
Fact sheet six: Gender and globalisation

Globalisation is an unequal movement of goods, ideas, information, services, cultural and economic activities
in terms of production, distribution and consumption as well as unequal trade and investments across the
political boundaries of nation states.  It includes the growing openness of national economies to activity by
companies from other countries and integration of local economies into the global economy through
harmonisation of what is produced, exported and imported in accordance with the dictates of the World Trade
Organisation (WTO).

African governments and civil society organisations have joined global organisations to warn that WTO
Agreements, processes and the institutions are biased against African and other developing countries.  In
essence, the agreements - in particular on agriculture, trade-related investments measures (TRIMS), and trade-
related intellectual property rights (TRIPS) - serve principally to prise open markets for the benefits of trans-
national corporations, at the expense of national economies, workers, farmers, women and other groups in
the developing world, and the environment.

Advocates of globalisation argue that it brings economic growth, contributes to job creation and to poverty
reduction.  They pay little attention to the differential impact on women and men, rooted in different access
to resources, power and decision-making, that place women at a disadvantage.

By way of a background, from the 1970s to the mid-1980s, many African states adopted import-substitution
trade policies.  From the late 1980s, many of these countries opened their doors to International Monetary
Fund (IMF) and World Bank-driven structural adjustment programmes (SAPs).

Free-market global capitalism along with the policies of privatisation, deregulation, trade and financial
liberation that foster globalisation, have led to new jobs for women as seasonal farm workers, and food
processors. While this work is an improvement over unpaid labour, these seasonal jobs can be poorly paid and
precarious. Women often work in Export Processing Zones (EPZ’s) where their status is insecure; they are
susceptible to job losses and the gender gap in wages remains high.

Because of their higher educational levels and status, men are better placed to benefit from the more skills
diversified sectors that may open up as a result of globalisation. While globalisation has opened some new
opportunities for women entrepreneurs, most women are not aware of trade policies and agreements and
or how to exploit them and benefit from them.

As governments privatise services such as education and health care that had been subsidised or provided free
of charge women struggle to provide the same services to their families at higher prices. Women bear the
burden of care, come under greater control from their families, and are increasingly susceptible to gender-
based violence.

As poverty deepens, many girls and women from the south consent to be transported to “greener pastures.”
These girls and women are poor, they have little or no education and lack legal literacy. They become cheap
labour in the globalised world.  This has also led to the phenomenon of sex trafficking, and with it increasing
risks of HIV/AIDS infection.

Definitions:

Globalisation refers to forces that facilitate flows, whether economically, culturally, socially or politically
which cross nation-state boundaries.

Trade liberalisation refers to international agreements put in place to make it easier for companies to trade
across national borders, by removing trade tariffs and measures used to protect local economies. Deregulation
of the labour market and deregulation of the production and sale of goods and services are also included in
these policies.

Economic justice refers to an economy that is not based on massive inequalities and exploitation, and one
in which all people have adequate means to provide for their food, shelter, education and health requirements.

Sources: Women’s Agency for Gender Justice: Experiences of African Women by Bene  Madunagu; Gender,
Neoliberalism and the African State by Zo Randriamaro; Trade Agreements- What’s in it for women by UNIFEM.


