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Preface
Gender and macroeconomics: 
threads and challenges

REPEM’s invitation to write the preface for this book was most gratifying. 
Between the years 2001 and 2002 I was personally involved in the discussion 
that gave rise to the creation of the Cartagena Feminist Initiative as well as in 
the first stages of global public visibility. Therefore, I am deeply satisfied to 
be challenged to reconstruct that connection through the launching of this 
book, the most significant result of the research and reflections developed 
by the group during the above mentioned year. As it happens in many issues 
related to the contemporary feminist guidelines, the challenge derives from 
the fact that when old issues are reintroduced we must face new questions, 
either because contexts unfold into different guidelines or because the angle 
from which we see the subject matter has changed. 

This preface is not a systematic comment on the book. In fact, it is an 
approach that originates in the threads of the story and memory which 
constitute significant inflection points of the development that connects me to 
this book. Those threads intend to weave an outline, certainly incomplete, of 
the paths which led us here and of the time and contexts that the book unfolds: 
gender and macroeconomics in Latin America. That exercise recovers recent 
journeys we were involved in and opens windows of reflections related to 
the political and conceptual contexts where we act. 
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In 1��4 I listened to Gita Sen say that the Washington Consensus seemed to 
be the economic version of the Procustus fallacy. That Greek mythological 
character forced his guests to lay on a bed. If they were shorter than the bed, 
Procustus stretched them to death. If they were taller, he cut their legs until 
they reached the bed’s length. Gita expressed that concept in a small and very 
discreet seminar promoted by DAWN at ECLAC during a Steering Committee 
meeting just before the Cairo Conference took place. That meeting had been 
planned to be held at Santiago since our aim was to begin a discussion before 
the ECLAC meeting on the «limits of the model of growth with equity». 

I must confess that my recollections of that event are not the most exciting. 
After leaving the II Preparatory Committee for the Cairo Conference I was 
taken by a feverish feeling. In spite of many obstacles, we feminists were 
destabilizing the controlling logic beneath population policies and family 
planning vertical programs. As a contrast, ECLAC meeting’s atmosphere 
was cautious, almost pessimistic. I left thinking we were light years ahead 
of the moment when to produce a feminist impact on the hard nucleus of 
economic policies would be possible. 

Seven years later, the regional strategy adopted by DAWN and REPEM 
to influence the preparatory process for the Conference on Financing for 
Development (FfD Monterrey, 2002) would open a space where the Cartagena 
Feminist Initiative originated. As everybody knows, the FfD was the last 
great conference of the so called UN social cycle that had started in 1990, 
during which the conferences of Rio (ECO 1992), Human Rights (Vienna, 
1993), Population and Development (Cairo, 1994), Social Development (1995) 
and Beijing (1995), were momentums, recognized as fundamental moments 
of feminism during 20th century last quarter. 

That conference, which was not «social» but «economic», had two main 
motivations. The first one was that all along the process of the above mentioned 
social cycle, several actors – especially developing countries – systematically 
demanded to pay attention to the fact that the ambitious promises written down 
on paper could not be complied with if the conditions of the macroeconomic, 
financial and trade in force were maintained. The economic recommendations 
adopted by various «social» conferences of the decade were not enough to 
evaluate problems such as debt, the strength of the fiscal adjustment and the 
instability of financial flows. That vision would be fed again by the effects of 
global financial crisis occurred worldwide between 1977 and 2000 and of the 
WTO impasses in Seattle in 1999. Those events have deepened the rifts existing 
since the 1��0 last decade in the solid Washington Consensus. 
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� 1 For example, the intervention of the American delegation on the inevitability of capitalism, 
the priority of security and the combat of terrorism which was later unfolded at a silent and 
reaction lacking plenary meeting.

Therefore, at the beginning of the 21st century there was great expectation 
with respect to the possibility that the FfD would become the stage where a 
new international financial architecture would be designed while at the same 
time battles to rebalance the global trade parameters would be presented 
in the negotiation of the WTO at Doha, which was later known as the 
«Conference (frustrated) of development». However, those expectations 
did not become real. 

Within the UN internal context the strengths interaction determined that 
the Millennium Summit of the year 2000 would be a priority which was 
duly defined by several authors as the inaugural moment of the paradigm 
that changes without changing: the previous macroeconomic conditions 
are not modified, instead, poverty is prioritized. In spite of the perspective 
announced in 1998–1999, the arrival of neoconservatives to the government 
in the United States followed by the tragedy of September 11, 2001, was even 
more fatal. Those of us who have accompanied the FfD preparatory process, 
would have a close view of the impact that those events had on the second 
Preparatory Committee.1  

From the point of view of formal results the FfD did not mean much more than 
the incorporation of the Millennium Goals by the multilateral financial bodies, 
the so called «coherence». Just to illustrate, it is enough to remember that the 
renegotiation of the poor countries debt – a central issue in 2002 – would only 
be the object of a more sustainable evaluation in 2005 during the Millennium 
Summit revision. Although frustrating, Monterrey had two byproducts which 
should not be minimized. 

The first one of them, particularly in Latin America – where the turbulence 
occurred by the end of the 1990s had left deep signs, including the Argentinean 
default – was that the discussions on macroeconomic alternatives did not 
end. They still continue although their incorporation to the real policies 
remains restricted to public controversies, hundreds of seminars and essays 
or specific measures adopted by some few countries. 

The FfD second achievement was to extend the commitment of feminist 
women with the technical complexities and the political challenges of high 
level macroeconomic issues beyond the trade and gender agenda started by 
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the end the 1��0s2. That agenda would unfold into research and activities 
of political action of which that book is a beautiful example. 

This means there is a long way we have gone through since 1994. Even so, 
Cecilia López in the first chapter of her book takes from Nilufer Cagatay’s 
ideas the reflection made by Gita at that dark ECLAC meeting: 

«A significant difference between the two mentioned consensuses, 
the Keynesian and Washington’s, is that while the first one 
entails the possibility of implementing macroeconomic policies 
based on historical, social and political specific conditions in 
each country, the second proposed only one plan for all the 
countries, independently from specificities and circumstances 
of each economy».

That does not mean that the feminist opinion on macroeconomics is 
homogeneous, it just shows it is necessary to repeat some arguments 
systematically so that they can be heard by the so called hard nucleus. That 
was what happened in other areas where feminism has committed itself since 
the 1�th century – politics, rights, health, demography, philosophy – and it 
was not going to be different in macroeconomics. The period of time taken 
to inform the heart of regulations in modern societies will always be long 
and painful. 

One of the central propositions determined by the Cartagena Feminist 
Initiative is that the neoliberal model failures – and critics elaborated since the 
1990s – open in the region a window for only one opportunity to review the 
model as well as to incorporate the gender perspective to the macroeconomic 
thoughts in a more systematic way. In my opinion, it is necessary to recognize 
the hard temporality of the underlying mentalities and interests in order 
to take longer steps towards that direction. It is also necessary to place the 
«window» with reasonable realism in accordance with walls and empty 
spaces designed under global conditions and national contexts where that 
proposition will unfold as a strategy of political action. 

The authors pay attention to obstacles. Cecilia López, also in the initial article, 
identifies the androcentrism, obstinate with respect to politics itself as an 

2  That has from the International Gender and Trade Network its very well known 
expression.
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obstacle, which needs to be better diagnosed and overcome so that the ideas 
developed by feminists can be really incorporated to the economic thought. 

In fact, that is a huge obstacle. We remember, for example, that only with a 
significant investment it was possible to reincorporate the gender perspective 
– consistent with the available knowledge and with the agenda of equality 
and human rights left by the conferences held in 1990 – to the global agenda 
of poverty reduction shown by the Millennium Development Goals. In the 
event that the investment did not occur, «gender» would be reduced to the 
access to education, a very poor objective for Latin America and the Caribbean 
where in several countries a significant number of little girls and young women 
exceed the number of little boys and teenagers in school registration enrolment 
and performance. Issues related to work market, violence and especially to 
reproductive health objectives would also be excluded.3  

We do not need to go so far away since within the context of policies for 
the reduction of poverty implemented in several countries of the region, the 
conceptions that are far away from the gender perspective still prevail. For 
example, researcher Caren Klein (2005), analyzed the speeches of two relevant 
figures in the creation of Brazilian income transfer programs and concluded 
that their perception of poor women is imbued with an ideology related to 
the family that sees them as efficient mothers and «State wives».4 

Likewise, I would like to introduce other elements in the mapping of resistances 
and obstacles. Considering the discussion on macroeconomics from a more 
global perspective, I think it is important, for example, to quote Gita Sen 
once again. In a recent text she declares that under the present geopolitical 
conditions the feminist reflections on development cannot be restricted to the 
criticism with respect to the limits and effects of the Washington Consensus. 
We have been challenged to have a better comprehension of what the new 
Neoconservative paradigm means at that level.5  

3 Although during the 2005 revision process it was not possible to mention the rights and 
sexualities, in September 2006 Kofi Annan, then Secretary–General, requested UN General 
Assembly to include a new objective which again raises the reproductive health goal of Cairo 
for all men and women until 2015. 

4 Professor Paulo Renato de Souza and Senator Cristóvão Buarque. In KLEIN, Caren. «A produção 
da maternidade no Programa Bolsa Escola». In Revista Estudos Feministas. Vol 13 N. 1. Florianópolis 
(January–April –2005). 

5 Sen, G. (2005). «Neolibs, neocons and gender justice: Lessons from global negotiations». 
UNRISD Occasional Paper 9, September. United Nations Research Institute for Social 
Development. Geneva. 2005.
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In general, the so called Neocons, still keep the classic neoliberal directions. 
But there are significant differences in their political vision which can neither 
remain unnoticed nor minimized such as the emphasis in «security» and in 
investments made in the industrial and military complex (which besides, 
is ensuring the high growth rates in the USA and in other countries). For 
example, I think it is not trivial that the British company partner of Airbus 
retired at the beginning of the year 2006, since it obtains higher profits by 
producing and selling military equipments. 

What do we know about those new industrial and commercial trends within 
the regional context? We know that Chávez wanted to buy Spanish planes and 
that Americans prevented him from doing that. We know that the Brazilian 
Embraer is fighting for the Asiatic market of military planes. We know that 
the conflict in Colombia as well as the drug trafficking expansion constitute 
an important market of small weapons in the region. What does that mean 
from the point of view of a growth agenda where it is necessary to emphasize 
and also include a feminist perspective? In my opinion, that issue has the 
same relevance as the environmental deterioration and natural resources 
exhaustion issues analyzed in the chapter as one of the most perverse effects 
of the neoliberal model. 

A second aspect related to the neoconservative hegemony has been discussed 
and also by the big press: the American commercial aggressiveness which, as 
we already know, has achieved bilateral agreements with a significant number 
of countries of the region in the last years. Those agreements produce tensions 
among partners of regional blocks that are still rather fragile and they also 
weaken the capacity of the national states in some strategic areas. Such is the 
case of intellectual property. We should ask how that «commercial dynamics» 
affects the window of opportunity we foresee? How in the national contexts 
is the perspective of gender and commerce examining those new trends and 
possibly, reacting before them? 

If we have a look at the political and social contexts where that «window of 
opportunity» must be identified and optimized, obstacles are also countless. 
The first one is heterogeneity since the conditions to discuss the gender 
and macroeconomics issue is not the same in Peru or in Chile. The second 
challenge is the so called «democratic deficit» and the discredit of the policy 
that will be discussed in the following texts. In my opinion, that is a subject 
that deserves all our attention. As we know, the 2004 UNDP Report, 
«Democracy in Latin America», established that 54% of the interviewed 
people preferred an authoritarian regime to solve poverty and uncertainty. 
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Although that «authoritarian preference» may have diminished since then, 
it is nor realistic to think that said reduction may be higher than 5 %. 

Manuel Castells, in «Poder da Identidade» dedicates a whole chapter to 
what he calls the «scandal politics» which seems to characterize the mass 
democracies of the last capitalism. Although the examples he uses are 
American or European they constitute an important source of systematic 
corruption models that add discredit to the mill which seems to be eroding 
our democratic policy capital. 

Once again and undoubtedly, there are important differences among 
countries. While in some contexts the fabric of democratic credibility can 
be quickly divided, others seem to be reconstructing theirs. In some cases 
where there is a better weave there is a higher social conflict potential, in other 
countries recent elections show divided societies and that also characterizes 
the recent electoral results at the USA and several European countries. 

In many of those contexts women’s issues frequently become easy preys of 
clientelism or demagogy since they are treated as problems easy to be solved. 
In many circumstances a higher number of women in Politics does not grant 
an equality perspective between genders. In general and above all, those 
complex and unstable political conditions co–exist when firmly attached 
to the «model» macroeconomic rules – openness, emphasis on commerce 
that many times involves an automatic environmental degradation, fiscal 
balance, an obsessive control of inflation. In many cases, the flexibility to 
allow investments for the reduction of poverty was added to the recipe. 

That suggests we are dangerously approaching to the fantasy of neoliberal 
economists who one day planned the possibility – then considered absurd 
– that economic management would do without politics (the way it does with 
the so called externalities). It is not an excess to state that in the region as a 
whole, the political conditions that may be interpreted as one of the perverse 
effects of the «model», are also an obstacle that prevents opening the window 
of opportunity, making the most of it. With respect to that specific aspect I 
would say that we urgently need a systematic mapping of national debates on 
macroeconomics premises in order to understand, in a more subtle and precise 
way, how those opportunities materialize or not in each context. 

Finally, I firmly believe that the most daring and challenging proposal 
resulting from the reflections contained in the following pages is the 
perspective that equality between genders must be thought as a factor that 
favours development since it has been conceived as something more than 
simple growth. 
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Undoubtedly, we have not exhausted the research or the construction of 
solid arguments to convince economists that the effect of their models 
either related to finances, trade or fiscal balance, is not neutral from the 
viewpoint of gender. Likewise, we need to better comprehend how concepts 
and discourses around gender constitute a substrate, a kind of unchangeable 
«nature» buried in the prevailing economic concept. 

Correctly and systematically the following texts aim at the naturalization of 
the social reproduction sphere, that is, they are located within the framework 
of the concepts developed by Nancy Folbre, Diane Elsen and Ingrid Palmer, 
among others, that constitute the theoretical frameworks of «care economy». 
But there are other constructos of the neoclassic economics that need to be 
analyzed on the basis of gender theories: preferences (called natural), the 
rational calculation of the individual conceived as a loose monad in the space 
and not as a person related to relational and social structures; and last but 
not least, the logic of governance in accordance with the terms elaborated 
by Michel Foucault, embedded in the macroeconomic discourse. 

From the point of view of empiric research, our major challenge is to look 
for evidence that demonstrates how and why more equality between genders 
optimizes the parameters and factors that distinguish human development 
either in terms of universal rights and policies or in terms of extended 
capabilities and of the so called public goods. 

In this area is where I see the last challenge: to open the gender category 
which is also beginning to be naturalized and do it in several dimensions. For 
example, it is urgent to admit that in such unequal societies like ours there 
are significant differences among women themselves and that inequalities 
among men and women are not linear. For example, studies on educational 
accomplishments in Brazil indicate that white and black women have 
obtained more achievements than men, either white or black. At the same 
time, there are still significant intra–gender racial differences, that is, among 
women themselves. 

An urgent task is to specify if, when we speak of macroeconomic gender 
we are speaking about women only and what women we are speaking of, 
since there still exist those who will benefit and continue benefiting from 
the «model». Or, if we are speaking of men and what men we are speaking 
of. Above all, how to rethink of several groups of debates on gender and 
economics in terms of contradictory and paradoxical relations between men 
and women, women and women, men and men, without being thrown into 
the basket of simple concepts of class. 
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Finally, there is a second challenge which is more complex. Its elaboration 
would require a wider and deeper reflection than the one we could develop 
here. But anyway I cannot resist the temptation to expose it. It is about the 
interrogation on the binarism that marks the uses of gender: masculine 
– feminine, biology – culture, the supposed consistency between anatomies 
and identities. Then, it is inevitable to introduce in the conversation the 
issue of sexuality constantly silenced in economic conversations, also among 
feminists. 

Since the 1990s, a lot has been produced on gender and development, but we 
have just started to examine the connections among sexualities, gender and 
development. That new field is opening gradually as an effect of combined 
and contradictory processes and factors: the AIDS epidemic (that has a lot 
of macroeconomic implications), human rights and sexuality guidelines that 
are slowly becoming solid and more especially, the intense «sexualization» 
of neoconservative geopolitical guidelines. 

Within the framework of contents that are examined in this book, there is 
at least an entrance door that deserves to be explored, at least as an attempt, 
with the aim of going towards that daring direction. It is located in the 
intersection between economics and demography. Recently, several authors 
have interpreted demographic transitions in developing countries – especially 
the age composition – as an opportunity to make the necessary investments 
in education, health, decent jobs, social security and environmental 
protection. 

Latin America is perhaps one of the most significant examples of that other 
«window of opportunity» when we consider: the stagnation of fertility rates, 
changes occurred in families, new epidemiologic patterns, the structure by 
ages and reasons of dependency, without mentioning the foreseen problems 
in relation to financial regimes of social security systems. Among many other 
actors that explain our demographic transition, it is necessary to mention the 
changes occurred in gender and sexuality along the last forty years. Then, 
as demonstrated by the study made by Alves and Bruno6 on Argentina, 
Brazil and Mexico, if those sexual and gender changes contributed to open 

6  Alves, J. E. D.; Bruno, M. População e crescimento econômico de longo prazo no Bra sil: como 
aproveitar a janela de oportunidade demográfica? [Population and long term economic growth 
in Brazil: How to make the most of the demographic window of opportunity?]. Annals of the 
ABEP XV National Meeting of Population Studies, Caxambu, September 18 – 22, 2006.

 ABEP Website: http://www.abep.org.br/usuario/GerenciaNavegacao.php?texto_id=3068
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the «window», it is not being duly used because of the persistent constraints 
of the «model». There is a thread to be pulled and woven that may enrich 
our comprehension of the invisible connections among economics, gender 
and finally, «sex». 

That means there are many paths along which we have walked as well as 
pending challenges and tasks. This book will by all means mark a very 
significant stage in that journey. 

 Sonia Corrêa 
 Dawn 
 October, 2006
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Introduction 
In search of economic, social  
and political democracy

Latin America, still searching for that economic, political and social 
miracle, which has so far proven elusive, today faces an unexpected 
political opening. As Sonia Montaño has said, in symbolic terms this 
opening reflects the deep changes that are taking place in the region’s 
democratic culture, since the tradition of «explicit and covert racism 
characterizing Bolivian political life» was broken by Evo Morales’ rise to 
power, while the foundations of Chile’s patriarchal culture was shaken 
by the election of Michelle Bachelet to the presidency. So what we 
are witnessing is the forceful emergence on the democratic scene of 
original expressions of identity policies, which may have the effect of 
transforming traditional power relationships (Montaño, 2006).

In different parts of the region a significant number of women are 
aspiring to occupy both legislative and executive posts. This new 
scenario is unfolding at a time when the huge advances made by Latin 
American women in a range of areas are beginning to become evident, 
but are not yet reflected in the levels of their participation in politics, 
which remains a space to be conquered.

The entry of women into politics requires their commitment to 
identifying a dream, to defining what kind of society they wish to build 
and the strategies which should be adopted in order to overcome the 
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barriers that have historically excluded them. Feminism has developed 
a wide–ranging reserve of theoretical reflection and political experience 
that criticizes philosophical essentialism and political fundamentalism. 
While women may not be able to achieve profound changes on their 
own, they may put in motion processes that will undoubtedly attract 
many supporters. Women’s sensitivity to discrimination –of which they 
have first–hand experience–, to exclusion, and particularly, to violence, 
allows them to carry out analyses and draft proposals focusing on issues 
such as the precarious forms of employment prevailing in labor markets, 
economic, political, and social insecurity, the frailties of the justice system 
and the lack of transparency and civic culture in the management of 
public issues. At the same time, women and other excluded groups will be 
able to change history only if in their political action they free themselves 
from all forms of subordination, including their subjection to tradition and 
culture, and transcend the representation of their particular identities to 
undertake substantive actions for all. 

Our failures oblige us to recognize the new global realities that derive 
from the globalized world. But by turning our attention to the internal 
realities of our countries and regions in order to identify how to mobilize 
all their resources, and thus tackle the economic gap between them and 
other developing regions, it is possible to find sustainable solutions for 
their deep social inequalities and ways for them to achieve successful 
insertion as «global actors». 

Since the seventies women’s and feminist movements started becoming 
involved in the complex world of development by introducing new 
concepts such as gender, autonomy –women’s capacity to define their 
own agenda–, empowerment –women’s access to control over material 
and intellectual resources and over ideology–, all of which represent 
fundamental dimensions of social and economic justice. Progress has 
been made in terms of reinterpreting the behavior of economies within the 
framework of globalization, through the introduction of new categories and 
concepts, which contribute in part to revealing and explaining the flaws in 
policy models applied unsuccessfully in developing countries. 

Since the nineties, the emergence of the human development paradigm 
and the advances made in the conceptualization of human poverty have 
resulted in deep transformations in our understanding of development, 
poverty, and inequalities, including gender inequalities. Despite the 
prevailing neo–liberal paradigm, the people–focused approach to 
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development has started to gain ground, and has been enriched by 
the human rights frame and feminist economics. These perspectives, in 
addition to complementing each other, share a common element: they 
focus their attention on inequality, power relationships, and the idea that 
human rights include women’s rights and economic rights. This has shifted 
the focus from growth and efficiency, to the goals of development, welfare, 
equity, dignity and fundamental liberties which allow human potentials to 
be developed and realized. This shift has meant moving away from using 
market–based criteria to evaluate development, towards a focus that 
emphasizes the importance of social relationships, institutions, normative 
frameworks and policies (Elson and Cagatay, 2000).

At the present time, amidst the great worldwide and Latin American 
debate on future directions for development, after the frustrations of the 
economic recipe applied in recent decades – the so–called Washington 
Consensus – women are well prepared to put forward our points of view. 
This is not only because we believe that society benefits from women’s 
vision, which demands the identification of problems that remain hidden 
in traditional analyses, but for reasons of gender justice: we need to enter 
a new phase in the search for the place that women justly deserve as 
actors and promoters of development. 

We believe that it is possible to make progress in building up ‘the women’s 
agency», that is, to enter a new phase in the strategies that aim to improve 
the situation of Latin American women by broadening the concept of 
welfare. According to Amartya Sen who coined the concept, women have 
ceased to be passive recipients of aid destined to improve their welfare. 
Instead, they are seen as active agents of change, as dynamic promoters 
of social transformations that can alter women’s and men’s lives alike 
(Sen, 2001). Politics, understood as the public space where society’s 
inherent contradictions are resolved, is an arena par excellence within 
which induce those processes (López Montaño, 2005).

In order to face these new challenges successfully and present creative 
alternatives to tackle the problems affecting Latin America, a provocative 
critique of the positive and negative aspects of recent development in the 
region must be developed. The aim is to identify from a critical viewpoint 
the main gaps in the analysis, the missing links and the far–reaching 
omissions that result from ignoring the fact that women receive different 
benefits, which are often inferior to those granted by society to men 
simply on the basis of their sex. 
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With the aim of starting to fill in these gaps in the analysis and to reduce 
the democratic deficit that they imply, a group of Latin American women 
some time ago began to conceive the need to conduct an alternative 
analysis of these complex decades in Latin America. It is not a plaintive 
or negative vision but a vision of the future from the past, which aims 
to move forward in the struggle to eliminate the unjust and inexplicable 
barriers which have prevented progress towards gender equity and 
at the same time have contributed to impeding the consolidation of 
democracy for all, both men and women.

One of the starting points for this work entails addressing the issues of 
power and power relationships which restrict effective participation in 
social debate. Precisely due to their lack of power women can take a 
critical look at the real changes that have taken place in this field, which 
for many concentrates the main motives of shame for Latin America, 
such as its widespread poverty and deep–rooted inequality. This book 
explores the reality that if something has not changed in Latin America 
–and this is what is partly responsible for the shameful situation in 
which the region finds itself– it is the power structure. The same elites 
that played the State when it was powerful today play the market now 
that it is has been acknowledged as the prime allocator of a country’s 
resources. The technocracy that attempted to replace old–style politics 
ignored this fact and it is likely that therein lies the origin of its inability 
to contribute to profound and long–awaited changes. The economy did 
not grow as expected and even less was achieved in terms of the social 
processes demanded by the peoples of Latin America. Furthermore, 
the coincidence between the new model of economic liberalization and 
the consolidation of democracies in the region ended up weakening the 
Latin American peoples within this political framework (PNUD, 2004). 

Starting from the recognition of these issues and many other 
considerations that shall be dealt with in the following chapters, the 
authors intend to identify elements that allow us to understand better the 
past and project a more positive future, based on new ways of tackling 
the problems affecting our societies. They also aim to signal innovative 
ways forward which can serve as a basis to build alternatives, break away 
from the fragmented understanding that nowadays is so abundant, and 
discuss development paradigms, not models. One of the most significant 
lessons learnt is that univocal models generate more costs than benefits; 
therefore, a joint effort is needed to find the fundamental pillars that can 
form the basis for changing the course of development in Latin America, 



20

21

20

21

while giving each country enough margin for maneuver to decide which 
model for growth, for the distribution of benefits and costs, and for the 
consolidation of democracy best suits its purpose. 

Starting from a series of fundamen tal elements, such as equity, 
rights, equitable gender relations, and economic, political and social 
sustainability, this work attempts to advance further the so–called 
«pending debate». Far from ignoring the abundance of studies already 
existing on the subject, this debate intends to complement them in order 
to provide a better grounding for the radical changes that the region 
demands in order to leave behind the mediocre state of development in 
which many countries are still mired. 

Gender inequality is a basic category that crosscuts other inequalities 
and discriminations in Latin America. In spite of the above–mentioned 
advances, gender inequality is far from being resolved within a 
development context that deepens these kinds of disparities, as 
globalization does. Not only poverty but also the concentration of 
income, property and political power in the region has begun to be 
recognized as limitations for growth and for a successful process of 
insertion in the globalized world. Women’s and feminist movements 
have for a long time claimed that society is built on the basis of gender 
inequality; therefore, consideration of this analytic category demands 
an understanding of the other variables of inequality.

The pending debate on Latin America stems from an analysis of four 
central pillars: the social pillar, the economic pillar, the political pillar 
and the institutional pillar. These four pillars will be reworked taking 
into account the following considerations: the aspects ignored in 
existing analyses; the missing links; the persistent barriers; and the 
opportunities worthy of note. The aim of this exercise is to contribute 
to the construction not of a Latin American miracle but of a new reality 
that takes into account the priorities that should guide those who hold 
political, economic and social power in Latin America. 

1. The social pillar

In this field we start by acknowledging the existence of various 
phenomena of major significance. First, it is evident that over the last 
decades Latin America has witnessed the emergence of new actors who 
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have the capacity for political mobilization: women, youth, indigenous 
people, groups discriminated on racial or ethnic grounds, landless 
people, and those evicted from their property. Likewise, we have 
seen social changes and citizen movements with a great capacity for 
mobilization and for pressuring governments and political, social and 
economic institutions. In short, we are witnessing the emergence of new 
social actors that generate new forms of participation, new interests and 
kinds of demands, which give rise to specific types of association in the 
face of the lack of institutionality. As in other places on the planet, in Latin 
America we are seeing the reaction to the weakness of governments that 
enjoy little credibility in the midst of the profound institutional fragility 
and the loss of prestige suffered by political parties, which are one of 
the keys players in a democratic regime. Distant governments, deaf to 
the demands of marginalized sectors, are unable to cope with social 
protests for which there are no appropriate institutional channels. The 
progress from electoral democracy towards more participative forms 
is an innovation in the region that has been brought about by citizen 
pressure. 

Latin America appears as a society in turmoil adopting non–institutional 
channels, such as is the case with the piqueteros and cocaleros.1 Citizens 
exercise power beyond voting in elections, but these phenomena are 
occurring as part of a process that is forced by the lack of a State 
responsive to their social, economic and political demands. The different 
expressions of the women’s movement together form a dynamic pressure 
group, a phenomenon that has become stronger since the 1990s. 

2. The economic pillar

The effects of the economic recipes applied over the last few years 
go beyond their failure to generate the hoped for economic dynamics 
or the desired social results. Development as such has disappeared 
from the list of what are seen to be responsibilities of the State. While 
the premise was that macroeconomic stability would guarantee the 

1 The piqueteros is the popular movement of the unemployed in Argentina. The 
cocaleros is the movement of coca farmers in Bolivia and Peru. Both movements 
engage in protests characte rized by direct actions, such as roadblocks. Editor’s 
note.
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growth that in turn would lead to a reduction in poverty and inequality, 
the Finance Ministers and their departments assumed responsibility 
for revitalizing development. Thanks to this kind of assumption, Latin 
American Finance Ministers became «the Government», because 
lagging behind or opening the doors to progress depended exclusively 
on how the so called «fundamentals» were managed. Spoilt by the World 
Bank and the International Monetary Fund, Washington provided them 
with a revolving door that guaranteed that they would never know the 
political cost of their actions (López Montaño, 2005). 

Fortunately, that reality is starting to change. What was achieved over 
the last few decades was the acceptance as a basic premise of the 
need to maintain macroeconomic equilibrium, while the question of 
development, in its true meaning, now seems to be exiting the sphere 
of the Treasury Ministries, although it is still not clear who will assume 
responsibility for it.

The obsession with the benefits of a healthy macroeconomic management 
has been so great that issues of major significance for Latin America, 
such as poverty and inequality, get so lost in the bureaucratic tangle that 
no government body or official has to assume responsibilities in these 
areas. Fortunately, the minimalist State is disappearing and nowadays 
the idea of good government is being reinforced. However, the cost of 
cutting back the State without the benefit of the doubt is immense.

The relevance of microeconomics –which it was erroneously assumed 
would react in line with macroeconomic equilibrium–, is now being 
recognized. Analysis of the consequences for production of the lack 
of explicit sectoral policies is a pending issue with which women must 
engage. The idea is gaining ground that the macro level is more complex 
and conditions the micro level, and that therefore explicit policies are 
required at this level which must be based on an analysis that has not 
yet been carried out: the micro–level cost of macro–level management 
in recent decades. There is now acceptance of the fact that there is no 
need to follow orthodox models that may sometimes solve situations 
of poverty, but not of inequality, even when they show progress in 
terms of growth and global economic insertion. In order to fill gaps in 
the analysis a new discussion is needed on the economicist model 
followed by Latin American countries, by arguing for the validity of the 
innovative approaches developed by feminist economics, which have 
made headway in analyzing the consequences in terms of social issues, 
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poverty, and redistribution, and have overcome the narrow focus on 
macro–level variables.

3. The institutional pillar

In the same way that the micro level has been underestimated, the 
meso level has also been ignored. Institutions, which reflect the rules 
of the game agreed upon by society, were discredited and replaced by 
so–called non–ideological pragmatism, which in fact turned out to be 
even more ideological than before. Development in Latin American is 
confronted by profound institutional fragility, resulting from a series of 
factors: badly performed privatizations; the dismantling of state bodies 
which implement public policies in a haphazard fashion; an obsession 
with reducing the number of public sector employees who left behind 
them holes that cannot be filled; and government corruption, which 
is emerging as a constitutive and unavoidable issue for those whose 
ambition is to remain in power. It is a reality that globalization requires 
a new form of institutionality. However, few analysts have examined the 
costs of the decisions taken, as a result of which marginalized sectors 
and women may have been the ones who lost the most. 

4. The political pillar

One of the positive aspects of the newly emerging development 
discourse is the shift in focus from economic policy to political economy. 
As long as it was assumed that development obeyed simple formulae 
that could be applied by Latin American technocrats, politics, in 
rapid decline, could be dismissed as irrelevant. The problem arises 
when the profound changes demanded by Latin American society 
require consensus, that is, talking to people, listening to them, getting 
them involved. No technocrat can achieve this with formulae that are 
incomprehensible to most people. And so the need arises for exercising 
politics, defined as the public space where the contradictions present 
in society can be resolved. 

Within this analytical framework, this book aims to contribute to the 
development of the pending debate on Latin America in four chapters, 
the contents of which are outlined below. 
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The first chapter, Towards a Change in the Concept of Development or 
More of the Same?, aims to move forward in identifying new elements 
that have begun to emerge or that should be taken into consideration in 
the search for more successful roads to development in Latin America. 
With this in mind, a series of questions are posed: What has survived 
from the Washington Consensus and what needs to be reformulated? 
Why is it that there is an abundance of analyses, but great perplexity 
when it comes to making proposals? Orthodox economics, marginalized 
from the mainstream of economic thought for over a decade, has «come 
out of the closet», and once again history and politics are being placed 
at the center of the debate, in recognition of the fact that they can offer 
important lessons with respect to the possibility or impossibility of 
reproducing the history of present–day industrialized societies. 

Interest is focused more on the so–called emerging powers whose 
economic miracles are closer to Latin American realities. The path 
they have followed, their successes and failures, are part of the new 
interpretation that these countries must make. At the same time and in 
a constructive manner, the chapter signals those characteristics of the 
current development model that should be maintained, but must be 
looked at in a different light. In this way, the first chapter tries to identify 
those issues that have remained hidden and that are now beginning to 
take on a new relevance, while offering suggestions regarding which 
issues should be considered a priority.

The author argues that the discussion must take into account the fact 
that part of Latin America is in a post–adjustment period, during which 
expansionist policies may be implemented, but that another part is 
still embarked on the process of macroeconomic adjustment, which is 
necessarily recessive. One of the big issues for debate is what will be the 
real margin for maneuver that many countries will have in order to embark 
on new development proposals. In the developing world examples can 
be found of governments that have managed to attain wider margins 
of freedom to manage their economies, and these experiences can be 
applied in certain contexts that the chapter attempts to identify. Finally, 
the chapter explores the gender costs and benefits among those who 
were winners and losers in these difficult decades, and the changes that 
may be identified in their gendered roles. 

The second chapter, A Stubborn Perspective: Trade and Financial 
Liberalization as the Driving Force of Development, engages in an 
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economic analysis of trade policies and their impacts, the asymmetries 
among countries and social groups, taking into account the existence of 
unequal power relations, and in particular, gender relations. The author 
discusses the importance of these considerations as dynamic factors 
for achieving sustainable human development, as well as aiming to 
contribute to the analysis and to the construction of alternatives from 
a gender perspective. The main issues addressed are: international 
trade, its characteristics and importance, as a framework to discuss 
why trade among nations is beneficial. The author poses the questions: 
Where are we? Can Latin America really become a successful player in 
the global world? What alternative visions are being discussed? What 
are the objectives of a political nature? What are the gender impacts of 
trade policies and international trade? On the basis of this discussion, 
the author then offers reflections on how to move forward.

The third chapter: Labor Flexibility or Precarization? The Debate on 
Social Reproduction analyzes the changes that have taken place in paid 
work, characteristic of the current phase of globalized capitalism, and 
how this process interacts with social reproduction and the changes in 
gender relations. The analysis begins by identifying five basic trends: 
the growing heterogeneity of forms of employment, the diversification 
and destabilization of labor biographies, the loss of the regulatory and 
protective force of the legal frameworks governing labor and social 
issues, the accelerated growth of services, characterized in this phase 
by the destabilization of the working day, and the erosion of the existing 
sexual division of labor and model of social reproduction.

The author analyzes the different forms of labor flexibility and the 
mechanisms through which these can end up becoming precarious. 
The tensions between «actually existing» flexibility and flexibility in line 
with the new productive, reproductive, and social requirements are 
revealed. In this sense, the author suggests that the relationship between 
work flexibility and precarization is not a given, and that the changes 
in how production and labor are organized require a re–regulation of 
labor relations. The two–way tensions that currently exist between the 
organization of paid labor and the features of social reproduction impose 
new conditions on this re–regulation, which will imply a modification of 
the terms of the social and gender contracts.

The aim, therefore, is to include in the public agenda an issue that has 
been absent from the economic debate and is of substantive importance 
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for the future of the region. Current labor conditions –even those to be 
found in the so–called formal economy–, as well as reproductive and 
care conditions, are placing the reproduction of the labor force and 
economic and social sustainability at risk. 

The fourth chapter, The Non–economic Dimensions of the Economy, 
sets out to explore the interrelationship and interdependence between 
the economic dimension and social, political, institutional and cultural 
variables. It aims to make visible the coexistence of paradoxical realities 
in Latin America that require an in–depth debate. On the one hand, 
formal equality exists side by side with economic and social inequity. 
On the other hand, feelings of dissatisfaction with democracy coexist 
with a positive valuation and the defense of democracy when it is 
seen not to be respected. Likewise, the type of social protest that has 
been criticized because it pushes governability to its limits has also 
started to be regarded as a legitimate form of resistance in the face of 
a political system insensitive to society’s demands. In this context, the 
author signals three changes that are needed in order to overcome the 
institutional fragility deriving from the economic transformations that took 
place towards the end of the twentieth century: the democratization of 
economic decisions in order to tackle inequity and facilitate a process 
of distribution; giving a new meaning to democracies in order to provide 
a space for diversity, conflict and confrontation; and a new way of doing 
politics that is more permeable to social aspects.

The authors seek to recover feminist theoretical contributions in order 
to enrich an idea of democracy that questions the concepts of formal 
equality and homogeneous social actors, and that regards its viability 
as conditioned by its ability to articulate economics and politics within a 
context of conflicting interests and multiple actors who demand equity 
in terms of economic redistribution and, at the same time, political 
recognition of differences. 

In accordance with the profile that they have given the work, the intention 
of the authors is twofold: first, it is about presenting constructive proposals 
in order to discuss the way forward towards a more promising future 
for the region. These are not demands presented by Latin American 
women, but rather ideas that seek to fill gaps that are preventing a 
better understanding of lived realities, and better grounded and more 
realistic proposals for the future. Second, the authors have attempted 
to identify the links among the issues presented and to put on the table 
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the deep–seated concerns that emerge in the form of questions for 
which they do not always have the whole answer. Their aim is to provoke 
discussion and brainstorming around strategies that are in the process 
of being constructed.

Finally, this is a book written by Latin American women but not only 
for women. It draws on the ideas of Latin American women and 
feminists who have made great contributions throughout the world, 
and particularly of those who have encouraged us to undertake this 
initiative. This is a book that has benefited from the theory and practice 
of women’s movements and their contribution to the effervescence 
present in our societies. 
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Towards a change in the 
concept of development, 

or more of the same?
Cecilia López Montaño

1. Introduction

Following the euphoria experienced in Latin America during the early 
1990s, when some thought they had found a standard magic formula 
for development, the region is now facing the inevitable need to 
evaluate objectively the recipes applied, despite being once again in 
an expansive phase of the economic cycle, although few would dare to 
predict how long it will last. In contrast to the feeling in the early 1990s, 
there is now awareness of the fact that the road has not yet been found 
that will lead to the sustained high levels of growth required to meet 
the challenge to stop being the most unequal region on the planet 
(United Nations, 2005). However, it has not been easy to engage in 
an objective debate, considering the highly ideological slant given to 
the issue of economic policies, and several years had to pass before 
the recent past could be viewed with relative objectivity. At present 
there is a large body of literature that acknowledges that the vilified 
State–led industrialization model gave Latin America its best period of 
growth and in addition that, despite some positive results that should 
be recognized, the Washington Consensus failed on the substantive 
issues: growth and equity (French–Davis, 2003).

Undoubtedly, the emergence of new powers in the developing world, 
such as China and India, which join South East Asia as examples of 
economic miracles, has proven to Latin America that progress is indeed 
possible in societies that have traditionally been labeled as irremediably 
poor. The development models to be followed are no longer those of 
the currently industrialized countries. They are now India and China, to 
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which we can add South Africa and, to a certain extent, Brazil, not to 
mention other cases, such as Ireland –known as the Celtic Tiger– and 
Singapore; these last two are now presented as role models for how 
to transform production in a way that leads to sustained growth. 
These countries offer creative formulas for successful insertion in the 
global economy and for pulling millions of people out of poverty. It is 
these so–called emerging powers that generously offer Latin America 
examples of successful policies that are easier to follow. The different 
contexts, and most of all the different times, make it impossible to 
follow the same path that led Europe and the United States to their 
current levels of modernity. Besides, as Chang points out, it is by 
using their influence on globalization’s financial organizations that 
the industrialized countries have prevented developing societies from 
adopting the same measures that had enabled them to reach the place 
they occupy today on the development index (Chang, 2003). 

The debate starts from a critical analysis of the past in order to be able 
to build for the future, and in that process interesting advances have 
been made. While spaces for imagining and proposing solutions are 
opening up in some parts of the academia, governments are to a large 
extent maintaining the same political priorities that generated feelings of 
frustration for large masses of Latin Americans. The explanation for this 
becomes clearer as time passes: countries have seen the «degrees of 
freedom» they enjoy to design their own policies dramatically reduced as 
a result of the conditions imposed by international financial institutions, 
to which they are still subject. They are also facing the limitations that 
globalization imposes on nation–states (Chang, 2002).

However, there are still a great many gaps, both in the process of 
understanding what happened in recent decades and in devising new 
ways forward for public policy–making and in defining the content of 
the agreements that will pave the way for a transformation that will 
include the diverse sectors of society. One of these gaps, which is 
most notorious and is beginning to be acknowledged as such, refers 
to the systematic lack of attention paid to gender in analyses of how 
the economy behaves. Ingrid Palmer claims that «if gender means the 
social construction of relations between men and women, then gender 
is one of the social institutions to be considered in economic analyses» 
(Palmer, 1998). According to the same author, there are two ways of 
establishing the link: «the first implies focusing on the different results 
macroeconomics have for men and women; the other consists of 
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examining the implications that gender relations and inequalities have 
for macroeconomic analyses and for the political options that result 
from them» (Palmer, 1998).

Being a recent analytical approach –it only gathered momentum in the 
1970s– these efforts to consider gender as a decisive factor shaping 
current forms of development have tended to focus on proving that 
macroeconomics is not gender–neutral, since it has differential effects 
on men and women (Cagatay, 1998). In contrast, little progress has 
been made in determining the effects that inequalities have on how 
economies evolve, which according to Palmer would make economics a 
more precise science. Some steps have been taken towards identifying 
the key macro–level areas in which gender is a decisive factor. However, 
identifying its specific effects in this sense in Latin America is still a 
pending task.

2. What remains of the  
Washington Consensus?

In order to work out whether the proposals currently under discussion 
are more of the same, or whether they represent a change in direction 
from the recent past, their prime elements need to be identified. The 
«Washington Consensus», an expression coined by John Williamson 
(1990), dominated the economic scene and still holds sway among 
many Latin American governments’ economic staff. It refers to a wide 
range of free–market policies –trade and financial liberalization, labor 
market deregulation and capital account liberalization, among others. 
As many authors have acknowledged, Latin America was the region that 
most diligently applied this recipe promoted by the international financial 
institutions. Finally, after years of highly partisan debate between its 
promoters and its detractors, today the idea has gained acceptance 
that it was, at best, an incomplete agenda (Ocampo, 2005).

The so–called «Washington Consensus» replaced what Cagatay calls 
the «Keynesian Consensus», applied in developing economies from 
post–war times until the end of the 1970s, which placed emphasis on 
an active role for the State in the generation of employment, growth and 
distribution (Cagatay, 2003). In Latin America in particular, protectionism 
was used to diversify the production structure and later, in the 1980s, 
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there was a move to liberalization and open markets. A look back at 
Latin American growth from 1945 to 2000 shows that most countries 
experienced higher growth rates during the period in which the 
Keynesian Consensus was applied, than during the implementation 
of the Washington Consensus (Grynspan, 2003). 

Available figures reveal that, on the one hand, the neo–liberal formula did 
not achieve what had been taken for granted that it would – the path to 
sustained high levels of growth; on the other hand, they reveal its greatest 
flaw: the fact that it accorded little or no importance to institutions and 
social policy. In addition to the frustration of not having achieved what 
was expected, now comes the recognition of the fact that the market 
reforms have created some of the new problems needing to be solved, 
in particular the poor economic performance and the deterioration in 
patterns of distribution experienced in recent decades by Latin America 
and other regions in the developing world (Ocampo, 2005).

The debate on the Washington Consensus is acquiring a greater degree 
of objectivity that will really allow identification of both its costs and 
those elements that should be maintained when the new development 
policy guidelines are drawn up. Its greatest flaws, on which there is 
agreement, are, first, that its main priority was defined in such limited 
terms –macroeconomic stability–; second, the underestimation of 
the need for policies on production; and, third and possibly the most 
criticized, the subordination of social policies to economic policies. 
In addition to these is the fact that it disregarded the importance of 
consensus building for generating changes in society.

However, as Ocampo points out, there are positive aspects that should 
be maintained, such as the progress made in controlling inflation 
–of utmost importance for a region like Latin America, which suffered 
rocketing prices. Moreover, in opposition to so–called «macroeconomic 
populism», from the mid–1980s onwards fiscal deficits were reduced and 
in most countries they have been kept at moderate levels since then. 
Some authors believe that these government decisions –low deficits and 
high interest rates– were designed to gain credibility with investors, but 
that they had the effect of introducing a deflationary turn in the world 
economy. An important difference between the Keynesian Consensus 
and the Washington Consensus is that while the former allowed for the 
possibility of implementing macroeconomic policies based on each 
country’s particular historical, social and political conditions, the latter 
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proposed a single recipe for all countries, regardless of each economy’s 
specificities and particular circumstances (Cagatay, 2003).

Another positive element of what are also called neo–liberal policies, 
was the boom in exports and in the flow of foreign direct investment. 
According to ECLAC, between 1990 and 2003, and in spite of the strong 
deceleration at the beginning of the century, exports from the region 
increased an average of 7.8 per cent per annum, an unprecedented 
figure for Latin America. For its part, foreign direct investment in the 
region increased significantly between 1990–1994 and 1997–2001, 
although it decreased between 2002 and 2003 (ECLAC, 2003, 2004).

However, the impact that this entry into the world market had on growth 
and poverty was overestimated, particularly by governments and the 
World Bank. In the early 1990s, the latter claimed that in order to reduce 
poverty developing countries had to liberalize their trade systems and 
specialize in labor–intensive products. Their economies would then 
grow and the poor would be the ones to benefit the most. However, 
reality proved different; exports grew significantly, but their economies 
did not, and poverty and extreme poverty were not reduced in any 
significant way, as shown in Figure 1. Even those who recognize that 
entry into world markets and the increase in foreign investment have 
been a success, also point to a structural decline in the link between 
domestic product growth and the net transference of external resources. 
The increase in exports not only did not result in rapid economic growth, 
but neither did productivity improve. As Ocampo points out, many of 
the new activities have operated as enclaves of globalized production 
networks and have not been incorporated into national economies. 
One of the basic premises of the Washington Consensus which had 
its roots in traditional neo–classical analysis was not fulfilled (Ocampo, 
2005). Neither was the neo–classical principle by which internationalized 
sectors supposedly impart their greater productivity to the rest of the 
economy. What was reinforced was the structural heterogeneity to which 
ECLAC has always referred.

What is evident today, at a time when Latin American economies are once 
again growing, is that the growth pattern followed by these countries 
is characterized by intermittent cycles, marked by downturns and 
periods of reactivation. The most important consequences of this type of 
behavior by economies, reinforced by the implementation of pro–cyclical 
policies promoted by the International Monetary Fund, have been the 
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impossibility of stabilizing consumption and production, or of protecting 
their weakest sectors (Cagatay, 2003). With very few exceptions, almost 
half the countries in the region registered a deterioration in their income 
distribution during the 1990s, and the relation between poverty and 
economic growth was broken, as shown in Figure 2 (ECLAC, 2004; 
World Bank, 2004).

One serious consequence of this kind of growth has been the creation of 
weak labor markets. Latin America shows not only high unemployment 
levels, but a clear tendency to precarious jobs. Six out of ten new jobs 
are informal (Tokman, 2001) and the income gap between skilled and 
unskilled workers is increasingly wide. The most significant conclusion 
reached in recent analyses is the acknowledgement of the fact that low 
levels of growth without job creation not only canceled out the effects 
of the significant increase in social spending in recent decades in Latin 
America, but also the innovations introduced in some social policies, 
such as the increasing focalization of resources towards the poorest 
sectors. Finally, the evidence supports the thesis held by feminist 
economists who have insisted on the prime importance of recognizing 
not only the social impact of economic policy, but also its social content 
(Elson and Cagatay, 2003).
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Employment, an important priority in the Keynesian Consensus and 
a forgotten issue in the Washington Consensus, must once again 
become the center of debate in the context of a globalization process 
that prioritizes capital over human resources. Although it has come 
late, there is recognition of the fact that both traditional social security 
systems and the new social protection networks lack the capacity 
to respond to the demands deriving from the increasing instability 
of salaries and employment. Moreover, the new turn taken in social 
policy, including the privatization of services, left aside the principles 
of universality and solidarity that should characterize social protection 
systems; this, added to the adverse behavior of the labor market, has 
been reflected in the slow advance, and even retraction, of the coverage 
offered by these systems (Ocampo, 2005).

A series of lessons have survived from the Washington Consensus 
–some of them positive, many negative. The positive lessons have 
been widely publicized so that they can continue to be proposed as 
part of the economic policy objectives that should be excluded from 
political debate. Nowadays it is impossible to deny the importance of 
maintaining macroeconomic equilibrium, so low inflation or reduction 
of fiscal deficits remain as benchmarks. Clearly, it is important that 
countries continue stimulating exports and opening to the international 
market, although it is obvious that without internal efforts, as Dani Rodrik 
calls them, it will be impossible to reach the sustained and inclusive 
growth demanded by large masses of Latin Americans –certainly by 
men, but more particularly by women (Rodrik, 1999). 

The negative lessons are multiple: the inappropriateness of limiting 
macroeconomic stability to low inflation rates and reduction of fiscal 
deficits; the cost of subordinating social policies to macroeconomic 
strategies; the application of a standard recipe to diverse economic and 
social realities; the failure to recognize the importance of institutions 
and consensus–building; and ignoring the fact that macro–policies 
are not neutral in terms of their impact on societies. In this sense, this 
chapter sets out to show that the most important lesson, not only from 
the Washington Consensus but also from the Keynesian Consensus, is 
that development cannot be understood, and much less be promoted 
in an adequate fashion, if gender analysis continues to be ignored as 
it has been ignored up to now, particularly in Latin America.
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3. Gender in the Consensuses

Ingrid Palmer has stated that «Recent developments in macroeconomic 
management failed to modernize gendered economic relationships 
and, in certain cases, made them more regressive». In the first phase, 
during the application of the Keynesian Consensus in Latin America, 
many economic policies ended up discriminating against women, by 
following the import substitution model, under which heavy industry 
received subsidized credit for capital investment and preferential 
tax rates on imports needed for this type of production. Women’s 
incorporation into the modern economy was slow, and heavy industry 
favored male employment. Asia did not follow this same pattern, since 
import substitution was based on light industry, which opened up a 
greater number of opportunities for female employment (Palmer, 1998). 
Figure 3 shows the evolution of women’s participation in the labor 
market in the region since 1950, clearly demonstrating the low rates of 

Figure	3. 
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women’s entry in the labor market and its slow evolution over the whole 
period during which the protectionist model was applied. 

Once protectionist policies no longer proved effective, Latin American 
countries start to adopt structural adjustment and macroeconomic 
stabilization programs; these programs were based on the idea of 
exports as the driving force for growth, taking the Asian experience as 
an example. The first thing that came under question was excessive 
government intervention in the economy, and price subsidies, public 
investments in infrastructure, and social spending on education, health 
and public services were progressively cut. As Cagatay states, this was 
the mandate from the international institutions, without whose approval 
the indebted countries could not access international capital markets. 
These policies had immediate adverse effects on the poor and on 
women in poor households. This reality, clearly visible in Latin America, 
reveals the limitations of economic analyses that ignore the existence of 
productive and reproductive activities clearly marked by gender, which 
forms the basis of the division of labor. The former generate income and 
are generally linked to the market; the latter refer to activities relating 
to the care and development of people, which throughout history have 
almost always been carried out by women who receive no pay for their 
work (Cagatay, 1998).

Every time mention is made of the success of the structural adjustment 
programs in the region, the fact that the social costs of the reproduction 
and maintenance of the labor force were transferred to a sphere where 
these costs were not visible is disregarded; not only did women’s burden 
of work outside their homes increase, but they also became providers 
of services formerly provided by the State. It was they who took care 
of the sick and the weak (Cagatay, 2003). The fact that women had to 
bear a disproportionate share of adjustment, which in many countries 
worsened income distribution while increasing poverty levels, has been 
amply documented. Not only did they have to join the labor force in 
massive numbers, most often ending up with precarious jobs, but they 
also saw their unpaid domestic workload increase due to the drop in 
income (see Benería and Roldán, 1987; Benería and Feldman, 1992; 
Floro, 1995; among many others).

In most Latin American countries, the 1990s began with the implementation 
of the Washington Consensus, the main objective of which was to improve 
the poor economic performance Latin America had had in previous 
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decades. As already mentioned, some of the results obtained were 
positive; however, the region’s core problems remain unsolved. The path 
to high, sustained, inclusive growth has not yet been found, nor have all 
Latin American countries found their niche in the global world. Regarding 
its impact in terms of gender and how it compares to the earlier Consensus 
in relation to this issue, Ingrid Palmer (1998) states: «Instead of the benign 
lack of attention paid to women that characterized the previous strategy, an 
open and competitive economy, accompanied by fiscal constraints, had 
the effect of transferring State costs to women. Budgetary cuts in health 
services and local infrastructure made social reproduction more difficult 
and women had to compensate the cutbacks in State services with their 
own efforts. Urban unemployment increased when factor mobility from 
old to new industries did not materialize.» In other words, many of the 
adjustment processes’ negative effects on women have continued during 
the implementation of the Washington Consensus policies, which remains 
the preferred recipe for public policies in many countries in the region.

However, what is probably the most relevant characteristic of this phase, 
in which globalization gathers momentum and this recipe is applied, 
is the feminization of the labor market, a phenomenon that transforms 
the labor scene for both men and women, but has a differential impact 
for each. Figure 3 shows clearly the massive entry of women into the 
labor market, starting in the 1980s when Latin American women’s 
economic participation rates rocketed. Its main feature is a new division 
of labor, clearly described by Diane Elson (2003): «developed countries’ 
production is relocated in developing countries, and great masses of 
young women are employed in clothing and electronics companies 
that produce for the international market.» Given the priority afforded 
to international trade as the driving force for development, so–called 
labor flexibilization emerges forcefully, closely linked to an increase in 
female labor in all countries around the world, and based on the idea 
that work is a cost that should be minimized (Bhaduri, 2003).

The ILO signals that as a result of free trade policies in the globalized 
world, negative factors affecting women’s participation in the labor 
force have less sway, while positive factors have been strengthened. 
Undoubtedly, certain factors can be seen as influential, such as the 
increase in divorce rates, the decrease in fertility rates, and the existence 
of anti–discrimination regulations in many countries. However, without 
a doubt, the most important factor is the change in the nature of labor 
markets described above (Standing, 1999). 
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The 1990s in Latin America are marked by an acceleration in women’s 
economic activity. Some see this phenomenon as extraordinary and on 
the whole extremely positive, since they limit themselves to highlighting 
women’s greater insertion in the labor market, while underestimating the 
increasing rates of female informal employment. They also consider it 
positive that during the 1990s the gender wage gap was slightly reduced, 
to approximately 20% (Duryea, Cox and Ureta, 2002).

However, this vision is not shared by most analysts. In the first place, 
it is clear that the growth experienced in recent years was not capable 
of creating the quantity and quality of employment needed. During the 
height of the application of the Washington Consensus in Latin America, 
ECLAC shows that average growth in employment over practically the 
whole period was lower than the economy’s growth rate, which is why 
unemployment in the region increased from 5.8% in 1990 to 10.6% in 
1999 (Grynspan, 2003). But it was Latin American women who bore the 
greatest cost. At 12.3%, female unemployment in Latin America during 
this period not only was higher than male (9.4%), but increased between 
1994 and 1999 (Grynspan, 2003), and the decade ended with a female 
unemployment rate of 15.5%. The new century shows a slight upturn 
in the labor market: male urban unemployment stands at 9.7%, while 
the female urban unemployment rate is 12.6%, but the trend remains 
unchanged (UN, 2005).

The precarious nature of labor in Latin America during the implementation 
of the Washington Consensus policies can be illustrated by reference 
to the fact that seven out of every ten new jobs were created in the 
informal sector, the salary gap between skilled and unskilled workers 
widened, and there was an rise in the number of workers who did not 
have contracts, or social security coverage –over 50%–, and did not 
belong to a trade union. Once again, it is women who suffer the most 
precarious working conditions since, in addition to the factors listed 
above, gender discrimination is clearly evident in female unemployment 
rates, the kinds of jobs women do, their greater share of the informal labor 
market, and the wage gap. Women’s employment in domestic service 
has dropped slightly, while increasing in sectors such as agriculture and 
commerce; but in general, women form the main bulk of unpaid family 
workers (Grynspan, 2003).

Possible explanations for this process of feminization of the labor market 
can be summarized as follows: a) the increase in international trade in 
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goods and services, as well as multinationals’ share of investments in 
most countries, have resulted in an increased demand for low–cost female 
labor; b) both trade and investments are oriented towards economies 
with low labor costs, and women meet this requirement; c) given the 
incipient nature of industrialization in many developing countries, the 
costs generated by the labor rights recognized in industrialized countries 
can be avoided, and moreover, women demand such rights to a lesser 
extent; d) the technological revolution based on microelectronics has 
allowed a whole range of new labor arrangements to be developed, 
which women accept; e) adjustment policies have brought about radical 
changes in labor markets and eroded labor rights and collective labor 
action, which men tend to not abandon; f) welfare systems have lost 
legitimacy and social security coverage, which never reached large 
sectors of women workers, has been privatized (Standing, 1999). The 
obvious conclusion is that during the period in which the Washington 
Consensus was implemented women entered the Latin American labor 
market in massive numbers on account of their greater capacity than 
men to adjust to the poor labor conditions on offer.

4.	 A new development agenda. And gender?

After several decades of frustration, an interesting debate on a new 
development agenda has opened up in Latin America. Due recognition 
is given to the new global scenarios, product of a globalized world, 
but the focus is shifting to the internal realities of our countries and 
regions in order to discover how to mobilize all their resources in 
such a way as to tackle the economic gap between them and other 
developing regions, to identify sustainable solutions for their profound 
social inequalities, and to find the road to making a successful niche 
for themselves in world markets and, what is more, to becoming a true 
«global actor» (Carnegie Council, 2005).

It is increasingly evident that this is not just an academic debate. 
Multilateral organizations, so involved in the Washington Consensus 
recipe, are beginning to recognize that they were excessive in pushing 
the reforms and that a single recipe not only does not exist, but 
moreover should not exist, as they once claimed, as evidenced by its 
widely–recognized poor success rate. In the face of these realities, a 
new course must be charted on at least two fronts: public policies and 
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the responsibilities of the private sector; at this point the only things 
that are clear are that there is no going back to the old industrialization 
model, because these are different times, and neither can countries 
continue to implement the reforms that proved to be so deficient 
(United Nations, 2005). A space for creativity thinking has opened up; 
let us learn from the past without making the same mistakes, while at 
the same time preserving the positive aspects of past public policies 
(López, 2005).

The great challenge Latin American women must meet is to win 
recognition for gender as a key analytical variable in the new theoretical 
developments taking place in academic spheres and multilateral 
organizations. Although this valuable and timely discussion has not 
yet permeated the strategies promoted by the international financial 
institutions, nor the thinking of many government economic teams, it 
is to be hoped that in the near future it will definitely shape the public 
policies that will determine a new way forward for the region. 

Despite the great changes that women have experienced in terms of their 
mass entry into the public sphere in recent decades, today’s diagnosis 
is very similar to that made after the lost decade. In 1992 it was claimed 
that: «In recent years, the process of women’s insertion in Latin America’s 
economic and social life has accelerated. In the 1980s in particular, 
with the intensification of the debate on «women and development», 
a significant breakthrough was made in terms of what is known about 
the reality of women’s lives, thus substantially increasing the number 
of projects aimed at improving women’s status. Similarly, a series of 
economic and social circumstances in the region prompted important 
numbers of the female population to enter the labor market. However, 
in both academic and political spheres a deep dissatisfaction can be 
clearly identified. Objectively, the goal of achieving the definitive and 
irreversible inclusion of women in development under equal conditions 
to men’s has not been fulfilled.» (López and Pollack, 1992).

At that time, an issue was becoming visible that is central and totally 
relevant to the current debate on development: «(…) the middle classes 
and poor women in particular, did not see their efforts in the productive 
sphere being rewarded with higher levels of income and greater power, 
either within the family or in society as a whole. The significance of this 
conclusion transcends the problem of Latin American women’s current 
condition, and has implications for the very essence of Latin America’s 
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development model. One of equity’s cornerstones –equal opportunities 
for men and women alike to secure their welfare and individual positions 
and possessions– has not been achieved, despite the efforts made.» 
(López and Pollack, 1992). The central issue here is the development 
model, and this is the starting point in the current debate on the new 
path that the Latin America development model should follow. 

In order to introduce gender into the present search for new economic 
and social solutions for Latin America, women now have the benefit of 
the contribution to knowledge made by feminist economics. As Lourdes 
Benería rightly claims, over the past 30 years feminist studies have had an 
indisputable impact on different disciplines, raising many questions that 
are seen as uncomfortable or problematic, misplaced or risky (Benería, 
2003). She also recognizes that the influence of feminism on economic 
analysis grew steadily in the 1970s and 1980s and especially after the 
early 1990s. Two of the many critiques of orthodox economics –so trendy 
of late– clearly should be introduced into the current debates. 

In the first place, the cost for women of ignoring the care economy, while 
at the same time overestimating the efficiency of economic policies, as 
happened in the evaluation of structural adjustment processes. As Diane 
Elson points out, the transference of market costs to the household 
turned the unpaid economy into the «balancing factor», defined as the 
capacity of poor women in particular to cushion the impact of stabilization 
programs by increasing their workload and performing miracles with 
reduced budgets (Elson, 2003). In the second place, conclusions from 
research on this issue hold that economic theory and policy are not 
neutral in relation to gender and other social variables. If, for instance, the 
budget allocated to childcare is cut in order to reduce the fiscal deficit, 
women’s chances of entering the paid labor market are restricted, which 
means that this decision is not gender–neutral. As Lourdes Benería 
(2003) has shown, this is what happened in Brazil.

In the search for new development paradigms that admit as many models 
as countries exist, feminist economics mention several elements that can 
make important contributions to tackling unresolved issues which must 
be addressed without further delay (Benería, 2003). What happened with 
women during the period of adjustment and the implementation of the 
Washington Consensus indicates that the new formulation of economic 
policies should analyze –preferably prior to their application– who will 
be the winners and losers in these processes. 
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In other words, as Cagatay and Elson state, the most important thing 
is to recognize not only how economic policies impact on people, but 
what the social content of these policies is (Elson and Cagatay, 2003). 
Furthermore, if poverty and inequality –which far from being resolved 
are becoming more extreme– become the real priorities of economic 
performance, this should be a starting point that can be grounded 
in the analyses conducted by feminist economists. Likewise, the 
experience of recent decades reveals that adjustment processes have 
hidden costs, which, if not explored, will prevent progress towards 
the goals of justice and equity. Some of these costs, which are today 
acknowledged and which hinder the advance of Latin American 
countries are: the deterioration of infrastructure, high school drop–out 
rates, environmental degradation, and others, such as the increased 
domestic workload, which once again puts the need to consider gender 
as an analytical variable at the top of the list.

As many women economists have signaled, one of the objectives of 
macroeconomic models should be the acknowledgement of the relation 
between productive and reproductive activities. Benería rightly points 
out that as a result of the effects of adjustment a series of observations 
could be made: the increasing importance of women’s income–
generating activities as men’s income started to lose relative weight; 
the intensification of domestic work when family income levels drops; 
the difficulties women face in entering the labor market due to family 
responsibilities; and the effects of budgetary cuts and the privatization 
of social services on time use.

In addition to the above, orthodox economics’ premises have been 
strongly criticized because of the emphasis they place on markets 
without understanding how these work. The meso– and micro–levels 
are essential in the analysis in order to prove that the assumption of 
the individual as a maximizing agent does not work among the poor, 
and in general, among women, whose scope of action is restricted by 
still prevailing patriarchal values. These reflections have led feminist 
economists to claim that neoclassical theory is simply an inadequate 
tool for the analysis and description of development policies (Benería, 
2003).

When the Washington Consensus that defended these theories enters 
into crisis, a great opportunity opens up for gender considerations to 
come and take their place within the new conceptions of development, 
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and therefore, in new public policies. Nevertheless, this is precisely the 
debate that is lacking, the analyses needed to solve the huge problems 
of poverty and inequality and to reach the high level of sustainable 
growth the region requires.

The moment could not be more fitting. Latin America is not undergoing a 
crisis in its economic growth indicators, which allows time for reflection 
on a future that is still unclear. Nevertheless, the persistence of high 
poverty rates, the worrying levels of income concentration and the 
critical labor situation demand a reflection on the kind of development 
that has been followed by the region.

When analyzing the last decade, one may easily reach the conclusion, 
as has already been mentioned, that the economic dynamics followed 
by the region up to now are «stop and go». During the early 1990s, 
when economies opened up in Latin America and market reforms 
were initiated in many countries, high levels of growth were recorded 
–an average of 3.7% per annum between 1990 and 1997. Following 
this came what ECLAC called «the lost five–year period», between 
1998–2003, with an average annual growth rate of 1%, and another 
five–year period when average income per capita in the region dropped. 
(CAF–Andean Development Corporation, 2005; ECLAC, 2003). Despite 
once again being in a phase of moderate expansion, there are serious 
doubts about the future evolution of this growth model, under which 
the region will never manage to become an economic miracle like that 
of China or India. 

5. Pillars of a new proposal

Taking the above reflections as a starting point, an attempt must be 
made to outline an analytical process that is beginning to take shape, 
and highlight the additional elements that are beginning to emerge as 
common to several of the international debates that are taking place.1 
Three are worth mentioning. There seems to be consensus on the 
need for a macroeconomic management that goes beyond stability 
understood only in terms of low inflation and reduction of fiscal deficits, 

1 ECLAC–IMF–World Bank meeting, CAF, Santiago, Chile, 30 May 2005; Debate in 
CAF, 22 July 2005.
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and that includes growth and employment as priority objectives, and 
on once again reviving the need for productive policies, recognizing 
that knowledge is the key to the new rural and industrial strategies, 
among others. Likewise, the limited concept governing social strategy 
in recent years, in which safety nets absorbed most of the policies in 
this field, should be reviewed. These approaches appear to center on 
three pillars: the Macro Pillar, the Productive Pillar and the Social Pillar 
(Carnegie Council, 2005). The challenge lies in inserting gender as a 
variable in each of these pillars.

The Macro Pillar. The prevailing economic model contributed to the 
stabilization of relevant economic indicators. Its big failure, however, 
was its incapacity to generate permanent and well paid jobs, in order to 
promote the deep transformations required by these economies, and 
particularly to reduce the human development deficits in this region 
(Carnegie Council, 2005). Several Latin American economists recognize 
that new macroeconomic strategies are required to guarantee the very 
thing that was not achieved when their objectives focused solely on 
keeping inflation and fiscal deficits under control. In other words: a path 
of high and sustainable growth that leads not only to human development 
but also to social development by creating real decent work opportunities, 
while mobilizing all the resources in the country, developing productive 
sectors, reducing poverty and reducing the economic and social inequality 
characteristic of these societies. It is an attempt to redefine the concept of 
macroeconomic stability in order to include the following objectives for the 
Ministries of Finance, Central Banks and Ministries of Planning, wherever 
they still exist: sustained growth, full utilization of human resources, 
dynamic development and adaptability of the productive sector, and a 
reduction of financial markets’ volatility (Frenkel, 2003).

The range of goals for the institutions responsible for economic policy is 
widened, encompassing the following tasks: to maximize employment, 
to maintain stability, to avoid external crises and to control inflation so as 
to be compatible with long–term growth. Unlike the previous economic 
policy model, each country must identify the strategies and the policy 
tools that should be used in this new definition of macroeconomic 
policy. These policies will vary accordingly in each country, as will the 
institutions needed for their implementation. 

Despite acknowledging the above, Frenkel makes the following 
recommendations, also proposed by economists such as José Antonio 
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Ocampo and Ricardo French–Davis: it is essential to use anti–cyclical 
monetary and fiscal policies, because in times of low growth the 
objective of macroeconomic policy should be to stimulate the economy. 
Monetary policy cannot be limited to reducing inflation, but should 
focus simultaneously on maintaining a competitive real exchange 
rate and interest rates that contribute to growth and reduce inflation. 
However, they should also be part of a development agenda that will 
contribute to the economy’s structural transformation and to social 
policy objectives. 

In this new macroeconomics, Frenkel assigns particular importance to 
the exchange rate because, in his own words, it determines the level 
of economic activity and employment in the short–term, investment 
incentives in tradable sectors and, as a result of investment, long–term 
growth, the creation of employment and industrial development will be 
achieved (Frenkel, 2003). He notes that the appreciation of exchange 
rates reduces exports, stimulates imports and increases the current 
account deficit. 

None of these approaches makes headway in terms of the need to 
recognize that macroeconomics is not gender–neutral. Somehow, 
the assumption that men and women are equal is still present, and 
that if any differences do exist, macroeconomics cannot make any 
such distinction. Ingrid Palmer claims that it is assumed that women’s 
particular problems should be addressed by social policy (Palmer, 
1998). But feminist economics have moved forward in this field and their 
analysis must be introduced into this new macro–pillar. Two arguments 
emerge from recent works which challenge the traditional vision and 
affirm that macroeconomic policies have a gender–biased impact and 
that gender inequalities at micro and meso levels have macroeconomic 
implications (Cagatay, 1998). The pending task for macroeconomists is 
to quantitatively identify these two phenomena and provide empirical 
information that would allow solidly grounded arguments to permeate the 
sphere of those macroeconomists who often scorn these arguments. 

As a basis for this new type of analysis that can generate major changes 
in economic policy, new gendered approaches must be adopted that 
should emerge from three main proposals (Cagatay, Elson and Grown, 
1995): A) Institutions transmit gender biases and the market, being a 
socially constructed institution, also mirrors and strengthens gender 
inequalities. B) The cost of reproduction and maintenance of the work 
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force in a society will remain invisible as long as what are considered 
economic activities do not include unpaid reproductive work. Therefore, 
unpaid work needs to be made visible and the economic meaning 
of labor should be redefined in order to include unpaid reproductive 
work. C) Gender relationships play an important role in the division of 
labor, distribution of work, income, wealth and productive inputs, with 
significant macroeconomic implications. 

The productive pillar. One of the major changes envisaged in the new 
development agenda relates to recognizing that macroeconomic 
stability is not enough to stimulate production and, therefore, sectoral 
policies are once again required. In fact, this is about Latin America 
making a commitment to a true productive transformation that would 
change the region’s production structure in order to achieve the 
kind of production demanded by the rich (Hausmann, 2006). While 
Latin American countries continue focusing on the revenues from 
natural resources and basic goods, other developing economies are 
permanently making structural changes that introduce more and more 
elements deriving from knowledge and learning, as in the case of China, 
India, Korea, Ireland and Singapore (Cimoli, 2005). This explains their 
success not only in terms of high and sustained growth, but also in 
reducing poverty and inequality. Ricardo French–Davis recently argued 
that Chile would only be able to reduce its high inequality levels by 
achieving a productive transformation that creates stable decent work, 
that is well–remunerated and includes social protection frameworks. 
It is therefore accepted, even in Chile –which is seen as a successful 
model–, that the kind of employment resulting in a system based on 
the exploitation of natural resources can reduce poverty levels, but 
that, given the precarious nature of the jobs created, it does not have 
a positive influence on the concentration of income that characterizes 
all Latin American economies (French–Davis, 2006). 

Even those who believe that Latin American growth reactivation 
should follow the premises of the Washington Consensus include as 
an innovative element explicit policies to reactivate production, both 
urban and rural (CAF, 2005). Other authors go further and claim that 
not only are productive policies necessary but also new institutions, 
such as Development banks to re–orient and dynamize production in 
Latin America (Cimoli, 2005). It could be said that the productive pillar 
enjoys perhaps the highest level of consensus among orthodox and 
unorthodox economists when defining a new path to growth. 
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According to Cimoli, this pillar’s key objectives should be:

To fully utilize a country’s resources, especially its human resources.
To support investment in technology and innovation in order to 
achieve long–term advances in productivity and in the increase 
of industrial production. Once again, women do not constitute the 
target population of these strategies. 
To develop markets, including domestic and regional ones, to benefit 
from the economies of scale. 
To build linkages between the domestic and industrial sectors, and 
to promote the dissemination of knowledge. 
To raise the training profile of the work force, aim at a greater 
accumulation of human capital, and improve the generation and 
use of training and knowledge. 

International trade and financial liberalization will not transform per se 
the productive structure in such a way that it contributes to growth, 
development and equity. What can be observed is that liberalization 
can reinforce the existing structures that impede development; hence 
a broader agenda is required (Carnegie Council, 2005). Probably one 
of the strongest arguments states that depending exclusively on the 
demand for exports within the global production chain can be a trap for 
less developed countries if they specialize in activities with little added 
value (Carnegie Council, 2005). This is the typical case of sweatshops, 
of those industries that offer raw materials for transnational production 
and assembly–line work, or offer raw materials or intermediate products 
in activities with little national content. It is thus clear that links with 
national production are required, so as to benefit the country in terms 
of revenue and employment. 

It must be acknowledged that isolated cases of modernity exist in Latin 
America alongside large informal sectors which in practice increasingly 
absorb more of the work force in precarious conditions (ILO, 2003). 
Therefore, it is argued that a dual approach is required: strengthening 
the relation between economic growth and creation of formal work, 
and introducing interventions aimed at increasing the productivity of 
informal activities (Carnegie Council, 2005). The mechanisms identified 
to carry out this two–fold task include, among others:

Fiscal tools, such as tax deductions, tax credits, subsidies and 
provision of public goods. 
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A horizontal structure that stimulates production in general and a 
vertical structure that focuses its actions on sectors identified as 
having a high potential for development. 
A specific strategy for the rural sector which addresses trade policy, 
access to markets, finance, rural infrastructure, technology, land 
ownership and the distribution of assets. Diversification of agricultural 
production should be sought, while considering the promotion of off–
farm activities that generate higher income levels in other latitudes. 

In order to prevent the implementation of the above–mentioned 
elements from turning into merely regressive subsidies, it is essential 
that the productive sector avoid being rent–seekers; in other words, it 
should not simply receive benefits without due counter–compensation 
in terms of decent work. Thus, this support is only justified if the 
private sector shares profits and losses with the State, depending 
on the economy’s behavior. In addition, financial sector support is 
indispensable for securing low cost credit availability, a commercial 
strategy that combines the opportunities offered by foreign and 
domestic markets and, as a key element, incentives for the adoption 
and development of technologies and innovations in line with the 
characteristics of the country’s productive structure. One of the most 
interesting recommendations in this field is the establishment of funds 
for innovative science and technology with the support of contributions 
from the public sector and the mobilization of private sector resources 
(Carnegie Council, 2005). 

Once again, the gender dimension has been ignored in this productive 
pillar. Obviously, the proposals set out with respect to the macro pillar 
are also applicable to the productive pillar. However, it is necessary to 
propose additional elements to achieve productive transformation with 
a gender dimension. With regard to the full utilization of the country’s 
resources, and its human resources in particular, it should be noted that 
it is women who require most attention. The great effort made by Latin 
American women to educate themselves, which has meant that in many 
countries their average education level is even higher than men’s, does 
not find an adequate response in the labor market. Women have higher 
unemployment levels; lower salaries regardless of having equal levels 
of education; and they are mainly concentrated in the informal sectors. 
A clear strategy that eliminates labor discrimination is a fundamental 
part of the productive pillar, which as a consequence will benefit other 
population groups subjected to unjust labor practices. Additionally, 
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social investments that make women’s productive lives easier should 
be promoted. Labor legislation that does not concentrate reproduction 
costs on women is a vital element to foster their incorporation into the 
economy’s formal sectors. 

Moreover, there is no clear interest in improving the profile of the female 
work force. In many State–run training centers in many countries, the 
courses for women that still prevail are those reinforcing their domestic 
roles or the production of poorly remunerated goods and services. 
To begin with, in this field there should be a will to train those women 
working in the informal sector, or in formal sectors that are low–placed 
on the occupational scale. This will only be achieved when gender 
equity in the labor market is recognized as a critical element for 
increasing competitiveness and reduce poverty and inequality. 

It is most important that women are not marginalized from innovation and 
technical development policies, making these compatible with women’s 
other roles, which in addition society must recognize as appropriate for 
both sexes. Promoting training for women in the areas of science and 
technology is a fundamental step towards preventing them from being 
marginalized from the best employment opportunities. In order to meet 
the demand for skilled labor resulting from the changes in the productive 
system, emergency plans need to be promoted under which companies 
begin to provide training for their employees. Close monitoring will be 
essential to ensure that women are not excluded from these plans, and 
their possibilities reduced to lower positions and low pay. 

When proposing incentives for the new sectors, strategies must be 
designed that will prevent women from being excluded. With respect 
to tax deductions, tax credits, subsidies and the provision of public 
goods, it is essential to have a good grasp of the gender dimension 
of fiscal policy, an innovative area for exploration (López et al., 2004). 
Likewise, sectoral productive policies require knowledge regarding the 
diverse ways in which women are inserted in each of them, in order to 
design adequate incentives. 

If distribution is a goal, then it is necessary to include gender dimensions 
in property rights and income generation; changes in the division of 
labor –in both remunerated and unremunerated production; education 
and training programs that prepare women for technological changes, 
as already mentioned; and the creation of networks that enable 
negotiation around all these points (Benería, 2003).
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The social pillar. Latin America has been famous for its high poverty 
levels and the high concentration of income. For these reasons, one 
of the areas that demand a deeper reflection is undoubtedly the area 
of social policies. During the decade of the nineties, social spending 
in Latin America grew significantly, and somehow these fiscal efforts 
contributed to elevate human development indicators in the region. 
Most Latin American countries are situated in the medium–scale of 
human development, 0.777 over 1 (UNDP, 2004). Nevertheless, the 
results in terms of social development have been frustrating. According 
to recent ECLAC data, in 2002 44% of the population in Latin America 
was living in poverty, and 19.4% was living in extreme poverty, a very 
similar situation to that observed in 1980 (ECLAC, 2003).

Moreover, the region is known to be the most unequal region on the planet. 
The Gini Index increased in most countries between 1990 and 1999, 
from 0.536 to 0.556 (CAF, 2005). Undoubtedly, there are certain areas in 
which the efficiency and efficacy of these efforts clearly need revising, but 
in general, the answers to the low impact achieved in terms of reducing 
poverty and diminishing inequality –a painful feature of this region– can 
be found in the economic policy. Slow growth, labor precariousness, 
macroeconomic instability, and fiscal limitations of the adjustment 
programs, eroded the gains made by social policy (Ocampo, 2005). 

The previous considerations show that the debate on development is fast 
moving towards recognition of the fact that social policy should expand 
beyond the reduced sphere of safety nets, towards acknowledgement 
of the fact that these policies are an essential component of coherent 
development strategies. Their importance is therefore on a par with 
that of a new macroeconomic approach and productive policy, not 
only in order to succeed in reducing poverty but to reach the ideal 
of a more equitable society. Only coherent action involving the three 
pillars –macro, productive and social– can fulfill the objectives that are 
currently indispensable for achieving decent work and sustained growth 
(Carnegie Council, 2005). 

Given the characteristics of current growth, people are once again 
identified as societies’ most important resource, as their most important 
source of wealth. Yet it is also recognized that developing those valuable 
human resources is complex. Production and reproduction of human 
beings require a substantive income, most of which comes from 
employment, substantive amounts of unremunerated care economy 
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–underestimated until now–, access to education and health services, 
social protection and respect for human rights. Without this kind of 
investment, long–term growth, as well as the very development of 
societies, may be compromised. 

Some of the proposals aimed at renewing growth have pointed out three 
essential elements for a new social strategy, still defined in traditional 
terms, without taking into account the links between the three pillars 
–macro, productive and social. Its main elements would appear to be 
creation of opportunities, long–term policies, and safety nets (CAF, 
2005).

The creation of opportunities to improve the quality of life of the least 
fortunate segments of the population: real access to productive assets, 
such as credit, land, infrastructure, formation and training of human 
capital and social capital, and entrepreneurial responsibility, not just 
philanthropy. 

Long–term policies to contribute to improving living standards and 
increasing productivity: access to, quality and adequate funding for 
education; health, coverage and quality services. 

Safety nets to reduce the vulnerability of the poor to economic shocks 
and natural or political disasters. Their main components would be 
anti–cyclical social spending, focalized transferences, temporary 
employment programs and unemployment benefits. 

Women can benefit the most from a social pillar that does not focus 
on compensatory measures alone, but rather prioritizes long–term 
outreach policies, particularly those strategies that break with the 
poverty cycle. However, this will be an arduous task, since it implies a 
profound revision of education policy, health systems, social security 
and housing policy, among others, which have never recognized 
women’s specific demands or which reproduce patriarchal values that 
restrict their insertion in traditionally male sectors. 

Nowadays, Latin American women are more educated, they have 
better health levels and higher life expectancy, and yet they have fewer 
opportunities than men, they shoulder heavier burdens and, in general, 
they are far from reaching the ideal of gender–equitable societies. 
Part of the problem lies in the tendency of many of these strategies 
to reproduce old social organization paradigms that limit women’s 
possibilities. For instance, education in so–called feminine disciplines 
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and limited participation in science and technology; social security 
systems such as pension funds that fail to recognize that women 
are concentrated in unstable, low–paid jobs, have longer lives, and 
as a result are unable to generate a pension with their contributions 
alone. Therefore, social policy with a gender dimension implies radical 
changes in all the strategies in the diverse areas that make up this field 
of action, as well as major efforts to recognize women’s specificities, 
their unpaid work and their multiple roles in the worlds of production 
and reproduction. It is about bringing about change in the values and 
regulations that prevail and that are characteristic of a patriarchal 
society. 

Nevertheless, there is increasing recognition that poverty and income 
concentration are the greatest obstacles to traditional social policies 
on education and health obtaining the desired results. Therefore, 
social strategy should begin by committing the three pillars –macro, 
productive and social– to reducing the percentage of the population 
living below the poverty line and to achieving a fairer distribution of 
public policy benefits and costs. In order to achieve this transversal 
effort, which has equity as its priority, it is necessary to move forward 
in terms of what may be called a «Social Transformation», which goes 
beyond social policy and responds to the much–needed «Productive 
Transformation» demanded by the region (López, 2006).

6. Transformations with gender dimensions 

The main conclusion to be drawn from recent experience in development 
in Latin America is that simple formulas do not work and that a broad 
development agenda is required, demanding clear coordination among 
the different public policies and the commitment of all social actors to 
this approach (López, 2006). All the spheres –macro, productive and 
social– demand significant changes, and the labor market, where all 
these spheres converge, demands a new approach. It is more and 
more frequently acknowledged that the region must commit itself to 
the so–called «Productive Transformation» that includes, as has already 
been mentioned, the elements considered in the pillars described 
above, in addition to many others. In order to prevent women from being 
marginalized from these processes of change, suggestions have been 
made in relation to each of the pillars described as to how to advance 
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towards a «Productive Transformation» with a gender dimension. But 
this analysis is only just beginning, and the ideas set forth here are 
merely a starting point from which to advance in the pending debate 
on present and future development in Latin America. 

However, it is clear that if democracy is to survive and become stronger, 
the true «Latin American miracle» has to be to stop being the most 
unequal region on the planet. With respect to this major challenge 
facing the region it is necessary to start by acknowledging that the 
social characteristics of a country are the product of political decisions, 
rather than of only economic management or social strategies alone. 
More than that is required, more than sustained high growth rates, more 
than just adequate insertion in the international market, more than just 
becoming a real player in the globalized world. Therefore, to engage 
in a process of productive transformation the social transformation 
must be constructed that can replace once and for all the trickle–down 
effect: first comes growth, which later on will reach those who need 
it the most. 

At least three basic elements are needed to build a social transformation 
that acknowledges productive transformation as necessary but not 
sufficient. First, politics defined as the space where the differences 
within society are resolved, since it is society that decides who receives 
the benefits deriving from a country’s development. It was believed that 
democracy would resolve the historical concentration of benefits, but 
a decade later it is recognized that, far from improving, the indicators 
in these fields –such as income concentration– have worsened, not 
to mention corruption, which has acquired a globalized nature. The 
main transformations that have taken place in Latin America have 
been unable to change the structures of power, there is no greater 
transparency in the management of public resources, and there is no 
improvement in the distribution of the benefits of growth. In order to 
reach social transformation, political decision is essential to eliminate 
the barriers that prevent vulnerable sectors and the middle classes 
from accessing productive assets, opportunities for progress and the 
benefits deriving from public policies. 

Notwithstanding the importance of Michelle Bachelet’s election as 
President of Chile –a reality that will undoubtedly open up new paths 
for women in the region– politics is the space that Latin American 
women have been least successful in conquering. Nowadays, their 
low levels of participation in political power spheres are recognized 
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as part of the democratic deficit. Overcoming this obstacle will be the 
key to achieving a true social transformation in the region. As long as 
women do not have a part in the important decisions regarding how 
society works, they will have little impact on the distribution of the 
benefits deriving from development. Norms enforcing their participation 
in the decision–making bodies of political parties will be essential, but 
nothing will suffice if patriarchal values prevail, and women continue 
to reject power. 

In the second place, social strategies must be redefined in order to 
orient them towards the construction of human and social capital, while 
considering the need to offer protection networks so as to reduce the 
vulnerability levels of the poorest. One innovative and little explored 
element concerns the imperative of establishing the economic content 
of social policies, since two elements closely linked to equity are today 
identified as crucial: productivity as the only real way to win a space in 
the world markets, and the reduction of social conflicts that will enable the 
State to implement appropriate macroeconomic policies. The concept of 
public goods, access to which cannot be restricted for anybody, should 
be an action guideline, as well as the return to traditional policies in 
which three principles must take priority: universality, progression and 
solidarity. In short, it is necessary to rethink equity in accordance with 
the demands of the world economy and the requirements for greater 
stability (López, 2006).

The presence of gender–sensitive women in high positions within 
the institutions that implement social policies is an important factor in 
ensuring that these very policies respond to women’s specificities. 

In the third place, macroeconomic policy should recognize ex ante its 
social content and prioritize those policies with positive social impact, 
while also identifying their negative effects. In addition to the commitment 
to high and sustainable growth, the essential element should be the 
creation of decent work. It is not only about achieving productivity and 
competitiveness. Its starting point should be acceptance of the fact 
that macroeconomic policy is not neutral in social terms; in this area 
there are more questions than answers, and it is therefore a field open 
for empirical work. Acknowledging the existence and value of the care 
economy will be a vital step towards designing macroeconomic policies 
that contribute to a true social transformation by including an essential 
part of women’s activities.
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In the new scenario that Latin American societies are facing, all citizens 
must be the objects of social transformation policies, women and men 
alike, and these policies should respond to their economic, social and 
political rights. On account of the deeply disadvantageous position 
women are in, they should be given priority attention. Likewise, the role 
of the State is indispensable –and this is one of the most important 
things admitted even by orthodox economists who once proclaimed 
the minimalist State– but supported by the other stakeholders in 
development: civil society, the private sector, multinational corporations 
and members of parliament (López, 2003). This objective can only 
be fulfilled by coordinating all public policies and all the efforts of the 
productive sector to reach the goals of a less poor, more just and 
equitable society. In short, social transformation is much more than 
social policy, crosscutting all strategies in all areas, economic and 
productive, with the aim of achieving equity and social justice. 

Labor Market. The behavior of the labor market is probably the area 
that requires most analysis in the pursuit of gender equity. A possible 
starting point is the recognition of its current trends: a greater tendency 
to unemployment; serious deterioration in the quality of employment; 
the privatization of the employment structure; and an interruption in the 
homogenization of the social structure, as a result of the combination of 
public policies implemented in recent decades (Tokman, 2001). 

In the 1990s, unemployment reached levels never seen before in Latin 
America, the average rate exceeding 10% (CAF, 2005). This behavior 
can partly be explained by the difficulty of hiring personnel during the 
short periods of expansion and by the ease with which workers are fired 
during periods of economic recession. In general, today there are more 
unemployed with less protection, and if open unemployment rates have 
not risen higher it is because the «insufficient» creation of productive 
employment has been «hidden» by the informalization, outsourcing, 
and precarization of employment. The new forms of employment are 
characterized by being low–paid, highly unstable, unprotected jobs 
with low productivity. This already existing trend has been reinforced 
by recent labor reforms that endorse atypical forms of contracting and 
workers without contracts (Tokman, 2001).

For its part, the government has stopped hiring staff and during the 1990s 
all new jobs created were in the private sector, in both large companies 
and micro–enterprises. Therefore, it must be clearly acknowledged 
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that responsibility for the creation of employment has been transferred 
to entrepreneurs, whether large, medium or small. As far as minimum 
wages are concerned, they do not currently reach the levels they were 
at two decades ago, a fact that has a negative impact on the distribution 
of income and results in the middle classes’ loss of participation thanks 
to focalized spending policies that concentrate on the poorest sectors 
(Tokman, 2001).

As previously mentioned, the implementation of the Washington 
Consensus policies and their social costs led to a significant increase 
in Latin American women’s labor participation rates. This effort has 
not necessarily resulted in more welfare for women; on the contrary, 
they have had to bear higher unemployment, precarious jobs and 
a heavier burden in the sphere of the care economy for which they 
are still responsible. Moreover, there has been little analysis of the 
consequences that the cutbacks in State employment have had on 
women. Several studies show that in many countries the State has been 
a better employer for women, and that they have been less discriminated 
against in this sphere (Abadía, 2005). Due to the reduction in this kind 
of work for women, and the fact that they are concentrated in private 
sector employment or on the whole in informal jobs, the net balance will 
be negative. This is one of the areas where the debate is pending. 

The new approaches to development include acceptance of the fact 
that there are four fundamental points of consensus for designing 
employment–generating policies (Tokman, 2001), which need to be 
analyzed from a gender equity perspective: 

Productive employment depends on economic growth, closely linked 
to savings and investment. As has already been stated, the design of 
economic policies should take on board the considerations offered 
earlier with reference to the management of macroeconomics, which 
show that such policies are not gender–neutral. 
The responsibility for employment generation falls on the private 
sector. The State should foster an enabling atmosphere in terms of 
a healthy economic policy and adequate stimuli. A clear strategy will 
be needed to prevent discrimination against women in this sector 
with respect to salary and glass ceilings that prevent their moving 
up the labor ladder. 
Neither growth nor healthy macroeconomic policies are sufficient 
to create employment. Also required are sectoral policies, local 
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policies and attention to the size of enterprises. This premise is key 
in the case of female labor. Explicit strategies that promote adequate 
employment for women are needed. 
Investing in people requires acknowledging crucial changes, such 
as the necessary relation between enterprises and labor supply in 
order to identify labor demand needs. If the specificities of female 
labor are not recognized, women may end up excluded. 
Focalization, that is to say, specific efforts aimed at vulnerable 
sectors. Women should not continue to be considered a vulnerable 
sector, because they represent over half the population. It is clear 
that given their dual role in the care economy and the market 
economy, specific strategies should be designed so as not to 
overburden their work in both sectors. 

Surprisingly, the most widely adopted policies designed to address the 
employment problem not only contain a great number of gray areas, 
in that it is not sufficiently clear what their results are, but completely 
ignore the differences presented by men and women in the labor 
market. It is surprising that one of these policies –flexibilization of the 
labor market, the starting point of which is the consideration that salaries 
are a cost that must be reduced to increase the number of jobs– does 
not analyze the situation of women who have adapted better than men 
to this new labor feature. 

The second gray area concerns the quality of employment and basically 
relates to the informal sector. Once again, the difficult situation of female 
labor is ignored. The third gray area relates to the conventional policies 
applied in economic and social areas and in job creation; it is common 
knowledge that they do not benefit women, but this fact apparently 
does not bother conventional analysts. However, they have accepted 
that it is unclear whether the former recipes will be efficient given the 
new circumstances (Tokman, 2001). If this holds true for men, it is even 
more so in the case of female employment. Once again, this is part of 
the pending debate. 

7. Latin America in transition

While the debate on Latin American development is moving forward 
in several academic forums, and even within the analytical circles of 
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the international institutions, the economic policies being implemented 
in the region are sticking to the orthodox line laid down under the 
Washington Consensus, albeit with variations in some countries. Some 
factors explaining the persistence of these formulas despite their being 
subject to strong criticism as regards their results are: the high levels of 
indebtedness that mean that access to the international financial market 
is strongly dependent on these organizations’ approval; the conviction 
that foreign investment and exports promote economic growth; the 
disdain shown for non–exportable products’ contribution to growth; 
the operational rigidity of the multilateral banks that refuse to change 
their criteria; and the continuing presence of neo–liberal economists in 
government administrations. Another factor contributing to this situation 
is the lack of consensus in the region, not on an alternative model –which 
would be met by strong opposition due to the failure of the notion of a 
single recipe– but on which should be the basic pillars that accept the 
positive elements but reject the negative aspects of the recipes applied. 
The most desirable outcome will be for there to be as many development 
models as there are countries, as Dani Rodrik states. 

However, a careful look at the current economic strategies of several 
countries reveals that Latin America is currently undergoing a kind 
of transition. Many countries continue to implement the Washington 
Consensus, plus additional strategies aimed at minimizing its social 
costs –for instance, the Washington Consensus +10–, while others try 
to use the small margin of liberty they enjoy to introduce modifications 
that enable them to give priority to growth over stability and to national 
demands. The sub–region in which this kind of transition in economic 
management is clearer is probably the Southern Cone (López, 2003). 
Brazil first started this process, but undoubtedly Argentina is the country 
that confronted the IMF most strongly in order to solve its debt problem. 
Even Chile, the most successful country in Latin America, is reviewing 
its priorities, and the concentration of income has been an issue of great 
concern to the ex–President Lagos and to President Bachelet, who 
promoted these issues in her presidential campaign (Lagos, 2005).

Social unrest, persistent poverty, the situation of marginalized groups, 
the concentration of wealth, income and privileges, and their connection 
with the low credibility of political systems in the eyes of the population, 
start to gather momentum and bring pressure to bear for strategies that 
review the priorities of the Washington Consensus. In turn, recognition 
of the importance of creating decent work, as it is termed by the ILO, 
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has allowed detection of the critical situation affecting Latin American 
women, who have not yet managed to recover from the costs of 
adjustment. 

All of the above, added to women’s low levels of political representation, 
with the honorable exception of the President of Chile, several 
presidential candidates, and successful senators in various countries, 
have put the issue of gender and political power up front. As long as 
these winds of change are harnessed and there is pressure to reach 
agreements with the multilateral institutions that are more connected to 
people’s needs and an equitable representation of women in politics, 
the transition process towards a new approach to development will be 
consolidated. This is undoubtedly an emerging phenomenon which 
nonetheless opens up great opportunities to introduce innovative 
concepts in public strategies which have been ignored by the orthodox 
model followed to the letter in recent decades. This is the perfect 
opportunity to take into account the gender perspective in this search 
for new directions in the future of Latin American development. 

8. Closing Remarks 

Latin American women, and particularly feminist economists, face a 
great challenge: to use the window of opportunity that has opened up 
in the search for new development formulas for the region that has 
resulted from the deep dissatisfaction with recipes that were regarded 
as the salvation and that did not fulfill their promises of growth and 
equity. They cannot be left out of the productive transformation and the 
social transformation that should be developed in the region. This will 
not be an easy task because the norms, values and rules prevailing in 
these societies still reflect those patriarchal paradigms that subordinate 
women to the power of men. This reality is absolutely evident in the 
sphere of politics, in which there is clear resistance by men to open 
up these spaces to women. 

However, a gender dimension in the new development policies can 
contribute with very positive elements to solve the most critical problems 
of these countries, such as poverty, injustice, inequality, corruption and 
violence. Firstly, it is not just women who will benefit from this new way of 
addressing growth and its distribution. As mentioned by several feminist 
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economists, one of the biggest mistakes of orthodox economics has 
been to disregard the differences among the different actors in society. 
By introducing a gender dimension, men and women’s specificities 
will be revealed, as well as the specificities of different individuals and 
cultures. Secondly, women have experienced discrimination, they 
are over–represented among the poor and marginalized; therefore, 
recognizing their contribution and the need for them to participate 
in the design of public policies will generate greater sensitivity to the 
critical problems of Latin America. Thirdly, if their real contribution is 
acknowledged, new spaces will open up, allowing women to reach 
positions of power; by doing so, they will be put to the test, so they will 
have to make great efforts to prove to an incredulous world that they are 
capable of dealing with the problems men have been unable to solve. 
And finally, they deserve the chance, since they are not responsible for 
the lack of success in the management of a region that has not managed 
to emerge from underdevelopment, when there are numerous economic 
miracles among countries historically recognized as poor. 

The greatest limitation stems from the lack of a true debate on the 
characteristics of Latin American development. By ignoring women’s 
leading role, their participation and sacrifices in the labor market, and their 
contribution to society through the management of the care economy, there 
are large information gaps that should be quickly filled in. Macroeconomists 
should include in their studies not only the social content of their policies 
but also the probable differential impacts on men and women, in order to 
minimize them. Productive policies should research how to benefit from the 
skills that women have shown in the globalized world, without exploiting 
them as currently happens. Social transformation, as an innovative strategy 
that should accompany the long–awaited and much–needed productive 
transformation requires conceptual and empirical developments, and 
feminist economics can make many contributions in this field. One of their 
great contributions is a new vision of social policy which is broadening 
towards the concept of social transformation, which should be reformulated 
starting by clearly questioning the inability to translate into benefits the 
greater construction of female human capital. 

In conclusion, the pending debate on Latin America should incorporate 
the research and knowledge that it is lacking, since an androcentric vision 
has prevailed in economics. The time has come to accept the contribution 
that women’s efforts have been making and, instead of seeing it as a 
limitation, recognize its potential for changing Latin American reality. 
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An Obstinate  
Perspective: Trade and 

Financial Liberalization 
as the Driving Force of 

Development
Alma Espino

Introduction

The main assumption underlying liberalization policies that were 
designed to expand trade was that international trade had the potential 
to contribute to economic growth. This contribution to growth would 
be one of the keys to finding the road to development in Latin America. 
However, in practice, neither economic growth nor development 
objectives have been achieved as a result of trade liberalization. Even 
if there had been a process of sustainable economic growth, this may 
also contribute to broadening social inequalities, excluding many 
people from enjoying its benefits. Despite the major economic reforms 
implemented on the continent, poverty persists and inequality is still, 
regrettably, a mark of identity for the Latin American region; both 
phenomena are socially unjust and ethically unacceptable. 

The phenomenon of unequal income and opportunities is increasingly 
perceived as a considerable obstacle to reducing poverty levels, and 
even to achieving economic growth. Undoubtedly, gender inequality 
underlies other social inequalities. 

Analysis of the impact of trade liberalization policies on gender 
inequalities, among other social inequalities –through employment, 
salary and the care economy– is marginal to the assessments and 
considerations that are made regarding the success or failure of such 
policies. Moreover, in the evaluations and proposals even less attention 
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is paid to the fact that gender inequality might have an influence on 
overall global trade results. However, if inequality matters to human 
development because «it violates the basic precepts of social justice, 
there are also other powerful reasons which have a prejudicial effect 
both on growth and on democracy and social cohesion» (UNDP, 
2005).

For this reason this chapter attempts to provide elements for analyzing 
the impact that trade policies have on our countries’ societies and 
economies, and to contribute to the proposals, from a social and gender 
equity perspective. This is no small challenge; it implies attempting 
to find links between issues such as gender inequalities –which 
involve social, economic and political, as well as cultural and ethical 
relationships– and something that appears to be so exogenous, global 
and market–related as does the phenomenon of trade liberalization. Is it 
possible to distinguish causes and effects in the gender–trade equation? 
Can the links between trade, growth, poverty and development be 
analyzed convincingly through a gender lens? (UNCTAD, 2004). 
The empirical and anecdotal evidence gathered so far gives these 
questions meaning. Women’s responsibility for social reproduction 
–within the family and the community–, their growing participation in 
market–oriented production and their increased entry into the public 
sphere in Latin America are proof of their role as active agents in the 
development arena. Therefore, trade policies and international trade 
–key dimensions of any development strategy– cannot ignore women 
or feminist perspectives. 

1.  International Insertion and Development 
– the Latin American Experience1

The process by which Latin America is becoming an international 
player, the characteristics of this process and its possible contribution 
to development, the fight against poverty and the reduction of inequality, 
are historical, controversial issues which have prompted a range of 

1  Based on Espino and Amarante (2002).
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positions, arguments, interpretations, from both the academia and 
political and economic elites,2 as well as from international financial 
organizations. 

The import substitution industrialization model implemented sooner 
or later in most countries in the region established different protection 
measures in emerging industries, which at first promoted the development 
of internal markets. Exports were pushed into the background, although 
they did remain important as a source of income to pay for importing the 
raw materials, machinery and equipment needed for industrial growth. 
The deterioration in exchange rates was expected to be overcome 
through industrialization, which would allow the production of exports 
that would balance international trade (Prebisch, 1950).

In practice the policies to promote import substitution worked satisfactorily 
in the beginning, by fostering the development of internal markets. 
Nonetheless, serious limitations gradually came to light in terms of 
extending production to the intermediate and capital goods sectors. The 
need to import inputs and technology resulted in currency overvaluation in 
most economies, which as a consequence tended to cut exporters’ profits, 
creating the so–called «external bottleneck». The lack of foreign exchange 
income restricted imports of intermediate and capital goods, which were 
indispensable for expanding the industrial sector. Furthermore, in many 
countries the original import substitution model became distorted, giving 
rise to highly inefficient protected or monopolistic markets. 

The macroeconomic crises associated with balance of payments 
deficits, fiscal imbalances and inflation, among other factors, led 
to the abandonment of policies promoting the import substitution 
industrialization model as the basis for development. On the other 
hand, the emergence of new theories of growth gave rise to new 
interpretations of the link between growth and trade. Endogenous 
growth models focused on the search for the factors determining 
technical progress (Romer, 1986; Lucas, 1988), and therefore, economic 
growth. Under this model, the development of trade could provide the 
basis for technical progress both by promoting the search for more 
competitive exports, and through the technology included among the 
new imported goods. 

2  See, among others, Rodriguez (1993) and Cardoso and Faletto (1969).
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In the 1990s, the main economic policies implemented in Latin America, 
largely promoted by multilateral financial organizations,3 gave rise to 
what was known as structural adjustment. Its main features were the 
promotion of fiscal discipline; the reorientation of public spending; tax 
reform; financial liberalization; unified and competitive exchange rates; 
the privatization of public companies; deregulation and the protection 
of property rights; trade and financial liberalization; and labor market 
flexibilization. 

External restrictions and the failure of previously adopted strategies 
created favorable conditions for a boom in trade liberalization policies 
in the region. Within this context, the expansion of international trade 
acquired renewed importance as the prime factor determining growth. 
Trade policies aimed to eliminate barriers and obstacles to negotiations 
and to the flow of goods. Unilateral liberalization was promoted –with no 
requirement for compensation–, as a a way to promote a freer and more 
fluid exchange among countries. The expectation was that having to deal 
with international competition would strengthen those activities that had 
levels of efficiency and competitiveness that were greater or similar to those 
of the rest of the world, while activities that were relatively less efficient or 
competitive would no longer be viable and give way to imported supply. 
In addition, in parallel to the process of unilateral liberalization, new kinds 
of regional integration initiatives (such as Mercosur) began to take shape 
within a context characterized as «open regionalism».

For some time there was a sense of optimism regarding the results of 
these policies, so widely promoted in Latin America. Even the empirical 
evidence included in some international research seemed to confirm 
the positive relationship between liberalization and growth, and as 
a consequence, to corroborate that liberalization policies were on 
track. Moreover, certain conclusions were drawn with respect to the 
capacity of liberalization–trade–growth dynamics to reduce poverty.4 

3 The World Bank (WB), the International Monetary Fund (IFM), the Inter–American 
Development Bank (IDB) and the government of the United States of America (USA) 
participated in the so–called Washington Consensus.

4 Dollar and Kraay (2001) find that trade liberalization is positively linked to economic 
growth. This conclusion, together with the results of a previous work (Dollar and 
Kraay, 2000) in which they found that income in the upper quintile of households 
increases proportionally in relation to average income growth, enabled them to 
draw the conclusion that economic liberalization has positive effects on poverty 
through economic growth.
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The multilateral organizations (World Bank, International Monetary 
Fund) preached about the benefits of economic liberalization and its 
positive effects on growth. 

However, the unsatisfactory results in terms of the evolution of the economy 
and social impacts gave rise to major criticism. The harmful effects of free 
trade were attributed to several factors, such as the delay in the incorporation 
of technology or the development of comparative advantages linked to 
non–dynamic sectors in certain countries (Rodríguez and Rodrik, 1999). 
In addition, the constraints in terms of human capital were considered a 
serious limitation for the absorption of new technologies, restricting the 
opportunities for growth created by trade (Seguino, 2000). Moreover, it 
could also be seen that countries’ previous productive structures work as 
a strong factor determining such results: specialization in the exportation of 
primary goods implies that imports focus mainly on manufactured goods, 
with very reduced spill–over effects on productivity and trade; in contrast, 
countries that export manufactured goods have considerable needs in 
terms of importing of high–tech capital and intermediate goods.

Research which sought to highlight the virtuous circle between trade and 
growth began to be the object of harsh criticism which pointed, in the first 
place, to the fact that growth may be the result of factors other than trade 
policies and an increase in commerce. So it was noted that the causal 
inferences drawn with respect to the trade–growth relationship may lead to 
errors; in other words, higher growth rates may give rise to an increase in 
the relation between volume of trade and Gross Domestic Product (GDP), 
either through an increase in the demand for imports or because the 
increase in income reduces the restrictions on assets, liquidity or credit, 
and promotes exports. At the same time, factors unrelated to trade policy 
that are responsible for increasing countries’ growth rates can also cause 
larger volumes of trade in relation to GDP, creating a correlation between 
these variables, despite the lack of a direct link between them. 

In short, the existence of a relation between trade and economic growth is 
neither obvious nor has it been proven in a conclusive and generalizable 
manner (Baldwin, 2001; Rodríguez and Rodrik, 1999). In any case, such 
a relation seems to be contingent in nature, depending on the country 
and its external characteristics. Different schools of economic thought 
have started to acknowledge that liberalization neither is nor can it be an 
end in itself, but is rather a means to promote technological development 
within the framework of a strategy for sustainable development. 
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Analysis and discussion of the unsatisfactory results obtained is 
of particular interest for the case of Latin America, since trade and 
financial reforms became extraordinarily important within the range of 
policies implemented, and thus played an important part in the strong 
economic and social changes that were generated. In spite of adopting 
the stabilization–liberalization–privatization combination, Latin American 
countries were among those that showed the poorest growth and 
productivity performance during the nineties, even worse than during 
the 1950–1980 period (ECLAC, 2005).

2. Liberalization in Latin America in the 1990s  
and some of its outcomes

In 1980, 120 million people (41% of the population of Latin America 
and the Caribbean) lived on an income lower than the poverty index 
value, and by the end of 1999 approximately 220 million people were 
living in poverty (44% of the population) (ECLAC, 2001). In 2004, 
according to ECLAC estimates (2005), 96 million people were living in 
extreme poverty, while the estimated number of people living in poverty 
(including those 96 million) stood at 222 million. 

Growth,	inequality	and	poverty

Despite a series of observations that will be made later on in this chapter, 
different international analysts and organizations tend to regard the 
trade liberalization that took place as a sign of more favorable foreign 
relations.5 However, it can be argued that such liberalization mainly 
reflects the increased rate of growth of imports over exports. In other 
words, the region is in effect more open to trade than it was in the past, 
but mostly in terms of imports. Between 1991 and 2000, the volume of 
the region’s exports increased at a rate (9.3% per annum) higher than 
the world average, inferior only to that of China and India, while imports 
increased to even higher levels, mostly as a result of the severe tariff 
cuts in a fairly generalized context of national currency appreciation 
(ECLAC, 2005). 

5 The liberalization coefficients in general increased, on average doubling between 
the 1980–1983 and 2000–2003 four–year periods (ECLAC, 2005).
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Latin America’s share of world trade in 1985 stood at 5.57%; this 
percentage increased to 5.7% in 1998. This average reflects the increased 
participation by a few countries in world trade flows throughout this 
period. Such is the case of Mexico, which went from producing 1.6% to 
2.2% of total world imports during that period, and to a much lesser extent 
Argentina and Chile, which went from 0.37% to 0.51% and from 0.23% to 
0.32% of world imports, respectively (Katz and Stumpo, 2001).

It could be said that the failure is partly a consequence of not having 
achieved the necessary support for export development. With the 
aim of enriching the discussion, it is worth mentioning that even if 
there had been a more satisfactory increase in exports, it should be 
taken into account that, while exports make a significant contribution 
to development because they allow producers to make the most of 
economies of scale, they are not the only relevant element. Among 
countries with successful export records, for instance Korea, exports 
are indeed of great significance to its economy, yet they represent only 
slightly more than 40% of its product, which means that in that country, 
domestic consumption is more important (French–Davis, 2005). 

The average tendencies registered in Latin America’s international trade 
performance translated into the by now well–known macroeconomic 
problems, structural deterioration of the relation between growth and 
trade balance. Nonetheless, the «new macroeconomic management» 
continued to be valued positively, taking the evolution of the average 
inflation rate as the basic indicator of this appreciation. Price stability (and 
fiscal equilibrium) is pointed to as evidence of a better macroeconomic 
performance than in the past. However, the trade deficit grew between 
1990 and 1998 to levels similar to those registered during the 1970s, in 
line with a reduction of almost 3 points in GNP growth rates.

Trade and financial globalization, the reduction of the State’s role in the 
economy and this «better macroeconomic performance» did not result, 
as had been predicted, in high GNP growth rates (ECLAC, 2005).6

In terms of economic growth, while in the early 1990s the regional 
economy showed relatively high average growth rates, by the end 

6  From 1990–2004, average annual GDP growth was only 2.7%, that is, around half 
the 5.5% registered from 1950–1980, and clearly lower than that of other developing 
regions, especially South East Asia, which expanded at an average rate of 6%.
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of the decade the economic situation in a number of countries was 
characterized by instability and a slow–down in growth. This was the 
result of the impact of the Asian crisis7 on the region, which revealed 
the economies’ vulnerability in the face of abrupt changes in the 
international economy. The persistence of economic stagnation or 
recession led to claims that from 1997–2002 the region had lost another 
half decade (ECLAC, 2004). 

While the lack of sustained growth was a problem, the persistent gap 
between the region and the developed world in terms of GDP per cápita 
–recorded since the beginning of the 1970s, and with a tendency to 
increase in recent years–reveals the inability of the region’s economies 
to accompany the growth in population. Since the year 2000, GNP 
growth in Latin America –a necessary but not sufficient condition 
for reducing poverty levels– has not reached the rates required to 
compensate population growth. As a result, in 2004 GNP per capita 
in real terms continued to be lower than that recorded during the late 
1990s (ECLAC, 2004).

Furthermore, not only has the gap vis–à–vis developed economies 
widened, but internal disparities in income distribution have become 
more marked. Approximately 75% of households have a lower than 
average income; during the 1990s the share of national income going 
to households in the highest decile increased in eight countries 
and decreased in five, although only to a significant degree in two 
–Honduras and Uruguay–, and remained unchanged in one –Mexico. 
This increase in the share obtained by the most wealthy took place 
even in countries historically characterized by a fairer distribution of 
income, such as Argentina, Costa Rica and Venezuela.8

The greatest number of people affected by poverty is to be found 
in the countries with the largest populations,� which in addition are 
those that have reached a per capita income rate close to or higher 
than the regional average. Around one sixth of the population living 

7 The region had already felt the impact of the Mexican crisis, the so–called «tequila» 
effect.

8 In the 1960s Argentina and Chile were exceptional in the region for their good income 
distribution; however, by the end of the 1990s they were much closer to the regional 
average (ECLAC, 2005).

� Over half the population living in extreme poverty is concentrated in three countries: 
Brazil (25%), Mexico (14%) and Colombia (12%) (ECLAC, 2004).
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in extreme poverty in Latin America resides in the countries with the 
lowest income rate per inhabitant (Bolivia, Guatemala, Honduras, 
Nicaragua and Paraguay). The persistence of poverty is due both to 
the low economic growth rate and to the stagnation or deterioration 
of income distribution which can be attributed to a poor distribution of 
assets (ECLAC, 2005). 

Poverty is a concept that includes different dimensions which go 
beyond conventional measures of income poverty. Gender equality 
and women’s autonomy10 have been recognized in the Millennium 
Declaration as key in the fight against poverty. ECLAC (2005) makes 
an explicit link between greater equality and women’s empowerment, 
and the achievement of the poverty reduction goals. However, neither 
the analyses nor the political decisions being made come close to 
taking these considerations into account in the concrete strategies they 
propose. In fact, despite the emphasis put of late on inequality as an 
obstacle to development, the considerations around gender inequity as 
one of the determining or fundamental components of social inequity 
are insufficient. 

The debate on gender inequality does not include recognition of the fact 
that extreme inequality in income distribution contributes to increasing 
poverty levels, and is a factor that works against the development process 
itself and even –in that it is linked both to the lack of equity in access to 
credit and education, and to ensuing social tensions– is an element that 
threatens economic growth rates (World Bank, 2006). Even though it 
has been argued that for economic growth to have a stronger impact on 
poverty reduction it should be accompanied by more equitable income 
distribution (ECLAC, 2005; World Bank, 2006), gender inequalities are 
treated as a separate issue. There is recognition of the heavy costs 
these inequalities have for populations’ health and welfare, as well as 
the fact that they reduce productivity, the possibility of fighting poverty 
and ensuring economic progress; however, they form part of a different 
bibliography. It is claimed that the systematic exclusion of women from 
access to resources (employment, credit, services, productive activities) 

10 Autonomy as a political concept «implies the capacity to embark on one’s own 
projects and produce deliberate actions (will) in order to achieve them, that is, to 
regard oneself subjectively as a subject.» In the case of gender autonomy we are 
talking about the degree of liberty a woman has to be able to act according to her 
own choice and not to the choice of others (ECLAC, 2005: 114).
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diminishes an economy’s capacity to grow and improve the populations’ 
standards of living (World Bank, 2004), while at the same time there is 
an insistence on designing and implementing economic policies which 
take as their starting point models that recognize neither diversity nor 
plurality of interests and opportunities. 

Financial	liberalization	and	trade	liberalization	policies

The abovementioned results are also a consequence of the internal 
and external financial crises that affected several countries, and which 
had severe real impacts, high economic and social costs and caused 
a slow–down in growth: the 1994–1995 Mexican crisis had a («tequila») 
effect on the whole region. There was massive capital flight from Mexico 
and Argentina, countries that had promoted the entry of short–term funds 
and liquid assets, which provoked severe crises in these countries. In 
Mexico, even ten years later, in 2004, salaries had not yet regained the 
real level they had been at in 1994 before the crisis came to a head.

Additionally, the so–called «contagion» effects broadened their reach, 
as could be seen from 1997 onwards with the Asian (1997–1998) and 
Russian (1998) crises, the repercussions of which reached international 
proportions, affecting Brazil and Argentina, but also other Latin American 
countries. Frenkel (2003) highlights some common features of the 
institutional contexts and the economic policies in the framework of 
which the crises arose: fixed or quasi–fixed nominal exchange rates; 
inflated real exchange rate; practically no barriers to the free movement 
of capital; capital inflows during the previous boom period were of very 
large–scale in relation to the pre–existent national cash flow and capital 
markets; the regulation of national financial systems during the boom 
period was weak and permissive. As mentioned earlier, the institutional 
and macroeconomic policy contexts were shaped by the implementation 
of programs that combined reforms, such as the freeing up of trade and 
capital account liberalization –along with privatizations, fiscal reforms 
and deregulatory measures in other markets–, with anti–inflationary 
macroeconomic policies, based on fixed or quasi–fixed exchange 
rates.11 However, this mix of policies –trade and financial liberalization 
and stabilization plans– are not entirely new; in the 1970s, when financial 

11 Mexico put a program of this type into practice in 1988, Argentina in 1991, and Brazil 
in 1994.
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flows increased sharply, moving at a rapid rate through international 
commercial banks in the form of loans to Latin America, the Southern 
Cone experienced a conjuncture between local conditions and a boom in 
capital flows similar to that of the 1990s. The macroeconomic dynamics 
showed the same cycle of boom, slow–down and crisis, although in 
the 1970s the experience was shorter–lived than the more recent cases 
(Frenkel, 2003).

In other words, as Frenkel points out, when a new boom of capital flows 
began to develop in the first half of the 1990s, there was no lack of 
historical experience, analysis, or policy recommendations which could 
serve as a precedent to examine the processes that were taking place 
in Mexico and Argentina. The Southern Cone experiences had taken 
place just a decade before and had been comprehensively analyzed. 
Nonetheless… «The memory loss regarding the crisis was so great that, 
according to what became accepted wisdom after the Mexico crisis, the 
latter hit like a bolt of lightning on a sunny day» (Frenkel, 2003: 46).

Recurrent external crises and volatile capital flows appear to have been 
two of the main obstacles to sustaining successful trade liberalization 
policies over time while simultaneously achieving an acceptable growth 
rate. Careful analysis reveals that crises take root where vulnerability 
already exists. Some weaknesses arise, for instance, from allowing 
domestic currencies to appreciate, by permitting the accummulation of 
short–term debts, and maintaining low international reserves compared to 
short–term liabilities. Crises and instability are intrinsic to the globalization 
of financial volatility; however, this depends on the norms and regulations 
that exist in the rest of the world as well as on domestic macroeconomic 
management (French–Davis, 2005; Bouzas, 2005). 

Social	effects	and	the	labor	market

To a large extent, the social effects of the greater integration of countries 
into the global economy are transmitted through the way the labor 
market is organized and operates, which determines the quantity and 
quality of jobs and wages. Employment is the most important link 
between economic and social development, as it is the household’s 
main source of income (generating 80% of the total). The balance of the 
1990s in terms of the labor market includes the effects of technological 
change, the opening up to international trade and the entry into the world 
economy, along with the repercussions of structural adjustment and the 
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problems peculiar to each economy. In terms of workforce demand, the 
combination of these factors has resulted in high and increasing labor 
insecurity and instability, increasing unemployment and occupational 
mobility; progressive inequality, deriving from how wages scales have 
evolved by sector and qualification levels; and exclusion, which can 
be attributed to the lack of sufficient quality employment, the low 
levels of social security coverage, and increasing labor precarization 
(ECLAC, 2002). Within this context, the growing female work force still 
experiences high levels of labor discrimination, reflected in income 
differentials and precarious forms of labor insertion.

According to ECLAC (2004), in the 1990s the regional economy had 
an average annual growth rate higher than the growth rate of the 
Economically Active Population (EAP), yet employment grew at an 
even slower rate. At the same time, labor force average productivity 
increased compared to the previous decade. Unemployment continued 
to grow, mainly in South American countries: it increased steadily in 
Argentina, Brazil and Colombia, although Brazil’s levels were half of 
those recorded in the other two countries; and it showed an overall 
tendency to increase in Bolivia, Chile, Ecuador, Paraguay, Uruguay 
and Venezuela. Unemployment in Chile increased from 1998 onwards, 
after having dropped systematically since the beginning of the decade. 
In contrast, unemployment tended to decrease in Mexico and in most 
Central American and Caribbean countries.

In terms of supply, the most outstanding feature has been the increasing 
participation of women in the economically active population, an already 
existing tendency that was reinforced during the nineties. The increase 
in the EAP was basically the result of the growth in female participation. 
One effect of this trend was to improve the average education level 
of the work force, due to the fact that a greater proportion of women 
workers have secondary and higher education, compared to men. In 
addition to this change in the composition of the labor force by sex, the 
pattern of female participation was also modified: an increase in the 
number of hours that women spend doing paid work; an increase in 
the number of years doing waged labor; and greater continuity in their 
working lives. For both men and women the highest participation rates 
now occur between the ages of 25 and 50; in the case of women, this 
implies a significant change in relation to their pattern of participation 
in previous decades, when the highest female labor participation rates 
were registered at earlier ages (ILO, 2001).
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The pattern of growing female participation in the labor market, which 
has a strong impact on the sexual division of labor, has not lessened 
the importance of sectoral labor segregation. Women are usually 
more concentrated in commercial activities, hotels and restaurants, 
and personal and community services, as well as in different types of 
informal work not covered by social security schemes. The explanation 
for the persistence of salary differences between men and women 
can be found to a large extent in this pattern of gendered sectoral 
concentration. The increase in labor supply and female employment 
within a context of dismantled social security systems, increasing 
deterioration of employment and a decrease in State intervention, pose 
new challenges in terms of the sustainability of a model based on a 
family model that assumes men are the breadwinners and that there 
is a rigid sexual division of labor (ECLAC, 2004). 

3. From the theoretical benefits  
to the real conditions 

The high–stakes wager played by the region’s governments and the 
multilateral organizations does not appear to have paid off either in 
strictly economic or commercial terms or from a welfare perspective. 
This has provoked harsh critiques from both the academic and political 
spheres, which should also generate discussion in the international 
organizations that promoted these economic policies. Most importantly, 
the errors made in the interpretation of the reality that sustained these 
policies must be identified in order to have a clear idea of the policy 
implications for the future. 

While this article does not intend to discuss or review exhaustively 
the theoretical approaches on which liberalization policies are based, 
attention will be focused on some of its main pillars in order to 
incorporate a gender or feminist perspective into the discussion around 
the impacts of trade liberalization. 

The widely accepted theory of comparative advantage, in its original 
static version, is relevant for understanding an ever decreasing 
proportion of world trade, that is, intersectoral or interindustrial trade, 
by which primary products (extractive, mining, agricultural products) 
are exchanged for manufactured goods. The decrease in this type of 
trade has been explained with reference to the low income elasticity 
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of demand for this kind of product and the decreasing use of primary 
products per unit of final product. 

The abundant endowments of unskilled work that favor a certain 
type of interindustrial trade have given way to sweatshops in export 
processing zones (Mexico, Central America and the Caribbean). This 
type of trade can be explained by a revised version of the relative factor 
endowments theory. However, its basic rationale reflects considerations 
of the competitive advantages of transnational companies, which are 
the leading actors in these processes (Di Filipo, n/d).

The unreal assumptions of the model of perfect competition as applied 
to international trade are being criticized from new angles, such as that of 
the institutionalists, in relation to transaction costs, contestable markets, 
economies of scale under monopolistic competition, companies’ 
competitive advantages, or rationality criteria in the behavior of 
transnational companies. Other approaches are trying to recover the 
part played by technical progress in the explanation of market dynamics 
and economic development, and there is recognition of the role of 
increasing returns to scale, and the specific way in which they work 
in the production of technological knowledge. Thus there is gradually 
emerging a vision of technical progress deliberately pursued by large 
corporations. The concept of increasing scale returns also challenges 
the foundations and meaning of equilibrium under conditions of perfect 
competition, which is formally incompatible with the validity of this kind 
of performance (Di Filippo, n/d). 

On the one hand, the reality posed by globalization belies the orthodox 
claim that trade liberalization leads to an increase in growth rates and 
to trade equilibrium among countries, while questioning the principle of 
comparative advantage on the basis of «(absolute) competitive advantage», 
by which globalization would favor the wealthy over the poor, and 
developed countries over developing countries (Cagatay, 2005). From 
this perspective, the empirical and historical phenomenon of globalization 
does not entail «imperfections» that can be corrected, but rather reflects the 
predictable results of liberalization policies themselves. On the other hand, 
given the role of innovation in international competitiveness, there are no 
guarantees that specialization in international trade will allow developing 
countries to catch up with developed countries. The policy implications of 
this approach include the renewed role of States in providing incentives 
for innovation, developing skills and organizational capacity as well as 
infrastructure, so as to be internationally competitive. (Milberg, 1994). 
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The emphasis on the different conditions found in southern and 
northern labor markets, with respect to the kinds of products exported 
and the technology gaps, implies assumptions that are more adequate 
to the stylized facts than to the Hecksher–Ohlin model.12

The convenience of trade liberalization and the rule of the market as 
the universal answer to resolving problems of underdevelopment is 
based on the existence of a supposed balance of forces. This ignores 
asymmetries in terms of economies’ size and their level of development.13 
International trade rules and the changes proposed in the heart of the 
World Trade Organization (WTO), the international forum that regulates 
the multilateral trade system at global level, reflect this basic assumption. 
In other words, developing countries assume the same or similar rights 
and obligations as wealthy countries, while at the same time they face 
the obstacles deriving from problems of access to resources and to the 
control of decision–making processes and mechanisms, both within the 
organization and in their own economies. However, one of the greatest 
challenges lies in the fact that within the WTO framework, modifications 
have been made to the contents of agreements and trade rules, affecting 
not only trade in goods, but also services and other kinds of transactions 

12 The Hecksher–Ohlin model places emphasis on the interaction between the 
proportions in which production factors (capital, labor) are available in different 
countries and the proportion in which these are used to produce different goods. A 
country tends to be more efficient when producing goods that utilize intensively their 
abundant resources. In other words, countries tend to export goods that are intensive 
in terms of the factors of which they have an abundant supply. When countries trade 
among themselves, they are indirectly exchanging production factors, not through the 
sale of labor (or capital) directly, but rather through the exchange of labor–intensive 
(or capital–intensive) goods for goods with a high capital (or labor) content. The 
basic assumptions of this model are that the countries that are making the exchange 
produce the same type of goods, that the technology is the same and that trade levels 
off the price of the goods in both countries. The net result is that even though in the 
short term there may be an increase in unemployment, in the long term a situation of 
equilibrium will once again be achieved. This pattern of trade would make the salary 
structure and other relative prices of factors tend to become equal among countries. 
From another perspective, if a country has a relative endowment of factors similar 
to that of the rest of the world, but its technology offers it a comparative advantage 
in the production of skilled labor–intensive goods, these will be the goods that the 
country exports when it opens up to trade. This leads to a relative increase in the 
salaries of skilled workers, while having the opposite effect in the rest of the world 
(Stopler–Samuelson theorem). According to these explanations, the increase in trade 
flows would contribute to wage inequality. Espino and Amarante (2002).

13 Market liberalization is supposed to promote competition among the participating 
agents (enterprises) by stimulating the reduction of costs through improved 
efficiency and increased quality of services in order to attract clients.
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linked to trade, such as investments, intellectual property rights or public 
sector acquisitions. These new contents given to international trade and 
its rules pose new challenges for Latin American countries. 

4. Feminism: A Critical Analysis  
of Trade Liberalization 

Gender	in	economic	analysis

The concept of gender has been incorporated relatively recently into 
macroeconomic analysis, with the emphasis placed on aspects most 
frequently excluded from conventional analytical frameworks. That is, 
the differential impacts that policies have on the welfare of men and 
women; the fact that activities linked to the sphere of social reproduction 
are an integral and essential part of how the economy functions; and 
the fact that social and power relationships are an important factor 
determining policies’ success, not only in terms of social and gender 
equity but also in terms of general efficiency. 

Economic phenomena and policy decisions affect individuals’ 
behavioral norms, produce social and material results, and influence the 
distribution of costs and benefits. This distribution does not take place 
within a relational vacuum nor under conditions of equal opportunities, 
either among countries or within each country. Societies consist of an 
interwoven fabric of social relationships determined by access to and 
ownership of economic and financial resources, and decision–making 
power in different political and economic spheres, including the power 
of decision of each individual over his or her own life. The differences 
that exist in each of these dimensions mean that in the face of the effects 
of economic policy people and social groups have different possibilities 
of seizing opportunities and have different degrees of vulnerability 
in facing up to impacts. The economy is «made» by individuals with 
differentiated identities, roles and behaviors, determined by age, the 
socioeconomic group they belong to, their culture, political interests, 
ethnicity (Nelson, 2003). The responsibilities, rights and obligations that 
societies assign their members according to sex hold a central place 
among the factors that condition the achievement of welfare. As Kabeer 
(2003) points out, gender is a basic organizational principle in the 
distribution of work, property and other valuable social resources. 
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Unequal gender relationships are sustained and legitimized through 
ideas of difference and inequity that express widespread beliefs and 
values about the nature of «female» and «male». To ignore these 
inequalities that are a constitutive part of society is contrary to the 
efficient utilization of available resources and the accomplishment of 
social and economic justice (Kabeer, 2003).

Among its fundamental assumptions, economic theory supposes 
that agents seek to maximize their utility and pleasure (consumers) 
and their benefits (companies). The market is the place where these 
agents rationally and autonomously engage in the transactions that 
allow them to achieve welfare. If the laws of supply and demand work 
within a framework of free competition, exempt from interventions and 
constraints imposed by States, corporations, trade unions and any other 
institution, the economic optimum would be ensured. Nonetheless, 
economic agents are not homogeneous, do not normally behave 
rationally, do not enjoy the same capabilities and opportunities for 
making choices, and are not always aware of their best interest. 

Including a gender perspective in economic analysis enables 
foundational inequalities in society to be visualized, and moreover 
allows the whole range of activities that enable economies to function 
in general terms to be considered. While the functioning of the economy 
is comprised of activities carried out in the sphere of the market by 
diverse agents who work or invest and receive payment, and who save, 
produce and consume, there is another space, closely linked to the 
household, where goods and services for consumption are produced, 
which contributes to ensuring the reproduction of the work force. It is 
impossible to think about how the economy and society function as 
a whole without taking into account these activities that guarantee 
biological and social reproduction. Economic theory has taken this 
for granted, almost as a natural resource, when in fact it is a cultural 
construction, and therefore historical and social. 

Women hold by far the most responsibility for these activities that are «not 
visible» for the economy because they are not valued in economic terms. 
This limits their opportunities to access paid labor and their chances 
of participating in decision–making processes in the public sphere, 
and thus they constitute a group subordinated to men in the division of 
resources (economic, financial, political, educational) and responsibilities 
(hierarchical positions,) and in terms of capabilities, power and privileges 
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(Guzmán, 2003). Thus the development of women’s capabilities is 
restricted and therefore their achievements are conditioned. 

Economic policies based on the aforementioned assumptions are 
«gender–blind», in the sense that by not establishing differences 
between men and women, they are directed at homogenous individuals. 
However, their effects are not neutral. On the contrary, precisely by not 
considering the differences in the social condition and position of men 
and women and by not taking into account household structure and 
the social relations that affect women’s participation in production, they 
tend to reinforce and consolidate inequalities. Moreover, if policies are 
successful in terms of economic growth, and this can help promote 
gender equality, it is pointed out that «it is unlikely that the positive effects 
of growth will eliminate per se gender–based inequalities» (World Bank, 
2004). For growth to play an important role in reducing the barriers to 
gender equity, it should contribute to changing the social norms and 
perceptions that underpin those inequalities. Numerous studies have 
found a strong correlation between gender equality (often measured 
as the education gap between men and women) and economic growth, 
both in comparisons among countries and over time in individual 
countries. This correlation might indicate that growth can close gender 
gaps, but also that gender may have a part in strengthening growth 
processes (UNCTAD, 2004; World Bank, 2004). 

International trade and the policies shaping it are also seen as a technical 
process that is neutral from the point of view of class or gender, through 
which national inputs and outputs are transformed for international 
exchange. Yet, as we know, trade policies and the expansion of 
international trade have visible consequences on the lives of children, 
women and men because they can create new opportunities for business, 
for the creation of employment, for economies to grow and for an increase 
in their rates of income; they can stimulate the development of certain 
products and block the development of others. In addition, depending on 
how countries position themselves in order to trade, international trade 
can lead to an increase in poverty, unemployment and inequalities and 
to the loss of quality employment (Williams, 1999).

Gender	inequalities	and	trade	policies

Two major questions emerge from the perspective of feminist economics: 
first, whether trade reforms and the emerging patterns of trade, 
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perpetuate, accentuate or erode gender inequalities; and second, 
whether gender inequalities play a role in the behavior of trade. That 
is to say, whether the opportunities created (or destroyed) by the new 
patterns of trade promote changes in gender–based power relationships 
within households, communities and society as a whole, and what kind of 
interaction exists between economics and gender relations, or, in other 
words, whether two–way causality exists between gender inequalities 
and trade (Cagatay, 2001).

In relation to the first question, analyses have focused mainly on 
the labor market, for a series of reasons. First, because of the direct 
or primary link between trade and the labor market –employment, 
income– and the evolution of poverty and equity. Moreover, this is the 
area in which the greatest advances have been made in incorporating 
the concept of gender into economic analysis, and in which there is the 
greatest amount of sex–disaggregated information available. Last but 
noy least, because the very development of economic theory to explain 
the social effects of trade liberalization has focused on its effects on 
labor market variables (creation and loss of jobs, and changes in the 
composition of employment and in wage structures) in developed and 
developing countries (Espino and Amarante, 2003).

Theoretical predictions regarding production shifts and changes in the 
workforce caused by the expansion of international trade at regional 
or country level highlight the fact that labor–intensive production in 
developing countries may contribute to an increase in the demand for 
female labor (and eventually to a reduction of the same in industrialized 
countries). This is both on account of its low cost features (given the 
salary gaps recorded in several countries), and its characteristic 
flexibility and women workers’ lesser tendency to join trade unions, all 
of which would be functional to globalized production.

Among some of the more general findings on the relation between 
gender and trade liberalization, it has been noted that an increase in 
trade and investment in labor–intensive goods and services sectors 
has provided women with numerous labor opportunities in both the 
formal and informal sectors of the labor market. In agrarian economies, 
however, when the expansion of imports displaces domestic production, 
women often bear the brunt of the costs of adjustment, as also happens 
in those cases where there is a shift from agricultural production for 
local consumption to production for export. (UNCTAD, 2004).
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The growing supply of «cheap» female labor has often provided the 
competitive margin for export–oriented, labor–intensive industries 
in developing countries. The working conditions for women in those 
sectors have not always been good and have not contributed to closing 
the gender wage gap. On the other hand, in those countries that were 
successful in making progress at a technological level, the female 
workforce has tended to lose importance while women have been 
disadvantaged in terms of technical qualifications. 

Progress made in studies which aim to verify the gender impacts of 
trade liberalization policies and the strategies applied to this end, is 
still insufficient to draw general conclusions in Latin America. The few 
advances in this sense have shown, for example, that the effects of 
the North American Free Trade Agreement (NAFTA)14 on women’s 
employment and salaries in Mexico vary according to the sectors of 
the economy and the technological changes studied (UNIFEM, 1999). 
Thus, in those sectors with a high level of export dynamism, such as 
clothing manufacture, women were able to recover jobs they had lost 
in previous years, but at the expense of lower salaries. The studies also 
show a displacement of female labor in the sector, due to the fact that 
now men occupy many of the jobs previously held by women. This 
process is due in part to the dynamics that the FTA generated in the 
textile and clothing industry, and also to the fact that in other sectors 
of the economy the number of jobs created was insufficient. Informal 
employment grew substantially, and the number of women working in 
the informal sector is higher than the number of men. 

The NAFTA effect on rural employment meant an increase in working 
hours, but did not improve the living conditions of agricultural workers. The 
percentage of women working as day laborers in the export crops sector 
increased, with longer working hours, because they do more task work 
and they also have to do domestic work. With respect to the sweatshop 
export industry, female employment rates increased in absolute terms, 
particularly employment away from frontier areas, in smaller labor units and 
for lower wages. This dynamic growth sector has registered an important 
level of displacement of the female work force by men, leading women 
to seek other types of employment or to accept worse labor and salary 
conditions in order to stand up to male competition. 

14 Mexico, United States and Canada.
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The implementation of NAFTA also had an impact on Caribbean countries 
due to fact that Mexico ended up in a relatively better position than these 
countries vis–à–vis the United States. While industries based on low 
salaries could move to Mexico, the Caribbean, on account of the higher 
education levels of its population, could attract high technology–based 
industries. Whitehead (2000) foresees differential gender impacts by 
country: it would be beneficial for women in Trinidad and Tobago, also in 
Barbados and Saint Lucia, despite the existing discrimination in access 
to employment. In Jamaica, given the fact that women are employed 
in sectors that compete with Mexico (agriculture and clothing), it would 
have a negative impact since it would imply a loss of employment. Some 
claim that opportunities for women will arise through the creation of 
employment in the services sector. In order to seize these opportunities, 
they should be ready to stay one step ahead of the challenges and 
proactively identify, create and seize the opportunities that emerge. 

Moreover, a series of consequences for the labor markets in Southern 
Cone countries deriving from the application of free trade policies do not 
match the predictions made for the countries of the global South. This is 
mainly due to the fact that these models are not adapted to the productive 
realities of specific countries and regions. In this sense, the meaning 
of export orientation is not the same when analyzing, for example, 
the realities of the MERCOSUR countries, NAFTA, or the Caribbean. 
In countries in the south of Latin America, exports were less dynamic 
than imports, and were mainly based on natural–resource intensive 
activities with little added value. Both these trends led to the destruction 
of productive sectors and companies, which led to significant job losses. 
While certain service–oriented activities expanded, job creation in this 
sector did not manage to compensate the increase in female activity rates 
and the losses in the non–competitive sectors (Espino, 2002).

In a study conducted using job market indicators from Argentina, Brazil, 
Colombia and Uruguay, Azar (2004) points out that in the 1990s the share 
of total employment corresponding to the sectors producing goods for 
export and those oriented to the domestic market shrank significantly. 

This holds true for both sexes, although each country has its particularities. 
The meaning and economic consequences of this slow–down are not 
the same in Brazil, which has an export structure that is diversified and 
advanced in terms of added value, as there are in Uruguay, where the 
core of the export sector remains within the traditional parameters of 
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agroindustry which shows little transformation. On the other hand, in 
the dynamics of those sectors focused on the domestic market and 
with respect to their success in facing competition from imports, the 
size of the domestic market seems to have cushioned the impact in 
Brazil and Colombia, which show better results in relative terms than 
Argentina and Uruguay. Services with high levels of consumption by «non 
residents» expanded their share of both male and female employment, 
as did traditional services. As a result, notes Azar, during the 1990s 
employment growth accelerated an already existing tendency: an 
increase in the tertiary sector’s share. Commerce, tourism, education 
and health services, real estate, services rendered to companies, and 
transport services were the main sources of employment for both sexes 
over the decade. Among her conclusions, Azar highlights the fact that 
within the context of an adverse situation for women in the labor market, 
and despite being accompanied by a growing rate of female labor 
participation, liberalization has not had entirely beneficial effects: the loss 
of employment in the tradable sectors (export and import competitive) 
has affected both men and women, but the latter have tended to lose 
more ground. The expansion of employment in the tradable services 
sectors has not favored women particularly, either in terms of job quality 
or in terms of access to more highly skilled jobs in comparison to men.

Other possible effects of trade relate to working conditions and the 
structure of labor markets. During the 1990s in Latin America labor 
flexibilization processes gained increasing relevance. These tended to 
liberalize occupational regulations, wage scales and labor relations, as 
measures to confront the new conditions of competition15 and to reduce 
the high open unemployment rates. This has led to labor negotiations 
becoming increasingly decentralized and with less State intervention, 
to outsourcing in manufacturing services and also in the manufacturing 
process, to changes in the personnel structure, and to the proliferation 
of fixed–term, temporary and contingent contracts (Espino, 1999). These 
changes had diverse effects, such as producing modifications in the 
relative weight of manufacturing sectors and in the sectoral distribution 
of workers, not only among manufacturing sectors but also among 
occupational categories, as well as changes in the quality of employment. 

15 Increased competitiveness based on productive and/or entrepreneurial strategies 
adaptable to the new conditions would depend on changes being made in the 
regulations directed at reducing labor costs.
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These changes may have affected men and women differently. Despite 
pointing out that there is a lack of a theoretical framework for her empirical 
analysis, Cunningham (2001) considers the changes in the distribution 
of employment by sector, resulting from the opening up of the economy, 
among self–employed or freelance workers and waged workers from both 
the formal and informal sectors, among men and women in Argentina, 
Brazil and Costa Rica.16 She finds that in the case of both female and male 
employment participation in the formal sector dropped while informal 
employment increased. In turn, in the countries under study there was an 
increase in female participation in the workforce; however, the behavior 
by sector varied from country to country. Nonetheless, she argues that 
education levels are more relevant than sex in explaining changes in the 
sectoral distribution of employment. 

In spite of the conviction that an increase in female employment can 
contribute to strengthening women’s independence and economic 
autonomy, and improve their situation, since they can strengthen 
their position in their households in terms of decision–making, let 
us not forget the second question concerning the part played by 
gender inequalities in determining how trade behaves. This leads us 
to the question of whether those strategies that depend on female 
employment on the basis of their lower labor costs –the result of wage 
discrimination or a worsening of working conditions– are sustainable 
over time and whether they are beneficial in terms of improving 
countries’ international insertion. Indeed, some studies point out that 
the use of cheap female labor, within the context of global value chains 
has allowed some countries to develop competitive export industries. 
Seguino (2000, 2000b) argues that if occupational segregation results 
in the concentration of women in export industries, where there is 
a high elasticity of supply prices, their lower salaries in relation to 
men’s can operate as a stimulus for exports. What is more, in this 
case inequality could actually have a positive impact on economic 
growth. The hypothesis is that gender inequality has a positive effect 
on technical progress and economic growth through a link that goes 
from gender inequality to export expansion, and through these to 

16 Argentina underwent a rapid process of opening up of its markets, with a strong 
trade union presence in some sectors; Brazil underwent a similar restructuring in 
more flexible labor markets, while in Costa Rica labor markets are flexible and the 
economic reforms were less far–reaching.
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technical change and economic growth. Lower female salaries may not 
be enough to generate economic growth under this model, since this 
may depend on the existence of a workforce qualified to incorporate 
technological innovations. Another way in which gender inequality can 
affect economic growth is through its effect on investment, since the 
lower unit labor costs associated with the feminization of the workforce 
can stimulate investment. 

However, both for industrialized countries (Seguino 2000a) and the 
Asian economies (Seguino 2000b), these kinds of strategies to promote 
openness based on gender inequalities, on the one hand, do not seem 
to contribute to the promotion of gender equity, and on the other hand, 
would favor «low road» growth patterns that would become destructive 
for countries’ development in the long–term.17 The strategy based 
on cheap labor would not be sustainable, both because salaries may 
rise with economic development, and because female salaries could 
remain low as long as women do not organize themselves and win 
greater negotiating power. 

A virtuous circle of development requires that countries capitalize the 
development of their human resources’ capabilities, improving their 
qualifications and technologies in order to modify export strategies based 
on low labor costs and labor–intensive activities. This strategy could 
create opportunities for women to improve their qualifications, which 
would contribute to providing a firm basis for increasing productivity and 
competitiveness in export industries, while at the same time promoting 
gender equity (UNCTAD, 2004). 

Strategies based on gender discrimination and low labor costs may not 
be compatible with welfare and development objectives; they can also 
impoverish the country and the international value of its tradable goods 
in relation to its international partners. If this is so, we must ask ourselves 
which strategies for growth favor human development objectives, and 

17 Berik et al (2002) find that, in the case of Taiwan, as competition increases, the most 
concentrated industries widen the salary gap between men and women even more. 
In Korea, on the contrary, the reduction of trade openness and its less competitive 
industrial structure are associated with a gradual reduction in the salary gap in this 
sector. In Taiwan, the results can be explained by reference to labor segregation: 
the sectors that have a most successful export record are those that use the most 
advanced technology and employ men with high wages, while the sectors facing 
competition from imports are those with greater female labor rates, who suffer job 
losses and salary cuts.
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therefore, which are the most compatible with gender equity and which 
favor new approaches to the role of organizations and their potential as 
promoters of gender equity within the framework of trade liberalization. 
There is a need for a greater effort in terms of empirical research to 
back up the arguments and proposals in relation to which strategies 
best contribute to social and gender equity, taking into account that 
what happens in trade is probably much less important for poverty 
reduction than other national political and economic conditions that 
influence how the opportunities resulting from trade are transmitted to 
different groups in economy (Randriamaro, 2006).

For this reason, the analysis proposed by feminist economics 
accentuates the importance of a political economy of trade liberalization 
in a detailed analysis of the gender impacts and implications of trade 
policy, and an approach that stresses the crucial need to link trade 
policy and fiscal, monetary, industrial and social policies with an 
analysis of global inequalities, in order to ensure that trade policies 
support the achievement of gender equality and sustainable human 
development (Randiramaro, 2006). 

In short, from a gender equity perspective economic analysis in general 
and the analysis of trade policies in particular starts from a broad–based 
critique of prevailing economic models that are based on the assumption 
that the market offers the best solutions for all. This perspective posits as 
fundamental elements the fact that the sex–gender system has systemic 
links with the economy, thus making visible the reproductive sphere 
and its interactions with the economic system as a whole. It points out 
that the market economy transmits and reinforces gender inequalities 
in the home and in the reproductive sector, and moreover, that social 
inequalities, including those base on gender, hinder the development 
process and create obstacles to economic growth. 

Closing remarks 

Trade openness and the reforms implemented during the 1990s did not 
lead to sustained economic growth in the region, and, to a great extent, 
increased countries’ exposure to risk. Policies tended to underestimate 
the relevance of the deliberate promotion of private investment from 
the public sector and the role of the State in the development of human 
capabilities, as well as the need to promote the introduction of technology 



103

102

103

102

in order to foster growth. The social objectives of the liberalization 
processes have been seen as the spontaneous result of their potential 
success. Today, the region still continues to show alarming signs of social 
exclusion deriving from poverty and inequality. 

International experience shows that the successful development of trade 
patterns implies an increase in competitiveness and that this, rather than 
resulting automatically from trade liberalization, depends on the deliberate 
efforts of different agents, particularly the State. Systemic competitiveness 
requires harmonious progress by the various sectors, with increasing 
added value and greater qualification of workers and entrepreneurs. 

If there are no given links between trade, growth and development –as 
experience seems to show– then policies are responsible for generating 
adequate conditions for economic processes to achieve development 
goals. From this perspective, trade policies are a tool and not a substitute for 
development policies (Rodrik, 2001). If the promotion of development and the 
maximization of trade are treated as synonyms, we end up confusing ends 
with means. Economic and trade policies as tools require the identification 
of the weaknesses and strengths particular to each economy. This implies, 
as Rodrik (2000) notes, experimenting with institutional arrangements and 
identifying particular solutions for development «bottlenecks». Reforms, 
rather than being guided by the premise of what is needed to achieve 
growth, should be oriented towards responding to what is needed in order 
to achieve self–sustainable growth with equity. 

Are national strategies and regional articulations designed to treat trade 
policies as tools for the promotion of development in Latin America 
viable? If economic activity should be at the service of human beings, 
integration will have to combine productive apparatuses in such a way 
that these will be at the service of the populations of the territories they 
are part of, and managing to achieve the creation of a broad, complex 
and modern productive apparatus. The distribution of potential gains 
among the partners cannot depend exclusively on market forces, which, 
as proven, tend to reinforce inequities rather than eliminate them. The 
combined action of different interests is required: States, social dialogue, 
the establishment of mechanisms for negotiation and consensus–
building, and political actions designed to improve opportunities in order 
to compensate and modify previous imbalances. 

Regional economic integration initiatives go back a long way in the 
region, and are prior to the processes of opening up the economies. 
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However, their results have been very meager; within the context of 
liberalization strategies, the new processes, while tending to create 
economic and political platforms from which mutual benefits were 
expected, as well as better preparation for insertion in the world 
economy, do not seem to be successful up to this date. 

Regional economic integration can be a strategic tool for the least 
developed countries, in order to overcome obstacles and create new 
opportunities for progress. Arguments in favor of these types of process 
make reference to a series of commercial, economic and political elements: 
market expansion, harmonization of economic and social regimes and 
policies, and the possibility of strengthening the capacity for negotiation. 
It is necessary to rethink the market–oriented slant that characterized the 
integration process in the 1990s, so as to move forward towards a form of 
integration that embraces several dimensions: social aspects (economic, 
social and cultural citizenship) and political aspects (shared sovereignties 
to strengthen regional interests), which will lend democratic legitimacy 
to the agreements signed (Di Filippo, 2001). To embark on a project 
that increases the interconnection between countries requires that it be 
integrated into the public policy agendas and decisions taken by local 
agents. That is, it requires the formulation of an economic strategy, jointly 
debated and taken up by all the actors involved. The closer environment 
that regional integration agreements imply, with common problems and 
interests, appears to be more permeable to the adoption of corrective social 
policies and incentive policies (job retraining funds, loans, competitiveness 
fora), in which gender is undoubtedly an extremely important variable.

Latin American integration and its insertion in global markets are linked to 
political considerations that have to do with the definition of power relations 
and spaces of interaction, which Latin America should attend with initiatives 
and strategies for their creation. Nonetheless, the strategies applied lacked 
clarity, half–heartedly committing to regional integration and general and 
unrestricted liberalization and unilateralism. The lack of political strategies 
vis–à–vis the most advantageous associations, the conviction that trade 
liberalization would generate greater standards of competitiveness almost 
automatically, and that market would have the capacity to distribute 
reasonably the potential gains, exacerbated pre–existing social problems 
(inequality, precarious and informal labor, unemployment).

Ensuring the effectiveness of policies implies considering, from the 
moment of their formulation, the obstacles that different social actors 
face in terms of participating in the decision–making process, in order to 
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achieve a democratizing effect on the societies involved. It also implies 
taking into account the different opportunities of access to economic 
resources, particularly women’s in labor and business spheres. 

The contents and order of the different phases of trade liberalization 
should consider their impact on social and gender equity, adapting 
national regulations and proposing complementary policies before 
entering into new trade agreements. This is indispensable for maintaining 
coherent objectives, and thus preserving the capacity to pursue social 
and development goals. 

Acknowledging that economic policies’ gender impacts can be 
differentiated would have positive results for poverty reduction, improved 
income distribution, and welfare. Maintaining gender inequalities in the 
access to and opportunities for education and employment reinforces 
an adverse selection process that can reduce global productivity and 
the stock of human capabilities and functionings needed to ensure 
growth. Improvements in education, together with the elimination of 
gender–based labor segregation and discrimination, could have an 
impact on the global productivity of economy factors, and therefore, 
on growth. At the same time, more active female participation in labor 
contributes to changing social norms and perceptions of women’s and 
men’s roles (UNCTAD, 2004). 

For policies to comply with the objectives of efficiency and social justice, 
their formulation should consider to what extent women’s reproductive 
role and gender inequalities prevent women from benefiting from 
the possible gains of a technological cooperation policy, or from the 
promotion of production chains involving agents with different degrees 
of power. At the same time, the search for a virtuous circle between trade 
and development requires making sure that the impact of trade policies 
does not perpetuate existing gender asymmetries. There is a need, 
therefore, to construct the institutionality necessary to accompany 
and guide these processes, broadening the horizon for analysis and 
considering the multiple interactions that give meaning to and shape 
economic processes. The inclusion of the gender dimension and equity 
in the political and strategic debate on economic integration and trade 
agreements, as well as the contributions made by feminist economics, 
which challenge the prevailing economic paradigm, can all contribute 
to overcoming Latin America’s historical obstacles to achieving human 
development. 
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Labor flexibility or 
precarization?  

The debate on social 
reproduction

Rosalba Todaro

 

1. Introduction

This chapter analyzes the changes in paid labor characteristic of the 
present phase of globalized capitalism, and how this process interacts 
with social reproduction and the changes in gender relationships.

Due to the still existing sexual division of labor, it is essential that 
special attention is paid to women’s role and to the impact on women 
of labor changes, the new forms of organization of production, and the 
interaction between productive and reproductive work. 

Likewise, it is important to consider how changes in gender relationships 
have affected the organization of labor in both of its components: paid 
labor and unremunerated reproductive and care work. In this respect 
there is a need to analyze the changes in how reproductive and care 
work is distributed, both in terms of the unremunerated work carried 
out by household members (generally women) and remunerated 
work, either through the direct employment of a worker or through 
public or private services. The aim, therefore, is to discuss how 

 I would like to thank my colleagues from CEM, Ximena Díaz, Virginia Guzmán and 
Sonia Yañez, for the privilege of our permanent dialogue on the subject of work 
flexibility.
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working conditions, in both the productive and the reproductive and 
care spheres, and the changes in gender relationships, impact on the 
reproduction of society as a whole. 

This debate takes on greater significance in the light of the tension between 
labor flexibility and precarization, and between, on the one hand, the 
flexibility required by the new forms of organization of production, and on 
the other, the new requirements of workforce reproduction and of social 
and gender equity. In other words, when we talk about labor flexibility and 
precariousness, we should refer not only to market–based labor but also 
to reproductive and care labor, since this tension is present in both. 

The previous chapters developed an analysis of the profound 
transformations in the world economic order, which took place after the 
crises that occurred in the 1970s and 1980s, their repercussions in Latin 
America and how these processes interacted with the changes in the 
gender order. In Latin America, this period is identified with the exhaustion 
of the import substitution phase, although this process shows significant 
differences from country to country.

Global changes in the regime of accumulation and in national and 
international regulatory frameworks were accompanied by deep–seated 
transformations in the organization of production. These were based on 
the flexibility of production and of client–supplier relations, including sub–
contracting, outsourcing, externalization, which made up the so–called 
«network enterprise». New technologies provided the material bases for 
the internationalization of company management and production, thus 
opening the door to and paving the way for this mode of organization. 
As a result, instead of structured and hierarchical systems, a fabric of 
contractual relations has been built that can be adapted to the changing 
needs of production. This broadens the capacity for maneuver and the 
flexibility of the productive and financial system to respond rapidly to 
changes, seeking out the most favorable conditions wherever they are, 
and making localization more flexible and at the same time more volatile. In 
response to these conditions and under pressure from global competition, 
companies use all possible means to reduce production costs.

The transformations that have taken place in the organization of labor 
are an essential part of this process. In the previous period, labor 
relations and its institutions were characterized by mainly male, full–time, 
open–ended employment, designed as a long–term relationship, while 
the length of the working day was standard and regulated. This mode 
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of organization of labor aimed at the market had as its counterpart the 
sexual division of labor, under which women were responsible for the 
unpaid work involved in the reproduction of the labor force and care. 
Women’s economic security and social protection depended on their 
spouses’ complying with the requirements detailed above. 

Emphasis should be put on the fact that this model did not include the 
entire population.1 Not only were some sectors excluded, but there were 
also forms of employment that did not conform to this norm, such as 
seasonal work or contracting for specific services. However, the model 
represented the ideal for the organization of productive and reproductive 
work and defined the parameters of labor’s institutional framework.2 

Neither could all women dedicate themselves exclusively to domestic 
work. While a high percentage of women did not participate in the labor 
market, many women with low incomes, or who did not have the type of 
family that would guarantee them subsistence, had to do paid work, which 
took the form of activities falling outside regulated labor relations. 

In order to explore these issues in depth, we will begin by presenting 
the main current trends in labor. We will highlight some aspects of how 
working conditions have evolved and the terms of the tension between 
flexibility and precariousness. We will analyze the tensions between the 
organization of paid labor and the characteristics of social reproduction, 
as well as their implications for economic and social sustainability in terms 
of the working conditions generated by «really existing» flexibility. 

2. Five basic tendencies making up  
a complex scenario

The first tendency to highlight is the increasing heterogeneity of waged 
employment. Recent decades have seen a proliferation of new atypical 
forms of labor relations, while existing forms are more widespread, 

1 In the 1950s and 1960s, notwithstanding the growth of an organized industrial sector 
in various Latin American countries, schools of thought emerged that focused on 
explaining marginality and the permanence of strong inequalities in the occupational 
structure (see Nun, 2001).

2 This vision still holds true to a certain extent and is expressed in the not always 
conscious assumptions that underpin part of labor regulations and social policies.
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such as temporary jobs, new and varied forms of home–based work, in 
some cases using new technologies, subcontracting and outsourcing, 
a growing diversity of working days of varying length, and new 
mechanisms to generate labor intensity. In general, these modalities 
imply greater labor instability and variability in time use. 

The second tendency has to do with the diversification and destabilization 
of employment records, which have become more discontinuous than in 
a not so distant past. Today, it is common for labor life cycles to alternate 
between employment, unemployment and periods of inactivity, which 
vary according to socio–economic sector, gender and age groups. 
This discontinuity affects not only income earned, but also access to 
health and old age protection systems, which remain closely linked to 
employment. In recent decades, this situation has been aggravated in 
Latin American countries by the changes made in pension systems, 
from which the principle of solidarity has been eliminated, and which 
have been reformulated around the criterion of individual savings. As 
a consequence, social security is today more dependent than ever on 
stability and working conditions. 

The third tendency relates to the loss of the protective force of the labor and 
social system of regulation. In this respect, the most prominent issue is the 
tendency to eliminate or reduce protective regulations, such as changes in 
the criteria for calculating compensation in cases of dismissal, an increased 
number of grounds for dismissal without compensation, restrictions on 
collective negotiation, a reduction of the norms guaranteeing trade union 
organization, among others. Other aspects worthy of note are the increase 
in cases of non–compliance with regulations, and the diminished capacity 
of State bodies responsible for monitoring compliance. 

In this sense, it is also of interest to explore other aspects that are, 
perhaps, more complex. One of them is the fact that protective regulations 
cease to protect the majority due to the heterogeneity of forms of labor 
insertion. In other words, the changes in the labor market exceed those 
that may have taken place within the institutional labor framework. And 
this is so because, while the new regime privileges the adaptation of 
factors of production to the changing conditions, the new regulations 
continue to be designed on the basis of the assumption of stable labor 
and working conditions that should allow for greater flexibility in material 
terms. A clear example of this relates to the pension systems based on 
individual capitalization of personal social security contributions, which 
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result in decent pensions only for those people with stable employment 
records, continuous contributions and/or high income levels. These 
systems, which obviously do not match current trends in the labor market, 
are most prejudicial for women, since their employment records are often 
interrupted by reproductive work and whose working conditions are 
usually more unstable than men’s.3 People that entered the labor market 
more recently (women and young people) are especially affected by the 
lack of protection, since their employment records will reflect to a greater 
extent the present tendency to instability. Undoubtedly, there are huge 
variations by socio–economic group. Some socio–occupational groups 
benefit from a dynamic labor market that allows them to advance in their 
careers, while others only get the instability part of the bargain. 

The fourth tendency is the accelerated growth of services. Employment 
in this sector has certain particularities that require changes in how the 
work is organized and the time it takes. In services, production and 
consumption take place simultaneously. As a result, these jobs have 
rhythms that diversify working hours, and require greater flexibility 
than the production of goods, where consumption and production are 
separated in time. In addition to this simultaneity, consumption hours 
have been extended and diversified, most markedly in commerce. This 
is why flexibility in working hours and in the volume of employment has 
become characteristic of this sector. 

The fifth tendency to highlight concerns those aspects relating to the 
erosion of the sexual division of labor which affect the modality of social 
reproduction. A central factor in this tendency is women’s massive entry 
into the labor market, although there are very important differences in 
Latin America and the Caribbean in this regard.4 This increase in female 
labor insertion is linked to an increase in both the supply and demand 
for labor, both of which affect women’s labor situation. 

In relation to labor supply, we find that women’s reservation wages are 
affected by economic, social and cultural conditions. On the one hand, the 

3 A study carried out in Chile (Mauro and Yáñez, 2005) shows that 80 per cent of 
people who will not fulfill the requirements needed to obtain a minimum pension 
are women. These people will have to make do with welfare.

4 The average rate of female participation in paid labor in Latin America and the Caribbean 
(16 countries) jumped from 29 per cent in 1980 to 48 per cent by the year 2000 (Source: 
Author’s own elaboration based on ILO, Key Indicators of Labor Market KILM 2002, 
Yearbook of Labor Statistics 2001, and Laborsta (ILO Database on Labour Statistics).)
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economic needs of households have changed, resulting from the crises 
that affected countries in the region and the impact of which was evident 
in the 1970s and 1980s. In this context, women tried to compensate the 
deterioration in their household income, the increased marketization of 
public services and the growing instability and insecurity of their jobs. 
But their increasing entry into the labor market also has other causes: it 
reflects changes in women’s expectations, which were growing as a result 
of their greater participation in education and their political demands, 
together with a desire for autonomy and a questioning of the traditional 
division of labor, a tendency to lower fertility rates, and a diversification 
of family arrangements and more unstable relationships that eroded the 
image of the male breadwinner as the head of the household.

In relation to labor demand, the most outstanding factor is the increase 
of contracting in non–traditional export sectors and the attraction they 
represent for direct foreign investment. Some of these sectors tend to be 
situated in places where women have a low reservation wage, thus they 
are available to accept low remunerated jobs, the result of a combination 
of factors that relate to family structure and the lack of alternative economic 
opportunities. In general, these are labor–intensive sectors, production 
processes with a high degree of labor segregation by sex that use certain 
skills considered natural in women but which in fact profit from training 
acquired as part of the socialization process (Todaro, 2003). As we saw 
in Chapter 2, the increase in the demand for female labor as a result of 
the expansion of non–traditional export sectors varies by country, region 
and the structure of the economy. There has also been a growth in the 
demand for female labor in other sectors that are undergoing expansion 
as a consequence of the transformations in the economy, such as the 
financial and the commerce sectors. These sectors have experienced 
changes in the employment structure and the organization of work, with 
a substantive increase in female participation. 

The increase in women’s participation in the workforce has no explicit 
compensation in terms of coverage of reproduction needs and in the 
changes deriving from the new organization of the economy. There has 
been an increased mercantilization of services, previously provided 
for free by the State, and the same is happening with some services 
provided by women’s unpaid work within the home. In both cases, this is 
prejudicial for the lowest income sectors, who have less access to such 
services, and creates a tension between women’s work and reproductive 
needs. However, this tension is not limited to lower income sectors, as 



11�

11�

11�

11�

reproduction needs are increasing throughout the social spectrum, 
although the consequences vary according to income level.

3. Really existing labor flexibility

In this section, the term labor flexibility is used in its widest sense, 
that is, referring to what is commonly known as labor flexibility (or, 
in a narrower definition, flexibility of the labor market), as well as the 
flexibility of reproductive and care labor. 

3.1	 Flexibilities	and	rigidities	in	labor	relations

The conceptual discrepancies and disparities in available information 
make it difficult to explore labor flexibility in the exact form that it takes at 
this specific moment in time. Changes in the concrete forms adopted by 
labor necessarily lead to a change in its conceptualization, which in turn 
will necessitate modifications in statistical procedures in order to achieve 
measurements that are adjusted to reality. In this process, at times 
concepts and measurements end up out of step. Many times, changes 
in the concepts are measured using approximations based on data 
collected in accordance with increasingly obsolete concepts (Gálvez, 
2005). Slowly, adjustments are taking place in labor surveys, although 
the heterogeneity of labor arrangements makes their comprehension 
more complex. The slowness and varied pace of these adjustments, 
furthermore, make it difficult to draw comparisons between countries. 

A great part of the empirical basis for analyses of labor flexibility is to be 
found in case studies and qualitative research. These allow analysis of 
production and labor organization at micro–level while contributing, at 
the same time, to the conceptualization that underpins the changes in 
measurements in the labor market, where the results of flexibilization 
processes will find expression.

Within the corporate sphere, flexibilization is understood to mean 
those measures designed to foster the capacity to adapt to changing 
situations, both internal and external, in order to increase efficiency 
and competitiveness. The production and commercialization process 
acquires greater flexibility in order to adapt to demand and to more 
unstable and changing markets, which mark a substantive difference with 
the phase of mass production, and thus create pressure for improving 
the performance of factors of production. 
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Labor flexibility is included among this type of measure. However, the 
measures required to meet the needs and concerns of people outside 
the strictly productive sphere are not considered, although they have 
to be made compatible with paid labor. Only women consider these 
needs, but most assume them as part of the role assigned them in 
unpaid care work, and not as a requirement for ensuring the whole 
range of labor needed for social reproduction. Therefore, women end 
up bearing the costs of reproduction.

Although different authors use different definitions of labor flexibility, 
there is general agreement regarding the distinction between those 
forms of labor flexibility that produce changes in the forms of contracting 
and have an impact on the labor market, and those that affect the work 
process itself, once the worker has been contracted and mobilizes 
his/her labor power in goods’ and services’ production processes.5 
The former fall into the category of external flexibility, and may be 
expressed both in numeric terms –by varying the volume of work 
through dismissals, fixed–term, temporary and contingent contracts– 
and in functional terms, through the externalization and subcontracting 
of activities. Those forms affecting the labor process come under the 
category of internal flexibility, which in its numeric dimension implies 
changes in the working day and labor intensity, while its functional 
dimension implies the generation of polivalent labor, personnel training, 
team work, variable salaries, etc. (Yáñez, 2004b). 

Flexibility Numeric	 	 Functional

External Affects number of 
people employed 
(dismissals, temporary 
work, etc.)

Externalization and 
subcontracting of 
activities

Internal Variations in the 
working day and in 
labor intensity

Changes in the quality 
or characteristics of 
labor

5 These distinctions lead us to avoid using the term labor market flexibility as a generic 
term for paid work flexibility, since this would restrict the concept to external flexibility. 
For this reason, we prefer to use the broader term labor flexibility.
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It is important to distinguish between those forms of flexibility that are 
essentially oriented towards reducing costs, and those designed to 
achieve an increase in productivity. These modalities do not appear 
in a pure form. However, in general, external flexibility prevails in the 
case of the former, with forms of contracting that restrict the benefits 
for waged employment. In the case of the latter we find companies 
or parts of production processes in which cost reduction through 
restrictions on labor protection is not the most important element; 
instead, emphasis is placed on the fact that the application of labor 
processes and characteristics influence productivity. 

Some parts of the production process may require more control than 
others, or different kinds of control; therefore, a company’s personnel is 
divided into segments, each of which is integrated in the company to a 
different degree, with both a core of stable and protected workers and 
peripheral unstable workers who are regarded as easily replaceable. 
This does not mean they should be categorized as informal sector 
workers. They could, however, be classed as informal jobs if by this we 
mean that they lack the features characteristic of normal labor relations, 
even though they are a functional part of the «modern sector» of the 
economy. 

A diverse range of subcontracting modalities exist: subcontracting 
companies, contracting of individual external workers, or subcontracting 
chains which could end in home–based work. Women workers usually 
predominate in home–based employment, not only because of the 
sectors and processes that resort to this kind of work, but also because 
women have little alternative but to «accept» this form of labor relation 
which allows them to combine it with unpaid reproductive work. 
The sector with the longest record of using this form of labor is the 
garment industry,6 and in particular sewing, but there has also been 
a major increase in its use by modern service sectors, for example for 
certain forms of commercialization. In this way, subcontracting has 

6 Home–based employment has existed for a long time in the clothing and footwear 
industries. It was where an important number of the women needing to increase 
their household income (especially those with children) ended up, trying to make 
paid work compatible with domestic work. This happened both before and during 
the height of the male breadwinner–female homemaker model. The restructuring of 
these industries brought about numerous dismissals –especially among «female» 
jobs–, changing waged relations for home–based employment and employment 
in small workshops. This lowered both labor and fixed capital costs.
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created a new labor category of so–called pseudo–self–employed 
workers, because labor contracts are replaced by civil or commercial 
contracts, even though they retain all or most of the characteristics of 
dependent labor.7 A study conducted by Thelma Gálvez (2005) exposed 
this phenomenon, which can be illustrated with reference to one 
example: 42.1% of female and 21.3 % of male self–employed workers 
have connections to only one client and only one supplier, who are 
moreover the same person or company, which in addition establishes 
norms regarding production rhythms, volume, or deadlines. These 
characteristics clearly imply a relation of dependence, in other words, 
a system of production, control, and delivery of a product that is quite 
different to that of the self–employed worker who makes his or her own 
decisions regarding production and sales to a range of clients. 

Falling into this pseudo–self–employed category is also an increasingly 
large sales workforce, directly linked to companies producing goods 
that are commercialized via telephone and home sales, in a relationship 
with no labor relation at all. From a legal point of view, waged 
employment becomes own–account employment, and a flexible labor 
mass emerges, with the externalization of both social protection costs 
and the risks associated with the spheres of labor and private life. A 
different case is that of teleworking, which is still uncommon in Latin 
America in its strictest form: it flexibilizes the working place as well as 
the working day through the use of technology, without necessarily 
eliminating the salaried labor relationship with the company that 
implements it. 

The high sensitivity of some sectors to fluctuations in demand –as in 
the case of the garment industry, but also other activities of a seasonal 
nature– requires, from the company’s perspective, a «buffer» workforce 
(Yañez, 2004b) that can be easily dispensed with when the demand for 
that particular kind of work diminishes; or, on the contrary, a workforce 
to which enterprises can quickly resort in periods of increasing 
demand. 

Externalizing production that is most sensitive to demand also allows 
economies of fixed capital, and avoids the maintenance of inactive 

7 New labor surveys try to distinguish this type of work from the category of self–
employed workers, in order to detect new forms of informality that differ from work 
in the so–called informal sector.
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capacity during low production periods, as well as allowing a reduction 
in the costs associated with adapting technical processes to the 
characteristics of new models or products. 

Company resort to multiple strategies. A case study in the north–east 
of Brazil shows how the regional or local authorities of depressed areas 
seeking to create employment in their territories promoted the creation 
of labor cooperatives to act as subcontractors.8 The aim is to reduce 
labor costs by creating jobs without labor protection, while not crossing 
over into illegality (Lima, 2001). 

The forms of flexibility designed to increase productivity are mainly 
implemented by companies that compete in markets of goods and 
services with high value added, whose production makes use of new 
technologies and a skilled workforce. These companies make the most 
of the potential of information and communications technologies in order 
to flexibilize the relation between the workforce and productive capital, 
and achieve decentralization and the marketization of organizations. 

A further form of external flexibility involves subcontracting other 
companies for those activities –whether general or complementary– that 
are not part of the main line of business of the contractor company. In 
this way costs are cut by taking advantage of third–party specialization 
and by making the business itself more streamlined. Subcontracting 
does not necessarily imply precarization if the subcontracting company 
has employees with regular labor contracts.

Also worth mentioning is the supply of workers with high technical 
or professional qualifications in activities closely connected to the 
company’s line of business, on fixed term contracts or as independent 
contractors; in these cases they often work in central company offices 
and under its direction. Outsourcing computer companies that are 
subject to fluctuations in demand use this resource of an adaptable 
workforce without contracting and dismissal costs, and without the 
costs deriving from maintaining excess staff in dead time. Therefore, 
even those companies that place a greater emphasis on quality and 
productivity share a common denominator with companies whose 

8 This type of organization of production units, since it takes the form of a cooperative, 
creates the impression that it is controlled by the direct producers, thus reducing 
suspicion of an abusive management of the workforce. However, these studies 
show that it has hidden consequences in terms of precarization.
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emphasis is on costs: the creation of two segments of workers, with 
a stable protected core, and a less protected periphery, even though 
both segments may be highly qualified. 

These changes in the organization of production and labor can be 
analyzed as a process of redistribution of the entrepreneurial risk 
between central and subordinate companies, and between companies 
and different types of workers, or as a process of redistribution within 
the group of waged workers, by which some of them end up bearing 
part of the cost of the variations in demand (Gálvez, 2005).

The weight of the different forms of labor flexibility changes in line 
with the transformations that take place in the economy. Research 
conducted by Nadya Araujo Guimarães (2001) on mobility patterns in 
Brazilian industry� shows that other forms of flexibility may derive from 
external numerical flexibility achieved through dismissals that seek to 
adjust personnel levels to companies’ needs at a certain moment, and 
the recovery of that labor power at a subsequent moment in time. During 
the period under study the labor market showed a persistent reduction 
in employment rates and a greater selectivity in the labor market, 
particularly in relation to more protected jobs. In these circumstances, 
flexibility through dismissal could not have «symmetrical» exit and 
entry characteristics, that is, it did not imply re–entry into the same 
types of employment in similar quantities, but rather reincorporation 
increasingly took place in jobs with different flexibility modalities, for 
example, temporary or subcontracted employment. 

De–standardization of the working day 

A particularly significant manifestation of the current internal 
flexibilization process is the changing nature of the working day (Yañez, 
2004b). In numerical terms, this flexibilization process is expressed in 
the de–standardization of the working day, with an increasing variety 
of working days, affecting both their length and the hours worked (shift 
work, night shifts, and working on national holidays). At the same time, 
the organization of work time becomes more flexible (working days of 

� Guimarães (2001) carried out research using data on dismissals and admissions by 
Brazilian companies taken from the Ministry of Labor and Employment information 
system, and tracked over a period of 10 years the mobility of a group of industrial 
workers who were dismissed in 1989.
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variable length, a lack of fixed working hours, on–demand jobs or zero 
hour contracts, spreadover working, etc). 

In the present–day context so–called working day flexibility means 
strong rigidities for workers, since it does not allow for any margin of 
adaptation to personal needs or to the flexibility required in reproductive 
and care work (Díaz and Todaro, 2004).

In shift work, the work shift and free time vary in terms of length and 
distribution, in such a way that time off and free days can be constantly 
modified, thus limiting workers’ possibility of planning their free time. 
In other words, flexibility for the company makes workers’ time use 
more inflexible. The trend towards growth in services has a part in this 
problem since, as mentioned above, working time has to coincide with 
consumption time. 

In the interrupted full–time working day model (see Díaz and López, 
1999), particularly in commerce and other services, employers make 
discretional use of the time allocated to unpaid breaks (most commonly 
lunch time), which is extended in such a way that it leaves paid time 
available to ensure the presence of the worker during peak hours without 
having to pay overtime or contracting a larger number of workers. As a 
consequence, in practice the working day is lengthened, thus reducing 
the worker’s freedom to dispose of her/his non–work time, particularly 
if we take into account the longer distances between the workplace 
and the home, resulting from the scattered locations of productive 
establishments and places of residence –especially in big cities. 

There is evidence of an increase in working days free of constraints on 
their number of hours, but subject to indirect controlling mechanisms, 
particularly in terms of the highly demanding goals to be met by the worker, 
combined with low fixed salaries and a high percentage of variation in 
remunerations. In this way, the working day is extended beyond ordinary 
working hours, although with flexibility as to which hours.

Another fast spreading modality in some services is the flexible working 
day during which workers remain in permanent contact with the 
company, waiting to be called to satisfy a demand that is very variable 
in terms of urgency or specific needs. For companies, this means fewer 
employees with dead time, but keeping them available in case the need 
arises. For workers, the working day depends on the pace of demand, 
which limits their free use of non–working hours. 



12�

126

12�

126

Staggered work shifts allow workers to start work at an earlier or later 
time, while doing the same length working day each day, and having a 
fixed number of hours when they must be present. To a certain extent 
this kind of flexibility facilitates the adjustment between productive and 
reproductive work, and offers greater freedom in the management of 
free time. However, not all jobs and working processes allow this kind 
of work schedule flexibility, as some jobs require a physical presence 
at the workplace. 

Working day flexibility, which results in long working days, is achieved 
through variable pay systems.10 Wages with a high variable component 
and a low fixed component encourage workers to become «accomplices» 
in the extension of their working day beyond the legal working day, in 
order to increase the total wage. 

Part–time working days are increasingly being used as a way of covering 
periods of greater demand at certain times of the year, or in retail 
and services at weekends. This type of working day is used for non–
specialized, easily replaceable labor, which is why it frequently generates 
atypical forms of contract. An additional negative factor is that when this 
kind of workday stretches over a wide variety of schedules or during 
«social» periods,11 it has a great potential to disorder daily life.12

At the other end of the labor spectrum, part–time workdays are used with 
high level professional labor, replacement of which might be difficult or 
expensive. This type of workday is preferred mainly by women, when 
they are able to lengthen or shorten their working day according to 
their life cycle, and particularly if they have the freedom to go back to 
a full–time working day. Socio–economic sector and qualification level 
are what mark the difference between an outcome of precariousness 
and a «virtuous» flexibility. 

However, labor surveys show that most people who have short working 
days would rather work longer hours (Díaz, 2004). This would be largely 

10 Variable pay systems can be considered another form of flexibility in addition to 
functional and numerical flexibility: financial flexibility (Gálvez, 2001).

11 The term refers to those times when most people are not working and which can 
be devoted to social and family relationships.

12 The consequences of the disordering of everyday life vary depending on one’s 
situation in life. This type of work can be convenient at a time of life when one’s 
principal activity is another and one has no important family obligations. For 
example, weekends or holidays can be occasional working periods for students.
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due to the low wages and few benefits associated with short working 
days or, among qualified sectors, the desire to «get ahead in one’s 
career». The importance of the part–time workday differs markedly 
among Latin American countries, but in most women have a higher 
part–time employment rate than men.13

Finally, we want to underline how the new managerial methods 
based on trust regulate labor through commitment to high goals and 
responsibilities, particularly in technical and professional positions. 
In effect, these methods provide greater freedom and autonomy than 
former methods of monitoring and routine jobs. Nonetheless, studies 
on the quality of employment and occupational health show that the 
length of the working day is increasing as is physical exhaustion caused 
by stress. «Employers ask employees to be independent, to show 
initiative in decision–making and the will to take risks, whereas before 
they were only asked to be disciplined, punctual and to adhere strictly 
to the rules. There are now more opportunities but also more individual 
risks» (Pickshaus, 2002). This modality does not imply employment 
precarization in the common sense of the term: «the form of flexibility 
that is sought does not significantly affect the individual contract; 
it rather seeks to optimize workers’ availability and their economic 
calculations» (Jurgen Eckl: panel participation; see CEM 2002: 104).

The greater heterogeneity in the organization of work time means 
that free time is now also an individual matter. This results in an 
incompatibility with time for family and sociability that hinders care and 
childrearing tasks, while weakening social and collective ties.

It should be noted that not in all the forms of flexibility analyzed here 
does labor necessarily move away from the salaried labor relationship, 
even in those cases where less stable labor contracts are generated. 
The difference is marked by the relation between the changes in the 
job’s features (workday, workplace, technology, for example), and the 
type of labor relationship and the ease (or not) with which workers’ 

13 In some countries, such as Guatemala and Mexico, women’s part–time employment 
rate is four times that of men, while in others, such as Ecuador, Nicaragua, Venezuela 
and Argentina, it is double. In 2003, Argentina had the highest part–time female 
employment rate in Latin America, reaching almost 43 per cent. The figures show 
rates that are lower than 10 per cent and similar among men and women only in 
Chile and some Caribbean countries. See SIAL (Information and Labor Analysis 
System), ILO, Regional Office for the Americas, Lima.
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protection can be eluded, something that is also influenced by the 
negotiating capacity of both parties. The consequences on the quality 
of employment obviously vary in relation to whether flexibility seeks to 
reduce labor costs per worker or an increase in productivity. It does 
seem clear, however, that labor regulations formulated to respond to a 
different economic regime do not provide protection to an increasing 
number of workers at present. In this respect, Robert Castel (2005) 
states: «Technological changes and the new rules of international 
competition are here to stay. The present challenge is to try to 
associate labor mobility with new rights and forms of workers’ security. 
Before, social rights and security were linked to stable employment. If 
employment becomes intermittent, discontinuous, fragile, we should 
give the mobile worker a status. That is, this undoubtedly indispensable 
mobility should not be paid for with a loss of rights, as is commonly the 
case today. The idea is to have workers’ security guaranteed beyond 
changes or instability in employment.» 

3.2	 Flexibilities	and	rigidities	in	reproductive	work

Reproductive and care work has been relegated to the invisible 
spheres of the economy. The socio–economic system takes the form 
of an iceberg, where the different spheres of economic activity remain 
separated in accordance with the logic that operates in each one of 
them (Pérez Orozco, 2006). For this reason, we consider it important to 
elucidate certain conceptual issues which will help clarify the place of 
reproductive work in the economy and trace the specific relation that 
currently exists between production and reproduction.14

Antonella Picchio (1994: 453–454) argues that analyses of the labor 
market «generally use theoretical approaches that marginalize and hide 
the whole process of the reproduction of work and its specificity. The 
incapacity to situate reproductive work within an adequate analytical 
framework has often led to it being silenced, as if it were invisible work». 
This has meant that this kind of work and the people who perform it 
are made socially invisible. But most importantly, the relation between 
production and reproduction that characterizes the economic system is 

14 It should be pointed out that there is a certain lack of precision in the definitions and 
use of terms linked to social reproduction. Reproductive labor is used mostly to mean 
biological and workforce reproduction, although we could also use this term to refer 
to the type of society being reproduced: institutions, values, culture, etc.
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left out of the analysis. The problem has been constructed as a private 
issue and as if it were a specifically feminine one.

Unpaid reproductive and domestic care work has historically been 
entrusted to women, which means that they are required to compensate 
for insufficient public services and the exhausting effects produced by 
the labor market. 

We refer to reproductive and care work (domestic or remunerated) when 
we wish to specify that within this term we include the care of people who 
are not necessarily part of the present or future workforce. Domestic work 
«subsidizes» market–based labor since it is carried out for free within 
the household. It also influences the design of public policies which 
regulate the magnitude of the «subsidy» that can be compensated, to 
a certain extent, by public services as well as by private supply. While 
reproductive and care work can be either paid or unpaid and take place 
either within or outside the household, final responsibility for harmonizing 
the other forms of work and/or absorbing their insufficiencies continues 
to be borne by unremunerated family work. In other words, the latter is 
ultimately responsible for reproduction and care (Picchio, 1999). 

Picchio (1994) paints an image that provides a clear way to understand 
the role of family–based reproductive work. «The family, however it 
may be defined and composed, functions as an alternating current 
generator: externally, energy is directed from the reproduction of 
people to the production of goods; internally, this flow is inverted –at 
least apparently– in favor of a more human process, by which the 
reproduction of people constitutes the end, and the production of 
goods the means». The more exhausting work for the market is, the 
more difficult domestic work will be.

However, we know that in increasingly complex societies the family cannot 
meet all the demands of reproduction and care, which are increasing 
in both quantity and quality. More and more demands are imposed on 
families, which actually means more demands on women. 

One example is the fact that the upbringing of children entails more 
requirements for their development in present–day society and with a 
view to the future. This requires a new kind of domestic care work that, 
in addition, must be shared between genders, but it also requires what 
we could call social reproductive responsibilities. Boys and girls need 
educational and recreational spaces from a very early age so that they 
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can develop capabilities that will enable them to face new challenges 
and requirements and, in the case of the poorest sectors, to overcome 
the vicious circle of poverty. Latin American societies suffer a high 
level of inequality and families with the lowest incomes do not possess 
sufficient social and cultural capital to face the task. This means that 
quality services –not exclusively regulated by the market, so as not to 
reproduce inequalities– are needed to fill existing gaps.15

In the face of the new demands and the far–reaching structural changes 
that have taken place there has not been any significant response 
from either society or men in relation to reproductive and care work.16 
Women have achieved greater autonomy, but also experience greater 
conflicts in organizing their hours of paid and reproductive work. 
There has been a change from the previous normative model of «male 
presence in the market/female presence in the private sphere» to a 
model of «male sole presence in the market/female double presence» 
(in the market and in unpaid domestic work) (Carrasco et al. 2003).17

While male resistance to broadening their roles cannot be denied, the 
organization of production also influences their «sole presence», as it 
continues to regard reproduction and care as «non–produced goods», 
and women as responsible for making the production–reproduction 
relationship compatible.

15 The average number of years of preschool education fluctuates between 0.9 and 
2 years in Latin American countries, while in Europe it fluctuates between 2.9 and 
3.4, according to information from UNESCO, Education for All Global Monitoring 
Report 2007.

16 Time use surveys have only started to be carried out very recently in Latin America. 
For this reason, the evolution over time of the division of domestic responsibilities 
between women and men cannot be analyzed. Nevertheless, these surveys do 
provide evidence that at present the distribution of domestic and care labor is 
strongly biased towards women. They also show a sexual division of labor by task, 
under which men concentrate on non–day–to–day tasks and women concentrate 
on daily domestic and care work (see ECLAC 2005, Aguirre and Batthyány 2005; 
Wanderley 2003, among others). In the case of a social response, there has been an 
increase in the supply of child care services, but these rarely take the heterogeneity 
of labor situations and schedules into account. Neither has there been any significant 
progress in terms of companies’ including fathers in child care benefits.

17 See also Balbo (1978). According to this author, «double presence» has a different 
connotation to double shift: the first refers to being simultaneously in two different 
realities, trying to reconcile and recompose them into a single unit, while double shift 
indicates a relation of hierarchy between the two jobs and sequential participation 
in them.
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Time is one of the fundamental factors for analyzing reproductive work. 
So is the distribution of the responsibilities for social reproduction, 
which depends not only on what happens inside households, but also 
on the existence and quality of public and private services linked to the 
reproductive needs of each social system. 

It is not only about the amount of time involved; it is also essential 
to consider how that time is distributed. As mentioned above, many 
current forms of labor flexibility entail rigidities for reproductive and care 
work, and for individuals’ maintenance and reproduction of their own 
labor power. At the same time, reproductive and care work has its own 
rigidities. While certain activities, such as housekeeping chores, have 
no fixed hours, taking care of people, especially if they are children, has 
a relatively large component of predetermined schedules. Many public 
services add more constraints when they take as their starting point the 
assumption that women are able to adapt themselves without problems 
to the schedules they establish. Therefore, this play between rigidities and 
flexibilities results in precarious reproductive and care working conditions 
which households, mainly women, must compensate. 

These contradictions and incompatibilities in time use is a problem 
for society as a whole, and as such it should seek ways to deal with 
them. «An ancestral devaluation of the private domain led society 
to disregard one side of the scale. This devaluation explains why 
women’s migration from the household to the public space has taken 
place without society seriously asking itself how and by whom the 
tasks they used to perform would be carried out. The fact that the 
social contract has not been reviewed has imposed on women an 
acceleration of their life rhythms». However, this will not solve the 
conflict. Employees and employers will have to confront the truth 
that is being hidden: the world of work and the world of daily life are 
mutually dependent (de Oliveira, 2005). 

Labor flexibility is presented as a formula to make productive and 
reproductive work compatible, without observing or facing up to the 
fact that the distribution of time can make them incompatible. The 
most commonly used language refers to the conciliation of work 
and family. Nonetheless, other aspects of non–working life must be 
included when we debate forms of virtuous flexibility. The sharing of 
reproductive and care tasks within the family is a necessary, but not 
sufficient, condition. 
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Maintaining and reproducing the work force under the new productive 
and technological conditions requires continuous training to face labor 
instability, productive flexibility, and the rapidity with which labor skills 
become obsolete. The required skills go beyond formal training in the 
activity itself: they imply obtaining general capabilities that allow new 
situations to be dealt with. 

In addition to job training to acquire new knowledge and skills, there are 
requirements in terms of the personal, psychological and intellectual skills 
needed for rapid adaptability to changes, problem–solving capacity, time 
management skills, and to enable the use of labor controls and incentives 
that are completely different to those from the previous period. 

The abilities that are increasingly required imply a form of socialization 
and social insertion that also demands free time and that should be made 
compatible with productive, reproductive, and care work. As Christopher 
Dejours (1998) points out, the only people who can benefit from the 
mechanism of skills training are those who learn to make effective use of 
all the techniques that exist outside the place of work, and which it is taken 
for granted that any worker should be familiar with nowadays. Moreover, 
this type of training is part of the early socialization process and as such, 
as already mentioned, it creates new demands for reproductive work. 

On the other hand, cultural activities and citizen participation should 
have a place in people’s lives, if we are thinking about social reproduction 
in a broad sense, and even if we are only referring to reproduction of 
the workforce. 

4. By way of conclusion:  
Flexibility for what and for whom? 

The heated discussion around labor flexibility is often presented as a 
dichotomy: on the one hand, there are those –usually employers– who 
want to «flexibilize», and on the other hand, there are those –usually 
workers, trade unions, and certain State bodies– who supposedly want 
to make labor relations «more rigid». The former want to project an 
image of themselves as promoters of economic and social progress, 
while accusing the latter of being stuck in the past. From the opposite 
point of view, flexibility is seen as a synonym for the elimination of all 
labor protection regulations (Yañez, 2004). 
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Employers blame workforce protection regulations for creating rigidities 
that prevent companies from adapting to changing situations, and 
claim that this prevents job creation and, as a consequence, protective 
measures would end up being prejudicial to the workers. 

Since labor rights and/or their implementation have become weaker 
in Latin American countries, it is understandable that trade union 
organizations resist a «flexibilization» process that, for the majority, 
has only led to a loss of their organizations’ negotiating power in the 
context of the transformations that have taken place in the organization 
of production and work. Flexibility has been integrated into the labor 
institutional framework through practices that operate in the grey 
areas of labor regulations, and which are dominated by unequal power 
relations and marked by the weakness of labor actors. This weakness 
relates to instability and atypical labor relations, but also to flexibility 
in the workplace and in work schedules (Todaro, 2004).

Women’s paid work becomes part of the deregulatory strategy through 
their segregation in worse paid jobs and the forms of flexibility adopted. 
In turn, this is a result of the labor discrimination to which they are subject 
and the chance that some of these jobs offer them to make productive 
and unpaid reproductive work compatible. This strategy is not limited 
to the worst quality jobs but also appears in more qualified and 
professional jobs in the field of services. The abovementioned tension 
between production and reproduction would appear to be promoting a 
new version of the sexual division of labor. Women would be assigned 
jobs that seek new forms of compatibility with reproductive and care 
work, with the aim of preventing major changes in gender relations and 
reproducing hierarchies in working and private spheres.

Therefore, labor flexibility is necessary for people’s daily lives, which 
require broader margins of freedom in remunerated work. The dilemma 
does not lie in whether there should be regulation or deregulation. The 
dilemma concerns which regulations correspond to the present–day 
reality and are required to fulfill their purpose of protection, which 
will be opposed to the rigid standardization that is impeding the 
protection of the population and of more heterogeneous labor and 
social relations. However, changes in the organization of production 
and work have repercussions not only in the sphere of work, but also 
in the reproductive sphere in the broader sense. At present, the sexual 
division of productive and reproductive labor is coming under question 
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as the basis for the reproduction of the workforce. Not only are women 
increasingly joining the paid workforce, but the requirements that put 
pressure on productive labor are also changing. These issues make 
it necessary to debate the construction of a new labor and gender 
contract that guarantees social reproduction. 

From a wider economic perspective a new type of argument appears. 
It has been suggested that flexibilization offers a chance to weaken the 
rigid labor structures that used to organize men and women’s lives, 
while allowing for recognition of the diversity of life projects and styles, 
and therefore granting people greater autonomy. This discourse sees 
in flexibility an opportunity to reconcile work and personal life, the 
workday and education and job training needs, the possibility to make 
productive and reproductive work compatible, and the construction 
of more equitable gendered social relations, both within and outside 
the work sphere. However, despite sounding convincing in abstract 
terms, it is difficult to see this vision becoming a real possibility in the 
present circumstances under which labor flexibility is controlled mainly 
by companies’ interests.

Nevertheless, we also need to analyze the process of agency–building 
and social movements’ strategies for action that aim to influence the 
course of events. In this sense, we should question the dichotomous 
terms in which the issue is formulated and put up to debate arguments 
that show the limits of really existing flexibility. In this sense, we believe it 
is important not to confuse flexibility as such with the specific regulatory 
course followed by the process of neoliberal deregulation that has 
been taking place in recent decades, with the aim of cutting costs 
and/or improving short–term competitiveness. Labor flexibility, like other 
socio–economic categories, is a social construction and as such neither 
its contents nor its future are predetermined (Yañez, 2004a).

Changes in the organization of production, labor and the market have a 
counterpart in the modification of the institutional framework, as it adapts 
to the new conditions of social reproduction, of which reproduction of 
the workforce is a fundamental part. In this field, analysis of the relation 
between different types of flexibility and modalities of social relations, 
especially gender relations, is particularly relevant (Hirata, 2001). 

Flexibility entails both perverse and virtuous effects, but the costs 
and benefits are not distributed equitably. Although there are evident 
conflicts, it does not have to be a zero–sum game. Economic, social, 
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and human sustainability poses the inescapable challenge of moving 
forward towards a new social and gender contract. 

Reproductive work has a very limited place in the organization of 
remunerated work, and in labor and trade union organizations. It has 
gained ground slowly in only some issues of the economic debate: in 
explanations of labor segregation by sex or of wage discrimination. 
It has finally been accepted that it allows a better understanding of 
movements within the labor market. However, up until now it has not 
permeated the debate on development strategies. 

French–Davis (2005) states that «development requires the creation of 
a systemic competitiveness that is produced when the whole economy 
improves its performance, and, rather than there being just one dynamic 
sector, all the diverse sectors advance together harmoniously, with 
increasing added value and training of their people, both employees 
and employers alike».

We include this quote simply to illustrate the fact that the systemic 
perspective is limited if economists do not also take into account the 
«sector» that reproduces the workforce. When we speak of systemic 
competitiveness in relation to work, emphasis is placed on the quality 
of education, but increasingly, more importance is being given to the 
need for lifelong training that will enable workers to adapt to the rapid 
changes in the forms of production. We believe that this vision, which 
takes global changes into consideration, is still partial. It assumes that 
the reproduction of the work force, understood as a series of tasks 
that includes unpaid care work and coordination among the different 
components of reproduction, will be produced automatically, or worse 
yet, that it is not a produced asset.

Production and reproduction are part of the same process. Incorporating 
the issue of social reproduction in all its complexity into the debate 
on the economy and around social actors is a task that is only just 
beginning. 
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The non–economic 
dimensions of 

economics
Norma Sanchís1 

1. Introduction

What relation exists between the economic level and the social, 
political, institutional and cultural dimensions of any given community? 
What are the mutual implications of economic policies and social 
policies? To what extent do economic decisions have a social content, 
and conversely, how do social policies articulate with the economic 
structure?

In Latin America there is an increasingly notorious sense of frustration 
and anomie deriving from the negative results of the economic policies 
implemented during the 1990s. 

At the same time, democracies in the region are losing their legitimacy 
and the feeling of apathy towards them increases, as they are regarded 
as ineffective and unstable. Also growing steadily is the intolerance to 
corruption at all levels of public institutions, which seems to be acquiring 
constitutive and structural characteristics, necessary for the system’s 
self–sustainability. 

However, the critiques directed at the political–institutional system and 
the disenchantment with the economic model tend to run parallel to 
each other, and the interlinkages and interrelations between them are 
not apparent.

1 International Gender and Trade Network – Latin American Chapter. Asociación Lola 
Mora, Buenos Aires, Argentina.
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The public agenda has been determined primarily by the economic 
level with socially regressive contents, corruption scandals and security 
issues. While formal political rights are preserved, civil and social rights 
are restricted and limited (O’Donnell, 2004). 

In recent decades, macroeconomic decisions were presented as 
being predominantly of a technocratic and depoliticized nature, which 
conceals their ideological basis, the agreements they protect, the 
social relations of power that facilitate them and the values they defend 
(Stiglitz, 2004).

One of the causes of the weakening of democracies in Latin America 
is precisely this failure to recognize that economic decisions entail 
political processes and social conflict. 

However, far from being autonomous and independent, the economic 
model interacts with a set of social, political and ideological institutions 
that facilitate its application. 

During the 1990s, as the hegemony of market laws was consolidated, 
governments’ autonomy to define their actions and policies was 
undermined. This weakness on the part of governments led to the model 
being implemented without safeguards or preventive policies against 
its harmful effects on ample sectors of the population. 

From a number of perspectives it has been argued that there is a need 
to democratize the macroeconomic decision–making process (Elson 
and Cagatay, 2000), in order to make it more transparent and open 
it up to debate by the different social actors involved. The women’s 
movement has recently become more involved in these issues, from 
which it had previously been for the most part absent. 

Parallel to this, in the majority of Latin American countries there are 
emerging powerful dynamics involving collective actions and social 
movements. These are an expression of the conflict deriving from 
situations of poverty, but above all, they are motivated by the profound 
social inequity characteristic of the region. New debates are taking place 
on the legitimacy of resistance in cases where situations of exclusion 
imply that people are being deprived of the human rights fundamental 
for guaranteeing survival.

This chapter sets out to analyze the interconnections between 
economics, politics, society, and democratic governance, within the 
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context of the centrality of the market. It also explores civil society 
dynamics, including the shifting manifestations of social conflict, the 
emergence of new social movements, and women’s participation as 
actors in protests and proposals. All of these elements are part of the 
present–day scenario in Latin America and form the basis for nurturing 
new consensuses that the region is seeking to achieve as part of the 
necessary process of constructing alternatives. 

2. Neo–liberal globalization and democracy

The free market economy that characterizes neo–liberal globalization 
tended to weaken democratic institutions and political representation, 
thus limiting their capacity to express and mediate between the different 
interests in conflict. In turn, the weakness of political debate and 
democratic institutions facilitated the application of these policies that 
gained ground during the 1990s. 

The commercialization of the economy and society also invaded the 
political arena, diluting ideologies which were progressively replaced 
by the influence of the mass media, putting a price on votes, and 
promoting cronyism and bargaining in decision–making by rulers and 
parliamentarians. 

The democratization processes of the 1980s took place in parallel to the 
implementation of adjustment policies that placed the very possibilities 
of survival out of reach of great masses of people, and increased 
inequality, poverty, and the concentration of wealth, leaving the issue of 
the legitimacy of these democracies far from resolved (Nun, 2000).

Thus the paradox of governance in Latin America lies in the coexistence 
of a legal and political order based on the equality of all citizens and an 
economic order that preserves and accentuates the greatest inequity 
in the world in terms of access to wealth. The coexistence of political 
freedom and economic liberalization creates complex linkages and 
contradictions which need to be explored in depth.

The State modernization processes that took place in several Latin 
American countries during the 1990s aimed to give public institutions 
greater efficacy. However, they did not help to modify those aspects 
that make governance possible in societies with such high levels of 
inequity and exclusion. In other words, although these States are now 
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more modern, they are incapable of guaranteeing the rights of the 
different groups that make up the social structure. 

Sonia Fleury (2004) identifies two distinct phases in the socioeconomic 
process that took place during the twentieth century in several Latin 
American countries, such as Brazil or Argentina. The first phase can 
be characterized as a process of «development without democracy». 
It is the era of the developmentalist State sustained by a corporate 
social pact, which towards the middle of the century promoted late 
industrialization based on import substitution, and was founded 
on characteristically authoritarian forms of exercising power and a 
nationalist ideology. 

This model, with subtle variations in some countries, represented the 
autochthonous version of European Keynesianism. During this phase, 
social integration and protection measures were implemented, yet they 
never acquired the relevance and scope that they had in the European 
wage society. In the center countries, democratic rules of the game 
were consolidated, as was a concept of citizenship that tended towards 
the integration of all members of the community. 

Meanwhile, in Latin America a social security system linked to waged 
labor was adopted, with citizenship regulated by the State and welfare 
policies for those excluded from the formal labor market. This led, in 
some cases, to the incorporation of fragmented sectors of the working 
class, via cronyism, resulting in processes marked by a governance 
deficit, due to the inability to articulate conflicting social interests. This 
deficit served as an excuse for military governments to impose control 
by force in different periods of Latin American history. 

Other schools of thought consider that the welfare state in Latin 
American countries was not a concession granted by capital, but the 
result of pressure brought by workers, who succeeded in getting their 
particular interests to be seen as in the general interest of a society 
which nonetheless continued to be capitalist (Nun, 2000). However, 
this was a weak capitalism that opened the way for a disproportionate 
role for a State apparatus functional to the development of capital 
and the legitimization of power. Even during the periods of greatest 
growth of import substitution industrialization, by the end of the 1980s 
Latin America –with the exception of Argentina, Uruguay and Costa 
Rica– was the example par excellence of inequality, poverty and social 
polarization. 
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The crisis of the welfare state had serious social consequences. The 
new regime of accumulation strengthened the tendency to income 
concentration and the exclusion of broad sectors of society, affected 
by unemployment and labor precariousness. Paradoxically, with the 
exception of Chile, the redefinition of the State’s role and the weakening 
of the social dimension of citizenship took place in the context of 
democratic regimes enjoying a high degree of consensus among the 
population, which started to be consolidated from the 1980s onwards. 
This paradoxical relationship between neo–liberal hegemony and 
the formation of minimal states with democratic openings and weak 
participatory processes prevailed in the regional scenario in the 
1990s. 

In short, globalization led to a phase of «democracy without 
development», marked by countries’ difficulties in adapting to the 
international context, the dominance of the market, and capital exports 
through foreign debt payments (Fleury, 2004).

In this phase the corporate pact that had characterized the 
developmentalist period dissolved, and it became evident that 
governments were unable to respond to traditional actors’ interests, 
resulting in the instability of those governments. At the same time, the 
processes of democratic transition facilitated the identification of citizen 
demands made by a plurality of emerging social actors. 

According to the UNDP Report on the Development of Democracy 
in Latin America (2004), the processes of the past two decades 
generated neither economic development nor social inclusion, and they 
constituted a triangle linking democracy, poverty and inequality as a 
feature peculiar to the region; that is, coexistence between the principle 
of equality and social exclusion, with resulting tensions and conflicts 
among the different social actors. The report underlines the need to 
deepen understanding of this phenomenon by addressing, on the 
one hand, democracies’ need for economic viability in order to tackle 
poverty and inequality, and to promote a development process that 
increases their inhabitants’ welfare. Yet, at the same time, the political 
feasibility of economic decisions depends on facilitating social debate 
around their impact and the consideration of citizens’ demands. It is 
as true that democratic governance cannot ignore inequity and social 
exclusion, as it is that citizens should be able to express themselves 
freely about the policies that condition these phenomena. 
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Fleury (2004) identifies a series of paradoxes resulting from the impact 
that the insertion of national economies in the globalized economy 
has on democracies: the paradox of democracies without politics, 
since instead of diversity and pluralist debate, the economic model 
is presented as the only option. Further paradoxes are: democracies 
without inclusion, as they coexist with high levels of inequality and 
exclusion; democracies without regulatory capacity regarding financial 
flows, fiscal policies and redistribution; democracies with little capacity 
for decision–making and legitimacy, since they are incapable of 
achieving a balance of power between national and international 
sectors; democracies without equality, as solidarity–based social 
protection systems are dismantled and privatized, while targeted and 
stigmatizing social policies are designed. 

As Laclau and Mouffe (1985) point out, the defense of individual liberty 
before the oppressive state was the argument used to dismantle the welfare 
state. The hegemonic discourse succeeded in neutralizing democratic 
resistance to the increasing commercialization, bureaucratization, and 
homogenization of social life. The postmodern account celebrates 
diversity, cultural individualism, the multiplicity of languages, forms 
of expression and life projects, and axiological relativism. Similarly, it 
declares obsolete the ideal of progress, historical reason, vanguards, 
integrative modernization, ideologies and utopias. 

Neo–liberalism capitalized on this discourse to legitimize the market 
offensive; celebrating diversity has the effect of valuing the market as 
the only institution that guarantees the diversity of preferences, projects, 
languages and strategies, while preventing interventionist excesses on 
the part of the State, which will have subsidiary functions only in those 
areas where the market proves to be insufficient. 

The criticism of ideologies and utopias is aimed in particular at 
egalitarianism. The collapse of communism was interpreted as the 
failure of the very idea of socialism and of a society based on equality 
and collective welfare. Neo–liberalism stressed the defense of 
individual liberty against any kind of interference by the State as the 
defining characteristic of democracies, and dismissed the dimension 
of democracy that is based on social equity and equal rights for all.

While under the welfare state social rights were linked to employment, 
which served as the cohesive factor, based on the male breadwinner 
model, the structural unemployment characteristic of globalization 
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generates broad excluded groups who have no possibility of acting in 
the market as producers or consumers, thus limiting the exercise of 
their citizenship rights. 

Social policy loses its universal scope and becomes targeted and 
selective, in the search for a supposed optimization of spending 
efficiency. The driving paradigm is the fight against poverty and its 
aim is to compensate the «undesired effects» of economic policies. 
Welfare policies are frequently used as tools to defuse situations of 
social tension that threaten to destabilize the system and question 
the model. The articulation between needs and rights is broken and 
the contribution of social policies to broadening citizenship and social 
inclusion is diluted. 

In recent decades government corruption has become a widespread 
phenomenon in most countries in the region, present in a wide range 
of forms and at different institutional levels. It is no longer a transitory 
phenomenon or characteristic of a specific political party, but rather a 
structural and constitutive feature of the system of domination linked 
to the new pattern of accumulation in order to guarantee the resources 
need to make it self–sustainable. 

2.1	 Attitudes	towards	democracy	in	Latin	America	

It is clear that in most Latin American countries the political systems 
neither accompanied nor adapted themselves to the dynamics of 
economic and social change in recent decades. Lechner (2002) refers 
to the increasing inability of politics to represent the social world. As 
a result citizens feel more and more disconnected from the political 
community. 

However, despite being disillusioned with the political system, Latin 
American society continues to value and defend democracy, while 
at the same time increasing its demands for the creation of public 
arenas with varied modes of participation, dialogue and deliberation 
(Calderón, 2004). 

The data from the 2004 Latinobarómetro survey2 show that opinions 
about and attitudes towards democracy in Latin America are complex 

2 Latinobarómetro is an annual public opinion survey on political systems in Latin 
America conducted by a non–profit organization based in Chile.
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and not free from contradiction: democracy is valued over authoritarian 
regimes, and military governments are mostly rejected, although less 
than a third of respondents is satisfied with how democracy works; 
citizens’ expectations are high and political elites face exacting 
demands. The survey detects low levels of ideological loyalty and a 
willingness to sacrifice some liberties in exchange for greater order and 
prosperity.3 It also finds that governments’ and political parties’ capacity 
for action is being steadily undermined in the face of the growing power 
of large companies, provoking a strong reaction from citizens. 

However, it should be noted that attitudes towards democracy in the 
continent are not homogenous.4 Uruguay heads the list of countries 
that hold mostly favorable views, closely followed by Venezuela, and 
more distantly by Chile and Argentina. The countries that present the 
highest levels of frustration are Paraguay, Ecuador and Peru.5

The survey also explores the reasons for social discrimination and finds 
that neither race nor sex is considered a priority by public opinion, but 
rather, fundamentally poverty (39%). This implies that the region is 
expressing a strong demand for equality and inclusion, and that one 
of the most important elements for the consolidation of democracy is 
that citizens want to see that governments are prioritizing the interests 
of the majority and not just the benefit of a few. 

In this sense, it can be said that in general the performance of 
democracies in Latin America is deficient. In more exact terms, the 
root of this weakness lies in the inability (or lack of political will) to 
embark on a development project and tackle issues such as social 
inequality or insecurity. The combined effect of the economic crises 
and the anti–statist fury of the economic adjustment plans created 
an anemic State and legal system (O’Donnell, 2004), with institutions 
that are inefficient and whose coverage does not extend throughout 
national territory. Entire regions are under the control of variations on 
a Mafia rule of law, while minority or majority sectors of the population, 
such as indigenous people or women, suffer discriminatory biases. 

3 Zovatto (2004), www.observatorioelectoral.org.
4 Latinobarómetro 2005.
5 In 2005 the replies expressing satisfaction with the functioning of democracy were 

as follows: Uruguay: 63%; Venezuela: 56%; Chile: 43%; Argentina: 34%; Mexico: 
24%; Bolivia: 24%; Brazil: 22%; Paraguay: 17%; Ecuador: 14%; Peru 13%.
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This is a State subordinated to the economic power, which facilitates 
rather than regulating the negative and at times devastating impact of 
globalization. This scenario leads to «low intensity citizenship» in Latin 
American countries, implying relative respect for the political rights and 
liberties that characterize a democratic regime, while at the same time 
citizens are deprived of their basic social rights, resulting in situations 
of poverty and exclusion, as well as of their civil rights, which means 
suffering insecurity, violence and having differential access to justice. 
Therefore, people are poor not just because of what they lack in material 
terms, but also because they are discriminated against in legal terms. 

However, economic globalization does not necessarily entail a weak 
State and the delegitimization of democracy. 

With regard to the disillusionment with representative democracy and 
political parties, Holloway (2004) argues that rather than a problem, this 
crisis affecting democracy could be seen as an opportunity to present 
alternatives and create new modes of citizen engagement. 

Political rights, occasionally discredited and delegitimized as mere 
«formalities», can be consolidated by broadening civil and social rights. 
But this requires that governments and political party leaders be willing 
to listen and respond to the demands made by the popular sectors. 

In South America in particular, a new pattern of regional change would 
appear to be emerging. The electoral panorama of recent years tends 
to express the desires of the majority of citizens for poverty reduction, 
social inclusion, and employment, thus favoring those electoral options 
that tend to distance themselves from the neo–liberal orthodoxy 
associated with negative social impacts. 

2.2	What	kind	of	democracy	are	we	talking	about?	

Today most Latin American countries comply with the basic 
requirements of a democratic regime, that is, they hold relatively 
clean, institutionalized, and inclusive elections, and they preserve 
certain political freedom in terms of opinion, expression, association, 
mobilization, and access to a relatively pluralist media. When these 
basic requirements are not fulfilled it elicits angry protests from the 
citizenry. 

While a democratic system or regime is certainly an indispensable 
component of democracy, it cannot be defined adequately on the 
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basis of this dimension alone. Both the State and the social context 
are also necessary components of this definition (O’Donnell, 2004). 
Understood within this framework, democracies acquire historicity 
and specific contexts. 

For this reason, analysts try to identify variations among countries 
with respect to how such attributes are applied, and the scope of 
the State’s and the legal system’s coverage of rights throughout the 
national territory. Taking into account these parameters, O’Donnell 
(2004) identifies a continuum of adjustment to the requirements of a 
democratic regime. Uruguay, Costa Rica and Chile are on the side 
that shows a higher level of satisfaction. On the opposite side we find 
Paraguay and Haiti, and in the middle is a wide range of intermediate 
variations for the rest of the countries in the region. In many cases, the 
differences have historic origins: while countries with more consolidated 
democracies first acquired civil rights and subsequently –to a greater 
or lesser extent– political and social rights, other countries followed 
a different pattern. Under nationalist–populist governments their 
populations first gained access to social rights, which have seriously 
deteriorated in recent decades, together with weak political rights, and 
finally, fragmented or biased civil rights (O’Donnell, 2004). 

In other studies, the analysis is more complex and has greater 
theoretical density in that it incorporates other elements that influence 
the nature of contemporary democracies, such as the ethnic heritage 
from the Aztecs, Mayas and Incas in the Andean region and other parts 
of Latin America (Calderón, 2004). Likewise, variables relating to the 
current social regime of accumulation lend specificity and particularity 
to the political regime of government (Nun, 2004). 

Also increasingly coming under question is the capacity of Latin 
American democracies to reconcile the plurality of identities, values 
and cultural roots. The strength of the phenomenon of exclusion, which 
undermines the foundations of democracy, occupies a significant place 
in present–day theoretical and political debate. The interconnections 
between politics, economics, the State, culture, and democracy are 
now an indispensable part of any comprehensive analysis of the 
regional reality. 

Chantal Mouffe (1993) favors a concept of democracy that incorporates 
antagonism and conflict as inevitable to any account of the irreducible 
plurality of the values present in all communities. According to this 
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author, conceiving of politics as a rational process of negotiation 
means eliminating the power dimension and denying the politics that 
lead to the construction of collective identities. In the concept of radical 
democracy, it is not about arriving at consensuses without exclusions, 
but rather about how an identity is built in opposition to other identities 
in a pluralist and equivalent manner, by which the opponent is not 
regarded as an enemy who must be destroyed but as an adversary 
whose standpoints are acknowledged to be legitimate.

In contrast to this perspective, representative democracy in recent 
decades is entrenched in its extreme vulnerability vis–à–vis the 
economic powers, the great economic stakeholders that, one way 
or another, exercise private political functions and a kind of indirect 
government through their influence on the State. Corporations use 
mechanisms to make economic contributions to electoral campaigns 
that condition future favors by the government. Instead of exercising 
a regulatory role over economic interests, the State ends up being 
regulated and shaped by them. Citizen participation is seen as a 
threat and democracy becomes tutelary, restricted, and lacking in 
legitimacy. 

For their part, political parties are witnessing a progressive decline 
in their role in mediating and channeling citizens’ interests, and are 
becoming spaces for elites who distribute resources in order to maintain 
their positions of privilege while growing ever more distant from their 
electoral promises. Citizens do not participate in political decision–
making, which is delegated to their elected representatives. The vote 
has that ambiguous and paradoxical nature: it is an act of political 
participation that implies renouncing the right to political participation 
(de Souza Santos, 2003). 

Excluded groups, such as women, face obstacles that make it difficult 
to change their condition through formal representation procedures 
unless compensatory mechanisms are established –such as quotas 
or parity policies– or participatory mechanisms of a different kind are 
established. 

De Souza Santos (2003) believes that it is necessary to transcend this 
concept of democracy for which alternatives are beginning to take 
shape. Beyond the conceptual debates, peoples and communities in 
different corners of the world are improving the quality and intensity 
of democracy through popular initiatives, participatory budgets 
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and participatory policy planning. These are dispersed and diverse 
experiences that are moving towards the construction of new modes 
of democratic politics which scientific analysis and the records kept by 
social movements have not yet been able to collate and systematize. 

These participatory modalities, counter–hegemonic in nature, are 
emerging particularly at local level. In order to solve problems of scale, 
the political system needs to include a combination of representative 
and participatory modes. Indeed, participation always implies some 
degree of representation. The formal mechanisms that facilitate 
participation –referendums, plebiscites, popular consultations, 
institutions of participatory municipal management, among others that 
can creatively complement the representative modalities– constitute 
effective means of influencing decision–making processes and of 
exercising citizen control over rulers. 

A concept of democracy that includes the transformation of power 
relations into shared relations of authority implies reprocessing 
hierarchies towards more equitable situations in labor, community and 
gender relations.

Contributions by feminist schools of thought to political science have 
questioned the concept of democracy as a terrain of «equals». If the 
differences that create inequalities are disregarded, this generates 
perverse mechanisms that reinforce those same inequalities (Jardim 
Pinto, 2004). Equal treatment of different actors, such as women, results 
in exclusion and sub–representation in elective posts and in the State 
administration hierarchy. 

This begs the question whether democracy has the potential to 
tackle social inequalities and the capacity to take on board certain 
specificities, such as those of women. Feminist political scientists have 
had an important voice in the debates around the «democratization 
of democracy» and on the spaces of representation/participation, 
and in presenting alternatives to overcome current limitations (Jardim 
Pinto, 2004). Their reflections on alternative forms of democracy, 
compensatory policies for subordinated groups, and quality exercise of 
citizenship seek to construct mechanisms to promote the incorporation 
of and give expression to new actors. 

The tension between representation and participation does not imply 
confrontation. On the contrary, as long as spaces for participation 
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exist, the tendency will be for the limits to representation to be forced 
to broaden out further. Such participation has differentiated times and 
spaces: in the heart of civil society, relatively dissociated from political 
party apparatuses, social movements are established around the 
interests of subordinated or excluded sectors. Relatively autonomous 
social movements have a key role in creating tension and bringing 
pressure to bear for change in the exclusionary field of politics. 

Without idealizing or failing to recognize that hierarchies and authoritarian 
mechanisms also exist in the heart of civil society, the creation of 
participation spaces that express the concerns of marginalized groups 
guarantees that pressure is exerted on representation and that its 
democratizing potential is developed. 

2.3	The	feminist	perspective

A broad concept of the democratic institutional framework that includes 
both relations between citizens and the State, and also among citizens 
themselves, should take into account principles of redistribution and 
recognition. 

According to Fraser (1996), from the 1990s a transition took place 
from the demand for redistribution and economic justice, which 
accompanied the socialist project, to the demand for the recognition 
of cultural identity and difference that characterizes the current day 
post–socialist globalized economy. The struggle for recognition 
acquires paradigmatic features in the political conflict of this phase: 
the banners of nationality, ethnicity, or gender became preeminent 
in the political struggles of the last decades of the 20th century. Thus 
homogenizing globalization coexists with the revaluation of diversity 
and particularity. 

Fraser concludes that neither of the positions has run its course and 
cultural/political identity theory must be combined with social/economic 
redistribution theory: the integration of the two sets of demands allows 
the development of a theoretical framework relevant to the present 
times, based on a notion of justice. 

This implies analyzing two types of injustice: socioeconomic injustice 
that differentiates between social groups with respect to access to 
resources and opportunities; and cultural or symbolic injustice that has 
its roots in social representations of communication, interpretation, and 
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respect for diverse identities, which do not necessarily correspond to 
the dominant group.

Thus, political injustice runs parallel to economic injustice. However, 
each crosscuts and articulates with the other, and together they produce 
economic, social, political, and cultural subordination. Each pulls in 
a different direction and they come into tension when the attempt is 
made to design policies of equality but also of difference, as proposed 
by feminism. 

Gender is a paradigmatic case of economic and cultural/political 
subordination. On the basis of their gender identity, women require 
both equitable recognition of their contributions and inputs, as well 
as recognition of their differences at the level of identity, according to 
their gender specificities. 

The alternative and non–conflictive concepts of redistribution and 
recognition can satisfy requirements for justice and equity that allow 
democracy to be deepened. 

The opposition between the equality and difference perspectives 
cannot be resolved unless they are conceived of as the permanent 
tension between the recognition of «dif ference» –particularity, 
multiplicity, heterogeneity– and «universality», based on the equity of 
diversities (Mouffe, 1997). 

The democratic process implies incorporating a collective logic in the 
search for the common good, which overcomes individualism and 
the fragmentation imposed by the market. Nevertheless, a pluralist 
democracy cannot aspire to a single concept of the common good, with 
a rational and homogenizing basis. This implies the need for deliberative 
management of public policies that admits confrontation and conflict 
stemming from the interests of different social actors. 

In this sense, deepening democracy implies incorporating the gender 
approach in institutional relations and as a goal in policy design. Narda 
Henríquez (2001) is of the opinion that conditions currently exist both in 
the context and within public debate to posit gender equity as a policy 
issue, as well as to establish a governmental institutional framework 
responsible for looking after the inclusion of gender equity in policy 
design. These guidelines favor the recognition of women as social 
actors with the right to participate in public arenas –where social needs 
are identified and constructed– and to be interlocutors of the State.
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The recognition of gender equity as a fundamental dimension of social 
equity is underpinned to a great extent by the visibility and legitimacy 
achieved by the women’s movement in recent decades, by the kind and 
quality of knowledge produced, as well as by a weakening of resistance 
towards this new social actor whose demands question the power 
structure and the organization of daily life (Henríquez, 2001). 

The advances made in terms of gender equity in twenty years of 
democracy have not been linear. Still pending are the issues of how 
to strengthen gender as an unavoidable dimension of social equity, 
how to deepen its articulation with other social relations systems, 
and how to ensure its inclusion as a policy issue and governmental 
responsibility.

The incorporation of gender equity as an organizing principle of 
democracy faces several obstacles:

The time lag that occurs between changes in practices and images: 
despite the dynamics of changes in gender roles, the images persist 
with little flexibility to incorporate those changes.
Men’s resistance to giving up spaces in public and private spheres, 
when women propose that they should be distributed equitably. 
The need for a revision of the masculine gender construct which 
entails questioning the social construction of femininity.

Within this context, feminists’ proposal to unblock the mechanisms 
that prevent equal opportunities takes on a broader meaning. Equality 
understood not only in relation to the distribution of goods, rights, and 
obligations, but also in relation to participation in determining the rules 
governing society. 

3. New conflicts and emerging actors 

In the new scenarios deriving from countries’ insertion within 
globalization, and in parallel with the weakening of traditional social 
actors, a diversity range of social movements and new forms of 
association among different civil society organizations is unfolding. 

The increasing dissatisfaction and unrest caused by the effects of the 
policies implemented in Latin America in recent decades give way to 
a social protest that is becoming visible and gathering momentum in 
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the first decade of this century, traveling across the entire region in a 
heterogeneous and shifting way. 

In recent decades Latin America has lived paradoxical processes; 
while democracies have become more fragile and States weaker, civil 
society has achieved impressive dynamics and there has been an 
organizational renovation of social movements. 

In this way the institutional mechanisms that exist in the region are 
overlapped by different expressions of social protest, which may be 
more or less virulent, and to a greater or lesser extent channeled 
by institutional means, depending on the countries’ socio–historic 
contexts. 

Social movements, which have had fluctuating and diverse modes of 
expression in Latin American history, today present new features and 
complexities that are expressed and articulated at local, national and 
global levels (Sanchís, 2004). 

The effects of day–to–day violence caused by neo–liberal policies 
threaten human dignity, the quality of life and the bonds of solidarity. 
As the model loses legitimacy and reveals its inability and defects in 
solving situations of poverty and inequity, social discontent grows and 
unrest manifests itself through conflicts that multiply and spread. 

Within this context, it is relevant to analyze the means and modalities 
through which social conflict takes place today, as well as the 
possibilities that exist for democratic governance in the region. 

Social mobilization is usually seen as a threat to governance; however, 
it could also be valued as a contentious form of politics vital for 
deepening democracy (Conaghan, 2004). In this sense, the increase 
in social conflict over the last decade could be interpreted as reflecting 
an increased awareness of citizen rights in Latin America and the 
greater degree of development of the institutions expressing such 
awareness. 

3.1	 Changes	in	social	protest	

Focusing on its most widespread modalities, it can be said that during 
a large part of the 20th century, protest was embodied by corporate 
actors (workers, state agents, rural workers), based on strikes as the 
prevailing form of struggle and centered on the factory or work place, 
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situated in urban centers, generally close to the center of political 
power. Basically, demands revolved around wage levels and working 
conditions. The repercussions of these struggles had a local or national 
scope, although this did not prevent international relations being built 
between like–minded actors.

Since the mid–1990s and linked to the changes in labor patterns, these 
modes of protest began to overlap with new forms of expression of 
social conflict. Even when they continue to express themselves in a 
particularized manner, traditional actors are also joining multisectoral 
and diverse networks that tend to develop important levels of recognition 
and tolerance for their identities and respect for differences. Demands 
are also starting to diversify, and a plurality of sometimes conflicting 
interests coexist. Issues are more holistic and usually comprehend 
many dimensions of life, including the questioning of macroeconomic 
and social policies, such as privatizations or budgetary cuts in health 
or education, the exploitation of natural resources, or the demand for 
economic and social rights. 

During this period, the acknowledgement of women as social actors 
tended to be reinforced, although they already had a prior history and 
experience: they had protested against military dictatorships, sustained 
family and community survival strategies during the economic crises, 
and gradually entered the political arena following democratization. 

However, in step with the emerging actors, women have been 
strengthening associative processes in their organizations and 
networks in recent decades, and are increasingly weaving a fabric of 
relations with other types of organization and sectors. In this way they 
are succeeding in incorporating their specific demands (such as sexual 
and reproductive rights) into public debate, they are making visible their 
contributions to the economy and democracy, while at the same time 
they are joining in broader debates such as those on the political and 
economic processes undergone by their countries and communities. 

Another of the distinct features of these emerging social actors is a 
greater permanence to their mobilization: their organizational modalities 
are more durable. 

The social and economic crisis of 2001 transformed Argentina into 
a privileged laboratory for studying innovative expressions of social 
movements and emerging actors. 
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In this respect, recent studies gather innovative aspects, such as the 
integration between political and social issues and the dimension 
relating to feelings, the body, and pleasure in internal debates within 
the groups, and similarly the articulation of issues linked with productive 
and reproductive dimensions (Di Marco, 2003). The greater horizontality, 
participation, and decentralization that characterized spaces such as 
the neighborhood assemblies or «recovered» factories that appeared 
in Argentina in the post–crisis period favored women’s participation. 
Gender relations became more symmetrical and egalitarian and forms 
of participation became less segmented. «Women who participate, 
debate, and make decisions concerning the realization of solidarity–
based projects, with a political content, do not regard it as welfare work 
nor do they see it as an extension of a maternal altruism, but rather as 
an obligation linked to the fight for social justice» (Di Marco, 2003). 

Studies conducted on the processes that took place in those factories 
abandoned or declared bankrupt by their owners during the crises and 
later recovered by the workers, also show innovative ways of processing 
gender relations. In these cases, the change in labor relations which 
established more horizontal patterns, fostering practices such as 
replacing control with self–discipline and responsibility to the group, 
information and accountability mechanisms in communications, and 
collective decision–making processes, tended to favor the insertion of 
women on more equitable terms. Not only were salaries standardized, 
but spaces opened up for the development of female leadership, both in 
the processes of recovering the factories and in the relations with other 
social organizations, authorities, or the media. These activities imply 
tensions and necessitate a reprocessing of the relation between the 
labor sphere and traditional domestic roles, with a variety of different 
ways emerging to resolve them. 

Throughout the region diverse and innovative forms of protest –or at 
least forms that were formerly not so widespread– are emerging, such 
as roadblocks or occupations of land. Protest, even from distant places 
isolated from the center of political power, can have wide–reaching 
repercussions due to the globalization of communications and the 
development of information technologies. 

Some recent studies (Alegre, 2005) see as legitimate roadblocks set up 
by unemployed people, since it can be regarded as a measure similar 
to the right to strike. The reasoning behind this is as follows: if striking 
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is the employed workers’ right to interfere with the development of an 
economic activity and a production process in defense of their working 
conditions or even their civil or political rights, it would be arbitrary to 
deny that possibility of interference to those who lack employment, or to 
whom employment is systematically denied. In that sense, roadblocks 
could be seen as «the strikes of the unemployed», who resort to this 
mechanism as the most effective way of bringing pressure to bear in 
order to mitigate the social and economic exclusion to which they are 
systematically subjected. 

On the one hand, territorial localization expresses a shared cultural 
identity, but it is also a way of occupying the public arena. Once again, 
women move through these spaces more fluently and more at ease 
than in traditional corporate spaces. However, it would appear to be 
important to go into more depth regarding the changes in gender 
relations in order to verify whether the more equitable conditions 
actually lead to significant changes in sex stereotypes. It is clear 
that these expressions of civil society are not free from tensions and 
contradictions within, including tensions in gender relations and the 
distribution of roles. They also promote a divergence of interests among 
different subordinated groups. 

The magnitude and scope of contemporary globalization gives new 
meaning to local, national and global dimensions. The significance 
of the interlinkages between these levels distinguish the new social 
movements from the traditional ones (Jelin, 2003). Collective demands 
expressed at local level crosscut and articulate with broader levels. In 
turn, actions at regional or global levels –the alternative forums to the 
UN conferences, for example– enrich the meaning of local action. 

This two–way dynamic between the local and global dimensions finds 
its paradigmatic expression in the Argentinean agricultural women’s 
movement Movimiento de Mujeres Agropecuarias en Lucha (MML), who 
are members of small and medium–sized family–based agricultural 
producers (Bidaseca, 2004).6 The articulation between collective 

6 Following the free trade process of the 1990s, and in order to compete with 
international production, these family producers sought credit from national and 
private banks for buying technology; however they did not manage to compete 
successfully with the subsidized production of wealthy countries. Unable to pay 
their debts, their lands were auctioned; however, this threat provoked a response of 
collective resistance led by women, who began to take successful peaceful actions 
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action at local and global levels broadens in the interlinkage between 
the impact of economic globalization and political action. 

Collective action is also present in international spaces.7 Women’s 
participation grew steadily at the consecutive UN Conferences on 
Women, compared to their presence at the first one in 1975. Non–
governmental spaces, developed outside and parallel to the official 
conferences, were diverse, multisectoral, and horizontal. Nevertheless, 
women also found room for participating within the dynamics of the 
official spaces, developing different strategies for lobbying, bringing 
pressure and influencing the agenda. Mobilization and protest 
accompanied the gatherings of multilateral institutions such as the 
WTO, the Davos Economic Forum, the Assemblies of the International 
Monetary Fund and the World Bank, and the G8 Summits.

The World Social Forum, conceived of originally as the flip–side of 
the Davos World Economic Forum, is undoubtedly the most visible 
expression of mobilization that articulates local, national, and global 
levels, aiming to question, formulate proposals and develop an 
alternative agenda to the globalization course steered by governments 
and the most powerful representatives of the private sector.

Political parties tend to show initial hostility towards the new emerging 
social actors as they see them as a threat to their role as mediators of 
collective demands. They take as their starting point the exclusionary 
idea that electoral representation implies having the monopoly 
over political organization, thus taking legitimacy away from social 
movements. 

Social movements, too, express antagonistic views towards political 
parties, with warnings about the risks of co–optation (de Souza Santos, 
2003).

Tension also exists between social movements and State institutions, 
which tend to either reject them because they cannot process that level of 
participation, or else try to seduce them with the benefits of cronyism.

designed to stop the auctions. They also called on the media and started joining 
up with other local groups in similar situations, first establishing national networks, 
and subsequently international exchanges.

7 Non–Governmental Forums were held in parallel to the UN Conferences of the 
1990s: on the Environment, Human Rights, Population, Women, Development, 
Social Development, Habitat, and Financing for Development.
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Occasionally, the tension shifts into the movements themselves when, 
faced with governments that show a greater degree of openness and 
receptivity, some of them maintain their autonomy with more self–
referential organizational methods of developing their own agenda, 
while others join programs and even the very structures of the State. 
In many cases, the different levels of government open up more or 
less institutionalized spaces for dialogue with these organizations as 
alternative channels to the traditional representation paths. 

3.2	New	debates

Innovative dynamics in terms of contents, forms of protest, and the 
actors and scenarios involved, generate new debates that are currently 
spreading throughout the region and crosscutting both spheres of 
activism and the academia. 

One of these thought–provoking debates has opened up around the 
right to resistance in the case of extreme poverty (Gargarella, 2005). 
It involves analysis of the legitimacy of the resistance offered by those 
people who live in extreme poverty, siting the issue within the human 
rights framework. 

The basic premise of the argument is that no person is able to enjoy 
the rights that he or she supposedly possesses if he or she lacks the 
essential and minimal conditions for leading a decent life. The question 
is how and on the basis of which criteria those minimal conditions that 
social rights (human development) and civil rights (human rights) entail 
can be defined. It seems practically impossible to reach a clear and 
generalizable consensus on what that definition should be (O’Donnell, 
2004). Overly narrow accounts are criticized for being minimalist, and 
excessively broad ones are regarded as unrealistic. Certain rights, 
which are considered strategic, would relate to security, subsistence 
and freedom.8 In any case, historically certain rights have been disputed 
and redefined after conflictive social processes and unrest. 

One of the challenging questions is why this debate does not engage 
with contemporary constitutionalism despite the relevance it had in 
the theoretical debate on the right to resistance for more than four 
centuries. 

8  Shue (1996), cited by O’Donnell (2004).



167

166

167

166

This absence of debate is a striking fact, even when «at the present 
time there can be no doubt about the fact that important segments of 
society have serious difficulties in meeting the most basic needs, in 
making their views known, in successfully demanding the introduction 
of changes in the law, or in condemning the actions or omissions 
committed by their representatives» (Gargarella, 2005).

This general proposition regarding the right to resistance in the face of 
situations of severe social exclusion perpetuated by State institutions, 
becomes more complex when it comes to defining which situations fit 
this profile and how to characterize which groups are affected. 

Some conditions that could validate the right to resistance would 
be the hermeticism of the political system to their representatives’ 
demands and a blindness to or a lack of willingness to solve situations 
of marginalization and extreme deprivation. 

Resistance would therefore imply defying an intrinsically unjust legal/
political order which could not otherwise be remedied or changed. «One 
of the most powerful reasons behind the popular mobilizations of recent 
times is the perception of the existence of unstoppable arbitrariness in 
the exercise of power, of irrepressible corruption among government 
employees, and of systematic violation of the independence of powers, 
the judiciary in particular» (Alegre, 2005).

The way illegal land occupation by homeless people in South Africa 
was resolved is an interesting case. Siri Gloppen (2005) sites this 
experience within the context of a country with mid–level development 
that has one of the worst inequality records in the world, extremely 
high levels of population living in extreme poverty, a devastating 
unemployment rate, and a severe housing deficit. All these features 
became more pronounced as a result of the economic liberalization 
policies implemented from the 1990s onwards. At the same time, on 
account the country’s history of Apartheid and racial discrimination, 
there is a historical experience of mass protests and challenges to 
government measures and legal resolutions that created extreme 
cases of injustice. 

Being a country with a record of «strong constitutionalism» since the 
government that came to power in 1994, the court ruled in favor of the 
need to achieve a balance between property rights and the right to 
housing, recognizing both as legitimate. It therefore ordered the State to 
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respect the site that had been occupied until the occupants were provided 
with another housing solution, and to pay compensation to the land 
owners (thus compensating the illegal occupation of the land). The court’s 
decision was based on the identification of the State’s responsibility for 
the violation of basic social rights and the aim of avoiding even greater 
injustices, which would result from an eventual eviction. 

Situations of this kind have close similarities to the experiences of broad 
sectors of the population in Latin America, as well as to the forms of 
protest and resistance being adopted. 

4. Conclusions 

The neo–liberal discourse emerged out of the crisis in the sense of 
community, and grew stronger with the fall of the Berlin Wall, the 
collapse of the Eastern bloc, and the evaporation of utopian projects 
and expectations of more egalitarian societies. 

In most Latin American countries that discourse represented the 
hegemonic framework between the 1980s and 1990s, coinciding with 
the fall of the dictatorships and the move towards democratic transitions. 
The assumption of citizen equality was linked to an economic model 
of wealth concentration that accentuated inequities and led to the 
fragmentation and exclusion of broad sectors of the population. This 
in turn provoked a steady delegitimization of the democratic system 
and institutions such as political parties. The latter came to be seen 
as corrupt and the guardians of the interests of the concentrated 
powers. 

The frailty of the democratic institutional framework prevented social 
conflict between opposing interests from being processed. Protest 
was perceived simply as an attempt to destabilize the establishment, 
and governance was understood as no more than control of unrest 
and repression of actions of resistance, supposedly in response to the 
need to protect the security of the system. 

The hegemonic school of thought disregarded the confrontation and 
incoherence between the exclusionary economic model and the frailty 
of the institutions of democracy, between governance and the search 
for social inclusion and the reduction of inequalities. 
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This dissociation had multiple and complex social implications. Many 
subaltern sectors were co–opted in different ways: victims of feelings 
of resignation as a result of being unable to visualize alternatives, or 
uncontrollably outraged by feeling denigrated and cheated. 

Insecurity deriving from felonies and crimes committed by people from 
excluded sectors led broad sectors of society to demand repressive 
measures, such as harsher penalties and police repression of 
expressions of discontent. In societies with high poverty, fragmentation, 
and polarization levels, it does not seem possible to reconcile dissimilar 
and antagonistic individual interests. Coexistence becomes increasingly 
difficult and intolerable.

The separation between economics and politics and the identification of 
politics with corruption render institutions meaningless and discourage 
the struggle to recover the regulatory power of the State over capital. 

The search for a new equilibrium requires reprocessing the relations 
between transnational corporations and national states, in a way that 
is capable of challenging the current hegemonic structure (Laclau 
and Mouffe, 1985). Certain incipient experiences in Latin America 
appear to be exploring this direction. However, they are not sufficient 
to consolidate an economic policy that would give priority to social 
justice and that, beyond the technical solutions it proposed, would have 
visible social contents, promote political debate around its implications 
in distributive terms, and subordinate the decisions taken to a concept 
of human rights. 

Beyond the economy’s claim to preeminence, «it is the balance of social 
power, the pattern of social norms, the institutional structure, the degree 
of social consensus, the perceptions of key actors, and the framework 
of market regulations that matter at national and international level» 
(Elson and Cagatay, 2000).

One of the most innovative features of the present–day Latin American 
scenario is the powerful dynamics of social movements, with novel and 
creative modalities and characteristics, which generate tensions and 
provoke feelings of insecurity and threat, or anticipate encouraging 
transformations.

The social unrest and popular protest affecting Latin American 
societies represent a warning signal that cannot be ignored. These 
phenomena point to the deficit of democracies and the frustrations 
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deriving from neo–liberal policies, defense of which is increasingly 
difficult to sustain. 

Two current trends in the region cannot be disregarded. On the one 
hand, the growing interlinkages between local and global levels in social 
movements and their organization in networks. The Latin American 
feminist movement in particular has found expression in a dynamic 
of networks that are issue or rights–based. The other phenomenon is 
the multisectoral convergence of movements and networks. Women’s 
organizations are joining these wider spaces that form complex actors 
with political density. They are engaging with issues that they had 
previously left aside, and, without abandoning their specific demands, 
they are contributing their identity–based vision to society as a whole 
and are opening up innovative debates. 

The democratic equivalence of a plurality of actors necessarily 
implies the creation of new identities while rethinking the challenges 
and strategies of political action. From a gender perspective, and in 
opposition to unifying essentialist concepts based on the category 
woman, the issue should be seen as a process of construction of the 
category of sexual difference within social relations (Birgin, 2000). In 
this sense, it is not about a homogenous actor woman who relates 
to another homogenous actor man, but rather about a multiplicity of 
social relations that include gender differences and articulate ethnic, 
racial and generational diversities in an open process of construction 
and transformation. In this sense, the women’s movement is engaged 
in the process that defines new social movements: the multiplicity of 
standpoints that constitute identities, relations and interdependence 
make it political (Mouffe, 1997). Thus, the objective of feminist action 
is not the equality of a homogenous and unitary group but rather the 
struggle against the multiple ways in which the category woman is 
constituted as subordinate. 

Latin America is currently advancing along the paths of change: the 
emergence of new leaderships; the restructuring of alliances; the 
proposals and variants for consolidating a regional bloc; the will to 
explore solutions that emerge from the affirmation of an identity of its 
own rather than from foreign recipes; the search for responses to social 
demands that have redistributive contents, the strengthening of political 
actors that can be categorized as progressive. A common denominator 
can be identified in all these changes: unlike recent decades, in most 
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countries the beginning of the century witnesses a displacement of the 
central focus from economics to politics.

It is not that the economic issues have been resolved, but rather that 
societies have gradually become aware that today economics is more 
than ever a political issue. 

In this sense, the central issues in the debate are the role of the 
State in leading the development process and, as the mediator of 
how countries find their niche in the globalized world, in confronting 
inequalities, taking into account the issue of the quality of democracy, 
and of productive transformation, including the creation of decent jobs 
(Garretón, 2006).

The principal economic issues affecting the region, such as the energy 
issue, asymmetries of scale, and technological development, converge 
in the political debate around the construction of a regional bloc from 
a long–term perspective. 

Regarding the political system in particular, the debate focuses on how 
to transform democracy into a true system of organization of power 
that is capable of balancing social actors’ involvement in the destiny 
of their countries. 

Together with the reformulation of the development paradigm, this 
implies rebuilding relations between states, political systems, and 
societies.

New challenges are opening up in the region as the current panorama 
is crosscut by tensions between the ambition of hegemonic structures 
to maintain themselves in power and the challenge of promoting and 
opening up pluralist debates, broadening social consensuses through 
the incorporation of non–traditional actors, strengthening the judicial–
institutional framework that allows reasonable margins of coexistence 
to be maintained, and deepening democracies that recognize diversity 
while guaranteeing equality. 
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