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GLOBAL CHANGE AND
INSECURITY

Are Women the Problem or the Solution?

Ruth Pearson

INTRODUCTION

Tackling the subject of women and global change in the context of
international insecurity in the 1990s illustrates an important recent
change in ideas; a shift from considering women and gender relations

within the framework of development to considering these issues in 5
truly international way — North and South, East and West, in which

the context is not one of ‘development’ (see, for example, Grant and
Newland, 1991: or Rowbotham and Mitter, 1994). This is a serious
shift, as most researchers in this area have for a long period been

working within a gender and development framework; i.e. examining
the development process through a gender lens, and assessing devel-

opment from a gender perspective.
Why is this shift important? First, because increasingly, the agenda

of development is becoming more and more restrictive. Development
increasingly means the set of economic and social policies, often,
though not always, dreamed up outside countries where they are
applied by a set of international experts — which are intended to affect
the material condition of people, both men and women. Development

means intervention by a development agency — a state, an interna-
tional organisation, an NGO, in the lives of (poor) people with the
laudatory aim of improving their situation — of meeting their basic

needs.
Although this endeavour — of improving the lives and prospects of

people for whom development policy is designed — is laudable, the
ways in which "gender policies’ have been integrated increasingly
leave one feeling as if such policies exist almost purely on paper. The
incernational organisations, the research and teaching organisations,
the well-meaning NGOs have put ‘women on the agenda’; bilateral
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A second aspect celated to the implications of global 1nsecurity 1S
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Even in times W
normal, womens control over their sexuality — including the

circumstances and the conditions under which they allow or enjoy
cexual activity — 1s severely constrained by patriarchal gender rela-
cions. In a war or conflict situation even socially accepted patterns are

destroyed as rape becomes a mechanism in which women’s sexuality 1s
1sed instrumentally to further strategic or political ends.
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his is MOSt clear in situations of drastic political change and
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. 1] support for ‘liberal equallty and judicial fairness, has powers to
s0C! proactive and prefigurative action to protect women and ¢
| change in the interests of women and gender equ“o
include campaigns against dowry murder, domesciyc.
and mnovati\"e policngs to provide credit to women micro.
ncrepreneurs, to provide housing and income generation opporty-
ies for femalc-hcaded households, and to increase educational
oPPOrtunitneS for girls. . . ivs

Incrcasiﬂgl)” however, such social policies and campaigns will be
condUCde in situa.nons where.the state has changed, has died of has
-ransformed itself into sqmethnqg ?ls-e. The enabling and supporting
<cate which offers some kmc.i of juridical backdrop for social policy is
being replaced by a state which regulat.es to preserve the opportunities
for individual entrepreneurs and private organisations (including
NGOs) against the gncroachmeqt of a powerful and counteracting
ctate. Instead of a national campaign aimed at the Ministry of Health
.nd Social Welfare which orh?rwise would provide the bench mark for
gender-aware health and socna! security policy, the current reality is
more likely to bea campaign aimed at a range of individual providers
and private organisations, including NGOs (many of which are more
offective and women-friendly than parallel state structures).

The point is that the state 1s no longer a central arbiter of standards
and policies which have some universal applicability. This situation
will drastically alter cthe ways 1n which policies which are designed to
redress gender inequalities can be promoted.
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THE INSTRUMENTAL USE OF WOMEN

A second feature of global change and insecurity is reflected by the
macro-level policy environments of the 1990s in which women are
incorporated into policy agendas, using women as instrumental

nity, nation or collectivity, or even of ‘development’, not eveq 4
beginning has been made to formulate a social policy which affords
women any kind of agency or subjectivity in carrying out their
reproductive activities.
A third implication of global insecurity concerns the modificatiop
and in some cases the withdrawal of the state itself from social policies,

solutions to ‘development’ or ‘social’ problems rather than assigning
any subjectivity to women themselves.

There are two interconnecting fields in which such issues are
relevant, which are discussed here; population growth and environ-
mental degradation. In both these areas, it is clear that the recognition
that women are central to the 1ssue and therefore are to be influenced
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by policy 1n order to achieve solutions, 1s not premis
understanding of women's agency 1n biological and soc;
cion nor 1n the reproduction of the environment. Womenp .
instrumentally as part of the problem and thus of the o,

Population growth

Because major policy institutions are concerned about ¢f
population 1ncrease and the (often erroneous) associatio
population with underdevelopment, the introduction
planning policies has been part of the conditionality of
adjustment programmes introduced by the World Bank. Very
cthese are couched 1n terms of the necessity to promote materng
child health, though in some cases it is clear that this j no
major objective of such policies. In Bolivia the Bank carried
study 1n 1987 in which 1t maintained that an important obsta
reducing population growth and high levels of fercilicy
limited diffusion of contraceptives in the country. The do

stated:
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The reduction of fertility has high priority for humanicar;a,
equity and economic reasons. The maternal and infant mory]; ty’

and morbidity 1s strictly related to frequent birchs, poorly
spaced, and 1s concentrated in poor families. The high rages of
population growth exert strong pressures on the still insufficjen
capacity of employment creation and public sector services ang
impede the growth in per capita income. It is therefore a crucig
necessity to satisfy the increasing demand for contraceptives for
families who wish to use them but are not doing so. This can pe
achieved via horizontal and vertical programmes and integrated
programmes of subsidised sales (to increase the supply of
contraceptives via the pharmacies) and increasing female

literacy.
(Cited in Rance, 1990: 19-20)?

So the policy framework which is concerned about high population
growth wishes to increase access to contraception in order to redyce
the fertility rate — and the infant and maternal mortality rate of ‘poor
families’ — which are an impediment to economic growth. Female
literacy 1s a goal only to the extent that demographers and others
widely believe that reduction in fertility 1s strongly correlated with
increases in female literacy.”
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olicy windfalls for women are at best conditional and.at
gundcd, given that the conditions under which family
rvices are made available can range from the coercive to
ortive. The conditionality arises from the fact that such
es do not 1ncrease women'’s ability to determine the
,mgmmﬂs’ and circumstances under which they exercise their sexu-
o heir biological reproductive activities.
at this moment what will happen to the considerable
[opments of family planning programmes in Bolivia, now that
P . results of the population census indicate that the rate of
the mte-r:)n ,rowth 1s considerably lower than the estimates on which
I)Op%:/?;rlld Ig?ank's policy 1s formulated (Pearson and Durrant, 1992).
;:emany other countries, governments have .adopted pro-natalist
olicies to supporta national priority of population growth rather than
feducuon, where incentives to rgpfoduce are targeted at educated
women, rather than the poor aqd illiterace.

The assumption chat two policy targets can be reached with a single
policy nstrument — what the World .Bank bas called ‘win-win’
policies — are deeply ﬂawed from the point c?f view of gender equity,
however. Using women’s literacy and eduthon as a leverage to affect
levels of fertility racher than underwntm{; any commitment to
support redistribution of resources to women's edﬂucatnor.l and health-
care is a cynical reflection of the instrumentality of international

development agencies’ commitment to putting women on the devel-
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opment agenda.
Such policies disregard the actual conditions under which women

exercise their sexuality and reproductive functions: gender relations in
which women using contraception are equated with promiscuity,
conscructions of masculinity which are linked to high levels of marital
fertility, and a political context which historically has not distin-
guished between coercive population control and family planning as a

reproductive right.

Environmental degradation

The second area of global change and insecurity to be discussed here
concerns environmental degradation. Again, i1t has been common to
link the policy implications of macro issues — poverty alleviation,
environmental conservation and women and development in what the
United Kingdom's Overseas Development Administration (ODA)
has termed ‘synergistic interventions'’:
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chis approach and that what 1s good for the environment wij be 80od
for women and vice Versa.
However, if one considers the reality of the ways in which s |
ations impinge on the practices and processes of livelihoo SYStemer

by

which affect the environment, it is clear that there 1s not nece ssacily gl
Jutomatic identity between WOMens interests and the incerese ?}

environmental conservation. The ways 1n which women re|a¢e to (il

Jand and natural resources are me .
identities. The relationship also changes with age and stagesiih thél‘ﬁ,,

life-cycle, so that a uniform categ'ory'of women as the ms"umenm{;«‘rz |
Jccess to environmental conservation 1s misplaced. Existing Patteujg‘fg
of kinship and land tenure in fact will often mean that wop, en,;"
relationship with the land 1s temporary and mediated thfou.g[,%
ge, so that they do not have any notion of long-term b eneﬁ@é
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from investing in conservation.
An example from Zimbabwe shows that where women work el

only in the context of virilocal ma.rriage, commitment to land;%
improvement practices, such as building contour ridges and plape.
ing trees, are not rational for women. They are unlikely indjvj dually’
_ or through their children — to reap any long-term benefi froxﬁ'ﬁ;‘{
them (Jackson, 1992: 29-30). Even where women depend on trep
products for fuel wood for cooking, they may have no role ip tl'ee::':‘-ffi?
planting because of the nature of gender relations. Moreover, the
necessity for women to obtain cash incomes leads many to undertake
domestic beer-brewing, which requires the slow burning of fresh' 3
green wood rather than the dry dead foliage and wood used jp

domestic cooking.
There 1s no sing jonshi i
s no single relationship between women and nature, and

attempts by policymakers to assume one are done at the expense of
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che complex reality of gendered activities which should be

g . |
cam! propriate and gender-sensitive social policy

eXe ,
che guide €© g

CONCLUSIONS

qclusions can one drqw from this analysis? Aspects of global
J insecurity which 1n my view are central to the analysis of
d social policy 1n the 1990s and which can be useful a5 2
d for the following chapters are as follows. Social and

* nic policy must be informgd by a comprehensive and contex.-
econ ; nderstanding of the varied and conflicting nature of gender
cualise < in different situations, rather than relying on some universal
relation into which policies about women can be rhetori-

W hat €0
change a0
rt’ndfff an

Backgroun

dropped: '
cally che increase of gender terminology in official rhetoric, i

In Spite 0 ' |

s not clear at che level of the macro policy environment that much
( A . , |

been made in this direction. The inclusion of the realities

pros oductive activities against a backdrop of Increasing

of women'’s f€pr .
global conflict and change 1n the 1990s, serves to illustrate the gap

hetween che rhetoric and the reality.
We are confronted with the presence of women 1n the discourse. But

(heir presence 1s not prem.ised on an apalysns or understanding of the
qature of cheir reproductive work — just assumprtions abour their
reprod/z(tive vole. Moreover, the abstraction ‘of reproduction to an
‘Jealised rather than a concrete understanding of what it involves
and how it gets done, means that much social policy is formulated on
sssumptions about ideal models of social relations and social instiru-
cions, rather than confronting the range of actually existing relations
and institucions.
This trend can be identified throughout the debates and analyses of
a range of policies — housing, income support, credit provision, family
transport. They invariably assume a two-
2dule, male-headed nuclear family, a non-working/income- generat-
ing woman, with dependent children where decisions are made ‘in the
nterests of all household members’ and resources are shared according

planning, childcare anc

to priority of need.
Policies designed to meet the needs of other groups — female-

headed households, single mothers, divorced women, survivors of
domestic violence, refugees, teenage women seeking abortions, home-
less adolescents on the streets of London — are always made on the
assumption that these groups are minority deviants from the domi-
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concallys Aildbiech and sexuality have been absent from the discus-

ang of women's eptoductive work because, generally, discussion of the
W aimed to show the ‘work-like’ nature of such activity, its
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7 The fact that the political debate about family planning in Bolivia

forced the Bank to modify this document - although not to modify 1ts
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