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1. Introduction

This paper is largely an analysis of gender issues within the context of an increasingly
globalized economy. Its focus is the argument that, as this globalization proceeds, gender
issues will necessarily take this increasingly international perspective. As reflected in the
slogan «think globally, act locally» that became popular at the 1985 Third Conference
ofthe UN Decade for Women in Nairobi,this perspective is well understood within inter­
national women's groups. «Thinking globally» requires a continuous effort to analyze the
significance of global economic transformation for different social groups and to unders­
tant its implication for policy, action and future change. The objective of this paper is
to joint such an effort.

Discussions about the economic and social condition of women across countries in re­
cent years have often included topics related to the internationalization of economic acti­
vity. These discussions have dealt with a variety of processes such as the growing
employment of women in industrial production, the effects of multinational investment
on women's work, the participation of female labor in the unregulated sector of the eco­
nomy, and the intensification of domestic work as the debt crisis and structural adjust­
ment policies in many Third World countries have lowered real wages and living standards
for a large proportion of the population. Yet, much remains to be done, particularly in
terms of thinking through the significance of these processes for designing policies and
political action that incorporate gender as a fundamental dimensiono

Women's daily chores, as will be argued in this paper, are taking up a global signifi­
canee. This calls, as Núñez and Burbach (1986) have forcefully argued, for an internatio­
nalization of «popular struggles» going beyond traditional party politics and based on ties
of solidarity among different groups. In fact, as women across the globe have so often
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repeated, traditional politics, including a good proportion of lefi politics, have distinguis­
hed themselves for being both ignorant and unwilling to take up gender related issues,
Yet, if politics and social action do not seriously integrate gender in their objectives, the
women's movement, at the different national and internationallevels, will act more on
its own, and the power that springs from solidarity between political movements will be
weakenned.

In developing the foundation for effective action, and despite much progress made du­
ring the last two decades, the analysis needed to inform this work is still incomplete. At
the internationallevel, and particularly since the publication of Boserup's Woman 's Role
in Economic Development in 1970, there has been a tendency to separate gender issues
related to Third World countries from those of the more industrialized world -thus the
appearence of this new «field» called Women and Development. The theoretical frame­
work and political implications behind are far from being uniform and range from the
liberal to the lefi. However, the tendency to view the subject as separate is quite common
and runs parallel to that of viewing «development»as referring only to economic growth
in Third World countries.

The problem ofthis separation -in addition to the dangerous tendency to objectify Third
World women- is that, as the globalization of economic relations proceeds, the need to
understand the role of gender from a global perspective emerges with greater intensity.
Where are women located in the new international division of labor? Can we assume that
women's labor force participation is increasing world-wide? As international capitalism
expands, howare class, gender and other factors influencing women's condition integra­
ted in the face of a rapidly changing economic landscape? What are the major issues emer­
ging in this respect in the global economy? What is their social and política! significance?
Can generalizations be made given country and regional differences?

This paper is an effort to analyze sorne of these global issues. It includes three parts.
First, it will discuss whether a feminization of the internationallabor force is taking pla­
ce. Second, it will analyze sorne selected gender issues within the international economy.
Third, it will deal with the significance of the globalization of these issues. Although we
are not quite ready yet to give definite answers to many of the questions raised by this
type of analysis, it is important to incorporate them to our understanding of global chan­
ge. There is still much research to be done. In particular, statistical information is incom­
plete and ofien unreliable despite sorne progress made along these lines during the last
decade. But, most of all, generalizations at the level at which this paper is written are
risky and need to constantly be qualified by the specificity of each country's experience.

2. Is there a feminization of tbe international labor force?

There is no simple answer to the question of whether the international labor force is
becoming more feminized. First, at the generallevel, it is quite impossible to answer be­
cause of the many differences by region, country and sector. Second, there are contradic­
tory tendencies at work that need to be sorted out. Third, statistical information is still
lacking and, in particular, cross country comparisons are not easy to make. A more speci-
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ñc statistical problem is that of undercounting women's labor, which can lead to many
distortions in analyzing this question.

To begin with the problem of undercounting, if we define the labor force in the widest
possible sense -that is, including subsistence production and fami1y workers- it is far
from clear that a feminization of the labor force has taken place at the internationallevel.
Official statistics suggest that a process of feminization is taking place because subsisten­
ce and family labor, which concentrate a high proportion of women, have ofien been un­
derestimated in labor force statistics. Thus, if official statistics show that a majority of
countries have experienced and increase in labor force participation rates for women, this
increase might be misleading -to the extent that women have shifted from under-counted
agricultural and household-centered productive activities (Le., from subsistence and fa­
mily labor) to more formalized and «visible» work. In this case, the statistically registered
increase does not necessari1yreflect a feminization of the labor force but a shifi of women
from the former to the latter type of activities.

Similarly, an increase in women' s participation in the informal sector does not necessa­
ri1y contribute to a feminization of the labor force if it represents a shift from the subsis­
tence and undercounted sector. What it does represent is an increase in women's
participation in income earning activities. In the absence of reliable statistics, it is diffi­
cult to estimate the extent of this change.

In spite of statistical problems, there is a lot that we do know. To begin with, many
countries have registered an increase in women's labor force participation rates. For the
more industrialized countries, this trend has been remarkable during the past twenty five
years. For exemple, for the majority ofthe industrialized, high income OECn countries,
female participation rates had surpassed the 50% mark by the early 1980's. The increase
has been significant even for a country like Ireland where the government has pursued
policies to encourage male rather than female employment (Pyle, 1986). The pattern is
less clear for Third World countries. According to data from the International Labor Or­
ganization, the percentage of women in the labor force has increased for some countries
but nor for others, and no clear-cut pattern emerges when comparing the different re­
gions. The major rise in women's employment has taken place in the industrial sector
in which female employment increased by 56%·between 1970 and 1980 (UNCTC/ILO,
1985). However, this growth has been very unevenly distributed, depending upon the pa­
ce of industrialization in each country. The rapidly industrializing middle income Asian
countries, such as Hong Kong, South Korea and Singapore, have registered one of the
largest increases in female industrial employment. This is a different pattern from the more
industrialized Western countries where the absorption of women in the labor force has
taken place predominant1y in the service sector.
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TABLE 1

Women's Participation in tbe Labor Force
Selected Countries and Years

Percentages

AFRICA

ASIA

Country 'Census % of Women Workers
Year Who are Wage Workers

Egypt 1947 34.0%
1982 66.1%

Morocco 1952 12.2%
1982 36.3%

Tunisia 1956 6.5%
1975 37.0%

Hong Kong 1966 80.0%
1984 89.6%

Japan 1950 25.8%
1984 54.0%

Korea 1955 4.3%
1984 45.1%

Singapore 1947 16.6%
1984 88.0%

Philippines 1948 26.7%
1985 40.5%

Source: ILO, Yearbook of Labor Statistics, Several Years

The registered increase in the proportion of women in the labor force reflects the much
clearer trend that can be observed in most regions, namely, the feminization of wage la­
bor. This process has taken place even in countries with a low percentage of women in
the statistically registered labor force. As can be seen from Table 1, the proportion of
women that are wage workers increased considerably not on1yin countries with a relati­
vely high number of women in the labor force (like the South East Asian countries) but
also in countries like Egypt, Morocco and Tunisia with low female labor force participa­
tion rates. In other African countries, this pattern is less clear probably due to the predo­
minance of women in the agricultural sector. In Latin America, despite the fact that most
countries have registered an important increase in the percentage of women in the labor
force, official statistics show that the proportion of women in wage labor has changed
little (and in sorne cases it has decreased). This is probably due to the reverses in the
pace of industrialization in the region, but it is also likely to hide the large proportion
of women working as wage workers in the informal sector.

The increase in female wage labor in many countries reflects, first, a progressive pro­
cess of proletarianization at a world scale and, second, a shift in the productive location
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of women workers. The changes are particularly visible in sorne areas such as the export
processing zones (EPZ's) of many Third World countries, which tend to represent the
most «módem» sector oftheir economies. However, it is important to place this dynamic
within the larger context of women's location in the economy. Labor force statistics show
that thelarge majority ofwomen in the Third World are still engaged in agricultural work.
This is the case for Asia, Africa and the Middle East where about 70 per cent of the wo­
men counted in the labor force are in agriculture. Latin America is the exception; the
very low proportion of women in this sector and the high proportion in services, relative
to other Third World regions, is similar to that ofthe more industrialized Westem coun­
tries. This reflects the traditiona11y higher concentration of men in Latin American agri­
culture but also the undercounting of women in the sector.

3. The internationalization of gener issues

Given this rather predominant feminization of the labor force at the intemationallevel,
the need to analyze gender issues from a global perspective becomes more apparent. In
this section, several current issues are presented as illustrations of this process. First, the
subject of employment by international capital is taken up to be followed by an analysis
of issues related to discriminatory practices and working conditions. The section ends with
a brief analysis of prostitution and the impact of the debt crisis on women.

A. Transnational capital and women's employment
In the recent literature on the new international division of labor, writings on the em­

ployment of women by transnational firms have been prominente In particular, research
has emphasized the high concentration of women in the EPZ's of the world and in other
areas, such as the US-Mexico border, that have attracted large amounts of multinational
investment in export-oriented, labor intensive production. This literature focuses mostly
on Third World countries and has tended to emphasize the exploitative and precaurious
conditions under which women tend to be employed (Safa, 1981; Nash and Fernández­
Kelly, eds., 1983; Heyzer, 1984).

Although this research has been very illuminating, its prominence has tended to exag­
gerate the importance of women's employment by multinational capital, particularly if
judged from the relatively small proportion of direct female employment that it repre­
sents. Although there are few estimates and much more information is needed, the availa­
blefigures indicate that direct multinational employment in Third World countries may
represent no more than two million women; this represents less than 1% of the female
labor force in the Third World and about 3% oftotal world wide multinational employ­
mento For the labor force as a whole, direct employment by multinational firms repre­
sents on1y about 0.5% (UNCTC/ITO, 1985).

There are, however, reasons why this topic has been prominent in the literature. Alt­
hough there is great variation from country to country, multinational investment and its
employment of women is important, for example, in the newly industrialized countries
(or NIC's) and in areas ofhigh concentration of intemational investment, such as the EPZ's.
In addition, the indirect effects of multinational employment of women need to be taken
into consideration. Multinationals generate a multiplier effect through subcontracting chains,
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linking them with domestic firms of all sizes; women's employment is generated particu­
larly in labor-intensive production. Thus, in a study of subcontracting firms in Mexico
City, it was found that the employment oí women was on the increase among most of
the firms studied; and that the proportion of women in the firm's labor force tended to
be higher at the lower echelons of subcontracting (Benería and Roldán, 1987) Although
estimates of these indirect effects are lacking, the extent of their ocurrence appears to
be far reaching.

Another indirect effect of multinationalcapital is the settingof employmenttrends through
a process by which domestic capital «discovers»or «accepts- women workers and an emu­
lation effect takes place. Similarly, multinational employment tends to have a consumer
effect by facilitating consumerist practices; this results not only from the relatively high
level of wages paid by multinationals, as compared to national firms, but also from the
integration ofworkers into the international consumer market that the process ofien entails.

One result of the new employment of women in labor intensive production is that we
can no longer emphatically state, as Boserup did for the 1960's, that «when larger indus­
tries gradually drive the home industries out ofbusiness, women lose their jobs ... » (Bose­
rup, 1970: 111). She also emphasized a tendency for women to be self-employed and
in family-based industries. One of the reasons for this tendency, she argued, was what
she called «employers preference for male workers,» that is, «thepreferential recruitment
of male labor to large-scale industries, which cannot violate the rules so easily as the sma­
ller ones.» (p. 113) Similarly, she spoke of the prejudices involving the employment of
women, such as «the fear that women might be exposed to a demoralizing influence in
factory surroundings.» (p. 116) Although sorne of these genderbased prejudices are still
-at work twenty years later, important changes have taken place, particularly in terms of
a greater acceptance of women's presence in the paid labor force and in the shift in em­
ployers' preference from men to women in sorne industrial production processes.

This preference-shift has been amply documented for the case of labor intensive, cheap
labor, export processing industries associated with transnational capital (Fróbel et al, 1980;
Wong, 1986; Hein, 1986; House, 1986) and also with national capital (Benería and Rol­
dán, 1987). It is well known that the proportion ofwomen in many ofthe world's export
processing zones can be as high as 80-90 per cent. In many cases, as Hein has typically
argued for Mauritius, this amounts to the «emergence of an important new group of wor­
kers,» the majority ofwhich are under 25, single, and with a relatively high level of edu­
cation. Hein found that the majority ofwomen workers hired in Mauritius during the 1970s
had completed or nearly completed primary school-in contrast with the pre-1972 situa­
tion in which they were over 25, not single, and with very low levels of education. As
the globalization of production moves from factory work to the «global office», as has
already begin to happen, the new global worker is likely to have even higher levels of
schooling.

For all these reasons, andbecause multinational employment plays a leading role in
the dynamics of the global economy, its effects on women's economic condition seem
to be importante However, the issue needs to be placed in its proper perspective: the large
majority of women are not working with multinational capital but are found in agriculture
and in the low paying sectors of the labor market. The literature on women that has emer-
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ged during the past two decades has documented their participation not only in the more
«traditional» sectors of the economy -such as subsistence production- but also in the
more marginal sectors of the modern economy -such as the so-called informal sector.
Their connections with the intemational economy have also been analyzed (Meillassoux,
1977; Berik, 1987; Benería and Roldán, 1987)

B. Discriminatory practices

Regardless ofthe economic sector in which they are involved, women's low wages re­
lative to men's have been widely documented across countries. Although the wage gap
does not result simply from discrimination practices, discrinamation based on gender is
universal, even though it may take different forms and vary from country to country. Even
though the principle of equal pay for equal work has been adopted, at least in principle,
in many countries, pure wage discrimination is still openly practiced in sorne others.'

However, the most common cause for women's lower wages continues to be the high
degree of occupational segregation or labor market segmentation between low paid «fe­
male» jobs and better paid «male»jobs. This segregation can be observed across countries
and has also beenwidely documented (Anker and Hein, 1986). Yet, what is considered
to be a male or female jobs varies greatly from country to country. Boserup (1970, Ch.
1) also emphasized this variation with respect to agricultural tasks and, as a result, poin­
ted out that there is nothing «natural» about that sexual division of labor. Table 2 shows
that the same type of argument can be used for occupations outside of agriculture whose
male or female concentration is subject to a high degree of country variation. However,
there is little variation on the fact that female occupations are paid less and that, when
a male ocupation becomes feminized, relative wages tend to decline.
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TABLE 2

Occupational Segregation: Selected Countries and Years
(percent of women in each category)

Occupation Highest % Lowest %
and country and country

Professional, tech- 53.8% 3.9%
nical and related (Canada, 1986) (Bangladesh, 1983-4)
workers

Administrative 64.4% 3.6%
and managerial (Sweden, 1986) (Rep. Korea, 1986)
workers

Clerical workers 80.3% 2.4%
(United States, 1986) (Togo, 1981)

Sales Workers 85.4% 22.8%
(Togo, 1981) (Costa Rica, 1984)

Agriculture, animal 47.6% 6.2%
husbandry and (Japan, 1986) (Chile, 1982)
forestry workers

Production related 33.4% 6.2%
workers and laborers (Hong Kong, 1986) (Gambia, 1983)

Service workers 73.3% 12.6%
(Austria, 1986) (Zambia, 1~80)

Source: ILO, Yearbook of Labor Statistics (1987)

Labor market segmentation is not onIy related to gender but to other factors such as
race and ethnicity. The globalization of production increases the complexity of the inte­
raction between these factors, given the possibility for capital to fragment the labor mar­
ket and take advantage of these divisions at the intemationallevel. Studies dealing with
the effect ofthis interaction on women have begun to emerge (Ong, 198; Fernandez-KelIy,
1989). Yet, this is an area of research that remains largely undeveloped.

Despite indications that segregation has been decreasing in recent years, even if slight1y,
in sorne industrialized countries (BelIer, 1984; Reskin and Hartmann, 1986), it is still
very high across countries (Anker and Hein, 1985). The fact that it is a universal pheno-
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menon found under different economic and political conditions indicates that it is not just
a product of capitalist institutions and that its stubborness is likely to continue to be a
source of gender differentiation under different economic regimes, Yet, little has been
done to deal with consequences of job segregation at the internationallevel. Comparable
worth policies have been discussed only in a handful of countries and implemented, in
a piecemeal fashion, in even fewer oThe very concept of equal pay for work of equal va­
lue, which developed because equal pay for equal work laws can hard1y be put into practi­
ce if men and women do different work, is practically unknown in many countries, In
addition, the difficulty of implementing comparable worth policies and the opposition that
it faces from business and conservatice circles do not allow much optimism for the imme­
diate future. Worse still, continuous restructuring oflabor hierarchies can undermine the­
se policies: the current creation of new low paid jobs in industrialized economies provides
numerous examples, This problem is intensified through the possibilities offered by inter­
nationalized production where the global office (Leo, the shifting of office work to lower
wage countries, such as the Caribbean and Ireland in the case of US corporations) is but
the newest form threatenning, for example, sorne ofthe successful comparable worth ca­
ses fought in the United States during the past decade.

Despite this not very optimistic outlook, the importance of continuously pointing out
the existence of discriminatory practices and the effects of segregation on women's wages
needs to be emphasized as these issues take on an international dimensiono The existence
of a large pool of female labor at a world scale is being used to deal with the pressures
of intemational competition, profitability crises, and economic restructuring that charac­
terize the current reorganization of production, The availability of cheap fema1elabor has
also been an instrumental factor in the export-led policies ofThird World countries shif­
ting from previous import-substitution strategieso

While the jobs that these policies have generated represent a positive step for women's
employment, the new demand for their labor is, at the same time, based on their subordi­
nate position in society oIn fact, the reasons for this new preference for women workers,
as they have emerged from different studies, are more complex than what is implied by
the the cheap labor argument and can be summarized as falling in threecategories. First,
women workers are assumed to facilitate labor control and labor malleability for a va­
riety of reasons, such as their willingness to follow orders, greater discipline, and other
characteristics falling under the stereotype of docility oWhether these «gender traits» are
real or assumed, they can be one of the reasons for this preference, Second, in sorne ca­
ses, women are hired for reasons having to do with productivity, as when it is reported
that women work better with small objects, This is the old nimble fingers argument which,
in sorne cases, represents the recoginition and use of skills that women have acquired
through their gender socialization and work experience, as with the case of garment work,
Third, women provide an important source of flexible labor through their predominance
in temporary contracts as well as in part time and unstable work; this flexibility facilitates
the maximun adjustment of labor supply to the requirements and oscillations of labor de­
mando2 The importance of this adjustment is apparent for the peripheral, informalized la­
bor processes, but it also applies to more formal types of work and has been an important
factor in recent economic restructuring of industrialized countrieso3
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c. Prostitution and sex-related tourism

A rather different illustration of a gender dimension in the global economy, is the ex­
pansion of sex-related tourism whose increase during the past decades has been dramatic
in sorne countries. The cases of several South East Asia countries-South Korea, Thai­
land and the Philippines in particular -are well known and raise similar issues.

During the past fifteen years, different women's organizations and individual resear­
chers have worked on questions related to intemational prostitution while critics have poin­
ted out that there is no solid basis for the outcry that it has produced. On balance, it seems
important to emphasize that this is a good example of the internationalization of gender
issues. Estimates of the size of this industry show very high numbers: 100,000 «hospita­
litY girls» with licenses and health eertificates from the Ministry of Labor and Employ­
ment in the Philippines in 1979; a similar number ofprostitutes and 200,000 «masseuses»
was estimated for Bangkok in 1977 and for Thailand as a whole the estimated number
of prostitutes in 1981 ranged between 500,000 and 700,000 (Truong Than-Dam, 1983
and 1988). In relative terms, this figure for Bangkok alone amounts to ten per cent of
female employment by multinationals. Estimates for South Korea and the Philipinnes also
point to very high figures (Wood, 1981; Aguilar, 1987). Wages received by prostitutes
and the cost of sex-related services in these countries are much lower than in the client
countries. However, this is not to say that prostitution is just a matter of relative costs.
In fact, it is a good illustration of the crossroads of race, gender, clas and cultural diffe­
rences, and of the complexities of their interaction in creating patterns of subordination
and .domination.. As a woman who had worked on an island in the Philippines put it:

«When the tourists started to come, the beach saw new hot-blooded men making it with brown
girls ... If you ask these blue-eyed roen why they carne here, they tell you that the girls serve
them like kings in heaven with many docile feminine playmates» (Ó Campo, 1987: 69)

And who are «the girls»? The great majority of course come from the poorest areas
and households, such as the Northen regions in Thailand (Phongpaichit, 1980) and the
marginal population of Manila slums (Aguilar, 1987).

This clearly points out the connections between prostitution and poverty, as generated
by an economic system based on class inequality and regional differences. In addition,
international prostitution raises other issues that are relevant in an analysis of gender in
the global economy. First, it illustrates the connection between the development of the
international tourist industry and the rise of prostitution organized at a larger scale. Se­
cond, both sex-tourism and prostitution are stimulated by the growing internationaliza­
tion of capital, as it expands the intemational business class (its primary client) and facilitates
international traffic and exchange. Third, they are connected with the existence of mili­
tary activities and foreign military bases, as in the case of the Asian countries mentioned
aboye. Fourth, although prostitution is an old business, what is new in these cases is its
significant magnitude and economic significance as a source of foreign exchange and in
the promotion of business ventures where government and corporate interests meet. In
most of these countries, the state has taken a very active role to promote sex-related in­
dustries through tourist promotion, issuing oflicences, and intemational advertising. Wo-
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men are the «raw material» of this industry and as such we must be aware of and act
upon their exploitation. It is too early to assess the effects of AIDS on international
prostitution although this is clearly another illustration of the globalization of gender is­
sues.

D. Economic crises and women's work

A final illustration of a gender dimension in the functioning ·of the global economy
comes from the role of womel:l in household adjustments to the austerity policies gene­
rated by the foreign debt crises in many Third World countries. Initial studies of the
impact of the debt crisis adjustment on the poor have described the negative impact
of these policies on the poor, particularly in Latin America and Africa (Cornia, Jolly and
Stewart, eds., 1987, Vol. 1 and 2). These studies have illustrated how households survive
under severe economic conditions and what kind of mechanisms they use to compensate
for lower incomes and deteriorating access to resources. Thus, Cornia (Vol. 1, Ch. 4)
has analyzed in detail the different ways in which households either use their available
resources more efficiently or generate new ones in order to cope with critical conditions.
These household responses range from changes in purchasing habits, food preparation
and consumption patterns to the incorporation of new household members in the labor
force, increased production for own consumption, migration, and reliance on the exten­
ded family.

One missing element in this analysis was the role played by women. Yet, the nature
of these coping mechanisms suggested that women play a very extensive role in dealing
with the effects ofthe crisis. Food production, shopping, and household organization are
mostly part of women's daily responsibilities. Likewise, the incorporation of new mem­
bers in the labor force is likely to involve particularly women and the young, given their
lower participation in paid production. Women also tend to be involved in coping strate­
gies that shift household activities to more collective processes. Such is the case with the
«comedores populares» in Lima or the «ollas comunes» in Bolivia (neighborhood-based
communal kitchens) whose organization has given women a new, even iftemporary and
precarious, social function (Sara-Lafosse, 1986).

More recent studies on different countries have begun to document the dymanics of
household adjustments to the debt crisis and the distribution of the burden among house­
hold members. Although this burden has been felt by everyone, the chores of daily survi­
val and domestic work has placed a very heavy weight on housewives, mothers and
daughters, It has been felt not only in poor and working class households but also among
the middle class (Benería, forthcoming).

How these processes are connected with the global economy is quite obvious. The sig­
nificance of the debt as the latest fonn of surplus extraction from the Third World and
its connection with international financing and patterns of trade and investment imply that
the daily troubles of a Bolivian miner's wife, for example, are directly related to the func­
tioning of the international economy. As women across countries understand increasingly
these mechanisms, their daily struggles take up a global significance. Given the universa­
lity of gender as an organizing principIe, it should be central to our analysis and in desig­
ning policies and action.
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4. Evaluationg change

Does the increasing visibility of women in the global economy represent a positive change
for them? This is not a simple question to answer since there are contradictory factors
at work. The debate on this subject, in fact, results in part from differences between coun­
tries and can hardly be resolved without paying attention to the specificity of each case.
At a generallevel, there are those who think that, among working women as a whole,
the emerging trends in the international economy have represented «a definite improve­
ment in women's economic status,» particularly in the industrial sector (Joekes, 1987).
However, given women's primary responsibility in reproductive activities and their con­
centration in household work, any evalution of the overall situation needs to take this sphere
into consideration.

This implies that it is useful to distinguish between at least two levels of analysis: one
that focuses on gender relations and asyrnmetries in the labor market and another that
focuses on household and family relations. Thus, one way ofposing this question, as El­
son and Pearson (1981) have suggested, is to ask whether gender is being «decomposed»
or broken down as a result of global changes. Here, too, change is not unidimensional.
The feminization of the labor force in sorne countries and the increasing participation of
women in the global economy has been accompanied with a higher degree of labor force
attachment and economic autonomy for the majority of women. This is the case for the
more industrialized countries, and there is no reason to believe that similar results are
not taking place in other countries.

The significance of this new labor force attachment and autonomy for women should
be clear. An income of their own, even when it may not be sufficient to maintain a fa­
mily, increases women's ability to make choices and their bargaining position within the
household (Benería and Roldán, 1987). Yet, the spectrum of new forms of gender «re­
composition» and of subsequent discriminatory treatment for women workers, particu­
larly under conditions of unstable employment and precarious working conditions has not
disappeared. The loss of employrnent in the Malaysian computer chips industry in recent
years provides an illustration of the precariousness of this attachment in sorne cases. It
has been estimated that as many as 40,000 jobs have been lost due to shifting investment
attracted by lower wages in other countries. The loss, which affected mostly young wo­
men, lead the week1y The Economist (Jan. 31, 1987) to ask about what would happen
to these young women: «will, as the cynics say, the pretty ones become bar girls and the
plain ones tum to Islam?» The sexism inherent in this quote illustrates the resistance of
gender sterotypes to break down. It also illustrates the fragility of what otherwise could
be considered a positive step towards gender equality.

Despite this type of retrogression, the acceptance of women as paid workers has clearly
increased in most countries. The rise in women's employment and the higher degree of
labor force attachment suggest the breaking down of gender stereotypes and a higher de­
gree of gender equality. At the same time, this continues tocoexist with other types of
inequalities, such as those reflected in women's pay and working conditions, and does
not preclude the appearance of new ones.

At the household level, there are sorne indications of a new division of labor in which
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the number of hours that women spend in domestic work appears to have decreased slight1y
inthe high income countries, at the same time that men and women share domestic chores
more equally (Blau and Ferber, 1986; Erler, 1988). However, these changes are not very
significant and affect a small proportion of the population; for most women, increased
participation in the labor force creates the need to deal with the pressures of intensifica­
tion of work and to restructure domestic work and childcare.

At the intemationallevel, and despite the caution needed regarding generalizations, the
double burden for women workers appears to be a continuing universal phenomenon. Yet
sorne changes, difficult to capture and still in need of further research, may be taking pla­
ce. Safa (1988), for example, arguesthat «women's increased ability to contribute to family
income may challenge traditional patriarchal authority and lead to more egalitarian fami1y
structures». (p. 25) This is particularly true, she writes, in countries like Puerto Rico and
the Dominican Republic where «women have become critical contributors to the house­
hold economy». Other studies show, as mentioned earlier, that access to income increase
women's autonomy and bargaining power within the household (Benería and Roldán, 1989).

To sum up, the globalization of the economy presents gender dimensions that are con­
tradictory. The feminization of employment implies an increase in women's income pro­
ducing activities, which might result in greater autonomy for women, in gender
decomposion and a higher degree of equality between the sexes. In increasingly moneti­
zed economies, the cornmoditification of women's work is a positive development allo­
wing them to have access to income. However, these changes are based on inequalities
that are likely to persist stubborn1y precisely because they are instrumental in the current
functioning of theglobal economy. Thus, women's increasing participation in the mone­
tized economy comes hand in hand with exploitative working conditions. In addition, gender
inequality ofien continues to be linked with the control of women's sexuality and role
in reproduction, therefore implying that they will tend to persist unless these aspects are
integrated in our analysis and search for solutions.

5. Action, politics, and social change

What kind of practical actions are possible in response to all these changes? How can
we deallocally with forces developing at the globallevel? There are, to begin with, issues
that can, at least in principle, be channelled through traditional progressive politics: equal
rights and working conditions, trade union organizing that includes women's interests,
enforcement ofminimum wage levels, bargaining with the state for health care and repro­
ductive .rights, rnaternity and paternity leaves, information about «best practices» across
countries, actions against sexual harassment, day care, and other working conditions af­
fecting women in particular. As argued in this paper, much needs to be done also to en­
force, and in sorne countries introduce, equal pay for equal work legislation and to discuss
and act upon the notion of comparable worth. To the extent that they are open to gender
issues, progressive trade unions and political parties could channel this type of actions.
To the extent that they are not and that women do not have an equal voice inthese institu­
tions, separate women' s organizations become necessary. During the past two decades,
we have in fact witnessed a very significant growth of separate women's networks and
organizations responding to their concerns and interests.
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This growth is compounded by the fact that sorne women's issues are more difficult
to integrate in traditional politics, either because political parties and other organizations
are reluctant or unwilling to take them up or because they do not clearly fall into what
are considered important questions or normal channels of action. Within the left, particu­
larly important are issues not viewed as clearly connected with class politics; the inability
of the traditionallefi to deal with such cases is notorious. It is no surprise, for example,
that the most effective actions around international prostitution have been organized by
a few feminist networks that have not always raised fundamental questions about the class
origins or class connections of international prostitution. To the extent that such connec­
tions exist, it is a loss both to the left and to feminist networks not to integrate gender
and class, together with other factors such as race and ethnicity, in their analysis and actions.

The current struggles around survival in Third World countries plagued with the conse­
quences of the foreign debt crisis and corresponding structural adjustment policies are
an illustration of the role played by women outside of traditional channels of action. As
Carol Andreas (1989: 12) has argued for the case of Lima, Peru:

Distribution of goods and services becomes such an acute problem that issues of exploitation
per se take second place to issues of survival or reproduction. The crisis in the family and
community reaches a point of no retum. Those who are excluded from regular wage work
play an increasingly important role in defming political agendas, paving the way for the re­
volutionary transformation of daily life, not onIy in the production of goods and services,
but also in the relations among women, men, and children in their communities.

As is well known, women have been instrumental in the organization and functioning
oí the «comedores populares» (people's kitchens) in Peru and Bolivia and in many other
community-based efforts around basic needs, such as the provision of housing, health,
education and neighborhood services. They have ofien encountered a great deal of diffi­
culties, with little support from husbands, parties, and other organizations with weak un­
derstanding of or interest in women's needs and actions. Yet, they have been instrumental
for family survival, particularly among the poor.

Survival issues in fact provide an interesting illustration of the connections between dai1y
life and the global economy; housewives in Third World countries with austerity pro­
grams brought about by their external debt know that an increase in the rate of interest
by international banks are likely to have an effect on their budgets. The experience of
the last decade has made that connection between international finance, debt payments,
structural adjustment policies and household finances quite explicite Similarly, women's
actions around survival issues raise once again important questions about a development
model that results in unprecedented accumulation of surplus for some countries and spe­
cific social classes at the expense of others while fostering greed, violence, warfare and
ecological destruction across the globe.

There are many other issues that illustrate the difficulty of integrating women's con­
cerns through traditional channels of action. They include, for example, the new emer­
ging issues with a global dimension, such as the «export» of domestic workers from the
poorer to the richer countries, and the exploitative conditions based on gender, class and
nationality that can be generated by the new reproductive technologies. The extensive work
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that emerged from the UN Decade on Women was an important effort to take up all of
these questions at the global level and to put in motion intemational networks working
on different issues. How to implement the call for action and forward looking strategies
that emerged from it depends not onIy on the continous effort of the UN and other inter­
national organizations but on the responsiveness of national governments and institutions.
In the last resort, it is likely to depend on the vitality ofwomen's grassroots organizations
and their ability to excercise power over different channels of action. For women, solida­
rity among different groups will be useful onIy to the extent that gender is given the fun­
damental role that it plays at the local and globallevels.

* Conferencia pronunciada a la SocietatCatalana de Geografia el dia 25 de maig del 1990.
Una versió diferent d'aquest mateix treball es va publicar a A. McEwan et al. (ed.), Cri­
sis and Instability in the World Economy. New York: Month1y Review Press, 1989
(241-258)

Footnotes

1 For example, inMauritius, minimun wage legislation allows anemployer topay women 57%ofthe minimum
male wage during her first year ofwork (HEIN, 1986). For Cyprus, House (1986) reports that employers
openly admit tothe practice ofwage discrimination inavariety ofjobs. However, where equal pay legislation
has been introduced, wage discrimination is more difficult to document, even when it exists.

2 An elaboration of these points can befound in Benería and Roldán, Ch. 3.
3 Toillustrate with anexample from the OECD countries, Women's share ofpart time employment in 1981

ranged from 63 % in Greece to93.8% inGermany (OECD, 1985). In addition, all indications point toan
increasing use ofpart time work asanimportant factor in current trends toward work flexibility.
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