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Marketisation of Governance

Chapter 3

The state and globalisation

“We commit ourselves to ensuring that when structural adjust-
ment programmes are agreed to they include social development
goals, in particular eradicating poverty, promoting full and pro-
ductive employment, and enhancing social integration.”1

“We commit ourselves to an improved and strengthened frame-
work for international, regional and sub-regional co-operation
for social development, in a spirit of partnership, through the
United Nations and other multilateral institutions.”2

Introduction

The state, the way it operates in contemporary society and whose inter-
ests are served are outcomes of history and other factors. States have

been influenced by colonialism, post colonial and neo colonial forces in
many instances. In many countries, local capitalist forces have been con-
solidated through the penetration and expansion of international capital-
ism, often mediated through local elites in what are seen as “culturally
acceptable ways”. While there is growing emphasis on globalisation and
global management much of the discourse tends to reflect an a-historical
perspective.

As acknowledged by the United Nations Development Programme,

“Globalisation is not new, but the present era has distinctive fea-
tures. Shrinking space, shrinking time and disappearing borders
are linking people’s lives more deeply, more intensely, more imme-
diately than ever before.”3
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These features have had a devastating impact on countries in the South,
especially women.

Borders have become permeable
Another characteristic of this phase of globalisation is the challenge posed

by the rapidity and scale at which changes occur. Key features include the

manner in which information technologies have restructured production,

distribution and communication processes. This has made possible the ex-

change of goods, services and labour across the globe at an unsurpassed

pace.

Borders have become permeable, the traditional division of North and

South is being questioned. Regions engage in negotiations across tradi-

tional boundaries.

North and South as development directions
While the notion of the South emerged in relation to the dominance of the

north, it was more than a geographical location. The South, as an ideologi-

cal construct emerged as an alternative development direction based on

the need for self-definition and as a way of asserting a people-centred posi-

tion within the dominant global system. The divide between the North and

South continues to exist but in every northern country there is the South,

manifested in profound inequalities and various forms of poverty. Like-

wise, within the geographic South, there are features of the North, as elites

emerge and inequalities grow between the rich and poor.

An inevitable result seems to be the inability of state machinery to man-

age the changes or influence the direction of change to benefit the poorest.

The state is under threat. Some argue that the state is being reorganised to

serve market interests. This is evidenced by the increasing prominence given

to quasi-government structures and the influence placed on states through

multi national financial institutions such as the World Bank, the Interna-

tional Monitory Fund and the World Trade Organisation.
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Economic global governance: In whose interests?4

Common interests, concerns and responsibilities point to the necessity for
global agreements and institutions for global governance. Central interna-
tional institutions are rapidly assuming the roles and powers of a form of
global economic government, particularly the World Trade Organisation.
However these institutions have not emerged from shared motivations and
common agreements. The WTO is the commanding institutional expres-
sion and a key instrument for the creation and consolidation of an increas-
ingly integrated and liberalised ‘global’ economy, and an emerging system
of ‘global government’. Feminists assert that such institutions have emerged
from and are fundamentally driven by interests in, and the needs of, the
most industrialised countries.

Liberalisation to facilitate globalisation
The emerging global order is driven and characterised by vast economic
growth and worldwide expansion and penetration by global corporations,
facilitated and promoted by liberalisation. The two are integrally interde-
pendent and mutually reinforcing. Globalisation is the substantive process
of economic and technological expansion promoting the opening up and
integration of the entire world into and under one economic system. Liber-
alisation provides the policy lubricants and produces the appropriate regu-
latory/legal frameworks – and neo–liberalism the theoretical formulations
– to ensure the smooth implementation of the process. Thus ‘globalisation’
is an economic and technological process and also a political and ideologi-
cal project.5

Structural adjustment programmes: Setting the basis for
globalisation
Liberalisation to facilitate globalisation was (and still is) driven in most
African – and many Latin American, Asian, Caribbean and Pacific – coun-
tries by ‘structural adjustment programmes’ (SAPs), directly or indirectly
under the auspices of the IMF and World Bank.6  These ‘adjustments’ are
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justified theoretically in terms of the necessity for such countries to ‘inte-
grate themselves into the global economy’.7 In practice, this means opening
up to exporters and investors from the economic North. Although some of
the Latin American economies provided considerable openings for trade
and investment to the most industrialised countries, many of them – and
even more so the newly ‘liberalised’ and ‘marketised’ African and Carib-
bean economies – nonetheless had relatively small markets, with limited
immediate economic potential.

During the 1970s and early 1980s, most of the promising newly indus-
trialised or ‘emerging’ economies, particularly in Asia, with huge markets
and attractive immediate investment potential, protected themselves against
foreign trade penetration and were very demanding in the conditions and
constraints placed upon foreign investors. They managed to maintain rela-
tive financial and economic independence, and a certain policy leeway;
because they had not (then) come under IMF obligations and liberalisation
programmes.8 Companies from the most industrialised countries therefore
frequently had to rely on bilateral processes and pressures by their govern-
ments to try to force such economies to allow them in and/or to operate
under the conditions they required.

For these and other reasons,9 by the mid-1980s both entrepreneurial and
governmental actors in the more developed countries (DCs) were convinced
that a more universal institution, and comprehensive global agreements had to
be created to ensure that all such countries ‘open up’ their economies. Since all
countries need external trade, to one degree or another, and since the Asian
economies were more than usually dependent upon ‘export-led’ growth, inter-
national trade relations and negotiations provided the ideal terrain on which to
pressure such governments to open up their economies.

Trade liberalisation was both an important end in itself and a useful instru-
ment to compel all countries to liberalise other sectors. The prolonged Uruguay
Round of the General Agreement on Trade and Tariffs (GATT) negotiations
(1986–1994) became a process to promote, not only wider and deeper
trade liberalisation but other highly significant ‘trade-related’ agreements.
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The new agreement on Trade Related Investment Measures (TRIMs), for
example, was designed to ensure greater freedom for foreign investment.
TRIMs constrained specific ‘trade-distorting’ governmental conditions on
FDI (foreign direct investment), with the threat of retaliatory trade sanc-
tions through the newly created World Trade Organisation (WTO) that
also emerged from the Uruguay Round (UR). However, as can be seen from
table 3.1 (Increasing global integration), regions in the South have not ben-
efited significantly from FDI compared to the North.
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Selective protectionism and pro-active initiatives: Setting the
terms
Industrialised countries had other pro-active as well as protective
motivations in their promotion of new global rules, and in their strategies
within the multi-sectoral Uruguay Round of negotiations. The pro-active
strategies were for the promotion of their strong and emergent new indus-
tries and economic sectors. The protective measures were in support of
their economically vulnerable domestic industries or economic sectors.

With regard to the latter, the USA, in particular, came to the Uruguay
Round (UR) determined to deflect demands for the much-delayed opening
up of its markets to competitive textiles and clothing exports from the
developing countries. And the US government managed to hold off the
trade liberalisation that it was officially committed to – and that it was
demanding of others – by securing a further ten year extension of its effec-
tive derogation from GATT obligations.10 This was achieved through the
‘end-loading’ of most of its phased tariff reductions to the later part of the
transition period, in conjunction with quotas and other technical devices.
This transition period was designed to give such domestic industries, and
the US national economy, further time to get through major economic ad-
justments and technological transformations.

Equally energetic battles were pursued by the USA, the EU and Japan
during the Uruguay Round in defence of their respective agricultural sec-
tors. With the US demanding that the others liberalise their agricultural
markets, and the latter resisting exposing their smaller scale (but politically
influential) agricultural producers to large-scale and highly competitive US
agri-business. Once again, with economic muscle, technical resources and
tactical skill, the EU and Japan managed to hold off agricultural trade liber-
alisation and to sustain their agricultural subsidisation programmes for a
further period. This was necessary, they argued, in order to deal with the
economic, social and political adjustments that would be required.11

Feminists assert that these and other offensive/defensive battles by and
between the ‘triad’ dominated the UR negotiations and diverted attention
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(intentionally?) from their other pro-active and forward-looking strategies
to promote and protect significant new, and increasingly important indus-
tries and economic sectors. While defending their old, weaker or declining
industries, the major industrial powers were actively intervening for the
promotion of the new economic/technological revolution already under
way. By creating global legal frameworks and specific agreements to ensure
their continued domination of the epochal process into the future.

Knowledge appropriation and commercialisation
In this context, the agreement on Trade-Related Intellectual Property Rights
(known as TRIPS) was one of the most significant achievements to emerge
from the Uruguay Round for the most advanced economies and their cut-
ting-edge industries. Ostensibly, this was designed to stop international
pirating of products and processes, abuses of ‘labels’ and other patented
rights. However, the more fundamental effect is to facilitate corporate ap-
propriation, ‘ownership’ and control of biological resources and traditional
knowledge from around the world through patenting under TRIPS.

The aim and effect of TRIPS is tighter control on access to and use of
ground-breaking new scientific developments and technological innova-
tions, particularly in information and communication systems and the even
more propitious biotechnology sector. Governments collaborate with glo-
bal corporation in the effective and extensive monopolisation of scientific
knowledge and technological capacities within the most advanced econo-
mies and use the threat of cross-retaliatory sanctions against those that do
not comply with TRIPS.

Outsourcing the provision of government services
A similar pro-active aim and achievement of the more industrialised countries
in the Uruguay Round was the General Agreement on Trade in Services (GATS).
Widening the definition of traded products to include services, participants in
the multi-sectoral negotiations and cross-sectoral trade-offs now also have to
open up their reserved national service sectors. In order, for example, to obtain
‘concessions’ in areas of immediate export interest to their economies, govern-
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ments are under pressure to allow fuller and freer entry into their countries of
giant global service companies in banking, insurance and accounting, trans-
port and communications, information, advertising and entertainment. These,
and a host of other service industries, together, now constitute a major propor-
tion of the GNPs of the most developed countries, and require a commensu-
rate and rapid expansion of their global role as well.

Countries of the South are lagging far behind in the competitive devel-
opment of commercialised national service industries. These technical and
social service sectors, such as public transport and housing, telecommuni-
cations, public broadcasting and television, culture and sports, education,
health care, water provision and sanitation, are not merely commercial
enterprises but essential components of national economic and social de-
velopment strategies in the South. Such services are particularly necessary
to the wellbeing and rights of the weakest sectors of our societies, above all
women, children and the poorest.. Such essential services face ever-grow-
ing demands – and elaborate theoretical rationalisations – for their privati-
sation and accessibility to foreign acquisition, and/or competition from glo-
bal service corporations in all these spheres. This has significant social,
cultural and political, as well as economic, implications for poor people
and for the public provision role of government.

Positive expectations – but imbalanced outcomes – for the
countries of the South
It was not until the later phases of the prolonged Uruguay Round – and
rather more so in the years that followed – that the full implications and
the strategic purposes of the central WTO agreements gradually became
evident to the developing countries that participated in the UR process. In
this they were assisted by the revelations and analyses of close observers12 and
direct participants in the process13  on behalf of the developing countries,14

as well as active and highly effective non-governmental organisations, such
as the Third World Network (TWN) operating from Malaysia. But, for much
of the Uruguay Round, most of the developing country representatives were
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little more than spectators of the ‘multilateral’, but more often plurilateral
and bilateral, bargaining and agreements that were made by the most pow-
erful developed countries15 .

Unequal power relations in global institutions
In part, the weak participation and influence of the countries of the South
in the Uruguay Round was due to their lesser numbers,16 but more so ow-
ing to their limited experience in multilateral negotiations - although there
were some exceptions, such as India. It was also attributable to their –
understandable – failure to foresee the new strategic vision and thrust of
the highly industrialised countries of the North. However, the developing
countries also erred in approaching the UR negotiations ill prepared, with
very limited objectives and usually making narrowly focused interventions
in the discussions, if any at all.

With hindsight, the developing countries appear overly-reliant and too
trustful in their expectations of the new round of negotiations. The coun-
tries of the South – or those that had clearly identified aims – calculated
that the multilateral, multi-sectoral liberalisation negotiations of the UR
could be an important opportunity to promote their specific interests and
obtain positive responses to their long-standing grievances in the existing
international trade regime. Their first aim was to end the exclusions and
secure full access for their few globally competitive manufactured exports
– mainly textiles and clothing – into the high consumer markets of the rich
developed countries. The second concern was that their other important
exports – from the agricultural sector – should be incorporated into GATT,
which had hitherto only covered manufactured goods of interest to the
more industrialised countries. In neither of these did the developing coun-
tries achieve their aims, except as longer terms prospects into the new mil-
lennium.

The third motivation of many developing countries in going along with
the highly unsatisfactory nature of the UR negotiations, and even in wel-
coming the establishment of the WTO at the end, was their optimistic ex-
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pectation about the new ‘multilateral rules-based system’ for international
trade and other economic relations that would be set in motion through
the WTO. It was anticipated that this would, inter alia, bring to an end the
unilateral measures and pressures, largely by the strongest governments
against weaker – although also between the DCs themselves – that had
long characterised international economic relations. Within the new mul-
tilateral framework of rules and regulations, all members would be able – and
would be expected – to settle their trade and trade-related disagreements through
the Dispute Settlement Undertaking (DSU) that emerged from the UR.

Uses, and abuses of the ‘multilateral rules-based system’ –by
developed countries
The experience with the functioning of the DSU over the five years since
the creation of the WTO, has certainly not been as positive as expected.
The complexity of the issues and the procedures, and the capacity of stronger
countries/companies to prolong the dispute panel processes means that
weaker complainants can be irreparably damaged in the interim, even if
the eventual WTO panel ruling is in their favour. Weaker countries are also
manifestly reluctant to pursue official DS processes through the WTO – at
one level due to their lack of legal expertise and the vast costs entailed in
hiring international legal experts and researchers. At an underlying level,
this caution is very probably also due to their apprehension (arising from
wider experience) about possible indirect reprisals by their stronger adver-
saries, in other spheres and ways, should they institute formal proceedings
against them. The utility or very feasibility of the imposition of WTO-au-
thorised trade sanctions by weaker economies against strong economies
graphically illustrates the formalistic nature – and fallaciousness – of the
‘equal rights and treatment of all members’ within the WTO.

Multilateral versus unilateral rules based system
The more general threat to the so-called ‘multilateral’ rules-based system is
that some powerful governments – mainly, but not only the USA – con-
tinue to act unilaterally when it is considered necessary to protect or pro-
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mote national economic and even political interests. Washington routinely
applies its own 301 trade legislation to block or threaten other countries,
and even resorts to extraterritorial enforcement of particular national eco-
nomic laws to serve strategic US objectives.17 The US government is also
noted for its energetic support to damaging anti-dumping actions by US
companies and the imposition of countervailing measures against foreign
imports when required to do so by domestic industries to protect them
against allegedly ‘unfair’ competitors. This may be within the letter of the
relevant WTO agreements, but goes against the spirit of the open, free
trade, competitive global economy purportedly being promoted by the New
World trade regime. On the other hand, it is extremely difficult for weaker
countries lacking the necessary financial, legal, trade monitoring and in-
dustrial research facilities to institute their own anti-dumping actions against
powerful economies such as the US and the EU, even where they possibly
have a strong case.18

Multilateral Agreement on Investment
The US is not the only country to flout the letter and spirit of the new
‘global multilateralism’. The more industrialised countries grouped together
in the Organisation for Economic Co-operation and Development (OECD)
attempted, through their own less-than-global multilateral negotiations, to
create a new Multilateral Agreement on Investment (MAI), outside of the
WTO, for the full and unfettered operation of foreign investors and TNCs
throughout the world. This strategy was effectively exposed and energeti-
cally opposed by a global alliance of civil society organisations, which suc-
ceeded in raising the public alarm and dividing the OECD governments,
such that the French government officially withdrew its support and the
process was suspended. Had this not happened, the MAI would have been
presented, in form multilaterally but in essence unilaterally, to all the other
countries seeking foreign investment The EU, Japan and other governments,
under continuing pressure from their global financial corporations and
TNCs, are still aiming to get their (renamed) Multilateral Investment Agree-
ment (MIA) integrated into and approved within the ‘more fully multilat-
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eral’ and ‘bottom up’ processes of the WTO. However this, in turn, raises fur-
ther critical questions with respect to the functioning of the WTO, per se.

In addition to the type of evasions illustrated above, the ‘multilateral’
nature of decision-making in the WTO, itself, has been most pervasively
contradicted by the highly un-transparent, non-inclusive processes within
the organisation, and the back-room deals between the most powerful coun-
tries which are then presented to the rest of the WTO membership as a de
facto ‘consensus’ to be endorsed.19 Tactical alliances between smaller groups
of like-minded countries, or those with specific interests in common, may
be an intrinsic part of multilateral negotiations but, in the case of the WTO,
the influence of specific groups of the more influential countries is rein-
forced by the marked susceptibility – and even the unofficial ‘accountabil-
ity’ – of the WTO Director General and the Secretariat to the most power-
ful member states.20 However, quite apart from this manifestation of global
power politics, the more fundamental, structural bias of the WTO resides
in the WTO Secretariat’s ‘impartial’ application of the tendentious agree-
ments already secured by those states, and the official, unproblematised
endorsement and promotion by the WTO of the theories and assumptions
of the global neo-liberal paradigm.21

Global economic governance: Impacts on women
The WTO Secretariat’s accommodation to the most powerful states, is also
evident in the prolonged failure of the organisation in the first five years of
its existence to energetically pursue and secure the effective implementa-
tion of formal undertakings made by the most industrialised countries, for
example to open up their markets to developing country exports in textiles
and clothing. This is one of the few areas where millions of Third World
women22  find waged employment. There is also marked tardiness by the
DC’s and WTO in implementing the assurances given to the lesser and
least developed countries by the industrialised country governments in the
Final Act of the Uruguay Round in Marrakech. The “Marrakech Ministerial
Decision on Measures in Favour of Least Developed Countries”, and “Meas-
ures Concerning the Possible Negative Effect of the Agricultural Reform
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Programme on Net Food Importing Countries” were the belated acknowl-
edgement, by the main beneficiaries of the UR, of the marginalisation of
the weaker countries and the predicted (or what they defined as the ‘possi-
ble’) prejudicial effects of the new global trade regime upon them. Once
again, those who would be most seriously prejudiced would be the poorest
sectors of the populations of the South, 70% of whom are female.

Contradictory and differential impacts
There are contradictory and differential impacts of globalisation for the
gender division of labour. More women migrate in search of work, become
commodities in the field of sex tourism and experience unrestrained vio-
lence. Another contradictory impact is the easy links/connections between
the local and the global through information flows which create and ex-
pand the space for “rights based” work. But while strengthening civil soci-
ety, it also gives room and provides an environment for the rise of narrow
forms of fundamentalism. The gains attained by the women’s movement
during the World Summit on Social Development and at Beijing are being
eroded by the right wing backlash and fundamentalism which is emerging
as narrow nationalism in opposition to globalisation. It has created condi-
tions for “national” citizenship within patriarchal forms of government on
the one hand, and, a universal, internationalist citizenship on the other.

The transition to democracy in South Africa is a case in point here.
Since those who were previously excluded from political and economic
processes constitute the black majority the push for a new type of democ-
racy is emerging. The policy approach is one which, seeks to democratise
both the economic and political processes. However, changing systems to
promote participation and democracy is different from the promotion of
dependent development paradigms. (See box below)

South Africa: Democracy and liberalisation
South Africa, caught between the euphoria of building a new democracy and the
challenges posed by the dominance of neo liberal policies – is even more dangerously
poised – because not only has it begun to privatise state services and assets but also
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the process of policy making. While under the previous regime apartheid bureau-
crats made policy and politicians sanctioned the policy without contesting it, politi-
cians are now contesting policies that are made by foreign consultants. South Africa
has had to engage in a rigorous public sector rationalisation process in line with
structural adjustment programmes prescribed by external policy advisors. But the
irony is that state spending has been redirected not to those who are most deprived
(40% in absolute poverty), but to pay foreign consultants to write policy documents.

These documents are given the legitimacy of national content and flavour by
incorporating mainstream NGO’s and academic institutions as secondary partners
in the process. Policies must appear before us at a speed that we think is necessary,
but to get those policies crafted with technical efficiency, we have become complicit
in redirecting state expenditure to where it is not needed. This makes a mockery of
parliamentary democracy and substantive democracy particularly of elected offi-
cials in making policies that would restructure the state and that would redirect
resources to those who need it most.

The marketisation of governance

The rolling back of the state in the form of deregulation from public inter-
est to regulation in terms of private interests is a major cause for concern.
How does this impact on women and poor people?

Free market policies have reorganised the state23  according to some
development proponents. With the privatisation of state assets and indus-
tries there appears to be less direct involvement of states in the production
and distribution of goods and services. But alongside this has been the rise
in new state regulations, subsides and institutions which are designed with
the intention of promoting an enabling environment for newly privatised
industries. This has actually resulted within countries of the South in a
new class structure and changes in internal social relations. A complex
arrangement of interests is evolving with new elite’s and traditional power
blocs acting in what they purport to be the public interest.

Analysts on the left argue that the state has played and continues to
play a role in promoting and implementing free market policies. Indeed
the free market is said to need the protection of the state to maintain its
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interests and ensure its power. Given that poor women operate largely out-
side of mainstream markets and that markets respond to needs backed by
cash, the emerging state-market relationships perpetuate the exclusion of
poor women from mainstream economic and social activity.

Key to the debates on the nature and role of state institutions in relation to
dominant market forces is the objectives of state restructuring and / or reorgan-
ising. Current trends indicate that states are being reorganised to serve the
interests of market forces and these interests do not coincide with those of the
dispossessed. Moreover, the reality for poor women across countries reveals
that the reorganising of the state bears little relation to the process of social
transformation. That the power of the state is being eroded in relation to public
interest is more and more evident, but shockingly the state and governance is
being marketised and depoliticised under the guise of democracy.

Generally in the North and the South structural adjustment measures
have been introduced in different ways. However we note the emergence
of contradictory trends. While in the North, OECD countries’ proportion
of state spending relative to the economy has continued to grow, averaging
50% of GDP, in the South government spending has been cut back to just
over 25% of GDP on average. Government spending has also been redi-
rected in the South.

The efficiency imperative
The state continues to play a significant role in framing taxation policy, in
monetary policy, directing subsidies to sectors of industry, outsourcing gov-
ernment contracts, awarding franchises for privatised industries etc. In the
health, social and education sectors the emphasis is on the establishment
of new state mechanisms to ensure market efficiency and discipline. At the
same time there is an increase in initiatives within government and outside
it to train, retrain and re-orient civil servants towards business plans and
efficiency models. The redirecting of the state towards market efficiency on
the one hand, has in some cases led to the enforcement or re-enforcing of
repressive legislation and policing to contain and stamp out resistance to
the economic violence inherent in the market.
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The implication of the redirection of states towards market efficiency
models and cutbacks on the social sector has placed an increasing burden
on women. It has also resulted in the expansion of state policing and secu-
rity measures to reinforce compliance and deal with the other social out-
comes of social and economic marginalisation.

In India, for example, security forces have been increased to “deal” with
internal dissent and to facilitate domestic capital or foreign exchange-bear-
ing entrepreneurs”. Special units of Indian police are being trained by west-
ern security experts to “protect the life and property of foreign investors”.
Similar trends emerge in Africa with a finely nuanced relationship develop-
ing between some African governments and private security firms or groups
of mercenaries. South African based Executive Outcomes (a private mili-
tary/security force) is being used by governments and others (like multina-
tional firms).

The state may therefore, also be said to be complicit in the privatisation
of security, forming compacts with those who have no public interest and
are available to any side. What does this mean for women at a micro and
macro level? Counter insurgency is used to enforce control and compli-
ance, and as a result, democratic processes, accountability and transpar-
ency become expendable. The state can and in many instances is abrogat-
ing its responsibility for the security of its people as evidenced by the expe-
riences of women in the South. Against this backdrops of global economic
governance, the common and specific experiences of women in the South
resonate with the pain of unfulfilled aspirations.

Globalisation and the state: Reflections on
South Asian women’s experience24

The pressure to globalise is not just a case of eroding the principles and
goals of self-reliance in the region. On the one hand, the democratic foun-
dations of sovereign nation states are challenged as they are pressured into
submitting to the dictates of free-market ideology as espoused by the Bretton
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Woods Institutions (BWI). And on the other, compliance has compromised
the state’s capacity to promote development.

Women in South Asia, form one of the most marginalised groups –
indicators on health, education and nutrition point to serious disparities
between men and women across all ages. The feminisation of poverty is
quite rampant throughout South Asia with households headed by women
on the increase and among the poorest.25

More work opportunities with greater exploitation
Export led industrialisation created job-opportunities for women in en-
claves, called the Free-Trade Zones (FTZs) where labour laws are waived.
Sri–Lanka has over 100,000 women working in the FTZ’s and in 1992, the
whole island was declared as a Free-trade Zone.26  In Bangladesh, women
constitute 80–90 per cent of the workers in the garment export industry
and form four to five per cent of the active-age urban female population.27

In India, the proportion of women working in FTZs is small compared to
the total female workers in the manufacturing sector.

The Free-Trade Zone’s policies for recruiting women show a mixed pic-
ture. Sri-Lanka’s workers are mostly young and unmarried girls. India and
Bangladesh show variations in age and marital status with a new layer of
younger girls. In general, FTZ’s are characterised by women working for
cheap wages, on a piece-rate basis, in substandard working conditions with
a high degree of job-insecurity. The jobs are repetitive and monotonous
and require concentration and nimble fingers – considered as “assets” of
female workers but who are never valued as “skilled”. States and corpora-
tions collaborate in the exploitation of women.

Globalisation threatens livelihoods and food security
Recently, the focus has moved from the manufacturing to the agricultural
sector.28  The implications of this for societies in South Asia, is far-reaching.
In the rural areas, land ownership is the main source of assured livelihoods
for the people. Further, women constitute a large proportion of the agricul-
tural work force. With globalisation, two common trends in the agriculture



63

Chapter 3:  The state and globalisation

sector have been observed in India and Bangladesh. One, is the state’s with-
drawal of subsidies from this sector. The second is the direct investment of
TNCs in the sector – a fallout of which is changing the use of land for food
crops to cash crops, a case in point is that of aquaculture, the cultivating of
shrimps for exports.29 Aquaculture raises issues on people’s rights to sus-
tainable livelihood and community rights over decision making in devel-
opment activities.

The withdrawal of state subsidies
In Bangladesh, the major policy reforms in the agricultural sector included:
1. a gradual withdrawal of input subsidies, especially fertilisers
2. initiating a compensatory farm price support program
3. moving from publicly owned irrigation facilities that were available to

farmers at subsidised rates to a privatisation of irrigation facilities. Sub-
sidies were moved to purchase of tube wells and pumps, thereby re-
structuring the incentive pattern in irrigation. Predictably, these changes
reflected in the government’s outlay that declined considerably in just five
years from 30 per cent in 1980–81 to 20 per cent in 1986–87. Prices of
agricultural inputs rose faster than prices of paddy, making cultivation eco-
nomically unviable. The resultant slowdown in agriculture production had
adverse effects on small farmers and women, as the incidence of female-
headed households is much higher among smaller farmers.30

Direct intervention of transnational corporations
In both Bangladesh and India, food grain cultivation was discontinued be-
cause of the salinity of the land and where it continued, there was a drastic
reduction. In India, women who performed most of the labour-intensive
operations in Paddy cultivation were marginalised when aquaculture was
introduced as piece-rate and contract work is the norm for hiring labour.
Although cash wages increased, the number of days of wage work declined
considerably.31

In Bangladesh, foreign labour was hired, increasing local unemploy-
ment. Aquaculture has affected an estimated 10 million people living in
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the coastal areas. Food requirement, previously met by rice cultivation has
to be met from the market. On the whole, aquaculture has resulted in de-
stroying the agrarian economy of the region, threatened food-security of
the poor and caused environmental damage.32

Transnational corporations ignore environmental damage
 Another result of export led aquaculture by TNCs is the irreversible degra-
dation of the environment and the rise in social conflict within communi-
ties. Adverse effects on the ecosystem results in shortage of drinking water,
food, wood-fuel and loss of common property. This further affects live-
stock related activities. In Bangladesh, the health impacts of replacing food
grains and local fish varieties with shrimp cultivation led to malnutrition,
physical stunting and night blindness among poor children and people.

Cutbacks in food subsidies
The adoption of SAPs has also led to severe cutbacks or rolling back of
food subsidies in the region. In Sri-Lanka, food stamps that provided sub-
sidised food grains were withdrawn in the 80s. In India, very recently, an
increase in prices of subsidised rations distributed through the Public Dis-
tribution System (PDS) has led to food prices that are only marginally lower
than prices in the open-market. This makes food unavailable to people
living below the poverty line. Such a situation, together with the cultural
practice which dictates that, in Asian households women eat last, has led
to increased starvation and malnutrition for them. Increased prices on food
grains will further worsen the unequal allocation of food for women and
girls exacerbating existing levels of malnutrition.

Women as commodities
Shrinking livelihood opportunities, results in the intensification of gendered
and andro-centric divisions of labour. The steep rise in prostitution, traf-
ficking of women, migrant domestic workers and informalisation of wom-
en’s labour are a case in point. Sri-Lanka has the largest number of migrant
women domestic workers to the gulf countries in South Asia.33  The traf-



65

Chapter 3:  The state and globalisation

ficking of women from Nepal to Indian brothels is on the increase.34  Gov-
ernments’ commitment to expand women’s participation in the formal sec-
tor has not been realised. They have backtracked on this with the argu-
ment that the informal sector, particularly home-based production is more
suitable for women. Currently 94% of women workers are in the informal
sector. It is the only expanding avenue for income generation as a survival
strategy for millions of families.

The Human Development Report (HDR) 1999 confirms the experiences
of poor women in the South and shows that more progress has been made
in the adoption of policies and the setting up of institutions to support
global markets than to support people and their rights. Further, it reveals
that the opening up of national economies have not resulted in benefits for
countries in the South. In South Asia, feminists’ question whether the shift
towards “global economic strategies” creates new possibilities for human
development in the context of the state’s emphasis on cut backs and priva-
tisation. Moreover, they challenge the logic of building democracy at grass-
roots levels even as the nation state and democratic processes are destroyed
from above and through global economic institutions.

Increased militarisation to create internal stability for
globalisation
South Asia has become one of the most militarised regions in the world.
Post the Cold War the region’s defence budgets have increased. While these
increases have not been significant in comparison to other countries in
1996 (refer to table 3.2), India and Pakistan have since increased their
defence spending disproportionately in building up their nuclear capabil-
ity. India and Pakistan arms budgets account for 93% of total military ex-
penditure in the region.35

South Asia is the only region in the world where military spending has
gone up in proportion to Gross National Product (GNP). Who gains from
this and who is interested in the continuation and escalation of the tension
and rivalry between the two countries?
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The only losers continue to
be the poor. Increased military
capability in Sri Lanka and
Bangladesh provides and ex-
acerbates armed intervention
in internal politics. The avail-
ability of arms, increases the
likelihood of governments us-
ing military solutions to re-
solve political and civil prob-
lems. Evidence also suggests
that movements based on de-
mocracy with decentralised
political structures have been
taken over by “extremist” lead-
ership that resorts to insur-
gency and “secessionist de-
mands” in countries in the re-
gion. Sri Lankan women have
experienced the horror of a
sustained war and question
increased militarisation in
light of their everyday experi-
ences.

Women’s position –
some development
indicators
Even though development is
defined as a widening of op-
tions, globalisation offers, at

best, a very narrow range of choices for women and children in South Asia.
There are more children out of school in South Asia than in the rest of the
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world - 2/3 of them are female. The Gender Equality Measure (GEM) as
indicated in the Human Development Report of 1999 is the lowest among
all regions in the world. South Asia is the only region that defies the bio-
logical norm, with the ratio of women to men being 94–100. There is an
alarming demographic shift in the juvenile sex ratio in India – in parts of
North India the sex ratio is as low as 600 to 700 women per 1000 men.
The Gender Development Index, (calculated as the difference between men
and women of the extent of deprivation in education, health and income)
is 0.41. This is  25% lower than the average for the developing world. The
Gender Empowerment Measure (0.23) is the lowest in the world, includ-
ing that of sub–Saharan Africa. This reflects the painful reality of women in
South Asia-not only in relation to overwhelming poverty -but also in rela-
tion to their subordinate position in society.

The “population bomb” – patriarchal perceptions of
women’s reproductive role
While the last global decade saw a focus on issues related to reproductive
rights, the issue of the population ‘bomb’ remains caught in skewed per-
ceptions - programmes on women’s health in official policy (either under
family planning or later, family welfare) is geared to control women’s fertil-
ity. As far as hazardous contraceptives are concerned, the market ideology
of “everything goes” prevails as long as control of women’s fertility can be
achieved. Even though activists have managed to get a ban on some of
these, women’s organisations are “unequally pitted” against the state and
middle class perceptions of the poor as “surplus”. With the withdrawal of
the state from its constitutional commitment to provide health and nutri-
tion, the emphasis on “population control” rather than on population de-
velopment is even more visible.

The “New Asia” Woman?
Working women in Asia are used and seen as an icon of a modern nation.
Their integration into the global economy as professional or entrepreneur
women, provide role models for the middle classes, as these women are
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seen to have more choices within a free market context. Feminists in Asia,
are concerned about the links between professional women’s uncritical ac-
ceptance of the process of reforms, free market ideology and the overlap
with modernity. In this context women are caught between increasing fun-
damentalist agendas and the opening up of occupational space which pro-
vides a modicum of “ individual freedom”.

The relationship between gender and modernity is being mediated
through responses to globalisation. The impact of SAP’s on women is well
documented, (job insecurity, greater unemployment amongst women, de-
teriorating working conditions, increase wage differentials, declines in girls
education, decrease in food and health resources, more women headed
households and often survival through prostitution or sex work).

This situation is interpreted along class lines with women from slums
and the poorest areas seen as promiscuous because they are forced into
prostitution to survive while middle class women are perceived to be chaste
and respectable.

Moreover the state’s abdication of the role of governance increases the
burden of poor women and scales off any possibility of development for
social change. The state assumes that women’s labour time is available as a
reserve, subsidiary and complimentary source for capitalist economic de-
velopment. Household burdens prevent women from emerging as perma-
nent workers. Women are beginning to challenge the crucial link between
their quality of life and the quality of governance in national regional and
global contexts.

Understanding the paradox of globalisation:
South East Asian women’s experience36

Given the subordinate roles and status of women, development outcomes
have differential impacts on women and men. This affects their participa-
tion in family, community and national affairs. Globalising processes in the
region, whether through international institutions or regional formations
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are reinforcing women’s subordination. South East Asian women’s experi-
ences reveal the extent of their exploitation and the ways in which their
lives are reorganised to serve global economic agendas.

From Asian miracle to the world’s financial debacle: The
demystification of a model
The hardest hit in the Asian financial crisis in 1997 was, South East Asia
(SEA). Made attractive to foreign investors by years of economic growth
and proclaimed by the World Bank as an East Asian miracle, most of the
SEA countries experienced unrestrained flows of financial capital in the
early nineties. Benefiting from the accelerated development of communi-
cation and information technology, the global financial sector was able to
move capital in quantity and speed unheard of in the eighties. Govern-
ments in the region, abetted by International Financial Institutions (IFI),
set the conditions which virtually opened the floodgates for foreign inves-
tors. Such were the conditions that many governments were unable to in-
tervene when global financial players decided to suddenly pull out massive
amounts of capital in July 1997. This resulted in the dramatic fall of the
Thai Baht, followed by the decline of the Indonesia Rupiah, the Malaysian
Ringgit and the Philippine Peso.

The immediate cause of the crisis was attributed to, “foreign fund man-
agers heading portfolio flows and in the second half of the nineties, the
signs of a “herd mentality” that looked at the entire region as if it were
homogenous when there were differences in economic fundamentals from
country to country. This led to the “contagion effect” wherein currency
depreciation and financial crisis in one country is transmitted to another
country in the same region”.37  As events unfolded, it was clear that the
crisis had not only affected the region but was in fact, becoming a global
crisis.38

Failures of governance (economic), especially in respect of South East
Asia financial crises, have had consequences beyond 1998. Between 1998-
2000 monetary losses were estimated at $2 trillion. These are: ±20% of
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global economic production in these years and more than the combined
annual income of Sub-Saharan Africa, the Arab States and South Asia.39

The crisis had varied impacts. In some countries, such as the Philip-
pines and Indonesia the immediate impacts appeared to be limited how-
ever, long -term impacts are expected to show in lower quality of educa-
tion and poor health conditions, in other words, a decline in quality of life,
which could be more serious.40 Low-income underdeveloped countries were
less affected since they were insulated from the contagion. A survey on
Philippine industry revealed that one third of the Filipino firms have re-
duced their number of employees in comparison to the 60% of the Thai
firms and the 75% of South Korea.41

The boom-bust cycle of the Philippine economy meant unsustained
growth rates that did not make it as attractive to foreign investors as its
neighbours hence the analysis that it was less affected by the crisis. The
crisis of governance in Indonesia that followed the depreciation of the
rupiah, revealed a far more divided nation. The government was unable to
cope with an economic disaster alongside its ongoing conflicts and the
popular uprisings in East Timor, Aceh and Irian Jaya. President Suharto
had no option but to succumb to the conditions imposed by the IMF. In
Malayasia, Prime Minister Mahathir, imposed a limit on the out flows of
portfolio investment.

In Indonesia, for example, there were other impacts. Since the most
affected sector was the male-dominated construction industry, more male
workers were laid off. In contrast, the female dominated labour intensive
export oriented sectors such as textile, garment and footwear industries
were not as affected and figures indicate a growth of the female labour
force. The same trend was detected in the informal sector, with an increase
of 6.5% of female family workers in 1997 to 1998 compared to the years of
1986 up to 1996.42 While there were increases in the female work force
women were pushed into more exploitative conditions of work as cheap
labour to provide for families.
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In Thailand, there was a marked rise in female commercial sex work.
Feminists are concerned about the extent to which “ women’s bodies get
cast as a natural resource in international development strategies and the
national policies generated to implement these strategies.43

At the international level, the crisis paved the way for greater control by
agencies like the IMF. A rescue package by the IMF, amounting to US$16
billion (later increased to 17.2) to Thailand was negotiated. The govern-
ment could only access this loan if it followed certain conditionalities. These
included, privatising public utilities such as telecommunications and ener-
gies, increasing fuel tax to help raise revenues and reforming a variety of
laws to open up key economic sectors for more participation of foreign
firms in the economy. Since the “IMF and the World Bank had been instru-
mental in promoting Thailand, with its openness to capital flows and its
high growth rates, as a model of development for the rest of the Third
World”44  they had to prop it up as a model. In response to this massive
bailout, one of the demands of the Assembly of Poor (AOP) a national level
coalition of local people’s organisations, rural villages and women’s groups,
was for the Thai government to make public the agreement and conditions
attached to the bailout by the IMF.

The saga of the state amidst globalisation: A case of political
restructuring?
The creation of a transnational system that blurs the boundaries between
domestic and foreign trade forced nations are to change their view of them-
selves as world actors.45  They are less effective in their exercise of power as
it is restricted to geographical borders while the processes they are sup-
posed to govern and the problems they are supposed to solve now have
global dimensions.

South East Asian states have not asserted themselves enough in areas
where it mattered. For example Bello explains that the lack of state inter-
vention in financial markets allowed over investment in the property sec-
tor in South East Asia. What is needed is “effective regulation of the private
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sector and in particular, the break up of corrupt patronage that links the
public and private networks”. Furthermore there is a need to control capi-
tal inflows and outflows to prevent destabilising affects.46 This view is con-
sistent with the UNDP, as reflected in the Human Development Report,
that states “Globalisation offers great opportunities for human advance –
but only with stronger governance.47

States act to protect private interests
The importance of the state to globalisation is underscored by Ellen Wood
(1997) when she writes, “in the global market, capital needs the state. It
needs the state to maintain the conditions of accumulation, to preserve
labour discipline, to enhance the mobility of capital while suppressing the
mobility of labour. Behind every transnational corporation is a national
base, which depends on its local state to sustain its viability and on the
other states to give it access to other markets and other labour forces. In a
way, the whole point of globalisation is that competition is not just or even
mainly between individual firms but between national economies. And as
a consequence, the nation-state has acquired new functions as an instru-
ment of competition. If anything, the nation-state is the main agent of
globalisation”.48 The evidence in South East Asia shows that the most suc-
cessful in implement neo-liberal goals are those states that are fundamen-
tally authoritarian.

A different perspective is forwarded by Giddens (1998) who explains
the three way movement of globalisation as it affects the position and power
of states. According to him, “Globalisation ‘pulls away’ from the nation-
state in the sense that some powers nations used to possess, including those
that underlie Keynesian economic management, have been weakened.
However globalisation also ‘pushes down’– it creates new demands and
also new possibilities for regenerating local identities. Globalisation also
‘squeezes sideways’ creating new economic and cultural regions that some-
times crosscut the boundaries of nation-states”. A look at the regional integra-
tion processes perhaps could be useful in substantiating the third element.
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APEC: The regional governmental body at the forefront of
liberalisation
Established in 1989 as a consultative forum, APEC’s main concern is the
creation of a region wide, liberalised trade and investment regime. In its
1991 Declaration, APEC committed “to enhance and promote the role of
the private sector and the application of  free market principles in maxim-
ising the benefits of the regional co-operation”. By 1994, the APEC heads
of state agreed to reduce existing trade and investment barriers by 2010 for
the developed and 2020 for the developing countries.

Considered as a forum for regional economic agenda-setting through
dialogue, in fact, APEC is coming up as the key institution for economic
liberalisation in the Asia-Pacific region. As one of its objective is “to deepen
and broaden ”the liberalisation policies spawned by GATT-UR agreements,
it is clear that the APEC agenda is no different from that of the WTO and
GATT-UR.

In fact, APEC is only one element of an integrated system of agencies,
institutions, groupings and enterprises that are committed to the goals of
global free markets and free trade. It has links and overlapping member-
ship with other international and sub-regional institutions (such as the
IMF, NAFTA). While the different actors would have different views of how
to arrive at these goals, APEC’s core concept of open regionalism needs to
be further scrutinised especially in the light that APEC is considered as the
vanguard to push trade and investment liberalisation in the WTO further
and faster.

Given the nature of APEC itself, there has been a lot of discussion among
NGO’s on whether it would be useful to get involved in the ongoing APEC
processes. One view is that participation could lead to legitimation of anti-
people initiatives of APEC. For this camp, it is more important to develop
independent people- based strategies that could challenge APEC’s lack of po-
litical and popular legitimacy, transparency and accountability from outside.49

The other perspective is that it is most urgent to intervene in the proc-
esses so that one could influence outcomes to more pro-people activities.



74

Marketisation of Governance

Of course, the question women pose is how are NGO’s to meaningfully
participate in these processes. What are the mechanisms for participation
of NGO’s given the terms of reference of APEC itself? What kind of NGO’s
will participate? Will Southern NGO’s have the same leverage as the North-
ern NGO’s vis-a-vis their respective countries. How does one arrive at a
consensus? How does one ensure accountability?

Women act against APEC
As far as women’s organisations are concerned, three international wom-
en’s conferences against APEC have been organised, Manila, 1996; Van-
couver, 1997 and Kuala Lumpur, 1998 side by side with APEC meetings.
While rejecting the APEC free market agenda of privatisation, deregulation
and further trade liberalisation, the women who gathered in Vancouver
called for more people to people co-operation. They also demanded that
the governments allocate resources more effectively, stop demolitions, pro-
vide adequate employment, recognise women’s roles and subsidise efforts
for sustainable agriculture. In Kuala Lumpur, the women called for active
resistance to globalisation in agriculture. They claim that transnational agri-
business corporations have taken over food production and distribution
and in so doing, have further marginalised women’s role in agriculture, and
destroyed their knowledge and skills.50

Globalisation and the state: Reflections on Latin
American and Caribbean women’s experience51

In Latin America women ask the question: what State for what develop-
ment? The region experiences economic stagnation, increasing unemploy-
ment and a poorly qualified informal labour sector. Participation of women
in the labour market has increased. International financial volatility, has
affected the region, increasing social polarity, and the loss of ground at the
international trade level. However, intra-regional trade is increasing through
sub-regional blocs. But there is also a parallel increasing alienation of na-
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tional economies, a contraction of national productive capacity and an
unsustainable use of natural resources. Besides, with the emergence of cen-
tres of power, mainly paramilitary forces and mafias, the accountability
and legitimisation of political power is being questioned by citizens, who
experience a sense of desolation and insecurity in the region.

Structural adjustment measures were introduced in the region by the
IMF and World Bank. These measures include:
• Search for macroeconomic stability, liberalisation of markets and de-

regulation of economic activity; cuts of public investment in order to
eradicate deficits carried by the governments, regardless the high social
cost.

• Reduction of State activity, through the privatisation of State enterprises;
reduction of taxes for the most productive sectors and in some cases,
efforts were made to improve the collection of taxes but with poor re-
sults because, it was not directed at corporations.

• The promotion of individual private property, rights as a legislative re-
quirement

• Flexible labour markets with derogation of those labour laws that tack-
led the responsibilities of the employers. This was understood in the
region as a means of undermining the power of unions and other labour
organisations.

Contradictory impacts for women
However, certain countries are able to sustain some kind of dynamic growth
such as Mexico, Costa Rica, Belice, and some islands in the Anglophone
Caribbean region, Dominican Republic , Colombia and Chile, though the
financial crisis also affected the markets of the latter. But, according to
ECLAC, the sustained financial crises in the region are the clearest evi-
dence of the huge asymmetry that exists in the world. Moreover, policies of
structural adjustment have not been able to promote a process of growth
and accumulation nor have they paved the way for sustainable develop-
ment.  On the contrary SAPs have:
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• Promoted uneven access to resources and reproduced existing inequi-
ties;

• Lacked a gender perspective and in most cases assumed a neutral posi-
tion.

Significantly in all cases, with the exception of Haiti and those countries
with large indigenous populations, women have more access to secondary
level education compared to men of the same age. While this is a positive
indication, there are major disparities in opportunities for indigenous peo-
ple. Indicators of human development, especially in education show that
Uruguay, Argentina and Cuba have better access to secondary level educa-
tion. Riviera points to the complex features of globalisation that require a
synergy at different levels and co-ordinated action between different ac-
tors. The role of the state should be one of regulating the market, strength-
ening civil society and monitoring the different actors in development.

Globalisation processes as mediated through SAPs have not resulted in
gains for women or poor people. However, in some cases the push for
constitutional rights has led to certain reforms. These reforms have a con-
tradictory impact on women’s rights, since they promote progress on cer-
tain issues that were internationally agreed, which do not imply any public
expenditure, but at the same time gender differences still persist and dis-
criminatory norms tend to eliminate those rights that were already achieved,
specially affecting the labour field.

Globalisation is not something new in the Caribbean either. It is marked
by a history of colonialism that started in the Caribbean region and moved
to the rest of Latin America, building the basis for capitalist expansion.
Slavery and colonialism remain a painful part of Caribbean history. Femi-
nist analyses in the Caribbean also highlight the need to critique globalisation
and its impacts on women.

Feminists from the anglophone Caribbean have worked for the estab-
lishment of women’s bureaux, and have had experiences of working with
the State. Despite this discriminatory practices persist, and continue to be
the centre of struggle.52  However an increasing number of people justify
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their right to participate at Government level. The NGO’s movement has been
able to critique the market and trade agreements that undermine people.

Globalisation and the state: Reflections on
African women’s experience

Globalisation, structural adjustment programs and debt53

The sharp oil price rises of the 1970s accompanied by the decrease in the
market value of export products from Africa made it impossible for most
countries in this region to service their debts. Sub Saharan Africa, has the
highest debt and servicing obligations, amounting to over 100% of GNP
for the region (refer to graph3.1). Africa’s debt servicing has had a direct
impact on its ability to promote human development. The lending organi-
sations, namely the World Bank and the IMF, have instituted economic
SAPs with specific prescriptions for debtor nations to adjust their econo-
mies to service their loans. Graph 3.1 shows the extent to which debt is an
overwhelming problem for the South. It particularly highlights the unsus-
tainable nature of debt servicing for sub-Saharan Africa. Africa’s debt crisis
has had a devastating impact on poverty in the region. Under SAPs, debtor
nations were forced to devalue their national currency, slash their budget
deficit through cutting subsidies and social services. Further, retrenching
public employees, introducing price controls, broadening the tax base, re-
moving ceilings on interest rates and promoting the export sector were part
of the conditions. In addition, government businesses were to be privatised.
African women emphasised the many processes of globalisation, and focused
on the deregulation of markets under SAPs and the subsequent decline of the
power of the nation state as having a significant impact on their lives.

Economic, political, and social issues in Africa
Three related processes have taken place in the 1990s and these are liber-
alisation, democratisation and globalisation.54 The two processes of
globalisation and liberalisation are linked.55 One significant change in the



78

Marketisation of Governance

nature of interna-
tional capital in the
1990s is that it has
moved from “on-
shore” and is now lo-
cated “offshore”. The
powerful electronic
means of moving
capital increases the
speed of capital
transaction around
the world, making it
difficult for the na-
tion state to apply
regulations or im-
pose taxation. Ac-
cording to Pereira,56

the international fi-
nancial institutions
use good governance
for the purpose of
rhetoric, when in re-
ality their aim/
agenda is the promo-
tion of the private
market which is as-

sumed to be the key to economic and social development.

African feminist critiques of globalisation
It is worth recalling first that, as observed by  Sparr,57 neoclassical econom-
ics is not a value-neutral science. Globalisation is a reflection of cumulative
cultural and historical processes that are specific interpretations of human
behaviour seen through the lens of a particular race, class and gender of
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Graph 3.1: Growing debt

Source: World Bank, World Debt Tables 1994–95, Vol. 2.
Washington, DC, 1994. in The World Guide 1997/98: A View
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thinkers. For instance, it places emphasis on atomistic rationality and ne-
gates co-operative solutions and thus, it is inevitable that mainstream eco-
nomics tend to neglect state interventions. Yet in many countries there is a
need for state intervention on behalf of citizens.

Second, the liberal theory is a-historical in the sense that it is grounded
in the experience of a handful of industrialised economies at a particular
point in time. It assumes that the nature of the economy will not funda-
mentally change and the difference between societies is negligible. One
consequence of this a-historical conception and approach is that the theory
assumes a fully monetised and market-oriented society. This explains why
generic SAPs are prescribed for all debtor nations.

There is a major flaw in these monetised and market-driven presuppo-
sitions that affect women. Indeed, in many countries women provide prod-
ucts, labour and services as part of family obligations, reciprocal house-
hold responsibilities, mutual aid and the like. Further, this theory consid-
ers work performed, services rendered and products made that do not have
an explicit price to have no economic value. Thus, much of what society
classifies, as women’s work is rendered invisible and unimportant for un-
derstanding how economics works. This means that the application of the
African ethos of reciprocal obligations is overlooked and ignored in eco-
nomic and livelihood analysis.

Third, policy-makers have assumed that women’s unpaid work is infi-
nitely flexible and free –regardless of how resources are allocated. As a
result, women end up taking extra loads without relinquishing previous
ones and thus feel the impact physically and emotionally. Finally, labour is
not as freely available as neoclassical theory assumes. Laws, institutional-
ised practices and customs restrict women’s chances for free market en-
trance, exit, and mobility.

Under agri-industrialization, TNCs play a key role in financing produc-
tion, distribution, marketing and consumption of agricultural products.
They control agriculture through processes of contracting with small-scale
farmers, provision of technological packaging and imposing international
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control over quality and variety for local products. Due to the fact that
control lies with TNCs, the growth of agri-industries requires a review of
the role and identities of farmers and the state as traditional actors in agri-
cultural production. Previously, farmers used to be perceived as autono-
mous producers. But “the ethnography of agri-industrialisation demon-
strates how the production activities of seemingly autonomous small pro-
ducers are shaped less by their own decisions than by the sociology, eco-
nomics and technology of production and consumption far from the sites
where they actually produce”.58  TNCs give preference to businesses that
are free of government controls. Seen in this light, the power of farmers
and government to act against TNCs is limited. But feminists may identify
the globalisation threat to national and individual action as a space for
strategies for gender transformation.

Feminist liberal theory has also come under serious attack for homog-
enising women. It is obvious that lived experiences of women vary due to
a variety of factors such as race, class, and ethnicity. Socialist feminists have
sought an answer in patriarchy, to support the idea that women’s subordi-
nation to men is universal. Nonetheless this does not address the problem,
for there is still no common political agenda for all women.

Globalisation, the state and gender: A Pacific
regional perspective59

Globalisation in the Pacific region usually refers to the SAPs that most coun-
tries have adopted in one form or another, as they, in turn, became affected
by the fallout from the world economic recession. Their economies were
cushioned to a certain extent by the continuing high level of aid and the
subsidised prices their primary commodities enjoyed in preferential trade
agreements with their former colonial masters. Moreover a high percent-
age of the population is still involved in subsistence production which in
many ways is less affected by fluctuating world markets.
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But the continuing world economic crises and the adoption of austerity
measures at home, which included retrenchments in their aid programmes,
forced traditional donor nations to the Pacific not only to reassess their aid
programmes but to impose conditions on their assistance, such as good
governance, greater accountability and transparency. Such conditions were
prompted partly by the demand from their own tax payers for greater ac-
countability of aid funds, partly in support of World Bank and IMF neo-
liberal economic and ideological stances and partly to encourage economic
growth, which would render the Pacific region a better investment risk and
a more lucrative market for their goods and services.

Thus, most Pacific countries were obliged by economic crisis to intro-
duce structural adjustment policies designed to overcome trade or fiscal
imbalances and to reduce inflation. Through the influence of aid donors,
the World Bank and IMF, Pacific countries have embraced to various de-
grees the neo-liberal call for free markets and free trade, diversified export-
led growth, foreign investments, downsizing of government, and lower
public expenditure among many other aspects. Slatter60 clearly documented
numerous examples from around the region of the kinds of economic poli-
cies Pacific countries have adopted in response to pressures from the World
Bank and IMF.

Privatisation of public enterprises and cutbacks
Privatisation programmes saw the Solomon Islands, Fiji, Kiribati and Sa-
moa, among others, selling off or corporatising state-owned enterprises to
private interests. Fiji implemented a number of other prescribed policies,
‘including cutting back on public spending (which has meant reduced al-
locations to health, education, housing and other social services); intro-
ducing a ‘user pays’ principle (which has raised the costs of public hous-
ing, health and education); and applying taxation ‘reforms’ aimed at broad-
ening the tax base, providing incentives for private investment and reduc-
ing or eliminating trade-inhibiting taxes (import duties).
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Tax reform transfers the costs to the poor
In both Fiji and Samoa, taxation ‘reform’ has been introduced in the face of
strong public opposition, including a massive public demonstration in the
case of the latter, and has transferred the tax burden onto the poor. Both
countries have also embarked on new export-oriented manufacturing ven-
tures (garments in Fiji and automotive wire assembly in Western Samoa for
example) based on generous tax incentives to investors and the unmiti-
gated exploitation of unorganised (and mainly female) workers.

Labour market deregulation
Economic and labour market deregulation in Fiji also entailed the addi-
tional imposition of repressive anti-labour decrees which strip workers and
unions of hard-won rights and openly favour employers.61 Police records
show that ‘violence against women remains a dominant concern’ and that
‘increased hardship has been placed on women as the loss of income cou-
pled with the introduction of some user charges have combined to put
more pressure on them to manage family budgets. There has been a signifi-
cant move back to traditional labour intensive methods of housekeeping in
an effort to stretch household budgets. Financial pressures and the adop-
tion of more labour-intensive household practices have reduced their abil-
ity to contribute to their communities and to care for their extended fami-
lies.’ Similar reports have emerged from other parts of the Pacific. Lateef,62

for instance, declared that ‘while development has brought benefits to some
Solomon Islanders, these benefits have not been shared or distributed
equally. Women have certainly not been the major beneficiaries.

Natural resource extraction and depletion
In the striving for development, increased emphasis has been placed on
the need for expanding the productive base of the country and its entry
into the cash economy. This has meant for the Solomon Islands, the intro-
duction and emphasis on cash cropping and the exploitation of resources,
such as forests. Since the vast majority of the population still lives in rural
villages practising subsistence agriculture, the introduction of cash crop-
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ping and the logging of forests have, in many instances, created new and
exacerbated existing problems for women.

The already long distances (often uphill) that women had to walk to
collect and carry water and firewood have, in some cases, been lengthened
since traditional sources of fuel wood and water have now either disap-
peared, or become polluted due to indiscriminate logging. The use of the
best land closest to the village for cash crops has meant that women now
have to walk further to their food gardens and work harder to produce the
same quality and yield of food. The introduction of livestock projects ei-
ther led to the livestock roaming and ruining women’s food gardens’ or
increasing their workload by assuming responsibility for raising the live-
stock as the men neglect their responsibilities. ‘The rush by many males to
reap the cash rewards from logging and mining has meant that customary
land has been signed away to outsiders (foreign companies) without any,
or proper consultation with women, even when many have had customary
rights to use of the land.’63

Women’s exclusion from development planning
The marginalisation of women in national planning economic strategies is
common throughout the region, even in areas where women in many Pa-
cific countries have traditionally played and are still playing major roles,
such as in agriculture and fisheries. Emberson-Bain,64 writing of Kiribati
said that ‘the important role of women in the fisheries sector – both in
subsistence and commercial-artisanal activities – has yet to be given appro-
priate official recognition, support and resources in Kiribati. National policy
has traditionally focused on such things as pelagic male fisheries and im-
proving financial returns from resource exploitation within the country’s
200-mile exclusive zone (EEZ). Today, the gender blind spot on fisheries
development continues to be typified by marginalisation of women from
sectoral planning and policy-making, training opportunities, access to credit
and other crucial support services. This is inimical to the interests of na-
tional development as well as to women.’



84

Marketisation of Governance

Slatter65 stated that ‘the negative impacts and/or questionable aspects of
economic restructuring in the region are tangible enough to warrant con-
cern and serious questioning.’ She went on to provide many examples from
the region:
• In Fiji restructuring policies have created low-wage boom industries

based on female labour, frozen or driven down wages in other industries
and sectors and, through devaluation and the introduction of VAT gen-
erally eroded workers’ purchasing power. Corporatisation programmes
have involved job losses for hundreds of nationals and huge consul-
tancy gains for foreign companies.

• In Solomon Islands the reforms are considered to have contributed to
triggering inter-ethnic tensions on Guadalcanal – reeling from the im-
pact of the Asian crisis and especially the financial problems of Malaysian
logging companies which saw the reduction of national income and fiercer
competition for jobs, the Solomons Islands government was pressed by
aid donors to cut expenditure, freeze wages and step up the promotion
of private investment (Asia Times 22 July 1999).

• In the Marshall Islands, public sector reforms have reduced the govern-
ment workforce by a third, imposed a three years wage freeze and fro-
zen increments in the public sector. Budget cutbacks in public sector
spending have axed training and income-generating activities formerly
provided by the Division of Women within the Ministry of Internal Af-
fairs and Social Welfare. The women’s Division now functions merely as
a clearing-house and meeting station for the National Council of Women
and Other NGOs.66

Globalisation is more than economic control
But globalisation in the region is not merely to do with neo-liberal eco-
nomic policies, although that is the form it has largely assumed in the
region. Pressure to reform political structures and systems have also come
from external sources particularly from aid donors, which takes the guise
of ‘good governance, transparency, accountability and democratic reform’.
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As Kelsey67 previously pointed out, it is not only goods and capital that
traverse national boundaries. Services and ideas are included and govern-
ments are pressured to adopt policies that would allow deregulation and
facilitate their ‘free’ movements and establish legal systems and institutions
that would ensure that such policies are adopted and adhered to and once
commitments are made through international agreements, countries would
find it almost impossible to opt out of them and would be made to pay
heavily in terms of crippling economic sanctions if they do so.

Many women’s non-government organisations from the Pacific, rejected
the Asia-Pacific Economic Co-operation (APEC) for ‘regional trade liberali-
sation and other mechanisms for economic globalisation’ because these
processes put corporate profits as the overriding priority, while marginalising
or even neglecting people’s needs and the environment. “Pacific Islanders,
many of whom still own their lands and resources, are in a position to
promote alternative systems of trade. Pacific peoples are choosing models
of sustainable development that can remind communities in other parts of
the world that there are viable alternatives to APEC”.68

Some conclusions

The WTO, World Bank and IMF came under attack at Seattle by a broad
coalition of progressive forces. Activism at Seattle centred on a world trade
regime that is unaccountable and opaque. The demands from highly in-
debted poor countries for debt cancellation, for inclusion on equal terms
within global governance institutions, for transparency and accountability
are an integral part of the struggle for democracy and equity. In order to
change the rules that govern economic global and regional institutions
women are beginning to understand these rules and find spaces from within
and without to expose the contradictions, the hypocrisy and brutality in-
herent in systems that are anti people and anti women.

The experiences of women in the south and feminist analyses indicate
that “the relentless pressures of global competition are squeezing out care,
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the invisible heart of human development”.69  Across all regions of the South
women highlight the need for national, regional and global governance to
be reconstituted in ways that centre gender justice and social equity. The
current path of globalisation and the marketisation of governance is unsus-
tainable. It poses a challenge to the feminist movement and progressive
organisations of civil society to reclaim governance for social transforma-
tion. Global political space provides an opportunity for the feminist move-
ment to mobilise on issues such as human rights, democracy and social
transformation.
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