time as the mothers 
of women who were fi rst-generation workers were housewives who could 
take care of preschool children and the elderly. This started to change at 
the end of the 1960s and the beginning of the 1970s when those mothers 
started to grow old. Today women workers over 40 include in their second 
shift the care of the elderly at home, since there are not enough residential 
facilities for older people in the country (and furthermore Cuban culture 
rejects sending the elderly away to institutions). This problem has thus 
not been resolved and falls on the shoulders of women workers. As will 
be seen in the second half of this chapter, this has negatively affected the 
access of woman to senior administrative positions.

The Situation of Women by 1989

Women’s participation in Cuban society has been part of the socialist 
transition and of its fi ght against all types of discrimination and in favor 
of social justice. This process has been subject to criticism, aimed at 
redressing aspects of programs that are not consistent with the realities 
that they want to transform, perhaps because they have been unable to 
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interpret them or because the specifi c situation no longer exists. This 
critical conscience has operated at the highest levels of the political 
hierarchy, among academics, intellectuals, and artists, as well as in the 
daily life of women and men although, as with all critical thought, it has 
been hindered occasionally by persisting patriarchal currents and also 
by dogmatic stands.

The underlying concept of progress in this process did not have an 
economic or a welfare connotation. It was a participatory process, rather 
than women and men being treated as objects of change or as “victims” that 
should be assisted. This notion of progress granted importance to trans-
formations at a global level and to the small details of daily life.

The changes that took place in female employment in the fi rst 30 years 
involved both women and men, and both had to adapt to the new reali-
ties. Consequently Cuban social sciences evolved and began to study the 
problems of women to explain gender relations. For example, the limited 
female participation in senior administrative positions brought out the 
obvious reasons that hindered access and also the more subtle ideological 
arguments used by professional women with ample capacity to become 
leaders as to why they would not accept such positions.

In these years, women were the driving force of transformation in 
gender relations. They had to make greater efforts than men to conquer 
sexist inequalities, because they had to dismantle the cultural patterns 
of patriarchal ideology that existed in the society and in themselves. 
Moreover, they did not stop there because they also had to build new, 
non-sexist ideological patterns. In this endeavor they advanced more than 
men. Contrary to what has happened in other countries, where women 
have been revolutionized but society has stagnated as regards gender 
relations, in Cuba both women and the society changed.

To give an approximate idea of what Cuban working women were 
like at the beginning of the 1990s, I dare to describe them as women 
in the 22–55 age group who had either concluded ninth grade or had a 
university degree, from which we may infer that they had approximately 
9–17 years of education; they had one or perhaps two children; their 
knowledge of health included the use of contraceptives and prenatal care 
as well as basic medical care for themselves, their children, and the rest 
of the family; they had a labor culture that allowed them to appreciate, 
among other things, the independence obtained by earning a salary; they 
had a sense of discipline that emanated from their presence in classrooms 
and in labor activities; they shouldered housework but understood that 
men should also participate (and openly criticized them for not doing so); 
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they began to care for the elderly in the family who could no longer con-
tribute to domestic chores; and they were capable of taking decisions in 
their jobs and at home.

CRISIS, READJUSTMENTS, AND WOMEN’S 
EMPLOYMENT: 1990–2009

The Economic Crisis of the 1990s

In the mid-1980s Cuba started the process known as “rectifi cation of eco-
nomic errors and negative tendencies,” aimed at correcting mistakes that 
had been made during the 1970s by uncritically copying Soviet economic 
recipes and applying them to the local situation. This “rectifi cation” process 
was interrupted in 1990 due to the crumbling of so-called real socialism 
in Eastern Europe and the disappearance of the Soviet Union. Cubans 
therefore arrived at the crisis of the 1990s acknowledging that economic 
mistakes had been made—and the consequences these had had in the 
political, social, and economic arenas—without being able to implement 
the solutions that had already been designed to address them. Thus the 
country plunged into its worst years of transition to socialism.

In one year Cuba lost 85 percent of its foreign trade and exchange, 
which had been developed for 30 years with Eastern European countries 
on mutually advantageous terms. In the changed circumstances of the 
1990s, it had to search for new trade and economic partners based on 
market laws ruling the international economy. At the same time, the United 
States toughened its 30-year blockade in order to aggravate the crisis and 
overthrow the Revolution. In 1992 the US Congress passed the Torricelli 
law, which added more obstacles to Cuba’s foreign trade activities, and in 
1996 passed the Cuban Liberty and Democratic Solidarity Act, known as 
the Helms-Burton law, which summarized all previous legislation on the 
blockade and added extraterritorial actions against Cuba. It attempted 
to compel third countries to adopt the same economic and trade restric-
tions implemented by the United States, or else those countries and their 
citizens would be penalized. These actions raised even more diffi culties 
for Cuba’s access to credit and markets when these were badly needed.

From 1989 to 1993 Cuba’s GDP fell more than 33 percent, leading to 
a devastating decrease in social consumption (Perez Villanueva, 2008). 
This reduced the supply of rationed goods and services subsidized by the 
state to cover the basic needs of the population, while other non-rationed 
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products practically disappeared. Black market dealings increased, which 
elevated the prices of goods and caused the value of salaries to plunge, 
affecting the more than 90 percent of the labor force employed in the 
public sector (Perez Villanueva, 2008). Two events show how hard the 
crisis hit food consumption: fi rst, there was an epidemic of neuropathy, 
partly caused by acute nutritional defi ciency; and second, the low birth 
weight index went up to 9 percent (Álvarez and Máttar, 2004).

Women, particularly female workers, had to fulfi ll their duties at the 
“crossroads of production and reproduction” in conditions of huge short-
ages. The frame of mind in which they demanded that the state solve 
their problems instead of working out local and personal solutions began 
to be overcome in the diffi cult years of the 1990s, as they devised daily 
strategies in their homes, neighborhoods, and work centers to survive the 
crisis and move beyond it. They were working a double shift in diffi cult 
conditions, being worn down physically and emotionally.

Economic Recovery Measures

Despite the crisis, the Cuban leadership guaranteed the basic needs of 
the population and made sure that the readjustment measures affected all 
citizens equally with no discrimination toward women. Its conception of 
development led to very different economic strategies and social policies 
from the neoliberal ideas that ruled readjustment policies in other countries 
in the region, as it maintained universal access to education, health care, 
subsidized food, social security, social care, sports, and culture.

The economic recovery measures of the 1990s included:

• Reform of state enterprises.
• Reintroduction of the economy into the world market with new 

trading partners.
• Decentralization of economic functions.
• Enlarging of the private sector.
• Increased importance given to tourism, telecommunications, and 

mining, with tourism acting as the “engine” that mobilized the other 
economic sectors.

• No devaluation of the Cuban peso and free circulation of the US 
dollar (with stores accepting only the latter opened to collect fl ows 
coming through remittances).

• Effi cient use of a qualifi ed labor force with technological learning 
abilities.
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These measures were the result of adapting development ideas valid 
in Cuba up to that moment in order to incorporate the country into the 
global world economy. They continued the path of transition to socialism 
and were designed under enormous pressure, in a short period, fl exibly, 
and with a practical approach (Monreal, 2007). Cuba began to come out of 
the crisis in 1994, and by 2004 GDP had reached 99 percent of the 1989 
GDP (Pérez Villanueva, 2008). In 2007 the economy grew 7.5 percent, 
showing its gradual consolidation following a 42.5 percent increase in 
GDP since 2004 (Rodriguez, 2007).

All through the 1990s Cuba pursued industrialization as a way to 
substitute imports and to advance its long-range development plans. The 
country’s economic connections with the rest of the world changed because 
its exports had to compete in different conditions than those prevailing 
in CMEA member countries. “The purpose was to keep the industrial 
structures existing previous to the crisis and to modernize them partially 
in order to wait for the moment when new investments appeared. Tour-
ism, nickel and pharmaceutical industries received the highest invest-
ments” (Monreal, 2007, p. 130). The goal was to intensively exploit the 
country’s natural resources, advanced technologies, and highly qualifi ed 
labor force to reinsert Cuba into world markets with products of high 
aggregate value.

In these conditions tourism grew by 20 percent annually, pushing for-
ward the rest of the economy while the basic social policies were retained. 
Tourism not only created direct and indirect jobs for 300,000 persons, but 
its growth stimulated the recovery of other areas such as agriculture and 
the food industry, beverages and liqors, construction, communications, 
and transportation. By 1994 it had replaced the sugar industry as the main 
earner of hard currency (García Molina, 2004). It dynamically infl uenced 
the so-called upward technological learning that took place in the fi elds 
of business administration—including marketing and advertising—and 
in-job training and retraining. The aviation, pharmaceutical (based on 
biotechnology), medical equipment, and telecommunications sectors also 
felt the effects of implementing this highly professional training.

One of the readjustment measures consisted in reorganizing part of 
the industrial structures previously designed for the CMEA integration 
scheme to produce for the Cuban domestic hard currency market. The 
purpose of this was to increase the amount of hard currency in the country, 
use it to restore the economy, and invest it in sectors aimed at covering 
the basic needs of the population. The potential purchasers of these goods 
were state enterprises, joint ventures, and Cubans with access to hard cur-
rency (those working in enterprises that paid their employees with hard 
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currency, the self-employed, small land owners, and remittance receiv-
ers). These “inside–frontier–exports” helped reactivate and modernize 
those industries that were producing for domestic markets and selling 
their goods in Cuban pesos. The products initially lacked export quality, 
but some of them developed to levels of excellence and were purchased 
by tourist enterprises.

Women and the Labor Force

There are four main reasons that explain why Cuban working women 
stayed in their jobs during the crisis and readjustment years:

• First, approximately, one-third of Cuban women wage earners 
headed their households. Either they were the sole “bread winners” 
in their homes, or theirs was the highest income. This proportion 
would be even greater if one included working women who remarry 
or establish new marital unions, who are not the “offi cial” heads 
of their household, but who consider themselves responsible for 
their children’s economic support. This is typically the case with 
remarried women who live with their own children from previous 
marriages or marital unions.

• Second, women accounted for two-thirds of all Cuban profession-
als and technical workers. They thus represented the majority of a 
highly qualifi ed labor force that is needed in a country that has a 
development strategy based on promoting economic activities 
requiring highly sophisticated technology and effi ciency.

• Third, women wage earners had dramatically increased their 
participation in the Cuban labor force beginning in 1970. They 
therefore included a considerable proportion of younger women 
workers whose mothers had also worked and provided them with 
an example.

• Fourth, Cuban legal and political regulations and frameworks 
promoting women’s participation in the labor force remained dur-
ing the crisis years and were adapted to the changes taking place. 
For example, in 1993 maternity leave was increased from three to 
six months, and subsequently this went up to one year (and from 
2,000 fathers were also granted the right to stay at home for up to 
one year taking care of their baby). In 1997 the Council of State 
passed the National Plan of Action Following the Beijing Confer-
ence of 1995, which included 90 articles to be enacted by state 
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institutions to continue promoting women’s progress (República 
de Cuba, 1999).

While there was a small decrease in the number of women in the 
workforce, from 38 percent in 1996 to 37 percent in 2006 (ONE, 1999; 
2006), their presence among technicians increased, with 39 percent of 
working women in 1996 and 44 percent in 2006 in this category. Thirteen 
percent of all working men worked as technicians in 1996, and 10 years 
later this fi gure was 17 percent. By 1996 women made up 64 percent 
of all technicians, and although this went down slightly in 2006, they 
were still the majority at 60 percent (ONE, 2006). Women’s predomi-
nance in this area is due to the fact that since 1978 they have had higher 
educational levels than working men considered as a whole. From 1996 
to 2006 women’s participation in the category of blue-collar workers 
went down from 22 percent to 17 percent. There were fewer male blue-
collar workers too: in 1996 they accounted for 51 percent and in 2006 
for 49 percent of all workers.

However, women had very low representation in senior administrative 
positions, with only 6 percent of all working women at this level. Par-
ticipation by gender among senior administrators showed stable quotas 
in 1996 and 2006: 71 percent and 70 percent for men and 29 percent 
and 30 percent for women. The latter were present in non-traditional 
sectors—steel manufacture, the sugar industry, sciences, telecommunica-
tions, and computers—as well as in traditional ones.

In spite of the role played by tourism in reinserting Cuba in the world 
economy as well as promoting other sectors with high aggregate value, 
exports continue to be mainly driven by natural resources (mining, 
tobacco, and fi shery) where men have higher rates of employment. On 
the other hand, in those areas that produce exports based on high levels 
of technology, and that must lead Cuban exports in the future (telecom-
munications, the pharmaceutical industry based in biotechnology, and 
sciences), women are highly represented, particularly among professionals 
and technicians. Women are therefore key players in terms of Cuba’s main 
economic asset: a qualifi ed labor force with training capacities.

Levels of Salaries and Income

As mentioned earlier, consumption plunged with the decrease in GDP and 
the decline in the real value of salaries. Although salaries started going up in 
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2005, they have not regained their value because the consumer price index 
is still high. The labor force that on the threshold of the crisis accounted 
for 95 percent of the public sector reoriented toward the private, joint 
venture, and cooperative sectors as well as to those state enterprises that 
paid workers in hard currency. This led to a restructuring of the work-
force between the public and non-public sectors. At present the former 
employs 75 percent of the total labor force, and includes those jobs that 
pay workers in Cuban pesos. These are the people, together with those 
depending on social security pensions and on social care, whose incomes 
have been most affected by the crisis.

Based on the scarce information available on income by gender as well as 
on the several case studies dealing with this topic, it seems that women 
have been more affected than men by the decreased values of salaries and 
pensions in the last years. They represent only one-tenth of self-employed 
citizens who belong to the private sector, only one-third of personnel 
in joint ventures, and are the majority of the benefi ciaries of social care 
(Instituto de Investigaciones y Estudios del Trabajo, 2007).

According to offi cial calculations in 1997, 50 percent of all citizens 
had access to hard currency, an index that grew to 62 percent in 2001 
(Pérez Villanueva, 2008). While there were no available data on gender 
distribution, men represent 88 percent of the self-employed, 66 per-
cent of those in joint ventures, and the absolute majority of small land 
owners—all categories with access to hard currency. As to which Cubans 
receive foreign remittances, the basic means for individuals to obtain hard 
currency, case studies indicate that women are the majority here. It would 
be worth studying this process of receiving and administering remittances 
from a gender perspective.

The crisis and reform processes that took place in the 1990s halted 
the trend of extending social equality to all and of eliminating the con-
ditions that generated social disadvantages. An extremely complex situ-
ation developed that demanded rethinking state actions. Social policies 
were kept, but incomes and consumption seriously declined. An excellent 
study by the Research Institute of the Ministry of Labour, which ana-
lyzed gender differences in salaries among workers in the public sector, 
concluded , “Differences found in incomes, although small, disfavored 
women, who received 2 percent less in salaries than men” (Instituto de 
Investigaciones y Estudios del Trabajo, 2007). It also showed that women 
on average worked fewer days than men—and consequently were paid 
less—due mainly to sickness (60 percent), taking care of children and 
other family members (22 percent), and maternity leave (18 percent). 
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Of all registered absences, 77 percent were taken by women. Men rarely 
took leave from their jobs for reasons other than their own sickness. Only 
4 percent of men categorized as technicians and blue-collar workers took 
leave to take care of their children and other family members, though 27 
percent of men working in service categories—where salaries are lower—
did so (Instituto de Investigaciones y Estudios del Trabajo, 2007).

The reduction in the real value of salaries meant that these could no 
longer support families. Additionally, when goods that used to be part of 
the subsidized family basket started being sold for hard currency, large 
sections of the population were unable to access them. These events 
particularly affected women and men who worked in the public sector 
and women-headed households, which made up 32 percent of families in 
2002 (ONE, 2002). All women had to fi nd strategies to confront limited 
consumption while performing the second shift. Many people took on 
other jobs in addition to those that supplied their main salaries. Work-
ing women also undertook activities that provided them with additional 
income on top of their salaries. This multiple employment had not been 
practiced before the crisis.

The reduced income from social security and social care affected 
families with pensioners. Older people’s contribution to the family bud-
get shrank precisely when they needed additional care. This was a new 
situation compared to the fi rst years of women’s incorporation into the 
workplace and up to the crisis of the 1990s. As noted earlier, the mothers 
of these women workers had usually been housewives and taken care of 
their grandchildren. As time passed and they grew older, their daughters 
had to invent strategies to fulfi ll these additional duties known as the 
“ethics of care.” Women workers now had to ask for unpaid work leave, 
or simply had to abandon their jobs, to look after their elderly family 
members on either their own or their husband’s side. This also decreased 
family budgets.

The poverty level rose. In 1985, 6 percent of the population lived 
in poverty. Ten years later in 1995 this had risen to 15 percent, and at 
present 20 percent of the population in urban areas is considered to be 
in this category (Espina Prieto, 2007). While there are no national statis-
tics measuring the gaps among population groups according to income, 
recent case studies indicate that differences may be as high as 1 to 24. 
This index is very different from the one calculated in 1978 that showed 
differences in income as 1 to 4 (ibid.). In neither case is there any infor-
mation concerning gender.
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The Role of Women in Tackling the Crisis

What role should women play in relation to economic strategies and social 
policies concerning employment in order to continue struggling against 
poverty and inequality, a process that was severely affected by the crisis 
of the 1990s? How must this be done without using neoliberal patterns, 
and in a world economy ruled by the market? Different proposals have 
been put forward, but all agree that the Cuban population is a fundamental 
asset to lead the way out of the crisis for it is already highly qualifi ed and 
has great potential to continue its training.

Cuban women are very well educated. In 2006 19 percent of employed 
women had graduated from tertiary education, compared to 11 percent 
of employed men; and 56 percent of employed women had completed 
high school compared to 44 percent of men. In 2006–2007, 65 percent of 
all those that graduated from tertiary level were women. They accounted 
for 74 percent of graduates in Medical Sciences, 71 percent in Econom-
ics, 48 percent in Natural Sciences and Mathematics, 37 percent in 
Engineering and Architecture, and 34 percent in Agricultural Sciences, 
just to mention those programs related to basic economic activities that 
were traditionally considered male oriented (ONE, 2006; 2008). Many 
women have master’s degrees and doctorates, and they enroll in graduate 
courses and study languages more than men do. Women are the majority 
of teachers and professors at all stages of the educational ladder—from 
pre-primary to graduate studies—and account for 57 percent of faculty 
members in the universities (Ministry of Higher Education, 2008).

Women workers are present in all economic sectors. As already noted, 
they make up the majority of the country’s professionals and techni-
cians—the most qualifi ed members of the labor force. In those sectors 
that should spearhead the production of new exports with high aggregate 
value—the pharmaceutical industry based on biotechnology and com-
puter programming—they surpass men. In the sugar industry, which is 
working to develop sugarcane derivatives, in aviation, and in tourism 
they are well represented among technicians and professionals, and they 
account for 52 percent of all those employed in the science sector (ONE, 
2006).

Another requisite to participate in technologically advanced economic 
activities is to have leadership or decision-making abilities. In my research 
on women and employment in Cuba during the last 25 years, I have tried 
to show that changes in gender ideology have developed working women’s 
decision-making abilities in all spheres of their lives: at their jobs, in their 
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families, and with their partners. Living in a society that has been funda-
mentally transformed, and where they have been more subject to these 
changes than men, women have trained themselves to combine several 
tasks at their jobs and at home. Deeper studies have to be developed to 
understand how working women, whether they are professionals or not, 
have constructed decision-making know-how for all spheres of their lives, 
including the workplace and their traditional role in the household. In 
doing so, it should be noted that there are generational differences, with 
younger women more likely to “persuade” men in their families to perform 
domestic activities.

By exercising their decision-making abilities, women not only develop 
a sense of empowerment as human beings but also confi rm their right to 
act independently. This is a basic civil right that Cuban women have not 
yet fully exercised. As mentioned earlier, less than one-third of all senior 
administrators in 2006 were women, and of all women workers only 
6 percent were managers. These numbers—a trend for the last 15 years—
are very low considering that women are the majority among profes-
sional and technicians, who should be considered the “natural” source of 
senior administrators.

In recent studies in which I interviewed professional women and men, 
the majority of the latter held senior administrative positions or had held 
them in the past. All of them were willing to perform leadership roles. 
On the other hand, only one-fi fth of the women in my case studies had 
been and/or were willing to be senior administrators. The men considered 
that they were qualifi ed for these responsibilities or were capable of being 
trained as such. They were “seeking” these posts. In contrast, most of the 
women claimed that they were not suffi ciently trained. Some answered 
that it would take too much of their time, paying very little; others con-
sidered that it would be “an extra burden for the second shift”; while still 
others said that they preferred to continue upgrading their professional 
knowledge instead of being trained as managers. All of them believed that 
they were already decision makers in their jobs.

It is a mistake to interpret these answers to mean that these professional 
women lack self-confi dence. What happens is that they know what they 
want to achieve in their fi elds of employment, and becoming managers 
is considered an obstacle to their projects. The few women in the sample 
who held senior administrative posts at the time of my study, or who had 
occupied them in the past, declared that they had not “looked” for these 
responsibilities, which had been assigned to them. Some of the women 
had been union leaders at the grassroots level. They acknowledged that 
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their co-workers respected their authority; that they were capable of 
solving problems; and that although they were not completely satisfi ed 
performing managerial posts, they had exercised them responsibly. The 
fact that a majority of the Cuban women who are capable of becoming 
senior administrators do not want to become such refl ects an unfi nished 
area of gender ideology.

I suggest that there are a number of reasons why women have not yet 
attained leadership roles in the workplace, although these hypotheses need 
further research. One is that during the crisis years all women workers, 
including professionals, had to stay employed to keep their salaries in order 
to contribute to the family budget, whether they had a stable partner or 
were single and headed their households. As the value of the Cuban peso 
decreased, they were compelled to fi nd a second job to contribute to their 
household incomes. If they had assumed a leadership post, it would have 
been diffi cult to obtain the necessary additional income. When manage-
rial posts are capable of fulfi lling the material needs of those that perform 
them, then more women will be interested. Moreover, Cuban managerial 
culture has been designed by and for men, and this has to be changed in 
order to get women to become managers.

However, all conditions are present at the social level to accomplish 
this goal, and the existence of six women ministers at present in so-called 
hard ministries proves that this is possible. Professional women have the 
ability to perform in leadership posts in the workplace. Women managers 
started at the basic levels of employment and have risen with constant 
feedback and learning in their job experience. They are familiar with all 
the complexities of the jobs they will direct. As discussed earlier, they are 
present in all sectors of the economy; they have made up the majority of 
professionals and technicians for the last 30 years; their educational levels 
are high; they perform complex tasks simultaneously; they are decision 
makers at their jobs and in their homes; and their curricula vitae are 
relatively long, beginning from the grassroots levels and making them 
familiar with their job environment.

Case studies comparing women and men’s managerial methods 
show that the former introduce new concepts into the traditional, male-
dominated managerial culture; they promote the upgrading of education 
levels among their subordinates; they do not fear competition; they use 
consensual methods in decision making; they have a personalized way of 
treating the people around them; and they direct their work by objectives. 
When all the needed conditions to promote women to managerial posts 
fl ourish in Cuba, it will be an irreversible process.
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Patriarchal Holdovers … and New Approaches

The wide access of women to leadership posts at the workplace cannot 
wait until the patriarchal cultural patterns in Cuba are completely trans-
formed. It needs to be constructed both by assigning them to such posts 
as well as by making their leadership more socially acceptable in order 
to increase their willingness to take on such roles. This is what happened 
with the incorporation of women into the labor force in the 1960s and 
1970s. Patriarchal ideology is a continuing social phenomenon that allows 
discrimination against women to endure, as important as the shortages in 
infrastructure at the household level and in the workplace.

Whether Cuban women are judges, engineers, doctors, scientists, or 
professors, they still carry the burden of the second shift. Studies show 
that they spend three times as many hours a week as working men doing 
household chores. A recent example underlines this point. Since 2004 
Cuba has engaged in the “energy revolution,” one aspect of which aimed 
at substituting both high-energy consumer appliances from the previously 
socialist Eastern European countries and very old ones that were bought 
before 1959. This “substitution” process was made in one year under the 
guidance and control of women working as professionals, technicians, 
and heads of departments at one of the ministries led by a woman: basic 
industry. Nevertheless, recent studies show that, although younger male 
family members tend to share household chores made easier by these 
new appliances, women keep performing the majority of these tasks, 
now pushing the buttons. They argue that men were not trained to use 
the appliances and fear they would spoil them.

Thus though some 70 percent of the Cuban population was born after 
1959, and so has been exposed to the struggles against gender discrimi-
nation in the last 50 years, patriarchal ideologies permeate them “to the 
bone.”

There are also examples of non-patriarchal approaches to politics in 
terms of gender. The way in which the project for the new law on social 
security has been introduced illustrates this. Cuba has experienced a 
decrease in its population from 2006 to 2008 due to the infl uence of 
multiple socio-demographic variables. It has an aging population: 17 per-
cent of Cubans are 60 years old or more, and it is estimated that by 2025 
they will account for 26 percent; life expectancy is 77 years. Birth rates 
have been low since 1978, with a fertility rate of 1.43 and reproduction 
at –0.69. The existence of family planning programs since 1964 and 
sex education programs has led to sexual health and the avoidance of 
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unwanted pregnancies. The incorporation of women into the labor force 
since the early 1970s has also played a role. Prognoses for 2025 predict 
that the absolute number of Cubans of working age will decrease, as will 
the number of women of fertile age.

The new social security law therefore proposed to extend retirement 
age for women from 55 to 60 years and for men from 60 to 65. It also 
puts forward new calculations for pensions in order to increase them 
beginning from 2009 (Ministry of Justice, 2009). None of the arguments 
used to modify the law has “blamed” women for decreases in fertility rates 
or for staying in the labor force. On the contrary, the causes of low birth 
rates have been linked to questions concerning women and men alike, 
and changes in the law will benefi t both. For example, at present widows 
have the right to decide which pension to keep: their own or their late 
husband’s. When the new law is enacted, they will be able to keep both. 
Widowers will have the right to decide between their late wife’s pension 
and their own.

CONCLUSION: THE NEED TO KEEP RETHINKING AND 
INTERROGATING CUBAN REALITIES

The following quotation from Mayra Espina Prieto (2007, p. 273) sum-
marizes some important ideas:

Cuban experience in the struggle to eradicate poverty has suggested to 
underdeveloped countries that this quest can only be effi ciently developed if 
it departs from the perspective of merely “assistance” policies and puts itself 
in the dialectics of poverty, inequalities and development, understanding 
that poverty is not a social situation but is basically a social relation.

Policies aimed at women’s equality in Cuba since 1959 shared this 
conception because of a conviction that women had to strive against the 
disadvantaged social relations that fostered their discrimination. They 
had to participate in ending the conditions that created their inequali-
ties to become agents of their own transformation. To sustain women’s 
development policies and struggle against inequalities and poverty, it has 
been indispensable “… to reactivate production and public services, to 
fi nance social policies that insure the well-being of the population, and to 
legitimize the state as responsible for this dynamic process” (ibid.).

Espina Prieto also writes that it is important to “reach a new under-
standing of equality as an essential characteristic of social relations and, 
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basically, of distribution procedures and actions to satisfy material and 
spiritual needs, based on the understanding of diversity” (Espina Prieto, 
2007). Differential criteria therefore need to be incorporated in policies to 
create goods and to distribute them. As noted earlier, socialism according to 
Karl Marx must be led by the principle “from each according to his/her capaci-
ties, to each according to his/her work,” which means there will be inequal-
ities depending on each person’s contribution to society—for example, 
in terms of differences in jobs and differences in salaries. It could also 
warn against a mistaken notion of a totally “equalizing” society. Espina 
Prieto’s suggestion that social scientists use a differential approach in their 
research could be fulfi lled in studying Cuban experiences of promoting 
women in the workforce by using a gender perspective. This would mean 
analyzing women’s leadership at work by considering their differences 
to men not only in the area of employment (or public sphere) but also in 
the home (or private sphere).

Policies aimed at promoting women’s employment have been cons-
tantly updated based on the understanding that as women kept changing 
themselves through their roles as agents of social transformation, polic-
ies that promoted these changes had to be modifi ed to adapt to the new 
women and to the new social conditions. This has been the case with the 
experiments with women’s jobs in the 1960s, with the maternity law since 
the mid-1970s, and at present with the social security law.

The maternity law provided for differentiated treatment of working 
women during their pregnancy and during the fi rst months after they gave 
birth. Although, as mentioned earlier, there have been legal and ideologi-
cal means in place since 2000 to promote fathers’ sharing in the care of 
their newborn, very few men have so far used paternity leave. So even 
when rights among women and men are equated, each one’s reaction will 
differ according to her or his generation, zone of residence, occupation, 
educational level, and gender consciousness.

The way in which scholars and politicians have approached women’s 
equality has changed over the last 50 years, basically because they incor-
porated a gender sensibility and did not stop at the point of considering 
only women. This was the case when legal conditions were created to 
ensure equal pay for equal jobs, and afterward, when it was necessary 
for women and society as a whole to eliminate the rest of the inequalities 
prevailing in social production and reproduction, as was the case of strug-
gling against patriarchal decision-making patterns at the workplace and 
in families. It is also evident in the way that low fertility rates are being 
approached, that is, as a matter concerning both women and men.
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However, the new visions of women and of gender relations have 
not been followed by the necessary transformations in the patriarchal 
subjectivities of men and women. There are still many traditional dis-
criminatory attitudes. For example, the ideology that depicts men as 
the main breadwinners of their households keeps them from studying 
at the university level because of a belief that they must work to provide 
the main incomes of their “future families.” Yet in fact research on women’s 
employment in Cuba has shown that men have stopped being the main 
breadwinners (see, for example Safa, 1995). There is also a need to make 
the decision-making abilities of women workers an accepted component 
of the gender ideology, and to ensure that women’s leadership is part of 
the social imagination as well as a reality.
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13

Challenges for African Feminism in 
the Contemporary Moment

PATRICIA MCFADDEN

Activists and scholars [might] consider the notion of “introspection” as a possible 
conceptual facilitator for new thinking in terms of beginning to respond to the 
intellectual and ideological challenges with which many feminist and gender 
activists are currently faced, within their specifi c locations as radical women and 
as anti-capitalist/anti-patriarchal women.

THE JOURNEY THUS FAR: HOW WE ARRIVED 
AT THIS MOMENT

T he moment that we have arrived at—those of us who are consciously 
engaged in transforming our worlds and the larger universal spaces 

of human habitation—is one that is riddled with tremendous contradic-
tions and threats to the security and future of humankind, whilst bearing 
at its core the unique possibilities for transformation that have accompa-
nied such “instances of change” throughout the human narrative (Tandon, 
2009).

Most of what could be described as “negative” energy at the national and 
global levels is directly linked to the century-old systems of human and 
environmental exploitation and oppression (Kovel, 2002; Seager, 1999; 
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Shiva, 1989), while much of the hope for social and individual renewal 
remains embedded in the struggles of women and working people in every 
society. Speaking of the process of researching and documenting women’s 
lives in communities in South Africa during the early years of indepen-
dence, Taylor and Conradie (1997) had this to say: “More importantly, 
in reading aspects of their stories and in discussions with the women it 
was evident that through their many struggles women believed that the 
miracle of political democracy could be attained and that in this process 
their own liberation would become possible.”

This fractured reality of human existence presents a particular set of 
challenges for feminists, and I would like to consider some of the tasks 
that lie ahead as we strive to navigate our paths forward by mobilizing 
the knowledge and visions of women (and men) who are dedicated to the 
celebration of life in all its diverse forms.

In each of our social locations as feminist activists who participate in 
the crafting and dissemination of radical knowledge, we are confronted 
with the consequences of inequality in ways that are deepening and ex-
panding with such rapidity that our abilities to respond in credible and 
sustainable ways have come under severe pressure. For almost a decade, 
across the global and national theaters of our social landscapes, feminist 
thought and activism has increasingly refl ected this deepening crisis of 
“response-ability.” Many if not most of the conceptual and activist tools 
and strengths that we brought to our work at the close of the last millen-
nium have fallen short of the challenges and tasks that await us as we 
step more fi rmly into this 21st century. Our movements, our assumptions 
about the state and its ancillary structures, and our understandings of class 
and the practices that accompany privilege and power have all come into 
question and urgently require closer and more radical scrutiny.

Every community of feminists is being challenged, whether they 
like it or not, by the realities that the crisis of capitalism and bourgeois 
democracy is throwing in our faces. Regardless of what we thought we 
had achieved and/or acquired, and what we had assumed would be “in 
place” in more defi nitive ways—within the state or in major institutions 
in our respective societies—this moment has become a “wake-up” call 
for us all, and we have to recognize this imperative and respond accord-
ingly (Alexander & Mohanty, 1997). This is where I would like to make 
the entry point for my contribution to this collective moment of feminist 
introspection and renewal.
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THE DIFFERENCE MADE BY WOMEN’S KNOWLEDGE 
AND AGENCY IN TRANSFORMING OUR WORLDS

There is no doubt that we have transformed our worlds and our lived 
social spaces in individual and collective ways that speak loudly to the 
value and intrinsic necessity of a dynamic women’s presence in human 
societies. This is not new knowledge among women (see, for example, 
Brill, 1995; Friedlander, 1996; Kerr, 1993; Mayo, 2005; Taylor et al., 
2000). However, in terms of the social construction and public recogni-
tion of women’s intellectual traditions and inputs that we have made in 
all our societies, we have had to “break down walls and climb over fences” 
everywhere in order to initiate the processes of minimal inclusion into 
the academy, state policy arenas, and wider societal informational sites. 
(For a range of discussions and debates on the making of African feminist 
intellectuals on the continent, see Feminist Africa, 2002, 2008.)

In Africa, and particularly in eastern and southern Africa, women began 
the process of redefi ning and transforming the very notions and prac-
tices of freedom and personhood through their engagement in struggles 
against colonialism and racist supremacy. In the course of a century, 
women of all ages and class locations brought to the African experience 
of that centennial moment the long and arduous traditions and legacies of 
anti-patriarchal resistance and agency (Gasa, 2008; McFadden, 2005).

This historic fact may not be socially or politically recognized and, in the 
current context of the continental shift toward postcoloniality and deepen-
ing state-led repression through more nuanced and often fetishized forms, 
women’s knowledge is becoming less and less visible and/or remembered. 
However, the truth of this fact cannot be erased.

Certainly, we see the reemergence, in the global and national media, of 
the tired stereotyped representations of African women (and their com-
munities) as being in need of rescue, presumably from their governments 
and from those who now make up the state on the continent. The “politics 
of rescue” is being played out through the discourses and practices of 
humanitarianism and human rights scrutiny—initiatives that in and of 
themselves are not repugnant, just deeply problematical and eventually 
disastrous for all Africans (Shivji, 2006).

Increasingly, African women’s voices are becoming an echo, fi ltered 
through the larger voice of international nongovernmental and United 
Nations structures and the media forms that they have created, that they 
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control. While these institutions have often been a recourse that Africans 
can turn to—given the dire state of the continent’s structural, ideological, 
and material conditions—this reality actually goes to the heart of the mat-
ter for feminists and all those who are engaged in social transformation 
(McFadden, 2007; Silliman, 1999).

We need to return to the moment when women initiated the political, 
social, and legal processes that resulted in the energies that remain central 
to the transformation of their lives and worlds. We have to return to the 
pivotal moment of change that marked the beginning of independence 
and initiated our journey toward postcolonialism. The notion of a “post-
colonial moment” remains largely untheorized and barely considered as 
a distinctive political concept within either general political economy 
analysis or African feminist discourse. Most scholars use the notion of 
postcolonialism synonymously with neocolonialism, and often it is in 
reference to the state in Africa rather than to the relational terrain between 
citizens and the state—and additionally, for women, their struggles against 
patriarchal repression and exclusion. In my own work around citizen-
ship and entitlements for African women, I have begun to explore the 
possibilities of conceptualizing postcolonialism and postcoloniality as 
sites of struggle and moments of political opportunity for fundamental 
transformation.

For women on the African continent, in the main, that moment was 
ushered in through their participation in struggles for freedom from colo-
nial domination and exclusion. By bringing their agency to the struggles 
for liberation, African women transformed—in a limited sense, of course, 
given the narrowness of nationalism as a transformative ideology—the 
meanings and expressions of freedom, especially as they relate to women. 
This profound possibility is most dramatically refl ected in the presence 
of African feminist intellectuals at every level of the international com-
munity. At the more real-life levels of women’s daily struggles for entitle-
ments and protections, these possibilities remain largely unrealized and 
often unimagined in a collective sense. This is not to imply or even claim 
that working women and their communities do not imagine an alterna-
tive life. Rather it is meant to draw our attention to the need for feminist 
scholars to scrutinize more closely the implications of neoliberalism for 
the consciousness and imaginations of working people, given its deeply 
reactionary ideological and practical impacts.

The postindependence years witnessed the emergence and consolidation 
of civil society movements that were crafted as vehicles of entitlement— 
facilitating the relocation of Africans, in their diverse statuses, in the 
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public realm, and in a direct relationship with the neocolonial state. At 
the same time, the radical edge of women’s politics, which was neces-
sary to take them to the next level in their relationships with the state 
(in national, regional, continental, and global terms) and with the patriar-
chal institutions that inhabit and constrain their realities, remained muted 
and was often consciously blunted.

Through colonization, the relationship between the state and various 
categories of people within African communities had been shunted to the 
margins of the political and economic landscapes of their societies, with 
women and young males experiencing the most dramatic forms of such 
exclusion. Through the restructuring of social and economic relationships 
within these communities and across geographical spaces, the category of 
“African women” became “fl attened” and homogenized—collapsed into 
feudal notions of womanhood and motherhood that were systematically 
exploited to create a reservoir of superexploited black labor across regions 
of the continent for several hundred years. Often African males colluded 
with such politics and practices, in desperate attempts to retain their 
beleaguered masculinity in the face of economic and political domination. 
There is an immense reservoir of historical and political economy analysis 
that has been produced on this process, which clearly shows how African 
communities were economically, legally, politically, and socially excluded 
from the colonial project, except in terms of capitalist exploitation and 
severe state and racial repression. For specifi cally feminist/gendered work 
see, for example, studies by Teresa Barnes, Merle L. Bowen, Jean Davison, 
Mark Epprechet, Lynette Jackson, and Elizabeth Schmidt.

As “breeders” for colonial capitalism, African women, especially in 
eastern and southern Africa, were kept outside any direct relationship with 
the state and/or public institutions (besides the missionary churches and 
later the white family household as worshippers/volunteers and domestic 
labor, respectively). This created a civic gap between African women in 
particular (and African communities in the main) and the state as the 
repository of rights and protections in all our societies. The colonial state 
and this “frontier capitalism” were embedded in racist supremacy and 
vicious, institutionalized systems and practices of violence, particularly 
sexual violence (which was not recognized by colonial state offi cials and 
was treated as shameful by black men, who often blamed women for its 
occurrence). Through the act of challenging and rejecting colonialism, 
African women began to shift the relationships of power between them-
selves and black men, while also initiating a more direct relationship 
between themselves and the neocolonial state to which black nationalists 
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had ascended at the moment of independence. They instigated a conscious-
ness of anti-patriarchal entitlement, which moved them and millions of 
their sisters (across class and social divides) into the public spaces of our 
societies—shaping the moment of independence as a radical moment for 
all women (Mohanty et al., 1991; Yuval-Davis & Werbner, 1999).

However, the class and social status differences that had initially been 
suppressed by colonial sexist and racist hegemony, and which had been 
aggravated over time by limited access to education and religious indoctri-
nation, resurfaced soon after independence and posed critical challenges 
in terms of the formation of alliances and resistance strategies by women 
vis-à-vis the neocolonial state.

Deep-seated tensions surrounding issues of identity and aspired-
to statuses—particularly in terms of class, ethnicity, race, age, ability, 
sexual orientation, and social location—simmered under the surfaces 
of the plethora of women’s movements that sprung into action in the 
public spheres of all the countries of the continent over the past four 
decades. This was facilitated in large degree by the internationalization 
of “gender” as an analytical concept and later as a neoliberal tool for the 
deradicalization of women’s movements and their political agendas. The 
depoliticization has occurred at several levels, largely in response to the in-
creasing hegemony of neoliberal conservatism, instigated in the main 
by UN agencies, international humanitarian organizations, and donor 
agencies. Beginning with the insistence that “gender” was about equality 
for all and the imposition of “gender mainstreaming” as a requirement in 
the procurement of funding support to women’s and other civil society 
organizations, such “global partners” have systematically depoliticized 
women’s activism and rendered women’s organizations largely humani-
tarian and/or pro-neoliberal structures.

As the neocolonial moment has progressed, women’s movements 
have increasingly been rent asunder by struggles over their ideological 
directions. These civil society structures have been appropriated to a 
large extent by cliques of middle-class, professional women to further 
specifi c class interests and agendas (whether they pose as representatives 
of “the girl child” or “HIV and AIDS sufferers” or “women in politics”), 
and/or by opposition movements that rapidly transform themselves into 
political parties that treat women in typically sexist and misogynistic 
ways. The lessons for radical women—for feminists—have thus become 
ever more glaring. The case of Zimbabwe over the past 10 years is most 
instructive in terms of the appropriation of women’s movements by both 
the neocolonial state and the opposition movements “for democracy.” 
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While much has been written on the crisis and ongoing transition in 
the country, barely any critical analysis exists on how women’s organi-
zations were mobilized and reoriented to suit the interests of what has 
become the “Unity Government,” which has the regular token female 
appointments at the level of the state and government. The time of 
“feminist reckoning” stands fi rmly at the doorstep of those women who 
defi ne themselves as engaged individuals who are members of radical 
communities.

POSTCOLONIAL TRANSITION, GLOBAL CAPITAL, 
AND RIGHTWING AGENDAS

In eastern and southern African, the imperatives that neocolonialism is pos-
ing for radical women encompass the entire spectrum of women’s politics 
as we had imagined, crafted, experienced, and performed it—whether in 
the academy, in our personal/private lives, or in the public institutions and 
state-controlled sites of power that radical women have been contesting 
for over fi ve decades of “independence.” Feminist intellectual–activists, 
who straddle the divide between the academy (and the various sites of 
knowledge production in our societies) and the vibrant—yet increas-
ingly economically and politically repressed—sites of their communities 
and national spaces, are having to imagine new notions and strategies 
in responding to this intractable moment of postcolonial transition (see 
Chigudu, 2002 and the work of Yvette Abrahams, Amanda Gouws, 
Shareen Hassim, Mary Haymes, Desiree Lewis, and other feminist academ-
ics based in southern Africa).

It is a moment that is deeply contested and exceptionally uneven in 
historical, gendered, and class terms, with most aspiring citizens having 
been driven further away from the state and the resources that it controls. 
In most societies on the continent, the gap between “the state”—which 
controls the most critical resources in the society—and “the people,” 
who constitute largely economically, politically, legally, materially, and 
structurally excluded communities, was deliberately recreated through the 
implementation of structural adjustment programs (SAPs) over the past 
three decades (Caffentzis & Federici, 2001; Maramba et al., 1995).

In fact, the vibrancy of the independence moment, which was most 
poignantly encompassed by the engagements that African people entered 
into with those who assumed occupancy of the state, has been shattered by 
a globalized neoliberalism that has deepened economic exclusion and 
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widened the social distances between and among Africans everywhere. 
The discursive and combative relationships among “ordinary” Africans 
(be they intellectuals, working people, women activists, environmental-
ists, or queer and/or disability activists)—which are essential for the 
emergence of a new and substantially different notion and practice of 
citizenship—were systematically and often brutally usurped through the 
imposition of policies that were designed to “put Africans in their place.” 
I mean that the colonial project mapped the world and its peoples in 
particular classed and raced ways that still frame the underbelly of cur-
rent neoliberal policies and practices. As the literature on this strategy 
clearly shows, this forced removal of the people from the public sphere 
as a contested arena of power was achieved most effi ciently through the 
complicity of the newly emergent black ruling classes everywhere on 
the continent, in collusion with globalizing capital (Elich, 2006; Shivji, 
2006; Tandon, 2009).

Where people attempted to resist this capitalist imperative, they were 
taught brutal lessons through military interventions, the imposition of 
sanctions, and systematic exclusion from the “global community.” See, 
for example, the literature on Angola and Mozambique in southern Africa 
and on Grenada in the Caribbean, and analysis of the impacts of economic 
sanctions and the use of military and economic blockades on Cuba and 
Zimbabwe over the past fi ve decades. While controversy rages concerning 
the “right” of the so-called international community to impose sanctions 
on any government that does not respect the human rights of its citizens 
(which is code for US/UK and EU hegemony in the international sphere 
and a defense of their economic and military interests), historical memory 
should be surfaced on how these very present-day guardians of “human 
rights in the world” resisted—and in the case of the United States refused 
outright—the imposition of sanctions on the Apartheid regime during the 
years of struggle for freedom by the people of southern Africa.

This recent history is often obfuscated by loud hegemonic voices and 
messages that insist on homogenization through “globalization” as the 
inevitable present and future of all humans (and that claims that history has 
ended and that we are all now postcapitalist, postmodern, and postfemi-
nist). In terms of a more intersectional analysis of rightwing strategies like 
SAPS, however, it throws up several challenges that feminists and radical 
women in general need to acknowledge and begin responding to.

We need to ask how neocolonialism interfaces with global capitalist 
interests and agendas and scrutinize the rightwing agendas that are being 
imposed on the lives of working communities. More specifi cally, how have 
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these agendas translated into very conservative discourses and notions 
of womanhood, wifehood, and person-hood for women via the plethora 
of HIV and AIDS programs in all our communities on the continent? For 
example, most if not all HIV and AIDS programs and the discourses that 
accompany them in Zimbabwe are pushing a very conservative, rightwing 
agenda on women’s bodily and sexual rights. This refl ects a deeply reac-
tionary notion of community that separates out working people, particu-
larly those who are located in remote rural spaces, marking them with a 
unique cultural and social identity (by deploying remnants of feudalism 
and conservative notions of gender identity), and further exoticizing them 
through the invention of a “unique voice”—which in reality is a conserva-
tive stance on women’s and people’s realities (for an excellent example, 
see SAfAIDS, 2009a). They are questioning the relevance of certain laws 
(such as the law criminalizing marital rape) and also claiming that women 
“in communities” want to be able to “choose” on issues of inheritance 
after the death of a husband (SAfAIDS, 2009b). This is only one example 
of what is clearly a reactionary trend within civil society in Zimbabwe to 
push for more religious-inspired, tradition/culture-centered discourses 
on women’s issues and the laws and rights that activists had put in place 
during the past three decades of independence.

We need to ask how such exclusionary policies have affected the abilities 
of women to be in the public sphere; how they have restructured women’s 
political (class) orientations and boomeranged back onto these move-
ments in ways that are recreating conservative, reactionary, and even feu-
dalistic notions and discourses about women and their futures. How have 
these exclusionary strategies affected the ability of women activists in terms 
of how they conceptualize freedom and its articulation/translation into 
real changes in women’s lives? Are women activists who had acquired a 
radical consciousness about women’s entitlements and interests in the re-
cent past now shuffl ing their intellectual feet in the presence of a reaction-
ary discourse about women because they do not want to be seen to be 
“radical” and “unreasonable?” After all, donor guidelines now determine 
the ideological and political orientation of research and discourse in a so-
ciety such as Zimbabwe—and these guidelines are conspicuously and bla-
tantly reactionary, given their neoliberal foundations and orientations.

How does exclusion continue to be reinscribed and reinvented at all 
the levels at which women struggle for basic livelihoods and a sense of life 
with dignity, considering that neoliberal capitalist ideology and policies 
are the order of the day across the societies of the continent?
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BRINGING INTROSPECTION TO HOW WE ARE 
DOING OUR FEMINISM

There is no doubt that feminists everywhere in the crisis-ridden capital-
ist world understand that the time for us to regroup and take stock of 
our recent and current political herstory is upon us. Feminists in Africa, 
in Latin America, in Europe and Asia, in the Caribbean and Oceania are 
beginning to ask new and diffi cult questions about where the feminist 
movement is; how it needs to be strengthened and/or rebuilt; and what 
directions and positions feminists will have to adopt in order to respond 
in more long-term ways to the phenomenon of capitalist globalization—
which is much more than the hyper-corporatization of fi nance capital and 
a concomitant expansion of Western-driven militarism (see Riley et al., 
2008; Tax, 2008; Wilson et al., 2005).

I would like to propose that activists and scholars consider the notion 
of “introspection” as a possible conceptual facilitator for new thinking in 
terms of beginning to respond to the intellectual and ideological chal-
lenges with which many feminist and gender activists are currently faced, 
within their specifi c locations as radical women and as anti-capitalist/anti-
patriarchal women.

Introspection is appealing to me for several reasons—some of which 
might not be immediately explicable and are still largely “felt” in terms of 
my own search for new radical thinking tools (I have been exploring some 
of these concepts in more recent work—for example, McFadden, 2008, 
forthcoming) I think that by adopting an introspective stance, one is able 
to revisit the feminist landscape and approach particular moments, events, 
and ideas that shaped one’s understanding of what occurred in a more 
continuous manner. By reconnecting the thread of understanding about 
particular conjunctures and the signifi cances that they are endowed with 
for us as radical women (such as the moment of independence and our 
entry into the public spheres of our societies as formerly excluded, raced 
subjects in colonial capitalist landscapes), one can retrace the discourses 
and ideas. Sometimes, one is able to reclaim those intellectual possibili-
ties that the moment “threw up,” but that fell between the cracks of our 
understanding amid the urgencies that drove the moment. It is interest-
ing that several feminists in the Western academy are also calling for this 
retrieval of our feminist herstory in order to better understand the current 
moment (see, for example, Hesford, 2009; Plate, 2008).

By being introspective, we are able to mine and excavate our resistance 
traditions and narratives and energize those legacies and expressions of 
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our knowledge that have been consistently and systematically under 
attack (through the backlash) for the past fi ve decades—in fact, as soon as 
we stepped into the public realm and became political women in anti-
patriarchal, antiracist, and antihomophobic ways in particular.

In eastern and southern Africa, we are faced with a situation where the 
transition to postcoloniality is characterized by a deepening economic and 
political crisis that is most manifest in the increasing inability of work-
ing people to reproduce themselves socially and otherwise. The crisis of 
social reproduction is directly linked to the global crisis of capitalism, 
as well as to the seemingly unstoppable consolidation of state and eco-
nomic power by emerging black ruling classes across our continent. 
Militarism, neoliberalism, blatant plunder of the natural resources of a 
society—often accompanied by the imposition of sexual and other forms of 
coercion and impunity—continue to characterize the process of transition 
from neocolonial malaise to postcolonial rule as an active and directed 
intention by most African ruling classes.

In the wake of this class and state reconfi guration, women’s and civil 
society movements have all but vanished from the public and political 
landscape—replaced structurally and ideologically by UN and donor 
(read Western state) agencies and discourses. Everywhere across the 
continent, vibrant, autonomous movements (composed of structures, 
discourses, knowledge systems, skills, and radical political agency) have 
been systematically absorbed into regional, continental, or international 
organizations. Silliman (1999, p. 134) makes this point very clearly when 
she argues:

Women’s NGOs are among the fastest-growing groups within the NGO 
sector. While one may expect that women’s NGOs differ from other 
NGOs, in fact they mirror what is occurring throughout the NGO sector. 
Many women’s NGOs too are being restructured in keeping with the dictates 
of a neo-liberal political and economic agenda.

The African civil landscape is being carefully refashioned in ways that ex-
clude radical ideas about anything: women’s health, rights, ideologies, 
knowledge, demands, entitlements, protections—the entire gamut of issues 
and agendas that should rightfully be defi ned and envisioned by African 
citizens through their publicly situated movements and institutions.

This is the reality that faces us as radical women in our regions and 
continents. We urgently need to engage in a deep interrogation of the 
knowledge systems that we have created; ask new sets of questions about 
our relationships with the state and resistant patriarchal institutions that 
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are reshaping the African political and sociocultural landscape; challenge 
the reemergence of revanchism and feudalism, especially in societies 
such as South Africa that were supposedly “more developed”; and craft 
new intellectual and activist strategies and practices in order to rebuild 
the feminist movement—without the conservatism and narrowness of 
nationalism as an ideological prop.

The tendency to adopt defensive attitudes toward a critique of neo-
colonialism and the conservative implications of nationalism for African 
women’s movement politics generally does not assist feminist and/or gen-
der activists and scholars to further the conceptual and practical agenda 
for women. Nationalism has undoubtedly served certain positive func-
tions for women of all classes, and it must be highlighted and celebrated. 
However, as an ideology and as a practice it is fundamentally androcentric 
and limited in its ability to realize a more radical agenda in terms of the 
interests of working women in particular, and of other excluded groups 
in all our African societies. Therefore, women who name themselves 
feminist and who aspire to transform their respective societies will have 
to delink their personal and national identities from the established notion 
of nationalism and craft new elements of identity and political activism 
in order to move forward with a sustained agenda.

We must reclaim our political agency by exposing the fetishized forms 
that repression and exclusion have assumed through the manipulation of 
neoliberal discourses of inclusion and openness. We have to take back 
our discourses and the meanings of rights and entitlements from the 
hegemonic agencies that are not only silencing the vibrant, young, and 
diverse voices of African women everywhere, but are replacing them with 
an echo that is composed of media-generated, generalized stories about 
African women; stories that are written quickly and without depth or 
acknowledgement of the political struggles and tensions that shape and 
often undermine the efforts of African women to change their worlds; 
narratives that are usurping the abilities of African women to speak for 
themselves.

We have to question the re-homogenization of African women’s “voices” 
and identities—the fl attening of our identity landscapes through the 
imposition of conservative notions about our relationships with the state in 
our respective countries; about our understandings of rights and entitle-
ments; about disease and health; and about our views on who we are in 
the world. These are the imperatives that face us as intellectual, activist, 
radical women—on our continent and across the face of the planet. We 
have to take our lives back now.
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“Progressive Masculinities”
Oxymoron or Achievable?

JAEL SILLIMAN∗

It is imperative for women’s movements as well as feminist scholars to engage the 
developing body of research on masculinities and seek out more partnerships and 
collaborations with nascent activities led by men to reach other men, for greater 
synergy between these two movements.

INTRODUCTION

Over the last decade, there has been a dramatic increase in research 
and programming from different global locations that interrogate, 

reimagine, and challenge what it means to be a “man” in the 21st century. 
Some of this work is a direct outcome of mandates that came out of the 
United Nations International Conference on Population and Development 
(ICPD) in Cairo (1993) and Fourth World Conference on Women in 
Beijing (1995), which called for greater male participation in promoting 

∗ The author would like to thank the Ford Foundation for support of this work through a 
study leave program, Lory Harbison for her assistance with the presentation of the chapter 
and with gathering materials, and Larry Harbison for his suggestion of an appropriate title; 
and is also deeply grateful to the groups mentioned in the chapter who provided insights and 
comments as well for the careful reading and critical comments of Riki Wilchins, Willy 
Mutunga, Nikky Naylor, Esta Soler, and Gary Barker. Their insights were invaluable.
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sexual and reproductive rights. These have been supported by initia-
tives such as the affi rmation by the 48th Session of the Commission on the 
Status of Women (CSW) in 2004 of the need to engage men and boys in 
questioning and confronting gender-inequitable norms, and the WHO 
underlining of the need to challenge gender inequities to improve health 
(see, for example, WHO, 2007).

These global mandates and initiatives, together with over four decades 
of feminist organizing, have shifted the discourse from woman’s rights to 
a focus on gender and gender relations. The development of gay rights 
activism and queer theory, the rapid spread of HIV and AIDS, the work 
of some women’s rights groups and activists, and the invisibility of men 
or “men as problem” in the international development literature have 
contributed to the burgeoning fi eld of study and action. The assumption 
is, and evidence is increasingly fi nding, that social constructions of man-
hood can and do change. Advances in public health, greater gender equity, 
and improved well-being for men, their families, and communities can be 
attained through challenging ideals of “hegemonic masculinity.”

Anandhi et al. (2002, p. 2) defi ne “masculinities,” both their “hege-
monic” and “subordinate” forms, as follows:

Masculinity––both an ideological construct(s) and a set of practices––is not 
homogenous across time, space and social groups … we need to differentiate 
between the “hegemonic” variant of masculinity and its subordinate forms. 
The dominant model or hegemonic masculinity in any society is often an 
ideal realizable (if at all) by a very small group of men who control power 
and wealth. Such a hegemonic variant emerges as the norm against which 
other “subordinate” variants of masculinity are placed and assessed. The 
“subordinate” variants of masculinity are valid for most of the population 
who remain powerless, even while they remain complicit in sustaining 
the hegemonic masculinity at a broader level by desiring to imitate it .… 
Those men who do not or cannot conform to the hegemonic masculinity 
are treated by those who do as effeminate and inferior. Thus, any study 
of masculinity needs to explore the complex inter-relationship between 
competing notions of masculinities and femininities.

Riki Wilchins notes:

In No [North] American society, there certainly are forms of masculinity 
(think Donald Trump) related to alpha male status of power and wealth. 
However, there are equally dominant forms that don’t fi t this: rappers who 
combine displays of hyper-musculature and aggression either with eco-
nomic deprivation or (think 50 Cent) with the acquisition of status symbols 
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(if not real power); the “Rambo” model of hyper-militarism and violence, 
and the cowboy model (think John Wayne) of the classic American West. 
All of these are some version of hegemonic Western masculinity, but only 
some are linked in any direct way to wealth, or even broad social power. 
(Personal communication, 2009)1

The intersection between masculinities and other axes of power is 
underlined. Clearly, women too are enmeshed in the process of defi ning 
and sustaining masculinities—as mothers, relatives, friends, sexual part-
ners, and coworkers. It is the political and theoretical agendas of feminism 
that have enabled this new discursive category to emerge.

Feminist movements that have been weak in reaching out to men, and 
have had some diffi culty in attracting young women in some countries, 
could be reenergized by embracing the efforts of progressive masculinity 
(also called “feminist masculinity”) (see Mutunga, 2009). Activist–scholar 
Andrea Cornwall has suggested that alliances with men’s groups could 
help move the debate and action of the progressive masculinity movement 
from a narrow focus on addressing violence against women and issues 
related to sexuality and fatherhood, toward issues of equal pay and leave 
entitlements, parental rights and benefi ts, men sharing housework, and 
addressing masculinities in the political arena and the economy (IDS, 
2007). Furthermore, as efforts to deconstruct masculinities expand to 
include concern with and for marginalized men, marginalized sexual 
identities, and the subjugation of “weaker” men in patriarchal systems, 
opportunities emerge to work together with the growing sexual rights 
movement as a partner in feminist struggles, which broadens the base 
and reach of women’s movements.

This chapter is intended to provide a road map for feminists in con-
sidering the work on masculinities that is grounded in gender equality, 
which I am calling progressive masculinities, and in seeing how best to 
respond to these efforts. I briefl y introduce intellectual work on issues 
of masculinity, highlighting a key work from each analytical category, 
and note some of the important activities in the fi eld. I then categorize 
the types of programs being implemented and refer to some innovative 
local projects. The chapter closes with a discussion of recent attempts 
by both women’s organizations and men’s groups working in the area of 

1 R. Wilchins, founding Executive Director of the Gender Public Advocacy Coalition (GPAC), 
personal communication, 2009.
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masculinities to take their various local efforts to the global arena. These 
struggles seek to bring about policy changes at national and international 
levels to relieve men from the burdens of hegemonic masculinity, which 
has been oppressive for many men, and simultaneously creates greater 
gender justice.

FEMINISM, MALE MOVEMENTS, AND 
GENDER JUSTICE

Despite its foundation in feminist theory, literature on masculinities is 
rarely written by, referred to, or engaged with by feminist activists and 
scholars. An anomaly is the work of feminist writer Barbara Ehrenreich, 
whose early book, The Hearts of Men (1983), explores the conundrum of 
the relationships between women and men in America since the early 20th 
century and tracks the instabilities inherent in this relationship through 
time. Here, Bell Hooks (2004, pp. 114–115) is another exception; she 
insists that redefi ning maleness is essential for feminists:

Undoubtedly, one of the fi rst revolutionary acts of visionary feminism must 
be to restore maleness and masculinity as an ethical biological category 
divorced from the dominator model. This is why the term patriarchal 
masculinity is so important, for it identifi es male difference as being always 
and only about superior rights of males to dominate, be their subordinates 
females or any group deemed weaker, by any means necessary. Rejecting 
this model for a feminist masculinity means that we must defi ne male-
ness as a state of being rather than as performance. Male being, maleness, 
masculinity must stand for the essential core goodness of the self, of the 
human body that has a penis. Many of the critics who have written about 
masculinity suggest that we need to do away with the term, that we need 
“an end to manhood.” Yet such a stance furthers the notion that there is 
something inherently evil, bad, or unworthy about maleness ….

Besieged by the backlash against women’s rights as well as the lack of 
funding for their critical work, feminist movements pay scant attention to 
this upsurge of scholarly work, to men’s organizing efforts, and to the sup-
port of several UN and bilateral agencies and large international NGOs 
on the topic of masculinities. These have included the United Nations 
Children’s Fund (UNICEF), United Nations Development Fund for 
Women (UNIFEM), United Nations Population Fund (UNFPA), and 
WHO, as well as bilateral agencies including the Swedish and Canadian 
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International Development Agencies (Sida and CIDA), and NGOs such 
as CARE International, Save the Children Sweden, Engender Health, and 
the International Center for Research on Women (ICRW).

When women’s organizations and feminist thinkers and leaders have 
paid attention to this nascent movement of men that seeks to transform 
men’s subjectivity and roles and/or seek gender justice, they have often 
been quite skeptical. The African Women’s Development and Commu-
nication Network (FEMNET)—one of the few key feminist networks that 
does work with men and leads several men’s groups, including a program 
called the Regional Network of Men for Gender Equality Now—explains 
how “… other feminists feel that working with men and boys is diluting, 
diverting and trivializing our struggle … many doubt that men and boys 
can commit to changes that would mean them losing the privileges they 
now enjoy” (Mutua, 2009).

By and large, there has been an unspoken and untheorized reaction 
that assumes men’s organizing efforts reframing gender relations could 
compete with efforts of women’s movements to attain gender justice, take 
the leadership away from women, or challenge feminist priorities. There is 
also grave concern that the paltry sums of money available to advance 
women’s rights could be siphoned off for these initiatives.

Male scholars and men’s organizations have engaged feminist schol-
arship and practice, despite critiques both from other men and from 
feminists. (See Mutunga, 2009 for a fuller discussion of the risks men 
face due to their involvement in gender justice.) Some of the leaders of 
these organizations cut their teeth in women’s organizations and follow 
their leadership. A few of the key men’s organizations have reached out to 
younger feminists or hired feminists to work with them to interrogate 
and challenge defi nitions and ways of being a man. Some have aligned 
themselves with women’s organizations working with men to advocate for 
women’s rights and to reduce gender-based violence and sexually transmit-
ted diseases, resulting in a few working partnerships between women’s 
organizations and male-led efforts around this set of concerns—one 
example is Women for Women International’s work in the Democratic 
Republic of Congo. However, this rather narrow focus may preclude 
deeper analysis among collaborating partners regarding underlying issues 
of power and privilege.

Only very recently was a full-scale effort launched to gather up key 
organizations and leaders in the male movement for gender equity to 
go beyond individual projects and advance a bold policy agenda for 
men’s efforts to transform gender roles. I contend that it is imperative for 
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women’s movements as well as feminist scholars to engage the developing 
body of research on masculinities and seek out more partnerships and 
collaborations with nascent activities led by men to reach other men, for 
greater synergy between these two movements. Organizers of women’s 
movements also need to clarify the terms on which it would be useful 
to include men in their work to advance gender justice and question 
patriarchal structures.

On a parallel note, the expansion of studies and research in “queerness” 
is also not being addressed by NGOs pursuing greater gender equality. 
Any true movement for “gender justice” will have to integrate analysis of 
“queerness,” of nonbinary forms of gender that are not simply new itera-
tions of femininity and (less toxic forms of) masculinity. Riki Wilchins 
states,

Put another way, from the feminist perspectives I’m familiar with, reforming 
gender roles is a shorthand for redistributing power and privilege more 
equally between the two binary genders, rather than any wholesale attempt 
to attack that system as a whole. Not meaning to diminish its importance 
for many woman, for that small group of us who live “off the binary” this 
seems a limited project indeed. (Personal communication, 2009)2

This is not to suggest that integrating an analysis of “queerness” would 
result in the successful promotion of nonbinary gender. Rather, I assert 
that:

• Feminism would seem to have much to gain from deeper engage-
ment with gender that interrogates rather than simply redeploys 
the binary.

• Redistributing power and privilege more equally between two 
“allowable” genders will leave a small but substantial minority still 
deeply oppressed.

• There remains signifi cant doubt whether the current “separate but 
equal” approach to gender—which still depends on binary regula-
tion of the sexes—can ever work in the long run.

Perhaps before using the term “gender justice” we ought to defi ne what 
kinds of justice we want and for whom.

2 R. Wilchins, founding Executive Director of the Gender Public Advocacy Coalition (GPAC), 
personal communication, 2009.
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Engaging progressive movements of men is urgent because counter 
movements, seeking to reconstruct “manhood” in moulds that are more 
traditional, are gaining ground. These movements emphasize the need 
for men to “take back their manhood,” shoulder their patriarchal respon-
sibilities, better provide for their families, and in doing so, extend male 
authority and privilege. Fundamentalist movements all over the world 
are reasserting traditional patriarchal norms—the Promise Keepers in the 
United States, for example, seeks to reassert male leadership of the family 
in order to “protect” women.

There have also been broader, decentralized movements of men, 
sometimes dubbed “mythopoetic movements” in the Western world that, 
while deconstructing masculinity, have been less mindful of male privilege 
(Magnuson, 2007). This therapeutic model, launched largely by white men 
of privilege, has had an overriding emphasis on personal growth and heal-
ing and been less concerned with issues of social justice, which includes 
reducing inequities among men. Additionally, an element in the men’s 
movement has been antifeminist in some of its stances. For example, one 
wing in the United States has reacted very negatively on issues where the 
women’s movement has made gains relating to family law and the laws 
on domestic violence as well as child custody. In this political context, 
partnering with progressive efforts relating to masculinities is critical so 
that more conservative or less gender justice oriented movements do not 
gain ground and determine how the “new man” is defi ned.

OVERVIEW OF RESEARCH ON MASCULINITIES

Research and literature on masculinities from various parts of the globe is 
growing, including a number of studies on particular issues as they relate 
to black masculinities, from industrialized countries as well as countries 
on the African continent. This is characterized in three analytical cat-
egories. The fi rst category includes studies exploring the meanings and 
practice of masculinities in different cultures, the ways in which these 
masculinities change over time, and their tensions and instabilities. This 
has been referred to as a “gender-specifi c” approach. The second category 
of work explores masculinities as a way to end patriarchy and promote 
gender justice and/or meet broad development goals—an instrumen-
tal approach. Much of the work in “development” is focused more on 
issues of economic development and less on issues of systemic change 
that redefi ning masculinities would entail. The third category perceives 
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hegemonic or patriarchal masculinity as onerous to many young men, 
especially marginalized ones, who cope with the inability to be “real men” 
by unleashing violence on others.

In addition to these three analytical frameworks, there is a challenge 
mounted from the perspective of those who are “gender non-conforming,” 
most prominently the transgender perspective. This is the most sub-
versive of all the approaches to interrogate masculinities, as it uses the 
standpoint of the transgender or “genderqueer” person to destabilize the 
very category of gender itself. By challenging normative heterosexuality 
as well as homophobia, this intellectual inquiry cuts at the very heart 
of masculinity and binary gender. Because it threatens gender itself as a 
category, as well as the category of woman—in both of which feminists 
have a longstanding investment—many theorists and advocates have been 
highly reluctant to engage it.

To grasp the key features of these categories of literature, the following 
sections look at one book in each, with the understanding that bodies of 
scholarship are not neatly divided but draw on each other and overlap.

The Gender-specific Approach

The approach referred to as “gender specifi c” focuses on the health, human 
development, and specifi c needs of mostly young men. For example, 
research in sub-Saharan Africa suggests that there are many versions of 
masculinity in the region. Achieving some level of fi nancial independence 
and subsequently starting a family are key in attaining manhood. An older 
man socially recognizes one’s “manhood,” and there are numerous rites of 
passage throughout the region to socialize boys. Rapid social changes as a 
result of urbanization, political upheavals, and the AIDS crisis as well as 
armed confl icts have had profound impacts on this socialization. Under-
standing and coming to terms with what it is to be a man in these con-
textualized and changing circumstances drives this body of work (see, in 
particular, Barker & Ricardo, 2005). Perhaps its main thrust is to arti-
culate how young men—as one category of “weaker” or less powerful 
men—express their discontent with patriarchal systems, and elaborate how 
rigid forms of socialization lead to vulnerabilities for young men (as well as 
young women).

Victor Seidler’s book, Young Men and Masculinities (2006), is indicative 
of this category of literature. It explores responses of young men to the 
massive changes that have occurred since the 1970s. Many young men 
are in the process of forging new understandings of themselves and in 
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so doing are questioning dominant notions of masculinity prescribed by 
religion and tradition. Seidler narrates how women’s movements have 
led men to rethink their inherited masculinities and encouraged them to 
create more open, loving relationships with their partners and children. 
Young men today have numerous challenges, which include understand-
ing the relationships between colonialism and masculinity, responding to 
the global nature of media and the messages it circulates, and coming to 
terms with modernities that have fundamentally altered the composition 
of families.

Young men are still constrained by dominant masculinities that treat 
emotions and desires as weaknesses and as threats to male identities, con-
ceive of sexuality as sin, and promote the authoritative role of the father 
in male lives. In many parts of the West—and countries colonized by the 
West—young men who have lived by the dictates of hegemonic forms of 
masculinity fi nd it diffi cult to listen to women and to express themselves 
without guilt about their unspoken desires. This tension is a source of 
anxiety for young men struggling to defi ne themselves and their relation-
ships in a world of growing inequities and insecurities. Literature in this 
category, including the book by Seidler, is sympathetic to the future of 
young men in their struggle to assert themselves in liberatory ways.

An Instrumental Approach

Using a gender equality or rights-based approach that engages men to 
address inequality is not that dissimilar from efforts to deal with women’s 
issues as a way to meet broader development goals. The considerable 
body of work taking an instrumental approach, where masculinity is 
interrogated in the service of a goal (namely, to reduce violence against 
women and challenge patriarchy) includes writing from developing 
as well as industrialized countries. Actions are proposed to meet four 
main objectives: improving reproductive and sexual health, ending vio-
lence against women, encouraging responsible fatherhood, and changing 
gender norms. There is increasing emphasis on issues of safe sex due to 
the high levels of HIV and other sexually transmitted diseases, especially 
among vulnerable youth, as well as on reducing violence, especially 
violence in intimate relationships (with partners/families). Research is 
emerging on the relationship between salient versions of masculinity and 
armed and unarmed confl ict, especially in the African context (Baker & 
Ricardo, 2005).
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Jackson Katz’s powerful book, The Macho Paradox (2006), exemplifi es 
this more instrumental category. Katz is a feminist who has taken cues 
from the women’s movement to analyze how violence against women is a 
men’s issue. He describes the ways in which men are socialized into vio-
lence, how they are bystanders to violence, and how and why men seek 
and need to get validation from other males to show their “manliness,” 
which often leads to greater violence. He discusses these forces as the 
components of a “rape culture.” Katz underlines the importance of men 
listening to women, internalizing the statistics regarding male violence 
against women, and talking with other men about these issues of domi-
nation and violence. If they are not made to feel self defensive, men can 
come to grips with how violence affects them and those they love. Katz 
reminds us that men are not violent, nor do they have a predilection for 
violence; our culture perpetuates violence.

Katz also presents a treatise on pornography in which he argues that 
it contributes to sexual violence by desensitizing men to women’s real 
sexual desires. Porn, a multibillion dollar industry, limits sexual expression 
and freedom and sets women up to be sexually victimized by men, and 
it plays a powerful role in defi ning heterosexual male sexuality. Violent 
porn normalizes violent sex and has the same dynamic that underlies the 
rape culture in which the threat of violence is always lurking beneath the 
surface. Katz pays particular attention to the athletic culture as exemplary 
of traditional masculine success, highlighting the important roles that ath-
letes can play in redefi ning what it means to be a man. Katz also surveys 
the “men against violence” efforts that have empowered men to confront 
abuse, and proposes numerous recommendations on how to address 
violence. The book ends with a useful discussion of male antiviolence 
programs, primarily in the United Kingdom and the United States, and 
the challenges and pitfalls men’s groups face.

The important work that feminist scholars like Cynthia Enloe and 
Joni Seager have contributed on the violence of male institutions like 
militaries, and the ways in which militarism reinforces systems of vio-
lence, provides valuable extensions to this (see, for example, Enloe, 2000; 
Seager, 1994).

Marginalization and Violence

The third line of inquiry addresses masculinity in the context of margin-
alized communities by juxtaposing “hegemonic masculinity” with the 
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failure of many men and boys to live up to its dictates in the context of 
globalization and rapid change. This work responds to the impact that 
onerous notions of masculinity have on disenfranchised young men who 
are vulnerable to violence, which leads to further violence and behaviors 
that intensify their marginalization. It brings to light the factors that 
keep young men from living up to expectations of hegemonic forms of 
masculinity and explores their coping and accommodation strategies 
as well as their more negative responses. It seeks to identify the factors 
that “protect” young men from negative forces impinging on their lives. 
It is this body of work that most critiques and engages the state and its 
role in upholding and determining masculinities—what it means to be 
a man in different societies. The relationship between manhood and the 
state and these interactions are less theorized in the literature on mascu-
linities to date.

Gary Barker’s book, Dying to be Men (2005), belongs to this third cat-
egory of intellectual engagement. Barker focuses on shantytowns in Brazil, 
Nigeria, and the Caribbean and, through a series of case studies, shows that 
as a result of socialization young men between the ages of 15 and 25 die 
more violently and at rates far higher than their female counterparts due 
to traffi c accidents and homicides. Young men aspire to live up to models 
of manhood that endanger them, while at the same time they continue to 
victimize young and adult women. As large groups of young men come 
of age in settings of social exclusion—that is, with few opportunities and 
lack of jobs—they are fi nding it increasingly diffi cult to be breadwinners 
and supporters of families.

Their vulnerability and marginalization leads these young shantytown 
dwellers to become involved in gang-related activities, often the only 
source of income and recognition. Such involvement combines with peer 
pressure to enmesh them in violent lifestyles. Gangs adhere to a specifi c 
version of manhood characterized by the use of armed violence to achieve 
goals, a willingness to kill, callous attitudes to and violence against women, 
an exaggerated sense of male honor, and a propensity to use violence in 
minor altercations. These young men seek to be standard-bearers for the 
most “visible and fear-inspiring versions” of what it means to be a man, 
with grave consequences for their interactions with young women, their 
ability to be good fathers, and their sexuality and reproductive health. It 
often leads to violence in intimate relationships. Barker concludes that, as 
part of the solution, there is a need to address individual, community/peer 
group, and family relationships as well as structures of social inequality, 
unemployment, defi cient public education systems, among others, and 
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question why there is an incomplete inclusion of gender relations in all 
these sectors and policies.

The Transgendered Perspective

Building on the scholarship of queer as well as women’s studies is the 
challenge to gender binaries that comes from a transgendered perspec-
tive. Riki Wilchins’s Read My Lips: Sexual Subversion and the End of Gender 
(1997) is at once a personal and political account that chronicles the 
shame, depression, and trauma that transgender people experience as 
they try—and sometimes fail—to neatly fi t into either the prescribed 
“female” or “male” category. While some “transpeople” want nothing more 
than to be accepted and regarded as “normal” males and females, others 
choose to live in alternative nonbinary genders. Wilchins argues that 
gender is socially constructed and constricts both women and men from 
being their full selves by arbitrarily drawing hard lines between the two 
genders—borders we transgress at our own peril. S/he argues, in other 
words, for a more radical approach to gender justice that looks beyond 
simply reapportioning power between two opposing and binary genders. 
As long as men are restricted to masculinity and women to femininity, 
s/he doubts that real gender liberation is possible.

According to Wilchins, “the regime of gender is an intentional, sys-
temic oppression” and must be challenged systemically; doing so shatters 
conventional notions of masculinity and femininity, enabling people to 
express, be, and enact their full selves. In this, s/he echoes some early 
feminist theorists, such as Sandra Bem (1994), who contested the idea 
that a sign of healthy psychological adjustment in boys and girls was their 
learning to fulfi ll masculine and feminine roles. Bem argued that this 
binary restriction impoverished individuals, and that a fuller version of 
self was to be found when individuals were able to successfully integrate 
qualities of both genders.

Literature from a transgendered perspective critiques hegemonic forms 
of masculinity that subordinate, co-opt, or marginalize other forms of 
masculinity, and explores the varied ways in which masculinities get 
constructed in different social contexts. The role of national projects 
as well as various religions in buttressing masculinities is addressed. There 
is also an understanding of the role of empire in constructions of mascu-
linity, as European empires were established as gendered systems, and 
in the process changed the formations of gender for the colonizer and 
the colonized.
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Deconstructing Masculinities

Just as the workings of gender went unnoticed until feminists decon-
structed them, what it means to be a man is not visible in society. The 
structures of masculinity are hidden from men, as is the “invisible back-
pack of privileges” that derives from being male (see McIntosh, 1990). 
What the literature on masculinities makes clear is that there is no 
universal form of masculinity and, as scholars such as Lynne Segal have 
affi rmed, masculinity is always and constantly in transformation (see, for 
example, Segal, 1990). Differences exist across race, class, age, religion, 
and disability, as well as sexual orientation, and over time and in specifi c 
relationships and contexts.

Although masculinity carries with it enormous personal and social 
privileges, it also exacts a tremendous personal toll. For instance, in North 
America where men enjoy many privileges that are denied to women, they 
also have shorter life expectancies. They are more likely to die violently or 
from a host of deadly “lifestyle” diseases (lung cancer, diabetes, coronary 
heart disease), suffer from depression, contract a host of illnesses related 
to tension and aggression (high blood pressure, adrenal disorders, etc.), 
and take their own lives (also violently).

Masculinities are collectively constructed and enacted within groups 
and institutions—such as the factory, the sports fi eld, the military, and 
corporations—that amplify and weigh them with meaning. The gendered 
nature of these institutions is not always apparent, and it is what these 
studies make evident. Seager (1994) does an excellent job of decon-
structing the ways in which government, militaries, and corporations 
are gendered and reproduce patriarchy. Men in subordinate groups feel 
entitled to the “patriarchal dividend,” but often do not benefi t from it. In 
many instances, marginalized men carry the burden of masculinities and 
its concomitant responsibilities, which they are unable to withstand and 
which lead to aggression and hostility. The literature notes how defi ni-
tions of masculinity are actively constructed, dynamic, and subject to 
change. It is precisely in the potential to disrupt these social constructions 
of manhood that the possibilities for change emerge, especially for men 
who are marginalized and for sexual minorities who do not conform to 
strict gender categorization.

The literature challenges restrictive forms of masculinity and defi cit 
models that are confi ning. It challenges “the men as problem, women as 
victim” discourse and the essentialisms therein (IDS, 2007). Activist men 
in this movement are searching for more complicated understandings of 
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vulnerability and violence that take into consideration men’s gendered 
subjectivities and particular identities, as well as their exercise of male 
privilege. Much of the literature draws on case studies and specifi c pilot 
interventions in order to document advances. The areas of theorization 
now needed, according to scholars in this fi eld, are gendered subjectivities 
and relationships to structures of male power, as well as men’s complicity 
and accountability within such regimes.

As scholarship and interest in the subject of masculinity has grown, 
so has the number of meetings and conferences on the topic. In October 
2007, academics, policymakers, practitioners, and activists gathered in 
Senegal to debate issues of men, gender, and power, and to “inform and 
inspire a greater engagement in the struggle for gender justice and broader 
social change.” The symposium sought to go beyond innovative work 
at the local level geared to transform men’s sexual behavior, attitudes 
toward violence against women, and fatherhood to the broader realms of 
development work. Participants focused on how they could move beyond 
the personal to shape policies and transform institutions, in part through 
activism and movement building. Sexual rights struggles were embraced 
as a strategy to politicize masculinities, and critiques of “heterosexuality” 
used to challenge social norms and serve as a bridge between lesbian, 
gay, bisexual, transgender, and inter-sex (LGBTI), women’s rights, and 
men’s movements.

MASCULINITY PROJECTS ADVANCING 
GENDER JUSTICE

I see fi ve kinds of actions being undertaken in this burgeoning progres-
sive masculinities movement. By far the majority of projects fall into the 
fi rst category of those that are instrumental in nature—that is, the inter-
vention seeks to interrogate masculinity to achieve another objective, such 
as reduce violence against women, reduce HIV and AIDS, lead to better 
parenting by fathers, promote gender equity, and so on.

Second, there are a few efforts to engage men to come to terms with 
issues of masculinity and its redefi nition, but only individual men and 
small numbers of progressive masculinities activists have been engaged 
and galvanized by this self-refl ective focus. The socially more conservative 
efforts, as well as the mythopoetic movements, have been successful in 
drawing small groups of men together to refl ect on the meanings of man-
hood, to redefi ne it, and to work toward self healing. However, workshops 
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for men to deal with tensions they feel regarding what it means to be a 
man are not suffi cient to sustain the development of an organizational 
framework.

The third thrust of work on masculinities seeks to empower marginal-
ized men and reduce their vulnerability and risk of violence. Fourth are 
efforts by women’s organizations to reach men and engage them in work to 
reduce violence against women and challenge male bastions of power that 
perpetuate masculinity—for example, working within sports culture to 
reshape defi nitions of manhood. Finally, some new work is emerging that 
employs a transgendered critique to destabilize gender categories.

The following are examples of projects in some of these different areas 
of action. Almost all of the work described has been going on for a decade 
or slightly longer.

Conscientizing Male Adolescents (CMA) (Nigeria)3

CMA, founded in 1995, engages young men on issues of masculinity to 
dislodge gender oppression—a prevalent type of work. It uses long-term 
group education and refl ection. From a pilot project structured to address 
25 young men, it now reaches approximately 700 students a year who 
are recognized as leaders among their peers. CMA has developed a two-
year group education curriculum emphasizing dialogue, refl ection, and 
logical argument. In the fi rst year, the young men participate in weekly 
two-hour discussions focused on gender and sexism as social construc-
tions, discrimination, sexual and reproductive health and awareness, and 
understanding violence. The second year is dedicated to reinforcing these 
concepts and further developing critical thinking, communication, and 
mediation skills to challenge sexism. CMA has more recently developed 
a Level 3 group that meets regularly and engages in community activities 
and discussions facilitated by trained fi eld offi cers. It also distributes a 
newsletter in local primary and secondary schools to promote women’s 
rights and prevent violence.

Employing an educational format, CMA is developing a movement 
of progressive men to work as allies in the promotion of gender equity. 
The program is considered successful in enabling young men to perceive 

3 For information on CMA and other similar projects in Africa, the author relied on Barker 
and Ricardo (2005).



322 JAEL SILLIMAN

their misconceptions and biases, become self-refl ective, and transmit les-
sons learned to their peers. The young men also indicate changes in their 
relationships with sisters and parents. Numerous initiatives like CMA all 
over the world have been put in place to work with young men to reduce 
violence, improve public health, and achieve other positive outcomes.

Instituto Promundo (Brazil)

Founded in 1997, Instituto Promundo in Rio de Janeiro, Brazil, is a good 
example of an organization addressing the needs of marginalized youth, 
with a focus on young men—in this case, the disenfranchised youth of 
the favelas of Rio. Given the degrees of poverty, social exclusion, unequal 
income distribution, and racism in many urban settings, it is perhaps 
surprising that young men in low-income neighborhoods of Brazil are not 
even more violent. Promundo explores the dimensions of social exclu-
sion that young men face and examines the ways in which race works to 
compound their marginality. Through action-oriented research, it tries 
to understand the challenges that young men confront as they come of 
age in such diffi cult settings. It also identifi es the factors that most pro-
tect them from getting involved in pervasive violence. Promundo works 
with policymakers and the media to discuss the structural violence that 
underpins lack of educational and employment opportunities and that 
can propel young men toward dangerous lifestyle choices.

Promundo also conducts research to identify innovative ways of pro-
ducing positive social change in the lives of marginalized young men. Pilot 
projects, implemented in partnership with community groups, inform 
the research and reach young men who might otherwise be attracted to 
violent versions of manhood. Partners promote positive images of young 
men from marginal communities to counteract the “glory” and attention 
bestowed on gang-involved men. Adults from the community are involved 
as mentors and group coordinators for youth at risk.

Promundo has recognized the limitations of a “short-term, project-
oriented approach” to engaging men, and fi ndings and policy recom-
mendations are adapted and replicated by a consortium of partners 
working nationally and in other parts of Latin America and the Caribbean 
to improve the lives of marginalized youth. The consortium develops 
educational materials, such as the Program H manuals that are widely 
used in workshops to help young men question gender roles, and con-
ducts public campaigns in local languages to promote alternative ways of 
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being a man. Educational activities enable young men to refl ect critically 
on the “costs” they bear by adhering to traditional views of manhood. It 
was found that those who participated in such educational activities had 
greater empathy, and that confl ict and violence were reduced. Participants’ 
attitudes to women changed positively, and there was greater refl ection 
among participants regarding how they treated their female partners. 
Controlled research fi ndings showed that condom use increased with 
regular partners, and there was a decrease in the rates of self-reported 
symptoms of sexually transmitted diseases.

Promundo is also seeking to work in partnerships on broader advocacy 
issues and to contribute to a global agenda on progressive masculinities, 
including through a new alliance called MenEngage (discussed in the 
following paragraph). Currently, it is taking its programs and research 
fi ndings to international agencies and health ministries for integration in 
national HIV and AIDS prevention programs and public health budgets. 
Sonke Gender Justice in South Africa is doing similar work, in close col-
laboration with Promundo. It conducts community activism and works 
with marginalized, low-income men in the townships to challenge destruc-
tive notions of masculinity and reduce risky and violent behaviors in the 
context of the HIV epidemic.

Family Violence Prevention Fund (FVPF) (USA)

FVPF is an example of a women’s organization that reaches out to men to 
address violence against women and to challenge systems of male power 
and privilege. This work is based on the premise that boys are swamped 
with negative messages about manhood, which involves having to be in 
control and to boss others—including their girlfriends—to assert their 
manliness. It is interesting to note that many of the efforts to reach out to 
young men to reduce violence against women were started by women’s 
organizations. They saw the necessity of not only taking care of victims of 
violence and empowering them, but also stopping the violence—which 
required working with the perpetrators. While working with women is 
still its primary focus, FVPF has two innovative approaches to include 
men in its efforts: it has reached out to fathers through a media campaign, 
and it has also enlisted coaches in its antiviolence work.

FVPF pays public homage to “courageous men,” who make a public 
commitment to work in partnership with women to create a new society 



324 JAEL SILLIMAN

and use their status and infl uence to make a signifi cant fi nancial contri-
bution to its work. This campaign also invokes the status of fathers as 
a reminder to men of their unique position as role models for the next 
generation in building a world free of violence.

The other successful FVPF public education campaign is its Coach-
ing Men Into Boys initiative. Men, especially coaches, are enlisted to be 
mentors to young boys. They talk with boys about violence and about 
appropriate ways to express anger and frustration. They also listen to what 
boys have to say about how they and their friends talk about girls, popular 
music, and the media they watch. To guide mentors, FVPF has developed 
brochures, posters, campaign ads, other awareness materials, and leader-
ship development activities to facilitate dialog about domestic and dating 
violence. In this way, it engages coaches to help shift negative attitudes 
and behaviors of young males that can perpetuate gender-based violence 
and inequality, and they teach boys that violence does not equal strength. 
FVPF relies on and works with organizations across the United States and 
increasingly in other parts of the world to support and implement the 
campaigns at local and global levels.

Gender Public Advocacy Coalition (GPAC) (USA)

An interesting variant of the work being done to challenge masculinities 
comes from a transgender location that seeks to destabilize the meaning 
and practice of gender stereotypes. GPAC, a human rights organization 
formed in 1995 in Washington DC, works to ensure that classrooms, 
campuses, and communities are safe for children and youth to learn, grow, 
and succeed—whether or not they meet expectations for “appropriate” 
expression and performance of “masculinity” and “femininity.” This work 
is a response to widespread gender-based violence and rampant bullying 
among young people. GPAC is particularly committed to advancing the 
rights of transgender people and fi ghting hate crimes targeted at them. 
It makes apparent the connections between gender stereotypes and all 
forms of discrimination.

GPAC’s Community Partners initiative works with youth groups to 
strengthen their efforts to combat the “crisis of masculinity” among young 
men, especially those in communities of color, and to help them integrate 
an analysis of gender into programs, policies, and materials. Through 
its Gender YOUTH Network, GPAC empowers youth leaders on 106 
campuses in 29 US states to combat bullying and harassment of students 
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who are not considered appropriately masculine and feminine. GPAC also 
has a program, Children As They Are, which helps create environments 
where children can be themselves and develop all their interests, skills, 
and talents whether or not these are deemed socially “right” for girls or 
boys. By challenging homophobia and the notions of what it means to be 
a woman or a man, GPAC destabilizes gender binaries and hierarchies. It 
highlights the lack of safety experienced by nongender conforming youth, 
helps them organize, and upholds the human rights of all people without 
reference to their gender identity or gender claims.

The MenEngage Alliance

In an effort to seed a global movement with a focus on policy activism, 
MenEngage has been formed. An alliance of more than 400 NGOs in Latin 
America, South Asia, Europe, North America, and sub-Saharan Africa, 
it seeks to build on evidence-based activism to ensure integration of 
masculinity issues into public health and social development agendas. A 
second goal is to provide feasible and practical strategies to have a large-
scale impact in changing social behaviors relating to sexual and reproduc-
tive health, gender-based violence, fatherhood, and maternal and child 
health. MenEngage overviews the programmatic and policy landscape in 
each country where it has partners, and articulates appropriate legislative 
and policy interventions to support changing attitudes and behaviors of 
men—for example, in relation to their roles in the family and as sexual 
partners.

To contribute to this effort, ICRW and Promundo, together with local 
partners, are carrying out the multi-country International Men and Gender 
Equality Survey (IMAGES), to gather information on men’s and women’s 
attitudes and behavior on a wide range of issues related to gender rela-
tions (violence, health, work–life balance, and caregiving, among others). 
In this way it is anticipated that legislation in one country can serve as 
a guidepost in another. Several Nordic countries have already launched 
policies that encourage fathers to participate in parenting—for example, 
through the provision of parental leave for both partners. Family friendly 
policies that enable new defi nitions of manhood are examined in the 
development of a global agenda to encourage policymakers to involve men 
in health and development agendas. Survey fi ndings will be launched at 
key global meetings.
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Parallels with the Women’s Movement

The progressive masculinities programs discussed earlier work from cul-
turally specifi c defi nitions of manhood. They seek to create safe spaces and 
materials for men to “unpack” their male identities through self-refl ection, 
use trainers to facilitate dialog to critically assess prevailing norms and 
attitudes, and provide men and boys with opportunities to model new 
behaviors in safe settings. They tap into men’s sense of responsibility and 
create enabling environments to support individual and group changes. 
They draw men into broader alliances and campaigns and have them 
reach out to their peers to develop alternative notions of manhood. These 
processes are still at the individual/community level, and it is understood 
that change will take time. They are very much like those of the early 
feminist consciousness-raising movement, where change was directed 
at the personal level with the expectation that those who went through 
the process would be forebearers of broader social change. Just as what 
it means to be a woman has changed through the work of feminists who 
started in this personal, conscientizing way, what it means to be a man 
may evolve through similar strategies, judging from trends emerging in 
men’s movements.

There are hundreds of small organizations and individuals carrying out 
work like this in various parts of the world, some of them building on 
pioneer efforts, others making it up along the way.4 They are also seek-
ing to engage broader audiences beyond individuals and communities 
through media programs and public education campaigns that challenge 
dominant norms of hypermasculinity. For example, sreeking to change 
social norms, Soul City in South Africa has developed a television series 
on how men are socialized that has been very popular with young men. 
Using the musical video format, Let’s Breakthrough in India has produced 
“What kind of man are you?” videos and public service announcements 
that challenge men to alter their male behaviors and reduce HIV infec-
tion and violence. E-technologies are also used to communicate positive 
masculinity messages. At the individual level, Byron Hurt, fi lm director 
and antiviolence activist, provides a critical perspective of hip-hop and 
its portrayal of norms for men. His fi lm, Beyond Beats and Rhymes, has 
resonated in the United States and overseas as a basis from which to 

4 The author acknowledges the insights of Gary Barker for this sense of the scope of the 
organizations and people involved in this burgeoning set of activities as well as for his very 
useful comments and suggestions on this chapter.
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explore masculinity and its tensions, and to move to gender relations 
that are more equitable.

CONCLUSION

… working with men is critical for developing partnerships and common 
visions between young women and young men. (AWID, 2004, p. 2)

The fi eld of masculinities is coming into being and developing its own 
constituency. While the research and intellectual base is expanding, key 
activists and organizations are working to deconstruct what it means to be 
a man in the 21st century through project-based work and the elaboration 
of policy goals and objectives. The interrogation of masculinities provides 
more “complex accounts of vulnerability and violence” and allows for an 
exploration of men’s “gendered subjectivity as well as their exercise of male 
privilege, and (in) men’s multiple locations within systems of oppression 
together with their patriarchal power….” (IDS, 2007, p. 7). For some it 
offers the potential to “break out” from the work on gender that “seems 
inadvertently stuck in reconstructing or reinforcing essentialist and het-
ero-normative gender binaries” (ibid., p. 6).

International agencies are attuned to compelling evidence showing 
that

… well-designed programs with men and boys … lead to change in behavior 
and attitudes relating to sexual and reproductive health, maternal, new-
born and child health, their interaction with their children, their use of vio-
lence against women, questioning violence with other men and their health 
seeking behavior as a result of relatively short-term programs. Approaches 
that sought to transform gender roles and promote more gender equitable 
relationships were more effective than those that distinguished little between 
the needs of men and women (gender neutral) or those that recognized the 
specifi c needs and realities of men (gender sensitive). Integrated programs 
and those with community outreach, mobilization and mass media cam-
paigns show greater effectiveness in producing behavior change highlighting 
the importance of reaching beyond the individual level to the social context 
that includes relationships, social institutions, gatekeepers and community 
leaders. (Barker, 2005, pp. 4–5)

It is important to engage men in terms of their emotional and personal 
lives and have safe spaces to do so. Fatherhood interventions are ideal 
points of leverage, as men are better able to unpack their emotions and 
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behaviors in relation to their children, as this is less contested than their 
relationships with women.

This transnational movement is poised to scale up the mostly small pilot 
programs that currently exist to have an impact on structures and poli-
cies that could lead to major changes in defi ning and being a man. The 
progressive masculinities movement is clearly an unanticipated outcome 
of four decades of feminist theory and organizing, which more recently 
has drawn from the LGBTI fi eld. Whereas the women’s movement has 
been very successful in reaching out to other women and national and 
global policymakers, it is only very recently that some women’s organiza-
tions have reached out to men as allies in the struggle, initially to reduce 
gender violence. For the most part feminist movements have not sought 
to conduct outreach to men, nor have they been successful in attracting 
men to their cause. What has transpired is that a movement of men is 
evolving in a parallel space that has many goals that are similar to, and 
overlap with those of the global women’s movement: a desire to rethink 
rigid gender hierarchies in favor of more equitable relationships between 
women and men; a reduction of violence among men and against women; 
greater sexual responsibility among men to reduce exposure to HIV and 
AIDS; and more responsible fatherhood and partnering with women on 
issues of maternal and child health. While the objectives and mission of the 
masculinities movement are to date narrower than those of the women’s 
movement, there is clearly common ground from which to start working 
together on common goals. There is growing recognition among leading 
women’s networks that working with men is critical for developing part-
nerships and common visions between young men and young women 
(see, for example AWID, 2004).

I believe that the progressive masculinity movement can help complete 
much of the work that remains to be achieved by feminists in critical 
areas. Clearly, men are often better able to reach other men on issues of 
violence, sexual and reproductive health, parenting, and equitable gender 
roles. This work should not compete with the work done by women but 
rather complement and augment it by reaching out to constituencies that 
the women’s movement cannot. Furthermore, it enables feminists to take 
on wider challenges related to economic and political equity, while men 
who are disenfranchised, or privileged men willing to question privilege, 
can become allies. A key conclusion from local organizing and “local 
practice” has been that at times it is useful and strategic to work with boys 
and men only, and at other times to work with women and girls only 
or collaboratively. This micropractice offers important insights into how 
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these “movements” might work in conjunction—at times apart, at times 
together, but ultimately seeking common cause.

Much of women’s work on issues of gender equity and gender justice 
got waylaid by the backlash on issues of sexual and reproductive health, 
which absorbed a disproportionate amount of the energy of feminist 
organizing efforts all over the globe. If men’s movements take on some 
of these burdens, women’s movements could recoup and refocus some of 
their energies without giving up the important work they have catalyzed 
and continue conducting. Feminists still need to work to name and defi ne 
issues, such as violence against women, as well as to expand defi nitions 
and theoretical approaches and move beyond issues of domestic and 
sexual violence, now being taken up by male organizers, to challenge 
systemic violence, and then have men engage that effort too. In other 
words, feminists must continue to be trailblazers in the struggle for gender 
justice while accommodating and partnering with progressive masculinity 
efforts, thus facilitating the creation of spaces for dialog and exchange and 
joint action efforts. In so doing, together they can move forward feminist 
agendas even further. As the Association for Women’s Rights in Develop-
ment (AWID, 2004, p. 4) points out:

Involving men does not mean that our fundamental strategies of women’s 
empowerment are discarded, but instead that additional strategies are 
considered in order to bring about real gender equality…. Women-only 
spaces for awareness raising and organizing are still essential and should 
be protected.

There are opportunities for the women’s, masculinity, and LGBTI move-
ments to work together, from their distinct vantage points, to topple gender 
hierarchies and binaries from multiple locations. Their collective power 
could reenergize feminist and sexuality struggles that have clearly been 
key social movements of the latter part of the 20th century.
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