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Dedication

To our grandfather, Giovanni Dalla Costa, who, after seeing his
home and harvest burn down, and realizing he would no longer
be able to live off his land, emigrated to France. Here he worked
in the mines to earn the money necessary to go to America. He
arrived in Alaska in 1892, in the place which later was to be
called Nome, and here he was renamed Jack Costa. Other mem-
bers of his family landed in South Brazil; but he would never see
them again. Jack Costa, with his brother Frank, dug for years
in the icy lands of Klondike searching for gold and, at last, they
Sfound it.

Today, again, a new globalization process is sending mil-
lions of emigrants around the world. Separated from their land,
Sfrom their families, in other nations and continents, they still
seek some means of survival and a different future for them-
selves and their children.
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INTRODUCTION

Mariarosa Dalla Costa

Today, it is in the mountains of Chiapas, the seas of Mururoa, the
delta of the Niger and in cities like Paris that human reproduction
most openly stands out as an issue and a terrain of rebellion. This
serried sequence of struggles leaped onto the world scene in 1994
to symbolize the great problems which are the object of the de-
bate about reproduction and growth. First among them are the
relationships between monetary and non-monetary economies,
the new global economy and subsistence economies, formal and
informal work, paid and unpaid labor, individuality and commu-
nity, ‘Western’ civilization and other forms of civilization. In brief;,
the relationship between the presumed inevitability of oncoming
“higher” levels of development and people’s right to elaborate
their own future autonomously, asserting above all the right to
preserve and defend an economic, social and environmental re-
ality which is in danger of being swallowed up by yet another
technological “leap,” for no other reason than the quest for profit.
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Technology, then, is a myth to be contested. What Marx already
denounced as machines for waging war on the workers have in-
creasingly become death machines turned against all humankind
and its habitat.

All the essays collected in this volume are concerned with
these questions, more or less directly, as they cast light on what is
at stake in the struggles and transformations revolving around a
further expansion of capitalist relations. This book follows an-
other collection by the same editors Paying the Price (Zed Books,
1995), to which it is thematically connected. In Paying the Price,
the main issue was the significance of the international debt crisis
and structural “adjustment” policies for social reproduction and,
therefore, women’s work and women’s struggles. The book ar-
gued that these policies, in their systematic, negative approach to
reproduction, were designed to break the levels of power ex-
pressed by the women’s struggles, particularly those concerned
with their living conditions. It claimed that the aim of “adjust-
ment” was to impose “debt slavery” on the debtor countries as a
function of a further entrenchment of capitalist relations, in the
continual attempt to refound class relations and hierarchies within
the new global economy.

This new book is intended to continue down the same path
by developing a series of hypotheses that were first presented
and debated at the Thirteenth World Congress of Sociology
(Bielefeld, July 18-23 1994) at the sections on “Women’s Devel-
opment and Housework” and “Development, Democracy and
Women'’s Human Rights” coordinated by myself, Silvia Federici
and Giovanna Franca Dalla Costa for Research Committee 02
“Economy and Society”. The debt crisis and structural adjust-
ment policies continue to provide the framework for analyzing
the relationship between the transformations induced by capital-
ist development and the demands advanced by the movements
which have emerged on the world stage, with attention to the

women’s, ecological and indigenous peoples movements, all of
which aim at a radically different form of development, not based
on a capitalist logic.
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Today, women are making their voice heard on a broad se-
ries of increasingly dramatic problems revolving around the con-
ditions in which life is produced and developed. In this sense, if
this book has a protagonist, it is certainly the work of reproduc-
tion, an emerging iceberg with a cargo of struggles laden with the
rejection of unpaid labor, the pole around which the demand for
new living conditions transversally links distant areas. The labor
of reproduction which is one of the great issues that reflect the
ongoing type of development, for more than twenty years, has
formed the focus of a wide and analytical debate, in various coun-
tries—a debate that is leaving its mark, with increasing frequency,
in the official documents of international organizations, like the
United Nations Development Program’s, Human Development
Report 1995. For our part, we feel that, if the condition of women
is a significant index of how civilized a society is, the conditions
in which the work of reproduction is carried out are a significant
index of how humane a given form of development is.

Silvia Federici looks at the changes in the work of reproduc-
tion produced by the new international division of labor (NIDL),
and their impact on the conditions of women and feminist poli-
tics. She criticizes current accounts that reduce the NIDL to the
reorganization of commodity production, ignoring the transfor-
mations that have occurred in the production and reproduction
of labor-power. Arguing that the expansion of capitalist relations
is still premised on the separation of the workers from the means
of (re)production, she shows how structural adjustment and the
politics of economic privatization (the pillars of the global
economy) have led to the dismantling, in much of the Third World,
of subsistence economies and the formation of a proletariat ex-
clusively dependent on monetary relations, although deprived, in
most cases, of access to a monetary income. Federici maintains
that these processes have transformed the Third World into an
immense reserve of labor-power for the metropolitan areas, and
shifted much of the work necessary for the reproduction of the
metropolitan work-force on the shoulders of women in and from
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the Third World. Federici concludes that this situation must be
the focus of feminist organizing internationally, insofar as it deep-
ens the power relations among women and undermines women'’s
struggles over reproduction. Thus, the decisive issue for the con-
struction of an international feminist movement is not the struggle
against gender discrimination, but rather the subversion of the
new international division of labor and of the projects for eco-
nomic globalization and capitalist accumulation from which it
stems.

In Giovanna Franca Dalla Costa’s essay, the work of repro-

duction is read in terms of the problems peculiar to one Latin
American country, Venezuela, during the Caldera presidency,
which began with a softer approach to structural adjustment poli-
cies that had already created an explosive situation and paved the
way for a number of coup attempts. One aim of the new
administration’s project was to re-industrialize the country by re-
launching small and medium-sized industry while also introduc-
ing methods for bringing Venezuela up to the international stan-
dards of flexibility and efficiency. The other was a series of inno-
vative social solutions achieved through the creation of a net-
work of small firms, possibly with the participation of those citi-
zens directly interested in the projects for the development of the
economia solidaria, under the guidance of a Ministry for Social
Development. A network of families was supposed to correspond
to this network of small firms, as the ministry’s direct talking-
partner, in an approach that placed less emphasis than in the past
on transforming the family according to the Western nuclear
model.

Meanwhile, there may be a rethinking about the role the
extended family can play in a resource-hungry country such as
Venezuela. New forms of organization of social life—indeed a
network of social relations—have been devised to integrate and
link the new productive and reproductive realities which the
economia solidaria planned to create. In this socio-economic
context, housework, a formidable variable of “adjustment,” al-
ready subject to various pressures in any phase of development
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or crisis, has become the object of new means of integration and
control. At the level of the “network,” a confrontation has been
growing between the state response, on the one hand, and the
increasingly heavy pressure coming from the women, on the other.
Presumably, the state response has taken into account women’s
strong demand to serve as real partners in the definition of social
and economic policies. But it has only allowed women to mobi-
lize “from below,” without giving them any real say at the deci-
sion-making level. At the same time, on the side of women, there
has been an increasing pressure on the government at a grassroots
level or “through the network,” in a climate of growing conflict
and in the face of the parallel growth of feminist organizations,
demanding different terms of development. These include life
guarantees for everyone coupled with a reassertion of women’s
autonomy.

Alda Britto da Motta’s essay, focuses on the condition and
the struggles of female domestic workers in Brazil. It shows the
need of domestic workers to free themselves from the space-
time continuum of “the masters’ house. Domestic workers want
space and time that are completely their own. Itis clear that there
is a convergence between the demands and struggles of Brazil-
ian domestic workers and those of women in the “advanced”
countries who, far from being “queens of the home,” are deprived
of space and time of their own, and since the early 1970s, have
made of this demand their first step in the building their autonomy.

While the growth of women’s organizations in the “devel-
oping countries” is now recognized, not only in Latin America
but throughout the world, a country which owes a great deal to
their heroic commitment (and that of the journalists who have
recorded their voices) is Algeria. Andrée Michel’s essay is de-
voted to them. Tt analyses the trends that have shaped the country’s
“maldevelopment,” and highlights how women have been made
the scapegoats for the policies of previous presidencies, in order
to divert the people’s attention from the real problems. Michel
criticizes the Algerian government for having allowed the growth
ofIslamic fundamentalism, a movement that has attacked “‘modemity”’
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“modernity” as a source of all evil, symbolized by the emancipa-
tion of women who exercise a profession and go out without the
veil.

Michel maintains that the Algerian fundamentalists have not
only violated the most basic human rights, but have opposed any
expression of women’s autonomy, which had consolidated over
the years, by demanding that reproductive labor become women’s
indisputable and non-contractable destiny. Andrée Michel urges
that the strength expressed by the Algerian women form the ful-
crum for the growth of ties between citizens on both shores of the
Mediterranean, capable of imposing a development founded on
social justice, liberty and tolerance. Present in her essay, too, is
the crucial role of international debt and its relationship with dis-
torted development models. In this context, Michel reiterates that
it is not enough to demand the debt’s cancellation; something
must also be done to ensure that the debt is not reproduced as
would happen if the same model of development were reintro-
duced, and the same social and sexual inequalities in the First
and the Third World were reproduced.

In my own contribution, I have covered some of the themes
mentioned at the start of this introduction, crossing the bridge
thrown by the Zapatista revolt towards the struggles in “advanced”
Europe, a bridge which in real time has linked the “primitive”
and continued expropriation of the land with the present expro-
priation of labor. On that bridge, I have met new protagonists, the
indigenous people’s movements which, in the last two decades,
have achieved ever greater organization and an ever greater hear-
ing, giving new substance to the Western debate on development.
Their presence has disclosed how the “primitive” unsustainability
of development has simply become broader and more lethal. Their
presence has given new substance and a new articulation to the
debate on human rights as collective and not only individual rights,
as the right to diversity rather than the obligation to homogeneity
and the right to reject development. Their presence has brought
the word “dignity,” which has long been out of use in Western
civilization, back to the center of political discourse—the dignity
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of solitude, the capacity to withdraw, of being able to wait, to
conceal one’s own heritage. I do not know how many feminists
who began their path as activists in the 1970s have identified
themselves in the word’s various meanings, but this was cer-
tainly the path of one part of that feminism. It was the sole salva-
tion in front of the blindness of a female culture that invaded the
arenas where knowledge is built with inquiries, questionnaires
and useless data, to the detriment of the mental space needed for
the growth of thought, creativity and self-determination. This has
been the dignity of saving one’s own collective history from mis-
leading and hasty historico-sociological reconstructions, so that
it may have a future in other places and other times. Now the
time for it has come and its place is appearing in outline. The
indigenous and ecological movements are feminism’s first talk-
ing-partners.

It is significant that in the indigenous people’s movements,
it was the women who immediately asserted themselves as the
emergent force, and disposed of the presumed immobility of cus-
toms attributed to their community. In this process, they have
made people aware of the richness of their activities and their
‘charters of rights’. Their struggle against the unsustainable con-
tradiction they experience in capitalist development—which con-
tinually undermines their living and working conditions in econo-
mies for the most part not founded on money—is linked to the
struggle against the unsustainable contradiction experienced by
women in the “advanced” areas. These are the struggles of the
unwaged woman working in a wage economy who, for that very
reason is denied the right to survival.

First through the studies of academics, then more directly
through the their increasing presence in international forums, in-
digenous women have sent us a powerful message about their
rich heritage, about a different form of knowledge, based on the
respect for the most basic ecological equilibriums, as the key for
the construction of another type of development. A large part of
international feminism has now incorporated their voices. Sig-
nificantly, various documents at the NGO Forum flanking the
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UN Conference on Women in Beijing, on August-September
1995, in addition to denouncing structural adjustment and land
expropriation as a major cause of poverty, also raised the issue of
the defense of ‘traditional’ knowledge against its expropriation
by scientists and businessmen for commercial ends. Clearly, this
different type of knowledge is now the terrain for a confrontation
between the logic of capitalism and the logic of a different devel-
opment. The outcome will depend on the strength of the struggles
and the movements.

The labor of reproduction and its crises is the main theme of
the essay by George Caffentzis. It examines the theoretical and
practical implications of three perspectives that, in recent times,
have conceptualized the sphere of social reproduction and the
relation between market and non-market activities, with all their
accompanying dichotomies : production/reproduction, formal/in-
formal, moral values/market values. After showing the limits of
the marxian approach on this question, Caffentzis discusses the
alternatives offered in the works of Gary Becker, M. Granovetter,
Michel Foucault and contrasts them with the feminist theories
that identify the work of reproduction as the pillar of the capitalist
creation of surplus value and the accumulation process.

As he shows, neither Becker’s approach, that reduced all
social relations to market relations, in the context of a triumphant
commodity/consumer logic, nor the Foucaultian attempt to inter-
pret the production of life as the working of a new form of ‘Power,’
can account for the contemporary crises in social reproduction.
These are the crises reflected in the human and ecological catas-
trophes of which capitalist development increasingly is the bearer:
war, famines, desertification, the flight of masses of refugees and
emigrants. From this vantage-point, Caffentzis concludes that only
the feminist theory of reproduction developed in the early 1970s,
succeeds in giving a convincing explanation of the present crises,
because it takes into account the struggle against reproductive
labor and its repercussions on capitalist accumulation.

Reproductive labor, then, returns to close this book as a
source of struggles and, thus, a source of crisis in social repro-
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duction. For this very reason, reproductive labor must be seen as
something more than a source of capitalist value. For in its an-
tagonism to the process of accumulation, it is now a privileged
terrain for those movements that have started exploring new paths
for a different development, everywhere on the planet.






DEVELOPMENT AND

RePrODUCTION®

Mariarosa Dalla Costa

Zapata and the workers

Zapata’s determined gaze and slightly stooped shoulders, in the
well loved photograph paraded in the Italian metropolitan work-
ers’ demonstrations, was one of the striking journalistic images'
of 1994, creating a bridge in real time between the Mexican re-
volt of January and the struggles of Europe’s industrial workers
and unemployed. A bridge was thrown, through space and his-
torical time, linking the struggles against the continuing “primi-
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tive” expropriation of the land to those against the post-Fordist
expropriation of labor, which are responsible for the increasing
dismantlement of the public system of social rights and guaran-
tees. The “primitive” expropriation of the land, begun five centu-
ries ago with the enclosures in England and still continuing to-
day? with the more recent forms of colonization and exploitation
of the Third World, is now linked even photographically to the
contemporary forms of expropriation and poverty creation in the
advanced capitalist countries.

How to build and impose on expropriated men and women
the discipline of wage labor (with the unwaged labor it presup-
poses) was the problem capital posed five centuries ago at the
beginning of capitalist accumulation. It is still the problem today
for the continuation of the capitalist mode of production and its
combined strategies of development and underdevelopment. The
creation of mass poverty and scarcity, together with the imposi-
tion of terror and violence, as well as the large-scale relaunching
of slavery, were the basic instruments used to resolve the prob-
lem in the first phase of capitalism.

The expropriation of the free producers from all their means
of production, as well as the individual and collective resources
and rights that contributed to guaranteeing their survival, was
studied by Marx in the section on primitive accumulation in
Capital, Vol. 1, Part 8 (1976). We refer to it for a discussion of
the enclosures and all the other measures that accompanied them,
notably the bloody legislation against the expropriated, the forc-
ing down of wages by an act of Parliament and the ban on work-
ers’ associations. The laws stipulating the compulsory extension
of the working day, another fundamental aspect of the period,
from the middle of the 14th to the end of the 17th century, are
dealt with in Capital, Vol. 1, Part Three, Chapter 10, where the
subject studied is the working day?.

Concerning land expropriation, Marx observed that

The advance made by the 18th century shows itself in
this, that the law itself now becomes the instrument by

12
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which the people’s land is stolen, although the big farm-
ers made use of their little independent methods as well.
The Parliamentary form of the robbery is that of ‘Bills
for Inclosure of the Commons’, in other words decrees
by which the landowners grant themselves the people’s
land as private property, decrees of expropriation of the
people.” (Marx, 1976, p. 885)

The “little independent methods™ are explained in a footnote to
the same passage, quoting from a report entitled A Political In-
quiry into the Consequences of Enclosing Waste Lands:

The farmers forbid cottagers to keep any living creatures
besides themselves and children, under the pretence that
if they keep any beasts or poultry, they will steal from
the farmers’ barns for their support; they also say, keep
the cottagers poor and you will keep them industrious,
etc., but the real fact, I believe, is that the farmers may
have the whole right of common to themselves. (Marx,
1976, p. 885, note 15)

This footnote gives a powerful picture of the step-by-step pro-
cess of expropriation that was used to produce the misery and
poverty essential to establish the discipline of wage labor. But
justas powerful an image is given by the isolation of people from
all living beings, that characterized and still characterizes the hu-
man condition in capitalist development. The human being is
isolated not only with respect to his/her own species, but also
with respect to nature—that ‘other’ is treated increasingly as a
commodity.

Deprivation and isolation are the two great accusations, the
two great terrains of rebellion, symbolised by the poster of Zapata
whose watchword was “Tierra y Libertad.” The reappropriation
of land was seen by the Zapatistas in 1911 as a fundamental ques-
tion, because it opened up the possibility of reappropriating a
collective life free from misery. For even then the reappropriation
of the land was pregnant with a multitude of meanings: the

13
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reappropriation of a territory where one could express a different
sense of life, of action, of social relations and work; and a place
where one could imagine and build a different future. From this
viewpoint, Zapata’s nine-year revolutionary epic is one of the great
suppressed memories of official Mexican history.

Today’s explosion of the Zapatista rebellion shows how real
the problem of the reappropriation of land remains, but also how
much it has been magnified by the complex of issues raised by
movements in the North and South over the land question. ‘Land,’
here, not only refers to a means of subsistence—though this would
already be an excellent reason for a reappropriation movement,
since many economies based on a non-capitalist relation with the
land have guaranteed the possibility of life for millennia to a large
number of people to whom capitalist development can only offer
hunger and extinction. It also refers to land as the earth: a public
space to be enjoyed without frontiers; an ecosystem to be pre-
served because it is the source of life and, hence, of beauty and
continual discovery; and a material reality of which we are part,
to be reaffirmed, in contrast to the exaltation (especially by male
intellectuals) of virtual reality.

The creation of misery starts and proceeds from the fixing of
aprice for the land as well as land expropriation as Marx pointed
out. Pricing the land is the solution used for colonies, where the
aspirant capitalist is unable to find a sufficient number of waged
workers. When the settlers arrive at their destination, they find a
‘free’ land where they can settle and work independently.

We have seen that the expropriation of the mass of the
people from the soil forms the basis of the capitalist
mode of production. The essence of a fiee colony, on the
contrary, consists in this, that the bulk of the soil is still
public property, every settler on it can therefore turn part
of it into his private property and his individual means of
production, without preventing later settlers from per-
forming the same operation. This is the secret both of the
prosperity of the colonies and of their cancerous afflic-
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tion—their resistance to the establishment of capital.
(Marx 1976, p. 934)

In this context, we can leave to one side the obvious criticism that
the “public” land freely settled by the settlers belonged, in reality,
to the indigenous populations.

Marx continues:

There (in the colonies) the capitalist regime constantly
comes up against the obstacle presented by the producer
who, as owner of his own conditions of labour, employs
that labour to enrich himself instead of the capitalist. The
contradiction between these two diametrically opposed
economic systems has its practical manifestation here
in the struggle between them. Where the capitalist has
behind him the power of the mother country, he tries to
use force to clear out of the way the modes of production
and appropriation which rest on the personal labour of
the independent producer. (Marx 1976, p. 931)

Wakefield, the economist Marx quotes in this context, proclaims
aloud the antagonism between the two modes of production: “To
this end he demonstrates that the development of the social pro-
ductivity of labour, cooperation, division of labour, application of
machinery on a large scale, and so on, are impossible without the
expropriation of the workers and the corresponding transforma-
tion of their means of production into capital” (1976, p. 932).

Wakefield’s theory of colonisation tries to solve the problem
of ensuring an adequate supply of labor for the capitalist’s needs
by what he calls “systematic colonisation,” which, as Marx notes,
England tried to enforce for a time by Act of Parliament. Of
Wakefield’s theory, Marx adds:

If men were willing to turn the whole of the land from
public into private property at one blow, this would cer-
tainly destroy the root of the evil, but it would also de-
stroy—the colony. The trick is to kill two birds with one
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stone. Let the government set an artificial price on the
virgin soil, a price independent of the law of supply and
demand, a price that compels the immigrant to work for
a long time for wages before he can earn enough money
to buy land and turn himself into an independent farmer.
The fund resulting from the sale of land at a price rela-
tively prohibitory for the wage-laborers, this fund of
money extorted from the wages of labour by a violation
of the sacred law of supply and demand, is to be applied
by the government in proportion to its growth, to the im-
portation of paupers from Europe into the colonies, so as
to keep the wage-labour market full for the capitalists.
(1976, p. 938)

Marx also pointed out that the land price laid down by the state
must be “sufficient,” which quoting from Wakefield (1833, vol.
II, p. 192) he explains means that “it must be high enough ‘to
prevent the labourers from becoming independent landowners
until others had followed to take their place’.”

The reference to the setting of a price on the virgin soil is
more than just a reminder of a past problem and its analysis in
Marx’s Capital. Today, putting a price to the land and land ex-
propriation, by illegal, pseudo-legal and violent means, are on
the agenda throughout those areas of the Third World where capi-
talist expansion is trying to destroy economies and societies based
on a different relation with the land; economies that have guaran-
teed people’s subsistence from time immemorial and, by the same
token, resist the wage-labor discipline and the isolation, hunger
and death that accompany its imposition. Silvia Federici (1995)
and George Caffentzis (1995) have underlined the destructive
role that the commercialization of land has played in ‘develop-
ment’ policies in Africa. In their studies of Sub-Saharan Africa
and Nigeria in particular, they have stressed the importance of
this measure in the strategies of the World Bank, the Interna-
tional Monetary Fund and other investors, also showing, how-
ever, how this procedure has become a terrain of struggle and
resistance for the African population.

16
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There are many other policies and measures that are creat-
ing hunger and poverty, including the lowering of export prices
for agricultural products, which ruins the Third World farmers,
and the adjustment policies that, internationally, have been imple-
mented in response to the “debt crisis.” This topic has been dis-
cussed in a recently edited volume (Dalla Costa M. and Dalla
Costa G.F,, eds., 1995), and has been analysed extensively by
the Midnight Notes Collective (1992), among others.

This essay focusses, instead, on the two major operations of
land expropriation and the fixing of a price to land. Both are
usually ignored by political analysts, but remain as fundamental
today for extracting a profit out of the Third World as they were
at the dawn of capitalism in Europe. In fact, the present develop-
ment strategy, based on the ‘information revolution,” continues
to imply a strategy of underdevelopment, and to require these
hunger and poverty-creating operations, in order to constantly
refound and re-stratify the global working class.

Obviously, the continuing imposition of the wage-labor dis-
cipline worldwide does not imply that all those who are expropri-
ated are destined to become wage-laborers. Today, as five centu-
ries ago, this will be the fate of only a small part of the popula-
tion; those who can will find employment in the sweat shops of
the Third World, or of the countries to which they emigrate. The
others will be faced only by the prospect of death by hunger,
which may explain the tenacity of resistance and the intensity of
the struggles. With reference to the Zapata poster in Milan, it
explains the revolt in Chiapas. The price of capitalist develop-
ment understood as a whole, in its combined aspects of develop-
ment and underdevelopment, is unsustainable because it con-
sists of death. As I have argued elsewhere (Dalla Costa M.,
1995), a central assumption must be that, from the human view-
point, capitalist development has always been unsustainable since
it has assumed, from the start, and continues to assume, extermi-
nation and hunger for an increasingly large part of humanity. The
fact that it is founded on a class relationship, and must continu-
ally refound it at a global level, in conflict with the power that
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waged and unwaged men and women are building through their
struggles and resistance, only makes its original unsustainability
more evident and more lethal in time.

The hunger and poverty producing operations that have ac-
companied the continuous and progressive expropriation of the
land, and its turning into a commodity/capital, have obviously
been redefined in ideological and technological terms over time.
The “food policies” implemented during this century, officially in
order to solve or mitigate the problem of malnutrition, have al-
ways been closely linked to “reforms” of the relationship with
the land. The outcome has been better nutrition for the few, in-
sufficient nutrition, or hunger, for the many, and above all a pow-
erful tool for social control, used to break those organisations that
people, in many areas of the world, had created to obtain a better
nutrition and a better standard of living.

The “social reforms™ characteristic of these policies have
always produced new divisions and a new hierarchy between the
waged and the unwaged, as well as within these two groups.
Harry Cleaver’s essay (1977) remains fundamental for its analy-
sis and the globality of its information, as well as for its reports
on numerous struggles and the policies adopted to fight them.
We fully agree with his assumption that food crises are basically
produced by capitalism’s political economy. It is significant, as
Cleaver points out, that experiments carried out by the Rockefeller
Foundation in China, in the 1920s and 1930s, clearly demon-
strated the stabilising effect of better food supplies, coupled with
some land reform measures, on peasant unrest. In the 1950s, poli-
ticians were still talking about an Asian rice policy as a tool for
halting peasant revolt in many parts of that continent. Later, the
issue officially became a humanitarian one.

The Green Revolution, on the other hand, was put into effect
in the 1960s, in both East and West, on the basis of a technologi-
cal leap in the mechanical, chemical and biological inputs in ag-
ricultural policy. The aim was to apply Keynesian principles to
agriculture, linking wage increases to increases in productivity.
But, as Cleaver argues, the whole history of this technological
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breakthrough in agriculture was linked to the de-composition of
the class power of the waged and the unwaged, the continual
creation of new divisions and hierarchies, and the increasing ex-
pulsion of workers having different forms of relationship with
agriculture.

Agricultural technology has increasingly been subjected to
criticism and analysis by feminist scholars, being closely linked
to large scale agriculture, which has caused the expropriation
and the expulsion from the land of the unwaged workers, who
were making a living from it, and of waged agricultural workers,
who were displaced by continual technological change. Impor-
tant in this connection is the work of Vandana Shiva (1989), whose
approach is not a Marxist one, and uses the notion of the “female
principle” against a male reductionist science. An outstanding
physicist, Vandana Shiva abandoned India’s nuclear programme
because she realized that the “reaction of nuclear systems with
living systems” was being kept secret from the people. In her
well-known work, Staying Alive: Women, Ecology and Devel-
opment (1989), she illustrates the ongoing systematic loss of re-
sources for health and subsistence, caused by the reduction of the
biodiversity, imposed in India by the agricultural policies of re-
cent decades. Shiva also exposes the dependence and poverty
created by the imposition of new laboratory hybrids; the drought
and human and environmental disasters created by dams and their
irrationality by comparison with earlier forms of water-manage-
ment. The history of the enclosure, expropriation and
commercialisation not only of the land, but also ofits plants, ani-
mals, and waters is revived in Shiva’s analysis, which is centred
on the events of these last decades. There are other important
works belonging to the ecofeminist current, first of all the works
of Maria Mies (1986 and, with Shiva, 1993), to mention only the
most famous ones. In contrast Mary Mellor’s book (1992), while
it has many points of contact with the above cited studies, is more
concerned with defining a “feminist green socialism.”

I share much of the critique advanced in this blossoming of
feminist studies on the relationship between human beings and
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nature, and on the North-South relationship. 1 cannot compare
more extensively my position to that of ecofeminists scholars here.
The only point I can make is that some ecofeminist scholars look
primarily at the struggles and forms of resistance that are taking
place in the Third World, while they see the First World primarily
as an area of excessive consumption, whence the assertion of the
need for a reduction of production and consumption. As for my-
selfand the circuit of scholars I have worked with since the early
1970s, we think that while the strategic importance of Third World
struggles must be recognized, equal importance should be given
to the struggles in the advanced capitalist areas, not only as areas
of consumption, but also as areas where labor is expended. Hence
our stress on the importance of the struggles of waged and
unwaged workers in the advanced capitalist countries and their
relationship with struggles in other parts of the world. We also
see a need to analyze consumption in a more articulated way;
since by definition, consumption by workers, including house-
wives, has never been high and, today, is falling dramatically.
But these are just a few hints in a debate that will develop further.

Let us now return to our discourse. Vandana Shiva (1989)
says of water and drought:

The drying up of India, like that of Africa, is a man-
made rather than a natural disaster. The issue of water,
and water scarcity has been the most dominant one in the
1980s as far as struggles for survival in the subcontinent
are concerned. The manufacture of drought and deserti-
fication is an outcome of reductionist knowledge and
models of development which violate cycles of life in
rivers, in the soil, in mountains. Rivers are drying up
because their catchments have been mined, de-forested
or over-cultivated to generate revenue and profits.
Groundwater is drying up because it has been over-ex-
ploited to feed cash crops. Village after village is being
robbed of its lifeline, its sources of drinking water, and
the number of villages facing water famine is in direct
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proportion to the number of “schemes” implemented by
government agencies to ‘develop’ water” (p. 179).

Commercial exploitation of forests, over-exploitation
of ground water for commercial agriculture and inappro-
priate afforestation are the major reasons identified for
the water crisis.” (p. 181)

Time and again, Vandana Shiva points out, famous British engi-
neers who learned water management from indigenous techniques
in India, commented on the “sophisticated engineering sense, built
on an ecological sense, that provided the foundation for irrigation
in India.” Major Arthur Cotton, credited as the “founder” of mod-
ern irrigation programmes, wrote in 1874:

There are multitudes of old native works in various parts
of India...These are noble works, and show both bold-
ness and engineering talent. They have stood for hun-
dreds of years...When [ first arrived in India, the con-
tempt with which the natives justifiably spoke of us on
account of this neglect of material improvements was very
striking; they used to say we were a kind of civilised
savages, wonderfully expert about fighting, but so infe-
rior to their great men that we would not even keep in
repair the works they had constructed, much less even
imitate them in extending the system. (p. 187)

The East India Company, as Vandana Shiva adds, took control of
the Kaveri Delta in 1799, but was unable to check the rising river
bed. Company officials struggled for a quarter century; finally,
using indigenous technology. Cotton was able to solve the prob-
lem by renovating the Grand Anicut. He wrote later:

It was from them (the native Indians) we learnt how to
secure a foundation in loose sand of unmeasured
depth...The Madras river irrigations executed by our en-
gineers have been from the first the greatest financial
success of any engineering works in the world, solely
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because we learnt from them...With this lesson about
foundations, we built bridges, weirs, aqueducts and ev-
ery kind of hydraulic work...We are thus deeply indebted
to the native engineers.

But the lesson has obviously been erased by the full flood of the
capitalist science of development and profit, what Vandana Shiva
calls “maldevelopment” (4). British engineers in the 1700s and
1800s recognised that indigenous technology and knowledge
tended to preserve water resources and make them available for
the local people. Today, capitalist water-management projects
cause drought and deny survival to entire populations. One woman
from Maharashtra State in India sings against the dam that she
has to help build so that crops such as sugar cane can be irrigated
while women and children die of thirst (Shiva 1989):

As 1 build this dam
I bury my life.
The dawn breaks

There is no flour in the grinding stone.

I collect yesterday’s husk for today’s meal
The sun rises

And my spirit sinks.
Hiding my baby under a basket
And hiding my tears
I go to build the dam

The dam is ready

It feeds their sugar cane fields

Making the crop lush and juicy.

But I walk miles through forests

In search of a drop of drinking water

[ water the vegetation with drops of my sweat
As dry leaves fall and fill my parched yard.
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Responding to this mad “enclosure” of water has increasingly
become a key issue on the agenda of the political networks that
monitor and struggle against projects of this kind. The immedi-
ate future will show the effects of these efforts. An exemplary
case is the Bangladesh flood control plan (Del Genio 1994), pre-
sented by the World Bank in London in December 1989. Even
though it was claimed to differ from previous projects because of
its low environmental impact, other estimates of its effects were
so dramatic that an international coalition of organizations, op-
posed to the World Bank’s approach to the canalization of rivers,
was created in Strasbourg in May 1993.

Considering solely the human impact, the building of the
Narmada dam in India was expected to require the evacuation of
500,000 inhabitants and aroused strong opposition from the
‘tribals’ and the organisations supporting them. The Bangladesh
Flood Action Plan (FAP), coordinated by the World Bank on be-
half of the Group of Seven, would require the forced transfer of
5-8 million persons in a territory with a population density ten
times that of India.

Del Genio’s article illustrates the reasons cited to justify the
plan—on the one hand, mystifying assumptions and, on the other,
the lethal techniques of the Green Revolution. This plan insists
on the need to “propagate modern, mechanised agriculture ca-
pable of coping with the food crisis,” so as to increase the culti-
vation of modern high-yield varieties of rice which, in turn, re-
quires a large and regular quantity of water and a system of flood
control and irrigation to make it available.

The drawbacks of the high-yield varieties include a depen-
dence on the market and laboratories, since they are unable to
reproduce, and the reduction of the genetic diversity of local seeds.
Awareness of these drawbacks is growing in the world, and rural
workers’ grass-roots organizations are putting up an increasing
resistance against these agricultural improvements, supposedly
more appropriate for satisfying their nutritional needs. As for flood
control, some of the yearly regular floods bring nutrients that en-
sure the soil’s fertility and top up the water-table as they expand
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across the plain. Other, purely destructive floods need to be con-
trolled through works different from those being planned, if the
aim is to be achieved without destroying the environment, in-
cluding the humans in it. In this connection, it is worth remem-
bering the level of sophistication achieved in biodiversity, through
the long-term cooperation between humans and nature. Among
the hundreds of local rice varieties developed in response to the
demands of territory and climate, a sub-variety called Aman is
capable of growing over 15cm in only 24 hours, if the level of
the water rises.

As for transferring 5-8 million persons by coercion, this is in
itself inconceivable, since to uproot a population is like cutting a
tree’s roots, in this case a forest’s. The first and obvious question
that comes to mind is: where and how are the uprooted peasants
supposed to find the money needed to pay the costs of agricul-
tural modernization (machinery, fertilisers, etc.)? The answer is
always the same, and has been repeated thousands of times over
in the history of the Green Revolution: only the big proprietors
and the big enterprises can sustain the costs. And the others? The
work for the dam meanwhile has begun...

The peasants and many others working with them in inter-
national networks are organizing forms of resistance and opposi-
tion. The building of the Asswan dam, and the consequent loss of
the soil nutrients, for the peasants who lived off the flooded soil,
in addition to the other serious consequences the dam precipi-
tated, inevitably come to mind. First of all, the flooding of part of
Nubia and, with it, the burial of major relics of that civilisation,
and the abandonment of the land by those who lived there. But
this is just one case among the many that could be cited. When I
was in Egyptin 1989, there was talk of a project to turn the Red
Sea into a lake. I hope that the growth of the ecological move-
ment, the movements of the native populations and others will
have relegated this project to the nightmares of a past era.

Returning to Vandana Shiva, the same observations that she
and many other scholars are making today about dams and other
Western water-management projects in the Third World, can
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equally be applied to the technologies that are imposed on Third
World agriculture, in livestock raising, and in the destruction of
forests to cultivate export crops. All these processes involve the
destruction of the biodiversity, of the ecological equilibriums, and
of the life-cycles that guaranteed subsistence. In short, the pro-
duction of profit for the big companies involves the denial of sur-
vival for the population.

Even though her cultural and theoretical approach is far from
Marxist, when Vandana Shiva identifies the logic of the continual
enclosure of segments of nature and its effects, she has no diffi-
culty in concluding that the foundations of capitalist accumula-
tion are the science and practice of the culture of death. Her merit
is also to have contributed to bringing to international attention
struggles and movements otherwise ignored or neglected. Our
argument here is that the Chipko movement, in which women
organize to stay in the forest even at night, embracing the trees to
prevent the logging companies from cutting them down, should
be placed on the same level as all the other struggles that are
being waged worldwide against various forms of expropriation
and the attack against individual and collective rights—both the
right to survival, or better, to life, and the right to self-determina-
tion.

The economic and life system of the Indian “tribals™ who
created the Chipko movement—which forms the focus of Vandana
Shiva’s studies and practical activity—is based on a combination
of agriculture, livestock raising and the use/conservation of the
forest. The forest has a central and many-sided role in the whole
system. The forests bear “soil, water and pure air,” sing the Chipko
women (Shiva 1989: 77), and they play an important nutritional
role. Whatever crisis may hit crops or livestock, say the Chipko
women, the children will never suffer hunger, if there is a forest
near. Thus embracing the trees to stop them from being felled is
like occupying the land to prevent it from being expropriated, or
struggling in defence of jobs or a wage, or a guaranteed income,
when survival depends solely on money.
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This is what we see if we want to spotlight how the different
parts of the working social body struggle simultaneously, and in
different forms, against the same system that exploits and be-
sieges them in different ways.

This is important for understanding how opposition to capi-
talist development is growing worldwide, and is refusing to pay
its price while seeking other paths for a different future. But the
struggles of the Chipko women, and all the other movements for
the maintenance and defence of an age-old experience and knowl-
edge in humankind’s relationship with nature, are all the more
vital for us. This means that the political debate in the ‘advanced’
areas, empowering the voice of those who refuse to pay the price
of this development , must necessarily be an ecological debate
as well.

Vandana Shiva (whose work I consider here, even if briefly,
because it is representative of an entire school of feminist stud-
ies, developed by women in the world’s various Souths) also de-
nounces the genetic manipulation of living species. The tamper-
ing of the nutritional resources of entire communities is com-
pounded by the genetic manipulation of the species. This topic
has attracted extensive attention, in recent years, from the vari-
ous circuits of women scholars and activists.

With engineering entering the life sciences, the renew-
ability of life as a self-reproducing system comes to an
end. Life must be engineered now, not reproduced. A
new commodity set is created as inputs, and a new com-
modity is created as output. Life itself is the new com-
modity...” (Shiva, 1989, p. 91). “The market and the fac-
tory define the ‘improvement’ sought through the new
bio-technologies... Nature’s integrity and diversity and

people’s needs are thus simultaneously violated. (Shiva
1989: p. 92)

This biotechnological trend is matched by the determination to

patent and ‘bank” the genetic heritage of the living species. This
was denounced by a women’s meeting in Miami in preparation
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for the Rio conference (Women’s Action Agenda 21, 1991), but
such criticism is widely shared. After patenting cotton, the agro-
industrial corporations now want to do the same for rice and soy,
two of the fundamental foodstuffs for many sectors of the world’s
population. Increasingly, food, which is already difficult to obtain
because of the combination of expropriation of land, technologi-
cal innovations in farming methods, and the disparity between
prices and wages (when there are any), is manipulated, placed
beyond reach, privatised, monopolised, patented, ‘banked.’ A new
enclosure. Food! No Access!

In this parabola of technological conquest over nature, ex-
propriation reaches its acme: human beings are expropriated, the
living species are expropriated, the earth’s own reproductive pow-
ers are expropriated to be transformed into capital. This mode of
production pretends to capitalize the generation and reproduc-
tion of life. What a long road capitalism has travelled from the
time when, indifferent to life, it was satisfied with nothing more
than the appropriation of an excessive number of working hours®.
That is, when it simply pretended to transform all life into work
and, to that end, it drained the life of free workers and also
enchained masses of slaves, not caring about the contradiction
implicit in the simultaneous exploitation of free and slave labor.

The growth of the various rebellions and struggles world-
wide, in rejection of this type of development, is matched by that
of massive, lethal and monstrous structures and forms of domi-
nation. Considering only the most recent past, from the Gulf War
on, the increasingly warlike character of this development has
undeniably produced an escalation of war, that removes any re-
sidual doubts over whether or not development is founded on the
science and practice of death. Mentioning the wars in the Gulf,
ex-Yugoslavia, Somalia, and Rwanda-Burundi is only to acknowl-
edge the wars that have received most media coverage in the last
three or four years. We certainly do not want to forget the many
wars that have been waged worldwide without ever entering the
limelight.
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If anything, the escalation of war in recent years has con-
firmed the vacuousness of what the major powers have declared
about disarmament. Rather, war has become increasingly the
instrument par excellence for disciplining the working social
body at the global level, through annihilation, terror, division,
deportation, and the lowering of living conditions and life expec-
tations. In the end, iumans, when they are not massacred di-
rectly, are increasingly ‘enclosed’ in refugee camps, and the
more or less concealed concentration camps of war situations.

But, at the same time, the other face of war as a form of
development has been revealed ever more clearly, through the
growing monstrosity of the enterprises its macabre laboratory
generate. War has always been a great laboratory, but since the
greed of capitalist technology has begun to pursue life in the at-
tempt to steal and capitalize its secrets, death has increasingly
been discovered as a terrain for profit. In this case, too, there has
been a shift from the ‘primitive’ indifference to the death of masses
of individuals, expropriated of their means of production and sus-
tenance, to the usage of death, dead bodies, or bodies destined in
a cavalier way to die, in the experimentation of new technolo-
gies, or commercialized body parts in the trafficking in organs.
Besides the traditional markets of arms, post-war reconstructions,
and the techno-industrial experimentation on which our ‘peace
economy’ rests, war today offers, above all, the biggest mass of
living/dying guinea-pigs on whom to test, on a mass scale, the
new technologies designed to acquire more knowledge of the body
and how to operate on it. Here too, it is clear how the part of
guinea-pigs has been played above all by the people of the ‘non-
advanced’ nations, even ifa similar role has recently been emerg-
ing for citizens of the main industrialized countries, those from
the most vulnerable sectors of the population, who are being dis-
patched to war or used, without knowing it, in ‘peace-time”.

But war continues to offer new and horrifying terrains on
which to reap profits. Trafficking in children,’ for example. How
many for pornography?* How many for trafficking in organs?’
How many for slavery'® and for the traffic in war cripples?'! How
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many for prostitution? How many to be sold for adoption to child-
less couples? Trafficking in adult males and females also goes
on, for all the reasons mentioned above, apart from the last.

It is strange that, in the discussions about sustainable devel-
opment, there is usually no mention of the unsustainability for
humankind and the environment of the form that development
has increasingly taken, namely war.

The poster with the image of Zapata, from which we set out,
comes to us from the Chiapas revolt and the war and truce that
resulted from it. Carried as a banner by the workers in Milan, it
gave voice to the two great expropriations, that from the land and
that from labor. At the same time, it poses, with all the force
expressed in the struggles carried on, throughout the world, by
those who have been expropriated, the question of what is the
contemporary relationship between waged and unwaged labor in
this development. In the Third World as in the First, what future
is there for unwaged labor?

Zapata and the women.

It may be a provocation, but not an illegitimate one, to think that,
in relaunching the increasingly dramatic question of the relation-
ship between these two great sectors of labor, the poster of Zapata
also relaunches the feminist question that stimulated the women’s
movement in the early 1970s: that of the unwaged labor expended
in the reproduction of labor-power. The woman is, in fact, the
unwaged laborer par excellence and she experiences in this de-
velopment a doubly unsustainable contradiction (Dalla Costa,
M., 1995; Dalla Costa, G.F., 1989). On the one hand, her condi-
tion, which has been created by capitalist development, is
unsustainable, in its typical form in the ‘advanced areas,” insofar
as she is an unwaged worker, who is responsible for reproduc-
ing labor-power in a wage economy (Dalla Costa, M., James S.
1972). On the other, her situation has become increasingly
unsustainable as an unwaged worker in an unwaged subsistence
economy, where the expansion of capitalist relations increasingly
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deprives her of the means to fulfil the tasks of reproduction for
herself and the community. This contradiction and, with it, the
unsustainability of the woman’s condition, cannot be solved within
capitalism, which is its root. To be solved, it requires a totally
different conception and organization of development. By the same
token, women’s struggles around their condition amplify the de-
mands of other unwaged social subjects, from whose labor this
capitalist development continually accumulates value.

Numerous studies of which I mention only some (Michel,
Agbessi Dos Santos, Fatoumata Diarra, 1981, Michel 1988;
Boserup 1982; Shiva 1989) have shown how the continual real-
ization of capitalist projects in the rural areas of the Third World,
beside expropriating the land, makes it more difficult for women
to gain access to the basic means for the production of subsis-
tence, from wood for fuel to water for the home and forage for
the animals. Now, hours or days have to be spent in fetching
things that were previously fairly close. These resources too have
been swallowed up by enclosure/ appropriation/ commoditization/
capitalization.

Feminist authors (Mies 1992) have noted the paradox
whereby rural women are blamed for harming the environment,
precisely because of the activities by which they try to acquire
these resources, as well as for having too many children. Sup-
posedly, they destroy the forests, if they go there in search of
wood; they pollute and use up the water sources, if they go to
fetch water; they use up the earth’s resources, if they have too
many children. It is a typical case of blaming the victims. At the
same time, their working and living conditions, and the entire
community’s life, are continually undermined by the debt poli-
cies imposed on the Third World countries by the major financial
agencies, policies of which the expropriation/ privatization of the
land is only one, but fundamental aspect (Dalla Costa M. and
Dalla Costa G.E,, eds., 1993).

When it is not directly the expropriation and expulsion of
the rural communities, without anything in exchange, the capital-
ist ‘development alternative’ not only removes an assured sub-
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sistence and replaces it with an uncertain wage, but deepens the
gap between the male and the female conditions. Significant, once
more, in this respect, is the example (Shiva, 1989) also quoted
by Mies (1992) of the Chipko women, who oppose the felling of
trees for commercial purposes, in the Himalayan forests. As of-
ten is the case, the men were less determined in their opposition,
because they were tempted by the prospect of the jobs they would
get in the saw-mills.

But the women wondered how much of that money/wage
they would have received and thus they opposed the creation of a
hierarchy based on having or not having a wage. Above all, they
asked what would happen to all of them once the forest, the basis
of their subsistence, would be swallowed by the saw-mills, which
would also be closed since there would be no more wood to cut.
The women said clearly that they needed no jobs from the gov-
ernment or private businessmen as long as they kept their land
and their forests.

In Shiva (1989), there are many other episodes of this kind.
After five centuries in which the same scenario has been repeated,
the lesson has been learned in the most remote corners of the
earth. Thus, there is a great determination not to put one’s life in
the hands of the planners of development and under-develop-
ment'?, to stop others from plunging whole populations into a
total uncertainty, bound to produce hunger, tomorrow if not to-
day; a determination to avoid being turned into beggars or refu-
gee camp inmates.

Ecofeminist practices and positions, linking nature, women,
production and consumption in a single approach, are often
criticised for “romanticism” by male scholars. One wonders, just
to raise the most simple question, what value do these scholars
attribute to the right to survive of those communities—and there
are many of them—whose subsistence and life system are guar-
anteed precisely by the existence of this relationship with nature;
while ‘development plans’ almost always presuppose the sacri-
fice of the vast majority of the individuals that constitute these
communities. Significantly, Mary Mellor (1993) observes in this
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connection: “I see all this as something that men should prove to
be unfounded, rather than as something that the feminists must
justify.”

As it emerges, with increasing clarity, from the “charters”
that various first nation peoples have elaborated, with the growth
of their movement, over the last decades, together with the right
to land, i.e., the right to survival/life, there is an increasingly strong
demand for the right to identity, dignity, to one’s own history, to
the maintenance of the complex of collective and individual rights
belonging to one’s own culture, and the right to work out one’s
own future starting from one’s own premises. Obviously, there is
no intention here of skating over the contradictions within the
existing customs and systems of rules, above all those between
men and women. Ifanything, what needs immediate clarification
is that capitalist development, far from offering solutions to these
problems, most often aggravates them. Politicians promoting
development often try to suppress the women’s movements which
deal with these questions. Nevertheless these movements have
grown and are creating an increasing number of new networks,
that struggle, denounce and demonstrate great determination in
changing a state of affairs clearly causing women harm.

In this connection, the Chiapas revolt is exemplary since it
brought to international attention how the Maya women defined
their rights with respect to men and society at large. Work and
grass-roots debate in the communities produced a code of rights."
Some rights concern the economic/social/civil plane, such as the
right to work, to a fair wage, education, basic health care, the
necessary food for oneselfand one’s children, the right to decide
autonomously the number of children one wants to have and to
rear, to choose one’s companion without being required to marry
him, to suffer no violence inside or outside the family. Other rights
concern the political plane, such as the right to take part in man-
aging the community, to hold office if democratically elected, to
hold positions of responsibility in the Zapatista National Libera-
tion Army (ZNLA). The code repeats that women must have all
the rights and obligations deriving from revolutionary laws and
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regulations. And in fact, women participate fully in the highest
offices in the ZNLA.

When [ was in Chiapas in the winter of 1992-93, and in San
Cristobal I was struck by the numerous posters put up by women’s
right activists alongside the posters in praise of the guerrilla he-
roes. A year later, the great work achieved by these women took
on new substance and became known throughout the world, dis-
closing how much progress had also been made within the com-
munity with regard to the relationship between the sexes. It is
significant that an important issue, in the code of women’s rights,
corresponding to the centrality it has won in the Western world,
is violence. I should only add that, during my visit, the year be-
fore the revolt, I was told in San Cristobal that the Maya women
were no longer willing to go to the hospital to have their children
for fear of being raped—evidently not by the members of their
communities.

It seems clear that these women’s elaboration of their rights
was not postponed to a mythical and improbable phase, “after”
the movement, that was aiming at a radical change in the state of
things, but formed an integral part of it. The same thing hap-
pened in the elaboration of their rights by the Eritrean women
during the Eritrean liberation war, and it is repeated in an in-
creasing number of situations. These facts show how it is invalid
to presume a lack of movement in ‘non-advanced’ societies be-
cause of a supposed observance of tradition.

I would also like to underscore that the relationship with
nature'* is for all of us a fundamental contribution made by the
movements of the indigenous, yet there is great resistance to it
being recognized as such in the political discourse of urban male
intellectuals that try to find a way to change the world.

As the Chipko movement shows—and numerous other ex-
amples are available from various parts of the planet—the lead-
ers are increasingly women in movements that link the mainte-
nance, recovery and reinterpretation of a relationship with nature
with a defence of economic subsistence and the conservation of
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the identity and historical-cultural dignity of the communities/
civilizations to which they belong.

Insofar as their primary task is the reproduction of individu-
als in waged and non-waged economies, insofar as they are
unwaged subjects par excellence in both types of economy, and
their possibilities of autonomous subsistence are progressively
undermined in the proceeding of capitalist development, women
emerge as the privileged interpreters for the unwaged of the
earth’s future. Today, their critique and their theoretical contribu-
tion form a necessary moment in the formulation of a different
development, or in any case in reasserting the right not to be de-
veloped against their will and interest.

On the other hand, international networking between femi-
nist scholars, women active in various organizations concerned
with women’s condition, development and the condition of in-
digenous peoples, have created a greater awareness of these ex-
periences of resistance and struggle, also among Italian women
researchers. Several among these internationally known initia-
tives are cited by Cicolella (1993). One is the Green Belt Move-
ment founded in 1977 by Wangari Maathai, from Kenya, who
starting from the idea of ‘afforestation for life,” has created green
belts around cities in 12 African countries, where forests had been
replaced by open spaces. The Gabriela group, in the Philippines,
began its activities by safeguarding a mountain precious for its
natural equilibrium and fragile ecosystem. The Third World Net-
work , founded by a Chinese jurist Yoke Ling Chee, aims at forms
of development that respond to people’s real needs and, above
all, are independent of aid from the industrial nations. The
Mapuche movement in Chile, led by Alicia Nahelcheo, who was
already active against the Pinochet dictatorship, is today strug-
gling against development projects, the expropriation of land to
build power stations, and the cropping for commercial purposes
of the araucaria tree, whose fruit is a basic foodstuff,

But these are only a few examples. The ways in which many
men and women try to guarantee their survival, and fight against
this type of development, can be expected to multiply. Mean-
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while, broad initiatives are growing at the international level'®
designed to challenge the legitimacy of the World Bank and the
IMF, and to block their directives. At the economic and social
level, these are the key centers in the management of contempo-
rary development, as well as the main factors in the poverty and
degradation of the ‘developing’ countries.

Strong critiques and resistance against this form of develop-
ment have produced a vast and articulated debate, in the course
of which various interpretations of what a different development
should be have emerged. Recent summaries (Gisfredi 1993) of
the major positions stress the central role of the environment and
the cultural context for the elaboration of any autochthonous
project.[**] They also stress the significance of typologies that,
in identifying the fundamental goals of development, list as ba-
sic needs, not only those concerning purely physical survival, but
those concerning security, welfare, identity and liberty, against
violence, material poverty, alienation and repression, which typify
government rule in many “developing” countries.

A central element in these types of approaches remains self-
reliance,which is guaranteed by mobilising all the human and
material resources available locally and by using technologies
compatible with the cultural and natural environment. Other ap-
proaches could be mentioned. To the list of basic needs, self-
reliance, and eco-development, presented by the Dag Hammerskjold
Foundation (1975), others have been added, as the debate has
since significantly developed. The most questioned idea is ‘sus-
tainable development,” which emerged from the famous world
commission for the environment and development chaired by Gro
Harlem Brundtland. The main criticism moved to it is that it con-
fuses development with economic growth and confuses
“everyone’s future” with the future of the First World.

In any case, it is clear that any new approach concerning
development makes sense only in so far as it expresses the de-
mands of those men and women who have so far paid the heavi-
est price for development, while gaining the least from it; and in
so far as it recognises the right to reject development, in all situ-
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ations where people refuse it, as it often happens in many differ-
ent parts of the world. As Gustavo Esteva said, as early as 1985,
in his comments on a conference of the Society for International
Development: “My people are tired of development, they just
want to live.” (quoted in Shiva 1989: p13)

Granted the perspective described above, a look at the con-
tribution made by movements wanting to approach the question
of development from a feminist viewpoint shows, in my view,
that the most interesting approaches include eco-feminism, be-
cause its starting-point is respect for human life and the life of
living beings in general. Since it appreciates, rather than devalu-
ing, the knowledge and experience of women in indigenous com-
munities, eco-feminism relaunches a perspective that valorizes
the relationship with nature as the source of life and subsistence,
the right to self-determination, and rejects the capitalist model of
development.

[ think that a cross between this feminism and the more radi-
cally anti-capitalist feminism, that has analysed the condition and
struggles of women and the unwaged in this model of develop-
ment, may make a very interesting contribution. In this context, I
would like to recall, if only briefly, Vandana Shiva’s conception
of nature which forms the foundation of her discourse.

Shiva uses a reading of Indian cosmogony in which Nature
(Prakrti)is an expression of Sakti, the female principle, dynamic
primordial energy, the source of abundance. Joining up with the
male principle (Purusa), Prakrti creates the world. Women, like
any other natural being, have in themselves the female principle
and, therefore, this capacity for creation and the maintenance of
life. According to Vandana Shiva, the reductionist vision typical
of Western science continually expels the female principle from
the management of life, by the same token interrupting the life
cycles and therefore the regeneration of life itself, creating de-
struction in its place. The reductionist vision with respect to na-
ture and women ensures that they are reduced to means for the
production of commodities and labor-power.
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Patriarchal categories which understand destruction as
“production” and regeneration of life as ‘passivity’ have
generated a crisis for survival. Passivity, an assumed cat-
egory of the ‘nature’ of nature and women, denies the
activity of nature and life. Fragmentation and uniformity
as assumed categories of progress and development de-
stroy the living forces which arise from relationships
within the “web of life’ and the diversity in the elements
and patterns of these relationships. (Shiva 1989: p 3)

Feminism as ecology, and ecology as the revival of
Prakrti, the source of all life, become the decentred pow-
ers of political and economic transformation and restruc-
turing. (Shiva 1989: p 7)

Contemporary women'’s ecological struggles are new
attempts to establish that steadiness and stability are not
stagnation, and balance with nature’s essential ecologi-
cal processes is not technological backwardness but tech-
nological sophistication. (Shiva 1989: p 36)

The discourse on land, on water, on nature return to us, brought
by the indigenous peoples’ movements and the knowledge of in-
digenous women, the most precious of the riches that ancient
civilizations hid and the secrets that they kept.

But with the land, there also returns to us the immense po-
tential of a human diversity that has been able to resist and pre-
serve its cultural heritage. And now it gives forceful expression
to the will to work its own future autonomously. The need for a
relationship with the earth, for liberty, time, for an escape from
the constraints of labor and the relations that the capitalist model
of development wants to continue to impose on us, also repre-
sents something the expropriated Western humanity is thirsting
for. Perhaps, the fact that the Chiapas revolt was heard so widely
across the world, is because it gave many people their first per-
ception of the real possibility of a different life project, which
they had resignedly relegated to an impossible dream world—a
world in which life would not be all work, nor nature an enclosed
park, in which relationships are prepackaged, pre-codified and
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atomized. It is evidently because these deep and painful chords
were struck in the psyche of the expropriated Western humanity
that the whole social body vibrated with the Chiapas rebels, beat-
ing a thousand keys, transmitting, declaring, sustaining. A thou-
sand arms and a thousand legs were moved, and a thousand voices
heard.

A hinterland of communication and liaison has been con-
structed with the growth of the indigenous, “first nation” move-
ments across the Americas and in the world, during the last twenty
years. Relations, analyses and information have been more closely
and more strongly interwoven, especially in opposition to the
North America Free Trade Agreement. And all of this has be-
come the primary tissue for communication between, and action
by, different sectors in the working social body. Workers and non-
indigenous people, ecological movement militants, women’s
groups, and human rights activists have been attracted into a com-
plex support action, helping and monitoring from various parts
of the world. But it is clear that, in the last analysis, what has
moved all these individuals, groups and associations is the fact of
having recognised their own demands in the demands of the
indigenous peoples’ movements; of having seen their own libera-
tionin the indigenous peoples’ movement’s chances of liberation.

The indigenous people have brought the keys, and they are
on the table. They can open other doors to enter the Third Millen-
nium. Outside, the full flood has arrived, breaking the concrete
banks and drowning the latest high-yield variety of rice...The
peasants take out their hundreds of seed varieties, while Aman
pushes its stems out above the water.

Notes

1. See/l Manifesto, February 8 1994, but many other newspapers have
used the same image.

2. This is the subject of the third part of Midnight Notes Collective
(1992).
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In lectures on Capital that I used to give each year, I devoted some
comments in 1970 to the fundamental question of the two opposite
tendencies characterising the history of the working day. They were
published later (Dalla Costa M., 1978). In my university courses, [
continue illustrating fundamental parts of Capital, especially those
concerning primitive accumulation. The social processes in this
period that were neglected by Marx in Capital, e.g., the great witch-
hunt, have been analysed by the feminist scholars I worked with
(Fortunati 1981; Federici and Fortunati 1984), with the aim of
clarifying the capitalist sexual division of labor and the construc-
tion of proletarian women’s individuality in capitalism. It is no co-
incidence that this period is considered as crucial by various cur-
rents of feminist thought.

The term maldevelopment and its French equivalent maldeveloppement
were originally coined with a biological meaning in mind, rather
than a political one. The reference to the idea that the wrong type of
development is male-related is clear.

India has about 50 million members of tribes, recognised as such by
the Indian constitution because of their particularly disadvantaged
situation. They are found most extensively in the states of Orissa,
Andhra Pradesh and Maryana, and are at most marginally integrated
into the market economy. Their specific social organization tends to
be non-masculinist and generally speaking egalitarian, with a par-
ticularly ‘sustainable’ approach to natural resources. But they are
considered as without caste, and are despised and exploited as cheap
or unpaid labor when they are forced to join agricultural or indus-
trial units. Consequently, ‘tribals’ referring to India, has not only a
social-anthropological meaning but a juridical one as well.
“Capital asks no questions about the length of life of labour-power”...
“What experience generally shows to the capitalist is a constant
excess of population”... “Aprés moi le déluge! is the watchword of
every capitalist and every capitalist nation” (Marx, 1976, Vol. 1, p.
376, 380, 381).

In La Repubblica, May 17, 1994, an article entitled, “Where have
the Sarajevo children disappeared to?” Wondering where the chil-
dren evacuated from the Bosnian war have ended up, the article quoted
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spine-chilling figures from the humanitarian organizations on traf-
ficking in children, and reported the case of one 14-year-old girl
who ended up with Italian go-betweens and managed to escape. Also
mentioned is an article in the weekly, Focus.

The large number of children used in the pornography market was
re-ferred to with increasing frequency in the Italian media in 1993-94.
International criminal networks and international crime organiza-
tions with legal terminals are growing around the clandestine traf-
fic in organs. The Italian public television broadcasted a series of
programs on this issue. One of the most interesting, on March 5,
1994, on the second state channel, provided evidence of a relation-
ship between these organizations and legal terminals in France.

. It seems worthwhile putting this question given the incredible fig-

ures on slavery published recently: 200 million in the world, accord-
ing to the Economist of January 6, 1990. 100 million are reportedly
children, according to /I Manifesto, 8.06.1994, which quotes a
UNICEEF report published on the previous day.

. 1l Mattino di Padova, 4.06.1994, published an article on the discov-

ery and denunciation of an organization that was exploiting women
and war cripples from ex-Yugoslavia. In Mestre (Venice), the former
were sent to work as prostitutes, the latter as beggars.

. An effective description of the creation of under-development through

development, in the Port Harcourt area in Nigeria, is provided by
Silvia Federici (1992).

. Since January 1, 1994, the day when the revolt broke out, there has

been a continual flow of information in the press. In Italy, /I Mani-
festo and other newspapers have reported the main demands of the
rebels and, with them, those of the women of Chiapas as they were
being put forward. Two articles, with precise information on the
Zapatistas’ demands and mobilisation, are Gomez (1994) and Cleaver
(1994). A brief synthesis of the women’s rights, as stipulated in the
Women’s Revolutionary Law, is to be found in Coppo and Pisani
(eds. 1994). I must add that a book not to be missed for learning
about the condition of the Maya women, this time in Guatemala, is
Burgos (1991), My name is Rigoberta Menchu.
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14. It must be recognized that, in recent years, there has been a growth,
internationally, of attempts to link different theoretical perspectives
with approaches whose focus is the relationship with nature, par-
ticularly Marxism and ecology. The magazine best-known for pub-
lishing this type of debate is Capitalism. Nature, Socialism, which is
explicitly located in an eco-Marxist perspective. In this magazine, a
particularly broad discussion has developed around the O’Connor
(1992) theses on the “second contradiction of capitalism.” On the
relationship between the left and ecological issues, see, among oth-
ers, Ricoveri (1994).

15. Just to mention two initiatives: the Circle of the Peoples coordinated
a wide range of associations in a counter-summit against the Naples
Summit of the Group of Seven on July 8-10, 1994, and, in the first
ten days of October of the same year, a large number of associations
took part in a counter-summit in Madrid for the annual assemblies
of the World Bank and the IMF, that year marking the fiftieth anni-
versary of Bretton Woods and the international financial organisations
created there. For the same event, the League for the Rights of the
Peoples worked at the Lelio Basso Foundation in Rome to produce a
statement on the Bretton Woods institutions to be published when
the summit was on in Madrid, just as it was done for the IMF gen-
eral assembly in Berlin in 1988.

*  This article was first published in English in Common Sense n. 17, 1995.
Some of its main thesis have been since then further developed in “Some
Notes on Neoliberalism, on Land and on the Food Question™ (Dalla Costa
M. 1997) and in “The Native in Us, The Land We Belong To.” (Dalla
Costa M. 1998)

*% Autochthon, from the Greek [ott pl.] are of the earliest known inhabitants
of any country and/or an animal or plant that is native to a region, Greek

meaning “from the earth itself.” [Editor]



DEVELOPMENT AND REPRODUCTION
Bibliography

Barry, K. (1995), The Prostitution of Sexuality. The Global Exploitation
of Women. New York: New York University Press.

Boserup, E. (1982), I/ lavoro delle donne. La divisione sessuale del lavoro
nello sviluppo economico. Torino: Rosenberg & Sellier.

Burgos, E. (1991), Mi chiamo Rigoberta Menchu, Firenze:Giunti.

Caffentzis, G. (1993), “The Fundamental Implications of the Debt Cri-
sis for Social Reproduction in Africa,” in Dalla Costa M. & Dalla
Costa G.F.( eds.) (1995).

Cleaver, H. (1977), “Food, Famine and the International Crisis” in
Zerowork, Political Materials 2, Fall.

Cleaver, H. (1989), “Close the IMF, abolish debt and end development:
a class analisys of the international debt crisis” in Capital and Class,
n. 39, Winter.

Cleaver, H. (1994), “The Chiapas Uprising and the Future of Class
Struggle”, in Common Sense, No. 15, Edinburg, Scotland, Great
Britain.

Coppo, P. e Pisani, L. (eds.) (1994), Armi indiane. Rivoluzione e profezie
maya nel Chiapas messicano, Milano: Edizioni Colibri, Milano.
Cicolella, O. (1993), “Le donne tra crisi ambientale e sviluppo

insostenibile”, in Res, No. 7, gennaio-marzo.

Dalla Costa, G.F. (1989) 1991 2 ed., La riproduzione nel sottosviluppo.
Lavoro delle donne, famiglia e Stato nel Venezuela degli anni ‘70,
Milano: Franco Angeli.

Dalla Costa, M. and James S. (1972), The Power of Women and the
Subversion of the Community. Bristol: Falling Wall Press.

- (1978), Note sulla giornata lavorativa in Marx. Appunti da un
lettorato del Capitale. Padova: Cleup.

. e Dalla Costa, G.F. (eds.) (1993), 1995 2nd ed. Donne e politiche
del debito. Condizione e lavoro femminile nella crisi del debito
internazionale, Milano: FrancoAngeli. (English translation: Paying
the Price: Women and the Politics of International Economic Strat-
egy, London: Zed Books 1995).

. (1995), “Capitalism and Reproduction,” in Bonefeld W. et al.
(eds.) (1995), Open Marxism, Vol. 111, London: Pluto Press.

42



Mariarosa Dalla Costa

. (1997), “Some Notes on Neoliberalism, on Land and on the
Food Question”, in Canadian Women Studies, Les Cahiers de la
Femme, Vol. 17, No. 2, Spring.

. (1998) “The Native in Us, The Land We Belong To”, in: Com-
mon Sense No. 23, July, Herlington, York, Great Britain.

Dag Hammarskjold Foundation (1975), What now? Another Develop-
ment, Uppsala.

Del Genio, G. (1994), “La Banca inonda il Bangladesh”, in Capitalismo
Natura Socialismo, No. 1, Jan.-April.

Duran de Huerta, M. (a cura di) (1995), lo, Marcos, Feltrinelli, Milano.
The Economist, 6.01.1990.

Federici, S. Fortunati, L. (1984), I/ Grande Calibano. Storia del corpo
sociale ribelle nella prima fase del capitale, Milano: FrancoAngeli.

Federici, S. (1992), “Development and Underdevelopment in Nigeria,”
in Midnight Notes Collective (1992).

Federici, S. (1993), Crisi economica e politica demografica nell’Afiica
sub-sahariana. 1l caso della Nigeria, in Dalla Costa M. and Dalla
Costa G.F. (eds.)

Fisher, J. (1993), Out of the Shadows. Women, Resistance and Politics
in South America, London: Latin America Bureau.

Fortunati, L. (1981), L arcano della riproduzione. Casalinghe, prosti-
tute, operai e capitale, Padova: Marsilio. (English translation: The
Arcane of Reproduction, New York: Autonomedia,1995).

George, S. (1988), A Fate Worse than Debt, Harmondsworth: Penguin
Group, England.

George, S. (1992), 1 boomerang del debito, Roma: Edizioni Lavoro.
(original title The Debt Boomerang).

George, S. e Sabelli, F. (1994), Crediti senza frontiere, Torino: Edizioni
Gruppo Abele. (original title Faith and Credit. The World Bank's
Secular Empire).

Gisfredi, P. (1993), “Teorie dello sviluppo ed egemonia del Nord™, in
Res, No. 7, January-March.

Kuppers, G. (1992), Comparieras. Voices from the Latin American
Women's Movement, London: Latin American Bureau.

Gomez, Luis E. (1994), “La nuova cavalcata di Emiliano Zapata™ in
Riff Raff, March.

43



DEVELOPMENT AND REPRODUCTION

1l Manifesto, 8.02.1994.

Il Manifesto, 8.06.1994.

Marx, K. (1976), Capital. A Critique of Political Econonty, Volume
One, London, Penguin.

Matsui, Y. (1989), Women's Asia, Zed Books, London.

1l Mattino di Padova, 4.06.1994.

Mellor, M. (1992), Breaking the Boundaries. Towards a Feminist Green
Socialism, Virago Press, London.

Mellor, M. (1993), “Ecofemminismo e ecosocialismo. Dilemmi di
essenzialismo e materialismo”, in Capitalismo Natura Socialismo,
March.

Michel, A., Fatoumata Diarra A., Agbessi Dos Santos H., (1981), Femmes
et multinationales, Karthala, Paris.

Michel, A. (1988), “Femmes et development en Amerique Latine et aux
Caraibes”, in Recherches feministes, vol. 1, No. 2.

Michel, A. (1993), “Donne africane, sviluppo e rapporto Nord-Sud,” in
Dalla Costa M. and Dalla Costa G.F.(eds.)

Midnight Notes Collective (ed.) (1992), Midnight Oil. Work, Energy,
War 1973-1992, Autonomedia, New York, N.Y.

Mies, M. (1986), Patriarchy and Accumulation on a World Scale. Women
in the International Division of Labor, Zed Books, London.

Mies, M. (1992), “Global is in the Local,” report at the Mount Saint
Vincent University, Halifax, Canada, 25.02.

Mies, M., Bennholdt-Thomsen, V., von Werlhof, C., (1988), Women:
the Last Colony, Zed Books, London.

Mies, M. and Shiva V. (1993), Ecofeminism, Zed Books, London.

O’Connor J., (1992), “La seconda contraddizione del capitalismo: cause
e conseguenze”, in Capitalismo Natura Socialismo, No. 6, Decem-
ber.

Potts, L. (1990), The World Labor Market. A History of Migration, Zed
Books, London.

Raymond, J. (1989), “The International Traffic in Women: Women Used
in Systems of Surrogacy and Reproduction” in Reproductive and
Genetic Engineering, vol. 2, n. 1.

Raymond, J. (1989), “At Issue. Children for Organ Export?” in Repro-
ductive and Genetic Engineering, vol. 2, n. 3.

44



Mariarosa Dalla Costa

La Repubblica, 17.05.1994.

Rich, B. (1994), Morigaging the Earth. The World Bank, Environmental
Impoverishment and the Crisis of Development, Boston:Beacon Press.

Ricoveri, G. (1994), “La sinistra fa fatica ad ambientarsi”, in Capitalismo
Natura Socialismo, No. 1, January-April.

Shiva, V. (1989), Staying Alive: Women, Ecology and Survival in India,
London: Zed Books.

Shiva, V. (1993 ), Monocultures of the Mind: Perpectives on Biodiversity
and Biotechnology, London: Zed Books.

Sawyer, R. (1988), Children Enslaved, London: Routledge, New York.

Smith, J., Wallerstein, 1., Evers, L, (eds.), (1984), Households and the
World Economy, Sage, Beverly Hills (CA).

Sparr, P. (ed.) (1994), Mortgaging Women's Lives: Feminist Critiques of
Structural Adjustment, London: Zed Books.

Wakefield, E. Gibbon, (1833), England and America. A Comparison of
the Social and Political State of both Nations, London.

Wallerstein, 1. (1974), The Modern World System, New York: Academic
Press.

Women's Action Agenda 21 (1991), in World Women's Congress for a
Healthy Planet, Official Report, 8-12 November, Miami, Florida,
USA, United Nations, New York.

Zapatistas! Documents of the New Mexican Revolution, (1994), New

York: Autonomedia.

45







REPRODUCTION AND FEMINIST
STRUGGLE IN THE NEW

INTERNATIONAL DivisioN oF LABOR

Silvia Federici

Introduction

Starting with the recognition that patriarchy and accu-
mulation on a world scale constitute the structural and
ideological framework within which women’s reality to-
day has to be understood, the feminist movement world-
wide cannot but challenge this framework, along with
the sexual and the intemational division of labour which
are bound up with it. (Mies 1986)

..... capitalist development has always been unsustainable
because of its human impact. To understand this point,
all we need to do is to take the viewpoint of those who
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have been and continue to be killed by it. A presupposi-
tion of capitalism’s birth was the sacrifice of a large part
of humanity—mass extermination, the production of hun-
ger and misery, slavery, violence and terror. Its continu-
ation requires the same presuppositions. (M. Dalla Costa,
1995)

It is generally recognized that over the last two decades the
women’s liberation movement has acquired an international di-
mension, as feminist groups and movements have formed in ev-
ery part of the world and, in the wake of the United Nations spon-
sored global conferences on women, feminist networks and ini-
tiatives have also grown worldwide. Thus, there seems to be to-
day a broader understanding of the problems that women are
facing in different countries than at any other time in the past.
However, if we examine the perspectives that inspire femi-
nist politics in the United States and Europe, we must conclude
that most feminists have not yet reckoned with the changes that
the new global economy' has produced in the conditions of
women, or have recognized their implications for feminist orga-
nizing. In particular, many feminists fail to acknowledge that the
restructuring of the world economy is responsible not only for
the global spread of poverty, but also for the emergence of a new
colonial order, that deepens the divisions among women, and that
this new colonialism must be a main target for feminist struggles
if women’s liberation is to be possible. Presently, despite the fact
that most feminists, in the United States and Europe, are con-
cerned with global issues, such an awareness is missing. Thus,
even those who are critical of the global economy and of the poli-
cies pursued by international agencies like the World Bank and
the International Monetary Fund (I.M.F.), often settle for reform-
ist positions that condemn gender discrimination, but leave the
structural problems connected with the global hegemony of capi-
talist relations intact. Many feminists, for instance, deplore the
“unequal burden” that structural adjustment and other austerity
programs place on women (Beneria and Feldman eds.1992; Elson
1992; Bakker 1994).? and recommend that development agen-
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cies pay more attention to women’s needs, or incentivize women’s
“participation in development planning.” More rarely they take
an open stand against the programs themselves, or the agencies
that impose them, or acknowledge that poverty and economic
exploitation are across the world a male destiny as well.? There is
also a tendency to think of the problems that women internation-
ally are facing through the category of ‘human rights,” and there-
fore to privilege legal reform as the primary arena for govern-
mental intervention,* an approach that again fails to challenge the
international economic order and the economic exploitation upon
which it is based. Also the discourse on violence against women,
has generally centered on rape and domestic violence along the
lines set by the United Nations®, while it has often ignored the
structural violence inherent in the logic of capitalist accumula-
tion: the violence of economic policies that condemn millions of
women, men and children to starve, the violence that accompa-
nies the land expropriations demanded by the World Bank for its
“development projects” and, not last, the violence of the wars
and counter-insurgency programs that, through the 1980s and
1990s, have bloodied almost every corner of the world and rep-
resent the other side of development.

As I have suggested, one of the main limits of contemporary
feminist politics is that they are not strategically rooted in an analy-
sis of the changes that have taken place, since the late 1970s, in
the material conditions of women’s lives, as a consequence of the
restructuring of the world economy and the international division
of labor. We do have many case studies detailing the impover-
ishment that women across the world have experienced, and the
new forms of exploitation to which they are being subjected. What
is often missing, however, is an overall analysis of the ways in
which women’s work, and particularly the work of reproduction,
has been restructured internationally, and the implications of this
restructuring for the possibility of a feminist international move-
ment. These are the questions that I address in this essay.

My first objective is to demonstrate that the global economy,
and the new international division of labor, are rooted in the crisis
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of social reproduction provoked, in the Third World, by the poli-
cies adopted by international capital since the late 1970s. For
millions of people in Africa, Asia, Latin America would not have
become dependent on the world economy for their survival ex-
cept for the fact that they lost every means of subsistence, as a
result of war and economic “adjustment.” Second, on the
pauperization of the Third World an international reorganization
of reproduction has been built that transfers from the “North” to
the “South™ a significant part of the work required for the repro-
duction of the metropolitan work-force, which means that third
world women are being “integrated” in the world economy as
producers of labor-power to be used and “consumed” in the in-
dustrialized regions of the world, as well as producers of com-
modities for export. Last, [ argue that these processes have opened
1p a crisis in feminist politics, as they have introduced new divi-
sions and hierarchies among women, that consolidate the mecha-
nisms of female exploitation. This, I argue, is a crisis that must
be addressed as a matter of political priority, if international femi-
nism in the “metropoles” is to be a women’s liberation project
and not simply a vehicle for the further “rationalization” of the
world economic order.

The New International Division of Labor (NIDL)

In order to evaluate the consequences of the new international
division of labor (NIDL) for the conditions of women it is neces-
sary, however, to reconsider what we mean by this concept; for
the conventional theory provides a partial vision of the changes
that have occurred on this terrain. As is well-known, the NIDL is
usually identified with the restructuring of commodity produc-
tion that has taken place internationally since the mid 1970s when,
in response to intensifying labor conflict, the multinational cor-
porations began to relocate in the “developing countries” part of
their industrial outfits, above all in the labor-intensive sectors,
like textile and electronics. The new international division of la-
bor is thus equated with the formation of Free Trade Zones (FTZ)-

50



Silvia Federici

-industrial zones free from any regulation and organized for ex-
port-oriented production—and with the capacity acquired by the
transnational corporations (TNCs) to restructure their productive
activities on the basis of a true “global assembly line” (Michalet
1976; Nash and Fernandez-Kelly eds. 1983; Grunwald and
Flamm 1985; Alger 1988; Ward 1990; Carnoy et al 1993).6

It is on the basis of this theory that both the media and eco-
nomic planners have relaunched the myth of capitalism as the
great equalizer, and the promoter of “interconnectedness,” this
time presumably achieved on a planetary scale. As the argument
goes, we are witnessing the industrialization of the third world.
This process (we are told) will both eliminate the hierarchies that
historically have characterized the international division of labor,
and have a positive impact also on the sexual division of labor.
For the women who form the bulk of the work-force in the Free
Trade Zones presumably benefit from their engagement in in-
dustrial labor, by gaining a new independence and the skills nec-
essary to compete on the international labor market (Lim 1983 :
81).

Although accepted by neo-liberal economists,’ this theory
has not been exempt from criticism.® Already in The New Helots
(1987), Robin Cohen observed that the movement of capital from
the “North™ to the “South” was not quantitatively sufficient to
justify the hypothesis of a “New” International Division of La-
bor. By the end of the 1980s, in fact, only 14% of the world manu-
facturing activities was taking place in “developing countries,”
and the industrial “boom” was concentrated in a few areas: South
Korea, Honk Kong, Taiwan, Mexico (Cohen 1987: 242-243;
Guelfi 1985: 142). It has also become evident that the introduc-
tion of Free Trade Zones, by its nature, does not develop the
industrial basis of the host countries, nor does it have a positively
effect on their employment levels, while it is a drain on the local
resources (Nash and Fernandez-Kelly eds., 1983). As for the
women employed in the Free Trade Zones, their organizations
have often denounced that this work is a form of “underdevelop-
ment,” if not a hidden form of slavery, both from the viewpoint of
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income levels and of the technological know-how. (McAfee 1991:
87-89; Sistren 1986).° As is well-known, wages in the Free Trade
Zones are kept below subsistence and are many times lower than
the minimum wages in the industrialized countries; '’ in addition,
women there are forced to work long hours in very unsafe condi-
tions, they are persecuted when they try to organize and are sub-
jected to constant abuses, like daily body searches, to check if
they take anything out of the plants, compulsory forms of birth
control, to ensure that they do not get pregnant and disrupt pro-
duction (National Labor Committee 1995), and cruel prohibi-
tions concerning their movements. In these “free” zones, women
are often locked up, to make sure that they fill their ‘quotas,’ so
that, for hours and hours, they cannot take a break from a job
that, at times, continues even into the night. As a result, both in
Mexico and China, hundreds have died, because they could not
flee from buildings shaken by an earthquake or burning up in
flames."!

These, however, are not the only, or the main reasons why
the conventional theory about the new international division of
labor should be revised. Most important is the fact that the only
area of work and economic activity which the conventional theory
recognizes is the production of commodities, while it gives no
attention to reproduction, despite two decades of feminist writ-
ings and debates showing the crucial role of this process for the
accumulation of capital. Thus, the conventional theory of the NIDL
has practically nothing to say about the macroscopic changes that
the expansion of capitalist relations has introduced in the repro-
duction of labor-power and the conditions of social reproduction
in the third world. It is significant that the only aspect of repro-
duction mentioned by theorists of the NIDL is the impact of work
in the Free Trade Zones on women’s family life and housework
management. * This, however, is only part of a much wider pro-
cess that has devastated people’s lives throughout the third world,
and without which the introduction of the Free Trade Zones, and

the restructuring of the international division of labor, would not
have been possible.
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If we look at the globalization of the economy and the NIDL
from the viewpoint of both production and reproduction, we ar-
rive at a very different conception of what both these develop-
ments represent, and the mechanisms and policies that sustain
them. We can recognize, first, that the expansion of capitalist
relations is premised today as well (no less than at the times of
the English Enclosures, the conquista of the Americas, and the
Atlantic slave-trade) on the separation of the producers from the
means of their (re)production. This means that the global economy
is built upon a major restructuring of social reproduction and class
relations worldwide, designed to destroy any economic activity
that is not market-oriented, beginning with subsistence farming,
and that it has been leading to the formation, in every part of the
third world, of a proletariat deprived of any means of reproduc-
tion, and thus forced to depend on monetary relations for its sur-
vival, even though it is most often deprived of any access to a
monetary income.

This is the situation that has been created in much of Africa,
Asia, South America by the World Bank and the International
Monetary Fund (I.M.F.) through the “debt crisis,” the enforce-
ment of Structural Adjustment Programs and the politics of eco-
nomic liberalization which, combined, are the pillars of the new
world economic order, precisely because they have separated
millions of people from any income and means of reproduction,
and have forced them to depend upon, and compete on the inter-
national labor market.

If we look at the NIDL from the viewpoint of these eco-
nomic policies we also draw a picture far different from that pro-
jected by the advocates for the New World Order." The devas-
tating consequences of these policies for the populations affected
are by now so abundantly and unequivocally documented (Altvater
etal 1987; Gai 1991; McAfee 199; Rau 1991) that even the World
Bank has had to concede to possible mistakes. What needs to be
stressed, however, is that these policies have undermined the
conditions of social reproduction in much of the third world, and
erased the most important achievement of the anti-colonial
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struggle, i.e. the commitment by the new independent states to
invest in the reproduction of the national proletariat. They have
also led to a state of generalized poverty that has no precedents in
the post colonial period.

The crisis of social reproduction in the third world has di-
rectly resulted from the massive cuts in government spending for
social services, the continuous currency devaluations, the wage
freezes, the liberalization and privatization policies that consti-
tute the core of ‘structural adjustment’ and “neo-liberalism.” As
part of these policies, we must also mention the ongoing land
expropriations that are being carried on in many third world re-
gions, in homage to the commercialization of agriculture and the
privatization of land property relations,' and because of the in-
creasing institution of a state of endemic warfare. Endless wars,
massacres, entire populations in flight from their lands and turned
into refugees or exposed to famines: these are not just the conse-
quences of a dramatic impoverishment that intensifies the con-
trasts due to ethnic, political or religious differences, as the me-
dia encourage us to believe. Rather, they are the necessary comple-
ments of the privatization process (Hanlon 1991; Macrae and
Zwi 1994; de Waal 1997), and of the attempt to create a world
where nothing escapes the logic of profit, the ultimate means to
expropriate populations who, until recently, had access to some
land and natural resources (forests, rivers) which now are being
appropriated by multinational corporations.

Structural Adjustment and economic liberalization have also
dismantled the local industry in much of the third world, and
marked the end of the development plans pursued in the 1960s
on the basis of ‘import-substitution,” that were supposed to guar-
antee third world nations a certain degree of industrial autonomy.
For opening the domestic markets to foreign imports has allowed
the transnational corporations to flood them with their products,
with which the local industries could never compete.'s The intro-
duction of Free Trade Zones, wherever it has taken place, has not
remedied this situation, but has only exploited it, as the impover-
ishment of the population in so many third world countries has
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enabled foreign.companies to impose wages below subsistence
levels. This is the reason why the Free Trade Zones function to-
day primarily as a springboard for emigration (Sassen 1990: 99-
114).1¢

That the industrialization of the third world is a myth is also
proven by the fact that, throughout the 1980s and 1990s, the trans-
fer of capital and industries from the first to the third world has
been superseded by the transfer of capital and labor from the
third to the first world. The scale of this phenomenon can be
measured by the fact that the remittances of the emigrants repre-
sent the second largest international monetary flow after the rev-
enues of the oil companies, and in some parts of the third world
(e.g. in Mexico) entire villages are dependent upon them. Ac-
cording to World Bank statistics, from $24 billion in the 1970s,
remittances have grown in the 1980s to $65 billion, and these
figures refer only to the remittances that pass through the banks
and do not include those “in kind,” like the furniture, TV sets and
other goods that emigrants bring back with them in their visits
home (Stalker 1994: 122-123).

The first consequence of the impoverishment to which eco-
nomic liberalization has condemned the third world proletariat
has been, in fact, the take off of a vast migratory movement from
the “South™ to the “North,” that has followed the transfer of capi-
tal caused by the payment of the external debt. This migratory
movement of biblical proportions,'” structurally connected to the
new economic order and bound to globalize the labor-market, is
a telling evidence of the ways in which the international division
of labor has being restructured (Colatrella 1999).

It demonstrates that the debt crisis and the politics of “‘struc-
tural adjustment” have determined asituation of global apartheid,
as they have transformed the Third World into an immense pool
of labor, that functions with respect to the metropolitan econo-
mies in the same way as the “homelands” functioned with re-
spect to the white areas in South Africa. Not accidentally, it is regu-
lated by a similar system of passes and restrictions,'® which guar-
antees that in the countries of arrival immigrants are twice deval-
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ued, both as immigrants and (increasingly) as undocumented
workers. (Contrary to what is commonly assumed, it is by intro-
ducing restrictions that force immigrant workers to be undocu-
mented that the state can use immigration to cut the cost of labor.
For only if foreign immigrants are socially and politically vulner-
able, can immigration be used to contain the demands of the local
working class) (Sassen-Koob 1983:184).

For those who cannot emigrate, or do not have access to

remittances sent by emigrants, the alternative is a life of hard-
ships and a burden of work hardly imaginable by people who live
in the ‘advanced’ capitalist countries. Lack of food, medicines,
potable water, electricity, schools, viable roads, mass unemploy-
ment, are now the daily reality in most of the third world. It is a
reality that is reflected in the constant outbreak of epidemics, in
the disintegration of family life," in the phenomenon of children
who live in the streets or work in near slavery conditions (Sawyer
1988). This reality is also reflected in the intense struggles, often
aking the form of riots, by which every day, in the ‘adjusted’
sountries, the population resists the closing of the local indus-
tries, the hike in the prices of basic goods and transports, and the
financial squeeze to which they are subjected in the name of pay-
ing the debt (Walton and Seddon 1994).

Just on the basis of this situation, it should be possible to
agree that any feminist project that is concerned exclusively with
sexual discrimination, and fails to place the feminization of pov-
erty in the context of the advance of capitalist relations, is con-
demned to irrelevance and/or co-optation. In addition, if we ex-
amine the restructuring that the new international division of la-
bor has introduced in the work of reproduction, we clearly see
that either the feminist movement opposes this process, or it be-
comes the accomplice of a deeply anti-feminist politics. For an
essential aspect of the NIDL is an international redistribution of
reproduction work (as well as a redistribution of production) that
not only creates deeper divisions among women, but also strength-
ens the hierarchies inherent to the sexual division of labor.
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Emigration, Reproduction and International Feminism

If it is true that the remittances sent by emigrants constitute the
main international monetary flow, after the revenues of the oil
companies, then we must conclude that the most important com-
modity that the third world exports to the first world today is
labor. In other words, also in the present phase of capitalism,
capitalist accumulation is above all the accumulation of workers,
and today this process occurs primarily in the third world. This
means, however, that a significant part of the reproduction work
necessary to produce the metropolitan work-force is performed
by third world women. Behind emigration, in fact, an immense
“gift” of domestic labor is hidden.? It is labor that is never taken
into account in the computation of the third world’s external debt
and yet is essential for the accumulation process in the industri-
alized countries, where emigration serves to offset demographic
decline, to keep wages down, and to transfer surplus from the
colonies to the “metropoles” (Nash and Fernandez-Kelly
eds.1983: 178-179). Thus, through emigration, third world
women directly contribute to the accumulation of wealth in the
‘advanced’ capitalist countries, not only as producers of goods
but also as (re)producers of workers, for the factories, the hospi-
tals, agriculture and commerce. This is a fact that the interna-
tional feminist movement must acknowledge, both in order to
unmask what “integration in the global economy” actually in-
volves, and to demystify the ideology of “aid to the third world,”
that hides an immense theft of unpaid work at the expense of
third world women.

In the course of the 1980s and 1990s, other phenomena have
developed that demonstrate the attempt to redistribute the work
of reproduction of the metropolitan work-force on the shoulders
of third world women. Among the most significant we must in-
clude :

(a) the employment, on a large scale, of emigrant women
coming from Asia, Africa, the Caribbean [slands, South America,
as domestics in the industrialized countries, as well as in the oil
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producing countries of the Middle East*. As Cynthia Enloe has
observed, the economic politics of the International Monetary Fund
have enabled the governments in Europe, the United States and
Canada to resolve the housework crisis that was at the origin of
the feminist movement, and to “free” thousand of women for
extra-domestic work. The employment of Filipino or Mexican
women who, for a modest sum, clean houses, raise children, pre-
pare meals, take care of the elderly, has allowed many middle
class women to avoid a burden of work that they did not want, or
could no longer perform, without, at the same time, reducing
their standard of living (Enloe 1990: 178-179). Enloe adds that
many European and North American women have justified this
choice, with the illusion that, by hiring a domestic worker, they
are contributing to resolve the problem of poverty in the world.
However, this solution represents a set back for the feminist
struggle; for solidarity among women enters into crisis when what
brings women together is a “maids and madams” relation, which
is all the more problematic as it is tainted by all the social biases
that still surround housework—for instance, that it is not real work
and, therefore, should be paid as little as possible, that it must be
accompanied by an emotional involvement in the lives of the
people it reproduces, that it does not have well defined bound-
aries (Romero 1992: 97-112). The employment of a domestic
worker, moreover, once again makes women (rather than the state)
responsible for reproduction, and weakens the struggle against
the sexual division of labor in the family, since it spares women
the task of confronting their male partners concerning the sharing
of the housework (ibid.: 102). As for immigrant women, taking
jobs as domestics isa painful choice, since the work is low paid,
and demands that they care for other people’s families while they
often had to leave their own behind, and face many years of lone-
liness, and the dangers connected to a position that socially and
legally is very vulnerable. Not accidentally, the destiny of Flor
Contemplacion, the Filipino domestic worker who was hung in
Singapore in March 1995, upon the false charges of her employer,
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has become a symbol of their condition for the women who from
the third world go abroad to work as domestic workers.

(b) the development of a vast international baby-market,
organized through the mechanism of adoptions. Already, by the
end of the 1980s, it was calculated that an adopted child entered
the United States every 48 minutes (Raymond 1994: 145) and, at
the beginning of the 1990s, from South Korea alone, 5,700 chil-
dren were being exported yearly to the United States (Chira 1988).
Today, what feminists have described as the international “traffic
of children” has spread also in the former socialist countries, above
all in Poland and Russia, where the discovery of agencies that
sell children (in 1994 more than 1,500 were exported just to the
United States) has fueled a national scandal (Stanley 1994, 1995).
We have also seen the development of baby farms, where chil-
dren are produced specifically for export (Raymond 1994:141-
142), and the increasing employment of third world women as
surrogate mothers (Raymond 1989a: 51-52). Surrogacy, as well
as adoption, allow women from the ‘advanced’ capitalist coun-
tries to avoid the risk of interrupting their career, or jeopardizing
their health, to have a child. In turn, third world governments
benefit from the fact that the sale of every child brings foreign
currency to their coffers; and the World Bank and the Interna-
tional Monetary Fund tacitly approve this practice, because the
sale of children serves to correct “demographic excesses,” and is
in harmony with the principle that debtor nations must export all
the resources they have (Raymond 1989b, 1995).

(c) the massification, in some countries of Asia (Thailand,
South Korea, Philippines), of the sex-industry and sex-tourism,
that serve an international clientele ranging from tourists to the
employees of Japanese companies to whom, in recent years, “plea-
sure trips” have been offered as a bonus, to the U.S. Army which,
since the Vietnam War, has used these countries as Rest and Rec-
reation areas (Thorbeck 1987; Enloe 1990, 1993; Truong 1990;
Raymond 1989, 1994; Barry 1984, 1995). By the end of the 1980s,
it was calculated that, in Thailand alone, out of a population of 52
million people, one million women worked in the sex-industry.
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To this we must add the enormous increase in the number of
women from the third world, or the former socialist countries,
who work as prostitutes in Europe, the United States and Japan,
often in conditions of slavery (Sawyer 1988; Barry 1995), as in
the case of the Thai women recently found in a New York brothel,
where they were kept prisoners by the organization that had paid
their trips to this country, and convinced them to come to the
United States with the promise of a job (Goldberg 1995) (22).

(d) the “traffic” of “mail-order brides” that, in the 1980s,
has developed on an international scale (Villapando 1989;
Raymond 1994; Narayan 1995; Barry 1995). In the U.S. alone,
about 3,500 men every year marry women chosen by mail-order.
In the great majority of cases, the brides are young women com-
ing from the poorest regions of South East Asia, or from South
America, although, more recently, also women from Russia and
other former socialist countries have chosen this means of emi-
gration. In 1979, 7,759 Filipino women have left their country
by this means (Barry 1995 : 154). The traffic in ‘mail-order brides’
exploits, on one side, the desperate poverty of women and, on the
other, the sexism and racism of European and American men,
who want a wife over whom they can exert a total control, and
count on the vulnerability of women who are forced to make this
choice.

(e) the massification of the tourist industry that relies pri-
marily on the labor of women as hotel maids, laundry workers,
cooks, artisans (80% of the work-force in the great tourist hotels
is made of women) (Enloe 1990: 34-35; 1993: 113-115).

Taken as a whole, these phenomena demonstrate that the
new international division of labor is the vehicle of a fiercely anti-
feminist political project and that, far from being a means of fe-
male emancipation, the expansion of capitalist relations intensi-
fies the exploitation of women. First, the new international divi-
sion of labor brings back, at the center of the organization of work,
forms of slavery that we would have imagined extinct with the
demise of the colonial empires. Further, it reproposes the image
of woman as a sexual object and breeder; and it deepens the divi-
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sions among women, through a specialization and fixation of tasks
that reduce our life possibilities, and introduce among us new
hierarchies and stratifications, objectively jeopardizing the possi-
bility of a common struggle.

The new international division of labor means that many third
world women must work as domestics or prostitutes, at home or
abroad, because no other options are available to them; mean-
while many first world women, particularly among the middle
class, are liberated from housework, but at the price of becoming
like men, that is, at the price of not having time for a family and
children, not to mention time for friendships, community rela-
tions and political activity. Thus, the NIDL strengthens the sexual
division of labor; it strengthens the separation of production from
reproduction, and separates not only women from men, but women
from women, instituting among women a relation similar to that
which existed between white and black women, under the apart-
heid regime in South Africa.”

The anti-feminist character of the new international division
of labor is so evident that we can ask to what extent it has been
the work of the “invisible hand” of the market, or it has been a
consciously planned response to the struggles that women have
waged, both in the third world and in the metropoles, against
discrimination, unpaid labor and “underdevelopment’ in all their
forms. Be it as it may, it is obvious that in Europe and the United
States as well, feminists must organize against the alternatives
which the new international division of labor forces upon women,
and the recolonization attempt on which it is based, which in-
cludes ‘structural adjustment,” the politics of military interven-
tion, the global take over by the transnational corporations.

In addition, feminists must reopen their struggle with the
state on the terrain of reproduction.

It is not enough, in fact, to condemn any particular practice
or form of behavior, if we want to put an end to the divisions that
are being created among women internationally. It is not enough,
for instance, to criticize the women who employ domestic work-
ers, as it is often done among feminists, as if these women were
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especially insensitive to their “sisters” needs. For as long as re-
production remains an individual or family responsibility, many
women may not have much of a choice but to hire a domestic, in
a context where more than 50% of women, both in Europe and
the United States, have an extra-domestic job, and work-condi-
tions that do not allow for much “flexibility.” This is one reason
why many women who have young children are on welfare; but
even this alternative is no longer available, at least in the United
States, as welfare is on the way to extinction, the object of a re-
form that is practically abolishing it (Firestone 1995). There is
also the danger that condemning the employment of domestic
workers, without proposing and struggling for a real alternative,
may reinforce the illusion that housework is reducible at will, and
can be easily combined with another job, that is, the illusion that
housework is not necessary work. This is an illusion that has
plagued feminist politics in the 1970s, and we now know that we
have paid a high price for it, since it has meant that at present
most women do not even have access to child care. There is no
doubt, infact, that if in Europe and the U.S. the feminist move-
ment had concentrated on making the state recognize the work of
reproduction as work and take financial responsibility for it, we
would not have witnessed the dismantling of even the few ser-
vices available in this field and a colonial solution to the “house-
work problem.”* Today as well, a feminist mobilization forcing
the state to pay for the reproduction of labor, would be more
effective than any moral condemnation to put an end to the em-
ployment of domestics, or to change and improve the conditions
of this employment and open the way to a new international soli-
darity among women.

Similar considerations apply to the efforts that feminists have
made to convince governments to criminalize domestic violence,
the “traffic” in women, and penalize any form of sexual dis-
crimination. As crucially important as these initiatives have
been, they appear limited in their capacity to liberate women, as
they do not go to the roots of the abuses being perpetrated against
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them, nor do they reckon with the plans of international capital
and the agencies by which its globalization is promoted.

Will more severe punishments, for instance, remedy the ab-
ject poverty that leads parents, in some countries, to sell their
children into prostitution? And how can third world governments
commit themselves to upgrade the conditions of women when
they are required by the World Bank and the International Mon-
etary Fund to cut all social spending, and to adopt the strictest
austerity programs? How, for instance, can third world govern-
ments give women equal access to education, or better health
care, when they are required by structural adjustment, to cut all
subsidies to public education (CAFA n. 2, 1991;n. 4, 1993; n. 5,
1993), healthcare, and, in many cases, to introduce fees even in
elementary schools? (Z.M. Roy-Campbell: 220). And, again, how
can parents be convinced to send their daughters to schools when
even their sons who obtain a diploma remain unemployed?
(Federici 1995). What meaning can the passing of a law, or even
a United Nations declaration against all forms of sexual discrimi-
nation, have in this context?

If international feminism and “global sisterhood” are to be
possible, it is indispensable that women in the first world make
their own the struggle that third world women are carrying on
against structural adjustment, the payment of the external debt,
the introduction of intellectual property laws, which are the means
by which the new international division of labor is being orga-
nized, and the strongest evidence that capitalism is unsustainable
for the majority of the world population (Mies 1986, 1988a; Dalla
Costa 1995). It must also be stressed again, as third world femi-
nists have already so often done (Jonson-Odim 1991), that the
inequalities that exist between women at the international level
also pollute the politics of the feminist movement. For access to
greater resources (travel, grants, publications and rapid means of
communications) has allowed European and North American
feminists to impose their agendas on the occasion of global con-
ferences, and to play a hegemonic role in the definition of what
feminism and feminist struggles must be (ibid.: 323-324).

63



REPRODUCTION AND FEMINIST STRUGGLE

The power relations generated by the new international divi-
sion of labor are also reflected in the role that women play in the
metropolitan Non Governmental Organizations (NGOs) that fi-
nance projects for women in the third world. Beside mobilizing
third world women’s unpaid labor, to compensate for the loss of
social services and collective entitlements produced by structural
adjustment, it is obvious that these projects create a patron-client
power relation among women, not unlike that existing between
“madams and maids.” For it is the prerogative of the metropoli-
tan NGO members to decide which projects to finance, how to
evaluate them, which women in the community to take as points
of reference, all of this with practically no accountability to the
women whose labor they organize. It should be noticed that the
function that the metropolitan non-governmental organizations
play with regard to third world women is in part a neo-liberal
response to the weakening of the role of the husband and the state
in the third world as supervisors of women’s work (through wage
cuts and cuts in the budget devoted to social reproduction). As
many men have left their homes to emigrate, or do not have the
money to support a family, and as the state, in most of the third
world, has been advised to defund social reproduction, a new
patriarchal regime is being enforced that aims to place women
in the third world under the control of the World Bank, the Inter-
national Monetary Fund and the numerous organizations that
manage “income generating projects” and “aid’ programs.
This new patriarchy relies on the collaboration of European and
North American women who, like new missionaries, are being
recruited to train women in the ‘colonies’ to develop the attitudes
necessary to become integrated in the global economy.”

Conclusion

An analysis of the new international division of labor shows the
limits of a feminist political strategy that accepts the worldwide
expansion of capitalist relations, and does not place the struggle
against gender-based discrimination in an anti-capitalist frame-
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work. It shows that not only does capitalist development con-
tinue to be the production of poverty, disease, war and death, but
it can survive only by creating new divisions within the prole-
tariat internationally—divisions that, to this day, are the main ob-
stacle to the realization of a society free from exploitation.

Itis in this sense that feminist politics must subvert the new
international division of labor (Mies 1986) and the project of eco-
nomic globalization from which it originates. These are the poli-
tics that inspire the struggles of “grassroots feminists” and the
indigenous peoples’ movements across the planet—struggles that
demand the return of the expropriated lands, the non-payment of
the external debt and the abolition of ‘adjustment’ and
privatization. These are also the politics of the third world femi-
nists who, for years, have been reminding us that the discourse
on equality cannot be separated from a critique of the role of
international capital in the plunder and recolonization of their
countries, and that the struggles that women are carrying on, on a
daily basis, in order to survive, are political struggles and femi-
nist struggles (Fisher 1933; Kuppers 1992; Caipora Women’s
Group 1993).

Notes

1. We speak of the “new” global economy because, as “world system
theorists™ (1. Wallerstein 1974) and feminists theorists (M. Mies 1986)
have often underlined, capitalism was born and in each phase has
consolidated as a “world economic system.”

2. Consider what Diane Elson writes in Unequal Burden (Elson is a
British economist who has worked with the Food and Agriculture
Organization (FAO) and the Swedish International Development
Agency (SIDA), and is the editor of Male Bias in the Development
Process (1990):

Restructuring opens up new opportunities as well as clos-
ing old opportunities. Oppressed and disadvantaged groups
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find that change creates the conditions for new forms of
struggle. Trying to resist the tide of change... rarely works.
A more creative approach that tries to influence the terms
of the restructuring... may have more chance of success.

It would be overoptimistic to expect such an approach to
fully protect oppressed and disadvantaged groups from the
adverse effects of a crisis. But out of the crisis may come
some progressive transformation of the conditions of
struggle of oppressed and disadvantaged groups and the
forging of new links between them... The very poorest
people, on the barest margins of survival, may be unable
to do more than desperately seek to adapt to the adverse
conditions through existing strategies; and even in this
they may fail... But for those able to survive there may be
the possibility of strategies going beyond survival to trans-
formation of existing social relations of oppression and
disadvantage. (pp. 29-30)

In order to mitigate the effects of structural adjustment on the con-
ditions of women, Elson recommends that male privileges be reduced
and suggests that new taxes be introduced on cigarettes and alcohol,
because this type of consumption drains the family’s resources avail-
able to women (pp. 41-42).

. Exemplary are the recommendations made by Pamela Sparr at the
end of Mortgaging Women's Lives, Feminist Critiques of Structural
Adjustment (1994), one of the first books to document the impact of
structural adjustment on the conditions of women. Sparr proposes
that the World Bank and the IMF:

(a) “Include gender and distribution by household as criteria in
social impact assessment for project and policy lending.”

(b) “En-gage in broad consultations about proposed policy and
project loans”and “[m]ake the consultations politically and cultur-
ally safe for women” (p.196).

(c) “Develop an ongoing monitoring and feed-back loop con-
cerning the impact of loans. Include women and households as fac-
tors to be monitored.”
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(d) “Make gender sensitivity and encouragement of local par-
ticipation in the lending process (especially among women) features
of all staff’s jobs and major criteria for staff career enhancement and
upward mobility”.

(e) “Ensure that, at all times, at lcast one of the three members
of the World Bank’s independent inspection panel is a woman.”

(f) “Inform women’s groups that they have the right to bring a
complaint to the inspection panel. Educate panel members and NGOs
about how changes in women’s conditions are ground to bring a com-
plaint.”

(g) Engage in gender training among all staff, including the
I.LM.F. and World Bank.

(h) “Raise gender concerns to the level of a vice president at the

World Bank.” (197) Five other similar recommendations follow. In
order to reform structural adjustment, Sparr proposes that a “more
creative” (but not better specified) solution” be adopted with regard
to the unpaid work done by women in the home, in the community,
in the fields; and in addition that public spending be geared to elimi-
nating “gender” differences; that taxes be used to create day-care
centers, so as to alleviate women’s double burden—all measures, Sparr
assures us, that are compatible with a neo-classic model of econom-
ics. Similar recommendations are offered in an appendix to J. Kerr
ed., Ours By Right (1993).
. A significant document with respect to this strategy is the collection
of essays contained in Ours By Right. Women's Rights are Human
Rights (Kerr ed. 1993), where programmatically all the problems
that women face—including poverty and economic exploitation—
are treated as “human rights violations™ and attributed to the un-
equal treatment to which women are subject (pp. 4-5). The proposed
remedy, then, is a better implementation of the Universal Declara-
tion of Human Rights adopted by the United Nations in 1948 and the
ratification by every country of the United Nations Convention on
the Elimination of all Forms of Discrimination against Women
(CEDAW) that the United Nations have adopted in 1979 (ibid.).

According to Kerr, this last Convention “provides a compre-
hensive framework for challenging the various forces that have cre-
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ated and maintained discrimination based on sex™ (p.5). As the es-
says contained in the book demonstrate, on a practical level, adopt-
ing the methodology of human rights means to document the abuses
against women, to publicize them with the international agencies, to
monitor the activities of the United Nations and the agencies presid-
ing over “aid” and cooperation with the third world.

. See the essay by Dorothy Q. Thomas “Holding Governments Ac-
countable by Public Pressure”. In J. Kerr ed., (1993): p.82-88.

. See The Global Assembly Line (1986), a documentary that examines
the internationalization of commodity production and the condition
of work in the Free Trade Zones, with particular reference to Mexico
and the Philippines.

. For a recent version of this theory see the report prepared by the
participants in the World Economic Forum, on the occasion of their
annual meeting held in Davos (Switzerland) in the summer of 1994.
In this report, however, the prevailing attitude is one of alarm, in
front of the alleged industrialization of the third world, which is seen
as the cause of the economic decline of the ‘advanced’ industrialized
countries. According to the report, the spread of modern technolo-
gies to the “developing countries™ is de-industrializing high-income,
high wage nations; capital is being transferred to the third world
where low-cost producers are flooding the world markets with manu-
factured goods. The report concludes that, in the future, this ten-
dency will accelerate, producing more unemployment and wage losses
in high-income countries (Paul Krugman, “Fantasy Economics.” New
York Times 9.26.94). In criticizing this thesis, which he considers
dangerous for the expansion of the “free market,” Krugman (who is
professor of economics at Stanford University) points out that ex-
ports from the third world absorb only 1% of the first world income,
and in 1993 the total capital transferred from the first to the third
world amounted only to $60 billions, “pocket change,” in his view,
“ina world economy that invests more than $4 trillion a year” (ibid.).
Krugman too, however, believes in the growing prosperity of the
third world, claiming that the growth of exports, in recent years has

allowed “hundreds of millions of people in the Third World to get
their first taste of prosperity” (ibid.).
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A different type of criticism of the conventional theory is presented
by Manuel Castells (1993) who argues that what distinguishes the
new international division of labor is not only the restructuring of
world production, but the use of information. Castells reproposes the
stereotype theory according to which industrial competitiveness does
not depend on cheap labor, but on access to technology and informa-
tion. From this viewpoint, the third world no longer exists, having
been replaced by the countries of East Asia that have industrially
developed and by the emergence of a “fourth world™ distinguished by
its inability to access the “information economy” and its consequent
marginalization (pp. 22-39). It turns out, from Castells’ analysis,
that almost all of Africa and South America, as well as a good part
of Asia, fall into this “fourth world” (pp. 35-39). However, this does
not prevent him from maintaining that the work done by the popula-
tions of these regions is irrelevant for the objectives of the world
economy and for capitalist accumulation.

This does not mean that workers in the Free Trade Zones have been
passive victims of the penetration of capitalist relations in their com-
munities (Wolf 1990, pp. 27). For many young women, factory work
can be a choice, when the alternative is work in the fields under the
tutelage of their parents. It is also true that, from Mexico to the Phil-
ippines and the Caribbean Islands, women workers in the Free Trade
Zones have built support networks and organized struggles that have
often put company managers, and the governments who had given
the green light to the Free Trade Zones on the defensive side. (Enloe
1990: p.168-174; Walton and Seddon 1994: p.75-80; The Global
Assembly Line ). But these mobilizations have occurred precisely in
response to the abject conditions in which the women were forced to
work.

10.In Indonesia, factories in the Free Trade Zones pay so little that the

families of the workers must supplement their incomes (Wolf 1990:
p-26).

11. We refer to the female workers who died in the earthquake of Mexico

City in September 1985. The earthquake demolished about 800 in-
dustrial plants where women were locked up (Enloe 1990, p. 169).
The greed of the employers can be measured by the fact that they
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rushed to extract the machinery from the debris (Enloe 1990, p. 170),
and only because of the protests of the workers, who at the, moment
of the carthquake were outside the plants waiting for a new shift,
finally helped the wounded.

12. Among the most significant works on this topic is the volume edited
by Kathryn Ward, Women Workers and Global Restructuring (1990).
It includes the essay by D. L. Wolf on the families of female factory
workers in the rural areas of Giava, and that by Susan Tiano on
women employed in the maquilas at the border between Mexico and
the United States. See also Households and the World Economy ed-
ited by Smith, Wallerstein and Evers (1984).

13. The concept of a “New Economic Order” is used here with a differ-
ent, in some respects opposite meaning from the one the term had
when it was coined, in the second half of the 1970s, by the third
world elites. In its original meaning, the idea of a “New Economic
Order” expressed the demand by the third world bourgeoisie for a
different relation with the industrialized countries, a different distri-
bution of wealth at the international level, and the possibility of a
national road to development. Therefore, the concept of a “New World
Economic Order” prospected the end of the disparities between the
first and the third world (Guelfi 1985). In this text, instead, the term
is used to refer to the political and economic set up that has emerged
with the imposition, at the world level, of economic neo-liberalism.
It is in this sense that the term is now generally used.

14.For an analysis of the responsibility of the World Bank in this respect
see Mortgaging the Earth (1994) where Bruce Rich documents the
social and ecological catastrophes caused by the projects financed by
this organization in the third world.

15.As in the former socialist countries, the programs of the World Bank
and the I.LM.F. have led to the closing down of the national indus-
tries: the tin mines in Bolivia, the copper mines in Zambia, the jute
industry in Bangladesh, the textile industry in Tanzania, and the
state-supported industries in Mexico.

16.As Saskia Sassen has observed (1990, p. 99), the countries receiving
the highest quota of foreign investment destined to export-oriented
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production are those that send the highest number of emigrants abroad.
They are also those where emigration is on the rise.

17. According to estimates of the International Labor Organization (ILO),
by the mid 1980s, there were about 30 million people who had left
their countries to seek work abroad. If, as Lydia Potts suggests, to
these figures we add the families of the immigrants, non-documented
immigrants, and refugees, we reach a figure beyond sixty millions
(Potts 1990: p.159). Among these, in the United States., more than
two thirds come from third world countries; in the oil producing
countries of the Middle East the figures reaches nine tenths. In the
European Economic Area there are today 15 million documented
immigrants, including political refugees, and approximately 8 mil-
lion undocumented immigrants (World of Work n. 3, April 1993).
However, their numbers are destined to increase because, with math-
ematical precision, the politics of adjustment and liberalization con-
tinue to create new poverty and, with as much persistence, the World
Bank and the other international agencies continue to repropose them,
so that everything leads us to believe that the Diaspora from the third
world will continue into the next century. This fact demonstrates
that we are not facing a contingent situation, but rather a macro-
scopic, worldwide restructuring of work relations. On this issue see
also the path breaking work of Steven Colatrella, “Structural Adjust-
ment and the African Diaspora in Italy.”(1999)

18.A. Makhijani (1993) writes on this topic:

“The global reality of capitalism, as opposed to its mythology, is
that, as an economic system, it is approximately like South Africa in
its dynamic and divisions, and in its violence and inequalities (p.
108)... The South African system of pass laws is reproduced on an
international scale by the system of passports and visas by which
mobility is easy for a minority and difficult for a majority (p. 108)...
Even the statistics match—the same divisions of White and non-
White; similar differences of income; similar differences in infant
mortality, similar expropriation of land and resources; similar rules
giving mobility to the minority and denying it to the majority (p.109).”
19.Even when one of the two partners does not emigrate, rarely do fami-
lies remain united in front of male unemployment and the need to
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find some form of sustenance. The politics of structural adjustment,
thus, has put into crisis the attempt to impose the nuclear family in
the third world (Dalla Costa G. F., 1989; 1995).
20.Two pioneering essays by Mariarosa Dalla Costa (1974, 1981) have
analyzed the relation between emigration and reproduction. The first
(1974) studies the dynamics of emigration in relation to the coun-
tries of departure and arrival, and its role in the formation of a mul-
tinational working class in Europe; the second (1981) looks at the
role of emigration from the third world in the stratification of work,
in particular reproduction work, in Italy.
.Contrary to what Diane Elson claims (p. 41), emigration is not only
a “male survival strategy.” According to statistics provided by the
ILO, more than 50% of the emigrants from the third world are women
(Heyzer et al 1994; Stalker 1994). Among them, the majority find
work as domestics (maids, nannies, aids for the elderly), or in the

o

service sectors specializing in reproductive labor: tourism, health care,
entertainment, prostitution.
.The “traffick” in women, that feeds the sex industry and sex-tourism.

o
[55]

has been over the years the target of many feminist protests, both in
Thailand and the Philippines (Barry 1984). Moreover, by the initia-
tive of Kathleen Barry, an American feminist, a Coalition Against
the Trafficking in Women has been formed. This is an NGO that
opposes the commercial exploitation of women in prostitution and
whose aim is to make the United Nations ban it as a violation of
human rights.

23.See, for a comparison, the article by Jacklyn Cock (1988) “Trapped
Workers: The Case of Domestic Servants in South Africa.” In Stichter
and Parpart (eds.). Patriarchy and Class. African Women in the Home
and in the Workforce (1988).

24.As Romero has observed (1992), the feminist movement in the United
States has not succeeded in imposing a collective solution to the prob-
lem of domestic work; it has not even managed to obtain provisions
that, in other countries, have for a long time been taken for granted,
such as paid maternity leave.

25.These projects usually consist of cither credit unions—that is coop-
eratives that make loans to their members, who then take on collec-
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tively the responsibility for the payment, on the model of the Grameen
Bank—or programs that teach women to develop “income generat-
ing activities.” As Jutta Berninghausen and Birgit Kerstan (1992)
have written, in their study of the activities of the Javanese NGOs,
they have a stabilizing/defensive function rather than an emancipat-
ory one (p. 253) and, in the best of cases, they try to recuperate at the
micro-level of individual or community relations what has been de-
stroyed at the macro-level of economic politics.
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VENEZUELA IN THE 1990s:

SociAL IMPLICATIONS OF STRUCTURAL
ADJUSTMENT AND CALDERA’S NEW
Economic PoOLICIES

Giovanna Franca Dalla Costa

General Uncertainty

The political and institutional situation in Venezuela is so unstable
that any predictions based upon statistical data and forecasts is
bound to fail. Indeed, all hypotheses concerning the country’s
future social and economic development are problematic. Not
surprisingly, when the 1994 edition of Venezuela’s Annual Fo-
rum on the state of the nation was held, after Rafael Caldera’s
election, the researchers of the Instituto de Estudios Superiores
de Administracion (IESA) refrained from making their traditional
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forecast, because of the unstability of the nation (Fuentes
1994a:10).

More than ten years have passed since the time in 1986 when,
in inaugurating a seminar on Venezuela’s future, Venezuela hacia
el 2000, the late economist J. A. Michelena commented that the
political situation in the country raised serious doubts about the
utility of planning, since few dared to think six months ahead,
knowing that a solution to the economic crisis could only come in
the long run (Michelena, 1987: 23-24). Despite the continuing
political uncertainty, however, some observations can be made
about the recent political developments and this is the objective
of this essay.

First some facts. On June 27, 1994, the newly elected presi-
dent Rafael Caldera took the following steps to spur the country’s
€CONOMmIcC recovery.

He banned the trade in foreign currencies and introduced a
fixed, government backed exchange rate. In response to the bank-
ing crisis he placed stronger controls over the banking system, in
addition to those adopted to deal with the Latin American crash.
He set price controls over a broad number of goods and services,
threatening tough punishments for those violating the new rules.

He suspended six constitutional guarantees. Three were of
a political nature: the right not to be arrested and detained with-
out a warrant; the right to the inviolability of one’s home and the
prohibition of searches without a warrant; the right to free circu-
lation in the country, entering it as well as leaving it. The other
three were of an economic nature: the right to pursue legal com-
mercial activities; the abolition of restrictions upon property hold-
ing and acquisition; and the right not to be expropriated without
due process. Caldera also agreed to the payment of a special bo-
nus of about 6,300 Bolivares (or about $35 at the time) to public
and private sector workers earning less than 45.000 Bs.

These measures were taken after months of clashes among
the different political factions, in the context of a banking crisis
that was causing an unprecedented chain of bank failures (Perry
1994:4; Brooke 1995). Businessmen were on the war path be-
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cause of the bank crisis’ impact on industrial and commercial
activities, and so were the political observers and the public. Re-
elected president after 25 years, Caldera inherited a conflictual
political and social situation that placed strict limits on the
country’s economic and financial possibilities and institutional
manoeuvering.

The Legacy of Carlos Andres Perez

When Caldera was proclaimed president in December 1993,
during President Perez’ second mandate (1989-1993), the latter
had already opted for a very different economic policy from that
which he had adopted during his first term in office (1974-79).
The new policy was strongly oriented towards the privitization of
all economic sectors, including the most strategic ones (Velasquez
1993). In the 1970s, to promote the industrial take off, the lead-
ing industrial sectors had been nationalized. But with E/ Gran
Viraje (“the great turn-around”) in the Perez VIII Plan for 1989-
1993, the place of the state in the economy was radically changed,
its function as the regulator of ‘import substitution’ was under-
mined by the hegemonic role assigned to the market, that was to
be the main regulatory mechanism (Iranzo 1994). The change
was promoted by the Comision Presidencial Para la Reforma
del Estado (COPRE), a body set up in 1990 to “reform the state,”
and working from the start under the auspices of the UNDP
(United Nations Development Program) (Velasquez 1992).

The context in which this reform took place was Venezuela’s
agreement to implement a tough structural adjustment program
that (like in other Latin American countries) called for privitization,
economic deregulation, the reduction of public spending for so-
cial services, and the opening of markets to foreign goods and
services (Iranzo 1994: 66).

Although adopted later than in other countries of the region,
the adjuste (officially started in 1989) was applied, under Perez,
with such intransigence that it tore apart the social fabric. A new
industrial policy was introduced to make companies more pro-
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ductive and efficient enough to compete under free market con-
ditions. An attempt was made to redefine business management
and administration, again, to boost productivity and flexibility
(Iranzo 1994:67-68; Lucena 1994:117). In key situations (for in-
stance, the Guayana industrial area) and, more extensively, in
the country’s central and southern regions and the ports, policies
were applied that weakened collective bargaining, radically un-
dermining workers’ benefits and worsening their living condi-
tions.

A cornerstone of the reconversion demanded by the “adjust-
ment” was a policy of blanket firing. In the ports, all the workers
were fired, with the consent of the unions that accepted as com-
pensation an inequitable severance pay applied with a blatant
cronyism (Iranzo 1994: 75). In the Guayana steel zone and at the
Sidor complex, the reconversion caused the closure of 13 plants
and an enormous loss of jobs (Lucena 1994: 123). Unemploy-
ment rose to such levels that each month 70,000 new jobless
people were showing up at the offices of the Seguro de paro
forzoso (Iranzo 1994: 71). The situation was all the more worTi-
some because it occurred in the presence of a collapse in the real
wage that, after two years of steady depreciation, was worth less
in 1990 than in 1950.

Among workers, the conditions created by the economic
reconversion led to the creation of new forms of collective repre-
sentation, more deeply rooted in the rank and file, and ready to
challenge the traditional trade unions for their weak bargaining
posture in the *80s, and their subordination to political parties no
longer trusted by workers and the rest of the population (Lucena
1994). i

Inpolitical terms, Caldera’s presidency began at an advanced
stage of an institutional reform designed to carry further the “mod-
ernization” of the state, in conformity with the programs of inter-
national organizations like UNDP, and under the supervision of’
COPRE. The reform included a change in the electoral process
for the election of governors, mayors and councillors, and a bill
promoting decentralization. Both measures had matured under
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the previous government (Colomine 1994:8), but their impact on
national politics was felt during Caldera’s presidency, generating
new social, political and territorial contradictions. Decentraliza-
tion, in fact, turned out to be an obstacle to the application of the
new economic course, even though it had been urged on Venezu-
ela by the international organizations precisely to accelerate it.
UNDP, for instance, in its fifth planning cycle (1992-1996) for
Venezuela, had made the “modernization” of the state, including
its decentralization, one of the top conditions for technical and
financial assistance. UNDP had also set up a world fund to sup-
port the development of the state’s managerial capacity, a project
of which COPRE had been part since 1990 (Blanco coord. 1993).

Against the intention of international organizations, decen-
tralization strengthened the resistance of local governments against
free-market reforms, provoking deep political splits that made
Venezuela unique in Latin America. Indeed, as Bailey wrote in
1994, the “eyes of the hemisphere” are all on Venezuela as the
main Latin America country that has managed to slow down the
course of free-market reform (Bailey 1994:14).

In political and social terms, Caldera faced widepsread op
position and lack of confidence. This is not surprising. During his
second term, his predecessor had experienced a year (1989) of
violent popular uprisings known as the “bread riots,” and repeated
coup attempts, before being impeached in 1992 on corruption
charges and forced to resign before the end of his mandate (he
was replaced by Velasquez as interim president). The country’s

_instability in that period led the Moody’s credit rating agency, to
classify Venezuela as a BA-1 risk in 1991, and in April 1993
Standard & Poor’s classified it as a BB risk (M.L.C. 1994). At
the end of November 1993, direct foreign investment had dropped
by 56.3%, compared with the same month the year before
(Guanipa 1993: 8). Even the entrenched two-party system,
whereby Accion Democratica and Copei had alternated in power
for decades, broke down under the strain. Amidst the fragmenta-
tion of traditional alliances, Caldera had to seek a new coalition,
where the basis of his support ranged from the left to the center-
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right. The outcome was the formation of Convergencia Nacional,
an ad hoc political formation that could only have restored politi-
cal stability if the president had taken some concrete initiatives.
Effective measures were needed also to consolidate people’s con-
fidence in the president. It is symptomatic, in this respect, that
the first initiative that Caldera took, after his election, was the
liberation of 22 coup plotters, which signalled a policy of social
reconciliation with the groups that had taken part in the coup
attempts of 1992 (EI Nacional 1994).

Rafael Caldera’s Economic Choices

Caldera did not continue the policy of complete economic liber-
alization that had characterized Perez’ second term in office. He
did not abolished all controls over prices and exchange rates, and
did not insist on a free-market development strategy, achieved at
the cost of further destabilization and de-industrialization (Iranzo
1994; Tovar 1994). Responding to the strong opposition to “ad-
Jjustment,” he proposed to revise the program.

Political Industrial, the document drawn by Convergencia’
experts, was openly critical of the policy pursued during the pre-
vious five years. The document saw industrialization as the pole
for a reconversion of production and suggested urgent measures
for economic areas capable of medium term revitalization (Tovar
1994). The objective of the IX Plan was sustained economic
growth, with a projected increase ranging from 2% for 1995, up
to 6% for 1998 (Cordiplan 1995: 88).

The plan followed three guidelines. (a) The adoption of a
more dynamic export policy coupled with import controls, so that
imports would grow only as fast as industry and agriculture
(Cordiplan 1995: 87). (b) An increase in productivity, buta “sus-
tained and sustainable” increase (Cordiplan 1995:60). (c) An in-
crease in the number of small, medium size and large firms, aimed
at expanding the country’s productive apparatus (ibid: 159). More
specifically, the plan had the following objectives .
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Reversing the de-industrialization process, through (i) the
creation of a new industrial framework, and (ii) a quick recon-
version of the existing industries, redefining domestic produc-
tion and market shares, generating new economic initiatives and
establishing new cooperative links between productive units.

Relaunching small and medium size firms that, in Venezu-
ela, account for 53% of the total (Garcia 1994b: 24). A plan to
implement this strategy was drafted by Pequegna y Mediana
Industria (PYMI), the sectorial business association (Fica and
Tova 1994). It made provisions for the salvaging of firms, by
making space for them in major projects, including the Orinoco
Park (Garcia 1994b: 24); for the renegotiation of the sectorial
debt with the banks, and for the activation of an already allotted
international credit of $100 million (Fica & Tovar 1994; Garcia
1994b). Through this program, 15,000 new firms were to be added
to the existing 10, 000 (Fica and Tovar 1994:12).

Being labor intensive, small and medium size firms were
given a key role in the revitalization of employment in areas like
tourism and construction, especially of housing. They were also
to interact with the economia solidaria, by creating associative
style micro-firms capable of generating “stable employment” and
“alternative income sources.” The plan was supposed to develop
500 associative firms linked to the equipamiento (plant) de los
barrios, abastecimiento solidario, and other activities related to
the popular economy creating, directly or indirectly, 50, 000 jobs
(Cordiplan 1995:86). Training and qualification programs were
also to be developed in the context of the economia solidaria,
(ibid. 41: 85).

Giving preferential treatment to productive areas identified
as leading sectors—such as petrochemical, alluminum, steel,
tropical wood cultivation—that could revitalize industry and the
tertiary sector.

Promoting commerce and creating a system for channel-
ling resources into industrial investment. For this policy to suc-
ceed a reform of the agencies funding the sector was needed, and
areturn to traditional protectionist measures was considered. This
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move was opposed by businessmen and political organizations,
that favored the free-market approach of the previous period
(Tovar 1994); but it was strengthened by the measures Caldera
adopted in June 1994—a government backed exchange rate, limits
on the buying of foreign currency, price controls on many goods
and services, import controls.

Reducing the cost of electricity for business, shifting some
of the benefits of the public monopoly over electricity to the ad-
vantage of industry (Tovar 1994).

Setting up a special program to boost the demand for do-
mestic industrial production , above all by revitalizing the con-
struction industry and, through it, manufacturing, and directing
public procurement towards domestic productcs. Thus, a “pref-
erence decree” was proposed as a short-term measure, being criti-
cized as a return to the old compre venezolano campaign (Tovar
1994).

Caldera also decided that the wage increases for state em-
ployees (public administrators, technicians, white collars work-
ers), and the increase of the minimum wage for public sector
blue collar workers, decreed by Velasquez’s interim government
in 1993, would have to be subordinated to the approval of new
tax revenues. Thus, wage increases for a total of 60,000 million
Bs were frozen until new taxes would be approved (Fuentes 1994:
10).

The decision to create a visible link between wages in the
public sector and taxation was meant to build support among all
social sectors in the increasingly difficult search for more tax rev-
enues. It was also to make more transparent the taxation process,
which is the main mechanism in the adjuste program, and the
barometer for the relationship betwen wages and the servicing of
the external debt. In an oil producing country like Venezuela, the
fiscal mechanism makes the impact of both the fall in the oil price
and debt servicing on wages immediately visible.

For years, the objective of the “new fiscal logic” (Cordiplan
1995: 64) had been to make the budget less dependent on 0il

revenues and more closely linked to domestic taxation. Even
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though the Venezuelan economy continued to be based on oil, the
role of oil in tax revenues, already significantly lower that in the
past, was expected to fall even lower. The contribution made by
oil was 18.3% of the GDP in 1991; 11.7% in 1992 and 9.7% in
1993 (Hernandez 1994). According to estimates from IESA,
(Fuentes 1994a:10), Petroleos de Venezuela produced revenues
of §17,000 million in 1981, but was producing no more than
$4,300 million by 1994 . The price of 0il was expected to rise
again in the future, as it happened at the time of the Gulf War
(Garcia 1994a), but the international price of $11.50 a barrel that
it fetched in 1994 meant a reduction of national revenues of over
$3, 000 million in one single year.

Among the many fiscal estimates that have been made about
the Venezuelan economy, that of Convergencia’s top economic
expert Asdrubal Baptista, who was a strong candidate for the
direction of Cordiplan, has to be mentioned. According to Baptista,
Venezuela needed a titanic effort if it was to reconcile its differ-
ent business interests. Baptista also warned that shelving the IVA
tax (Impuesto valor agregado), originally approved but later sus-
pended by Caldera, and postponing the increase in the price of
gasoline (that Caldera was supposed to have introduced) could
push the fiscal deficit as high as 8% of the GDP, since inflation
was running at 55% a year.

Introduced during the Velasquez interim government, the
IVA generated so much conflict that it became the fiscal emblem
of the Venezuelan opposition to the International Monetary Fund’s
fiscal dictates. Caldera first revised it; he suspended it for retail-
ers, shifted it on to various kinds of luxury products, then elimi-
nated it altogether.! Meanwhile, the IVA question not only filled
the pages of the business press and catalysed public debate; it
also became a test of political stability. The taxpayer’s refusal to
pay it escalated into a civil disobedience movement led by two
state governors (Fuentes 1994a: 10), elected by direct suffrage
under the recent electoral reform. Decentralization, in fact, has
had an immediate impact on tax collection and resource manage-
ment at the local level (Cordiplan 1995: 65).
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Conflicts immediately broke out, around the IVA question,
between the central government and the local authorities. These
conflicts were all the more intense as the local governments do
not reflect the same political equilibriums on which the power of
the national government is based, but answer instead to regional
constituencies. The conflict between center and periphery, more-
over, was compounded by splits within the central government
itself (some parts of Pérez’s government, for instance, disowned
his political choices), and was of crucial importance since it was
rooted in the country’s most productive regions, starting with
Ciudad Guyana, the main center for the prduction and process-
ing of iron.

The main concern for the ordinary Venezuelan, after IVA,
was a possible increase in the price of gasoline, which many econo-
mists were urging to boost tax revenues and reduce the deficit.
But for workers who depend on mass transit, this measure was
unacceptable, since it inevitably would have led to an increase in
transport prices.

The debate surrounding the increase in the price of gasoline
demonstrated the crucial place that taxation has in governmental
policy, given its ability to directly affect living conditions, from
wages to subsidies and benefits of various kinds, to the cost of
social services health, education, transport. Kept under close watch
by “adjustment experts,” it can shift the main areas of support, or
opposition, in favor or against both government policy and the
President itself.

More than once Caldera was warned that if his government
insisted on eliminating the IVA and did not raise the price of gaso-
line, the revenue crisis caused by the fall of the oil price would
become unmanageable, and the country would experience a ““fis-
cal storm” (tormenta fiscal) (Fuentes 1994a:10), whereas , if
correctives were introduced by the end of 1995, Venezuela would
be on the path of recovery.
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Social Policy in the Five Years of Drastic Adjustment

Caldera inherited a difficult situation also with respect to social
assistance. The period between 1989 and 1993, the years of
Perez’s “adjustment” program, have shown the inadequacy of
the country’s social security and welfare systems in front of the
dramatically worsening economic conditions. To provide a buffer
against the “shock™ of adjustment, a new assistance policy was
adopted with a shift from indirect to direct subsidies, that sup-
posedly were more accessible to the recipients, more easily ap-
plied and controlled, more innovative, efficient and focussed in
their goals. The plan was to disburse 200,000 million Bolivares
over a period of five years (Dagher 1994:10) and the initiative
was publicized as a social megaproject (imegaproyecto social ).
But its implementation did not reduce the exasperation of the
poorest Venezuelan and was criticized even by the IMF.

The plan was to be innovative in three ways. It was to target
the most vulnerable groups (children under five, pregnant and
breast-feeding women); it was to promote social integration and
greater participation by grassroots communities and non- gov-
ernmental organizations (NGOs); it was to define the appropri-
ate conditions for obtaining loans from the World Bank and the
Banco Interamericano de Desarollo, the two bodies providing
the technical and financial assistance to operate the transition from
indirect to direct subsidies. One wonders, however, how truly
innovative these measures actually were in their objectives, com-
pared with the system of direct subsidies (subsidies given di-
rectly to the citizens), that had characterized the country’s tradi-
tional welfare policy.

One novelty with respect to the past was the new positive
attitude that was adopted towards international financial organi-
zations, now seen as sources of economic resources and man-
agement techniques. This was in sharp contrast to previous de-
velopment phases, like the 1970s, when the goal was to achieve
economic and managerial independence from the international
organisms. In those years, for instance, family planning ceased to
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depend from the Ford Foundation and became a ministerial ser-
vice.

A quick comparison with the social policies adopted during
Pérez’s first term in office shows a great homogeneity, as far as
content and style, between what was disbursed in the early 1990s
to compensate for the damages caused by structural adjustment
and what was disbursed during Pérez’s first presidency, which
was a period of economic prosperity and industrial take off, when
employment was growing and incomes were rising (Conasseps
1994). However, it is obvious that initiatives that had been con-
sidered adequate to check a phenomenon of “persistent
marginalization,” in a context of economic recovery, could not
apply, at the dawn of the 1990s, to a situation that over a decade
had dramatically deteriorated, and in a context of increasing de-
industrialization. An altogether different type of social policy was
needed, based on immediate and effective interventions, and con-
ceived as the country’s development’s pole. It is enough here to
remember that the real value of wages had fallen to that of forty
years before—wages in 1990 being the equivalent, as far as pur-
chasing power, to wages in the 1950s; and, moreover, that the
same dramatic collapse was visible in all the crucial factors of
reproduction, beginning with nutrition, health and education
(Cordiplan 1995).

Nevertheless, while on the economic level drastic measures
were taken—measures that were to have deep consequences for
the population and by official admission, called for immediate
subsidies catering to social needs—no effective social policy was
introduced. As far as subsidies were concerned, the initiatives
adopted were “business as usual,” and they were again applied
with all the usual delays and disfunctionalities typical of public
administration. Even the positive sides of the welfare policies of
the previous period, were lost in the new approach. The popula-
tion was deprived of its means of subsistence and, even in the
official circles, it was recognized that the “megaproject” had not
succeeded in putting an end to the deterioration of economic con-
ditions.
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The direct subsidy programs were in large part implemented
by the traditional organs of the state, above all the ministries of
family, education and healthcare. The ministry of education took
care of the implementation of food and school subsidies (Bono
lacteo, utiles y uniformes escolares ). The minister of health and
social welfare was put in charge of the food programs for both
mothers and children (Programa alimentar materno-infantil ),
of the food program for school students (Merienda escolar), and
of the center of nutritional recovery (Centro de recuperacion
nutricional ). To the minister of the family was assigned the Fund
for the Cooperation and Financing of Associative Enterprises
(Fondo de Cooperacion y Financiamiento de Empresas
Asociativas), the Socio-pedagogical and Cultural Subsidy Pro-
gram (Programa compensatorio socio-pedagogico y cultural)
and the expansion of the Hogares de cuidado diario (day-care
families).

Almost all these programs were already in place, and were
implemented in an almost identical manner, in the 1970s (G. E.
Dalla Costa 1980), when the objective was to speed up the de-
velopment of La gran Venezuela. Atthattime too, during Pérez’s
first presidency, social participation in the management of wel-
fare programs—for example in the planning of the modulos (cen-
tralized neighborhood services)—was encouraged under Decree
332.

The untimely application of the direct subsidies created fur-
ther problems (Pujol 1993). The food subsidy (beca alimentaria),
announced in April 1989, became effective only in November of
the same year; the bono lacteo and the utiles y uniformes escolares
got started almost a year later, in September 1990. They became
effective with a delay of about eighteen months, when the drastic
adjustment measures had already done their harm. The plan also
failed to address the most needy groups. Some sources reckon
that the food programs for mothers and children reached only
60% of the targeted recipients, and mistakes were also made in
favor of better off families. As in the 1970s, part of the problem
was the use of the school system as the distribution network (G.F.
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Dalla Costa 1980). This excluded the poorest sections of the popu-
lation whose children do not go to school or drop out (Cordiplan
1995: 14-15). As a result, the subsidy program failed to attack
people’s nutritional and health problems at their roots, and the
most vulnerable groups received only one fifth of the subsidies
allocated (Cordiplan: 15).

Social Conditions in Venezuela After Drastic Adjustment

While there is little agreement between official and non-official
sources, all the studies conducted immediately after the 1989-
1993 period, on which the X Plan de la Nacion (published in
1995) relied for its analysis of the social situation in the country,
give a dramatic picture of the deterioration provoked by the ‘ad-
justment” program (Cordiplan 1995).

According to official sources, critical poverty levels extended
to include 42% of the population, and in 1993 the real wage
dropped to 60% of what it was in 1988 (ibid: 11). Thus, while in
1987, 37% of the Venezuelan families had an income below the
subsistence level, five years later this figure had reached 66%
(ibid.: 13). The degree to which health and nutrition have dete-
riorated can be seen from the drastic slowdown in the fall of in-
fant and maternal mortality rates and the increase in the number
of undernourished children and children born underweight (ibid.:
14). There has also been a significant increase in the number of
people dying of diarrhea, parasitic and respiratory deseases and,
in the case of children under five, malnutrition (Cordiplan: 14;
Republica de Venezuela, Consejo de economia nacional
1994:35). In epidemiological terms, the situation became very
serious, as pathologies typical of poor countries coexisted with
others (like cancer and cardio-vascular deseases) that affected
both the poor and the better-off, and with others again, like AIDS,
that have started to spread more recently but are propagating very
quickly (Cordiplan 1995: 14).

A crucial factor in the deterioration of health conditions has
been the reduction of public spending for healthcare. Especially
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severe cuts have been made over the last ten years, in the funds
for the control of endemic diseases, for vaccination, immuniza-
tion, maternal and infant health programs (ibid.: 16) The ministry
of health and social welfare has also reversed its budget priorities
with 71% of its resources being earmarked for hospitals, 12.6%
for first aid and out-patient services, 5.6% for environmental ser-
vices, 10% for epidemiological programs and 0.3% for social
policy promotion (ibid.: 16). The lack of coordination between
public and private measures has also taken its toll (ibid.: 15). The
result has been a total lack of confidence in the health ministry’s
planning and management capacity, making it the target of se-
vere social and political attacks (ibid.: 15).

There has also been a reversal with respect to the quality
and quantity of education provided. Aside from the continuing
existence of high illiteracy rates that affect 10% of the adult popu-
lation, compulsory preschool education has deteriorated to such
an extent that it covers only 50% of the children in the relevant
age group. Primary education is now of a very low quality, with
many children leaving school before the age of nine, so that many
people are not able to read or write, although they have received
a certain amount of elementary education (Cordiplan: 16-17). As
for secondary education, the services provided are totally inad-
equate to the new needs of the labor market. Through the ups and
downs of the recent decades, it has virtually shown no expansion,
covering 33% of the relevant age grop in 1970 and 35% today,
while in other Latin American countries access to secondary edu-
cation has substantially increased over the same period. Mexico,
for instance, has moved from 22% to 53%, and Chile from 39% to
74% (ibid.: 17).

‘Adjustment’ has also worsened housing conditions. The
problem is certainly not new in Venezuela (Martinez Olavarria
1991), but it has been exacerbated by the new economic course.
Shortages are concentrated primarily in the poorer sectors of the
population, those with incomes lower than three minimum wages,
that account for three quarters of the total need for new homes,
estimated at over a million houses in 1994 (Cordiplan 1995: 20).
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The new endemic lack of houses can be assessed by a glance at
the spread of the metropolitan barriadas.

Interesting enough, against this background of intense so-
cial crisis, the chapter in the ZX Plan de la Nacion, that deals with
the factors contributing to social exclusion and the deterioration
of living conditions, recognizes that the transformation of the
Venezuelan family, from an extended to a nuclear one, has prob-
ably made survival under “adjustment” more difficult. Where the
change has taken place, no social services have been developed
to compensate for what the extended family used to provide
through its cooperation and solidarity networks. One consequence
is that the Venezuelan proletarians are no longer being pressured
heavily, as they used to be, to enter formal nuclear marriages,
once advertized as more functional to “development.” (G.F. Dalla
Costa 1980, 1994). Nuclear families, in fact, are confronted now
with especially hard living conditions and responsibilities, either
because they generally have only a single parent, most often the
mother (30% of nuclear families are single parent families) or
because stable couples cannot guarantee the family’s reproduc-
tion, as both parents must work and receive no help from their
social environment (Cordiplan 1995: 19).

It is now openly recognised that the nuclear family cannot
function without a system of social services replacing those which
the extended family provided (ibid.); and that the shortcomings
of the social security system leave workers’ families without
healthcare, unemployment benefits or pension. This is an espe-
cially serious problem given that in Venezuela, over half of the
workers are employed in the informal sector and are not even
formally covered by the social welfare system; and, in addition,
this is the very sector in which future jobs creation is planned
(ibid.20).

One of the most pernicious consequences of “adjustment”
has been the disintegration of family life and the increase of vio-
lence in and out of the home, which has affected particularly
women. Venezuela is among the countries that have the highest
number of women in poverty. Among single mothers, 39% are

98



Giovanna Franca Dalla Costa

illiterate, three times the national average, and only 48% have a
paid job, although they are responsible for supporting their fami-
lies. According to the studies prepared for the Beijing UN World
Conference on Women of 1995 Venezuela Informe Preliminar
Nacional 1994: 47,106,107,125), women are being “superexploited”
because of the adjustment program, and are not benefitting from
the Ley organica de trabajo.

To correct this situation a Defensoria Nacional de Los
Derechos de la Mujer has been planned, under the Law of Equal
Opportunity (Ley de igualdad de oportunidades) approved by
Congress in 1993. But the figures drawn from the studies men-
tioned above, show the degree to which women are suffering.

Maternal mortality rates continue to fluctuate between 60
and 70 deaths for every 100,000 child-births, indicating that their
remarkable pre-adjustment improvement has come to a halt.
Women’s wages are on an average 25% lower than men’s. In
1992, among “unskilled” workers, covered by the social security
system, 15% of the women and 6% of the men earned less than
the minimum wage. Among unskilled workers outside the social
security system, 60% of women failed to reach the minimum
wage, compared with 40% of the men. Again the average female
wage was $202 a month compared with $259 for men, as women
work primarily in the informal sector—domestic service, self-
employment and other among the worst paid occupations.

It is obvious that women are heavily discriminated in the
application of the adjustment program, despite the fact that Perez,
in his VIl Plan, had urged the development of Centros de atencion
integral a la mujer, and had shown his support for the national
women’s movement through the creation of the Women’s Na-
tional Council (Consejo Nacional de la Mujer') (VIII Plan 1990
:21). Indeed, so dramatic has been the deterioration of living
conditions in Venezuela that the plight of women cannot be ad-
dressed by means of any compensatory legislation. At best, this
can only improve the conditions of a female elite and build con-
sensus in certain circles.
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As for the LX Plan, it gives little attention to the worsening
conditions of women, as it is focussed mainly on the family.

The New Social Policy Mechanisms and the Promotion of
Integration. Solidarity programs, economia solidaria, fam-
ily policy (atencion integral a la familia).

Given the dramatic impoverishment of the population, the failure
of the social “safety nets” and the lack of credible prospects, s0-
cial conflict in Venezuela has been among the most intense in
Latin America, becoming almost uncontrollable in recent years.

It is in the context of this strong opposition to structural ad-
Jjustment that Caldera proposed a broad social policy program—
the Programas de solidaridad social (Cordiplan 1995:86), sup-
posedly trascending the limits of the traditional approach to wel-
fare policy.?

The Programas de Solidaridad include subsidies to food
and other basic necessities, the construction of houses and other
infrastructures, incentives to job creation, training programs. The
subsidies allocated to the poorest part of the population were de-
cided in agreement with the World Bank, which confirmed its
intention to disburse to Caldera, for the fight against poverty, for
basic education, for housing for the poor and other infrastruc-
tures, the one billion U.S. dollars it had already promised to Pérez
(Colomine 1994 a).

More specifically, the programas de solidaridad social pro-
vide for the following (Cordiplan 1995: 86):

-The promotion and strengthening of the puntos de
abastecimiento (supply) solidario.

-The restructuring and expansion of work training programs.

-The extension of health and food programs managed through
the educational and out-patient healthcare networks.

-Employment and wage agreements with business.

-Increase of the minimum wage.

-The reactivation of the health and education centers in the
barrios and housing construction.
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As one can see, these programs range from typical trade
union objectives (the increase in the minimum wage, agreements
with business about wages and employment) to broader social
objectives as work training, the provision of popular housing,
education, food and health programs.

This relatively new way of conceiving social politics--within
a broader vision of governmental intervention*—has been real-
ized through the Economia Solidaria, the center-piece of
Caldera’s policy, which was supposed to affect above all the popu-
lar sectors and have a positive impact on employment.

The economia solidaria is to be created gradually to
generate a large contingent of jobs, and it is to function
as a complement to the subsidy policy. Its essential con-
dition is the participation of organized communities in
the management of the program against poverty, and the
direct participation of the people involved. (Cordiplan
1995: 86)

The economia solidaria represented the third element in the pro-
gram for the quick development of employment. The first was
represented by housing construction, while the second was the
revitalization of small and middle size firms.

The housing construction program was to provide 180,000
dwelling units in 1995, giving a stable employment to 89,000
workers. The economia solidaria also promised to realize by 1995
work training programs directed to youth, and to promote the
development of 500 associative type firms linked to the programs
of equipamiento de barrios and abastecimiento solidario and
other “popular economy” activities overall providing 50,000 jobs
(Cordiplan 1995:85-86).

The programas de solidaridad social, conceived as areas
of mobilization from below, and in the context of a post-adjust-
ment economic recovery program, are the key to understanding
Venezuela’s development politics. Imagined as a social network,
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they are supposed to ensure social participation in the develop-
ment process, especially through the work-place.

In the case of welfare policies specifically addressed to the
“war against poverty,” the declared objective was to go beyqnd
the traditional subsidies, and implement a more comprehenswe
program realized through the mobilization and self-organization
of the communities themselves, in conformity with the World Ba.nk
recommendations [there are many examples in South America
of services managed by communities, autonomously or with the
support of international organizations, starting from the popular
kitchens (comedores populares ), where very often it is women
who do the work]. _

The trend was towards a welfare policy where the users, in
order to obtain some improvement in their standard of living,
even just a daily meal, were forced to do some work and respect
organizational guidelines, outside the traditional work channels.
Even on the business front, there was a tendency to favor compa-

nies that, in addition to providing jobs, take on more social re-
sponsibility.

This approach supports the formation of associative firms
that promote solidarity as well as economic activities. In
particular, it will support activities contributing to the
satisfaction of basic needs, such as the commercializa-
tion of food and basic consumer goods, and the realiza-
tion of infrastructural projects in the barrios. To
strengthen social organization and marketing capacity a
network of firms will be promoted combining produc-
tion, distribution and consumption. Micro-enterprises are
encouraged to organize, to generate a prosperous popu-
lar economy. (Cordiplan 1995: 159-160)

And again:

The state will support with funds and technical assis-
tance the opening of associative firms...similarly the state
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will support the creation of a financial coordination sys-
tem linked to saving and credit cooperatives and other
institutions typical of the popular economy, as a means
of channelling surpluses towards activities that are con-
sidered as priorities by these organizations. A commu-
nication network will be set up to tie together all the or-
ganisms and programs of the economia
solidaria...(ibid:160)

The State was supposed to give priority to associative type firms,
in the acquisition of goods and services, both in the contracting
out of public services and in the construction of public works in
the neighborhoods.*

On the family front, the objective was to strengthen the func-
tion of the family, through a network of community based family
organizations, from which would emanate various interventions
in the sphere of social reproduction, from the home to healthcare.
The coordination of this policy, defined as “integral intervention
on the family,” was assigned to the specially created ministry for
social development. This is what the IX Plan wrote about it:

The strategy for the family is to strengthen the decision
making nucleus, to develop community organizations and
promote social networks. We will try to satisfy the fam-
ily members’ social needs with respect to health, educa-
tion and safety nets....Our intervention strategy will ini-
tially try to contain the consequences of extreme poverty
by strengthening and expanding the institutional network
of public and non-governmental organizations; then we
will proceed to the formation of family community based
organizations that, in the long run, will have to take over
the national and local direction of social programs, as
part of the social promotion network. (Cordiplan 1995 :
145)

The goal was the formation of a community-based network of

families functioning as a link between the welfare programs and
the firms—especially small and middle size associative type
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firms—in the realization of the initiatives of the economia
solidaria, in the context of a social development politics coordi-
nated by the minister of social development.

It was certainly not the first time in Venezuela that vast
projects aiming at social and productive integration were designed
on paper. For years, in the barrios a more coherent social policy
had been called for. Thus, not too much significance could be
given to policies that could have easily collapsed or be emptied
out of any substance. This was all the more true in a political
situation that was characterized by continual changes and rever-
sals and by an extraordinarily strong opposition to government
policies. There is no doubt, however, that the government guide-
lines placed a special emphasis on the formation of social net-
works linking production, distribution, the building of infrastruc-
tures and the provision of services, work, welfare and employ-
ment. The government clearly hoped to integrate these new forms
of organization with existing neighborhood organizations, in or-
der to strengthen their role as negotiating partners and, in the
process, control the most radical opposition to the new forms of
development.

Confronted by powerful anti-adjustment struggles, against
which Caldera’s appeals for a truce in the barrios remained inef-
fective, the government obviously felt the need to give recogni-
tion to initiatives that had already an autonomous existence in the
popular economy, while extending the production and distribu-
tion centers for food and other basic necessities. As entire metro-
politan neighborhoodds became no-go areas, ways had to be found
to ensure that grassroots organizations did not create even more
uncontrollable areas of social life, providing the population new
means of subsistence, as well as new sources of antagonism and
resistance to the hunger-developing pfograms imposed by the
IMF and the World Bank.

Summing up, therefore, what has been said so far, we can
observe that, on the one hand, Venezuela has imported a devel-
opment model congenial with the requirements of the global
economy and the recommendations of international capital and
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international financial organizations. At the same time, new forms
of social integration have been promoted, and there has been an
attempt to stimulate new forms of grassroots mobilization and
grassroots responsibilization, that go beyond the traditional pat-
terns. The aim has been to stabilize the social base, so as to con-
tain social conflict which has exploded in the face of the new
productive models introduced through the politics of adjustment.

In this context, through the new solidarity networks, not only
has the housework been confirmed in its role as an “adjustment
variable,” (ILO 1984; G.F. Dalla Costa 1993, 1994), but there
has been an attempt to strengthen the familiy organizationally as
a community control and decision making center. In other words,
despite the collapse of the main subsistence sources, once again
the hoped for ‘human development’ has been anchored to a
strengthening of the family, within a broader process of integra-
tion to the new development models. However, the link between
adjustment, development and the family is extremely problem-
atic, particularly in Venezuela, where the burden of adjustment is
added to a family that never was consolidated, not at least ac-
cording to the canons of advanced capitalism.

Women’s demands concerning the quality of development
and the project of ‘integral intervention’ on the family.

As a mirror of the state relationship with women, the project of
“integral intervention” on the family can be examined both from
a formal/organizational viewpoint and from the viewpoint ofits
substance. In formal and organizational terms, the state seems to
have moved closer to women’s demands, expecially with the pro-
vision of decentralized structures to be consulted, through their
organizations, when new projects, the allocation of resources and
local government decisions are to be approved (Coordinadora
de organizaciones non gubernamentales de mujeres 1993). The
initiative, however, has frustrated women’s aspiration to have a
presence at the decision making level, instead of being confined
to a mobilization from below, which is the level at which they have
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always been encouraged to intervene, because of their recognized
effectiveness in this area.

That the state is coming closer to women’s demands is cer-
tainly due to the new strength of women’s organizations
(Coordinadora de ONG de mujeres 1988). Today, in Venezuela
there are many active women’s groups, collectives, coordinating
committees, operating with or without autonomy, as feminist, party
activists, in a broad range of initiatives and struggles, from those
around subsistence and basic necessities to those against violence
and for healthcare and legislative reforms.

Yet, the state has shown no support for the substance of
women’s demands, since it is evident that women have a very
different perspective on the development question, one more stra-
tegically interested in people’s reproductive needs and antago-
nistic to the impoverishment caused by the international economic
policies.

Women’s organizations and coordinations start from the fol-

lowing premises which, however, cover only partially the issues
women are concerned with.

*The right of citizens to have their subsistence guaranteed, re-
gardless of the changes produced in the labor market by struc-
tural adjustment and the external debt. From this follows the need
to support the struggles of those who have been impoverished by
these changes. A striking example here would be the 1989 “bread
riots,” against the second Pérez government, of which women
were the protagonists, as they have been in thousands of struggles
against hunger that have taken place all over South America
(Coordinadora de ONG de mujeres 1993).

*The need to create and safeguard alternative forms of subsis-
tence for the production and distribution of necessary goods, which
contrast with the current promotion of the export market, espe-
cially in the agro-business sector. We refer here to initiatives,
mostly led by women, designed to defend the land and to lead to
the restoration of traditional crops and their independent sale. Such
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initiatives have acquired a special visibility in the years of “ad-
justment,” and their importance for people’s lives is now being
recognized in many quarters. One example among many is found
in the state of Aracuy. Ecofeminists have discussed it most ex-
tensively (see Claudia von Werlhoof 1994).

*The recognition of the central role of the process of reproduction
and, therefore, of women who are those primarily engaged in
reproductive work. Women, then, should be given special con-
sideration, not as participants in development programs domi-
nated by outside interests, but as social subjects whose needs
should shape social options and values. In fact, women’s struggles
and organizations have tried to be the carriers of demands con-
cerning the reproduction of the whole community. Significantly
enough, over the last few years, groups of indigenous womer
which previously were not involved in most of the country’s p
litical and social organizations and were not even included in th
national census, have asked to join the women’s coordination
groups.

Under these conditions, even when the goal is social integration,
social intervention essentially produces dichotomies, between
those who are and those who are not in the institutions, starting
with the family. This is particularly true in Venezuela, since much
of the population lives with a high degree of autonomy not only
from the family but also from the institutions. Today, however,
there are major overlaps between women’s organizing and the
institutional responses as far as areas of intervention and organi-
zational spaces are concerned. Faced with an explosive social
opposition and with the growth of women’s organizations, the
government is striving to penetrate the formal and informal groups
created by women organizationally, with stronger and more in-
ternal controls. At the productive and reproductive level, the ten-
dency is to make the family part of the network that filters through
Job opportunities, the payment of subsidies and the rehabilitation
of the barrios , through new formal and informal, institutional
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and non-institutional connections. The families” network thus
becomes the prerequisite for the setting up of a system of welfare
services and small scale production. This redefinition of the
family’s function presupposes, however, the stability of the
family’s nucleus, and the continuous presence of the woman, or
if possible the couple, in view of the broad range of tasks the
network is supposed to support.

Venezuelan women, however, are not easily “integrated” into
such governmental policies. For a start, the traditional formal
marriage has always been the choice of a minority among the
poorer classes and most women continue to live in informal unions.
Moreover, with the growth of the women’s movement, new con-
tradictions have emerged with respect to family relations. A broad
debate has developed on the character of the family as a place of
work, social subordination and loss of rights for women. The
critique of housework as unpaid labor has taken hold and be-
come an object of struggle in various South American countries.
In Argentina, for instance, “wages for housework™ has already
become a women’s demand (Fisher 1993).

Women’s struggles for a complete democracy, capable of
safeguarding the rights of all social sectors against the free-mar-
ket based democracy (Coordinadora de ONG de mujeres, 1993)
signals a determination to overturn patriarchal rules and related
forms of violence that feed the first forms of discrimination within
the family, against women above all. Significant here is the growth
of abroad mobilization in the country against the violence perpe-
trated against women inside and outside the family. As in other
South American countries, and as in Europe, North America,
Africa, this has led to the creation of shelters for battered women,
and ad hoc committees in the police stations, to take care for the
victims of domestic and sexual violence, as well as legal aid cen-
ters. Many child-birth houses have also been set up to protect
expectant mothers against the violent treatment to which they are

all too often subjected in the hospitals (Coordinadora de ONG
de mujeres, 1993).
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Contrary to the trend visible in women’s struggle, the ten-
dency of the “integral intervention” policy to strengthen the fam-
ily as a solidarity and tutelage institution, submerges the case of
women within that of the other “vulnerable subjects” (above all
children) (Cordiplan 1995: 154), thus maintaining the forms of
discrimination present in the family set-up and expanding their
functions. Women’s role as unwaged workers in the family is
ignored, a role which makes it impossible for the woman to be
assimilated to the other members of the family except at the cost
of renouncing her struggles to make visible her subordination as
a housewife, wife and mother. If anything, these policies tend to
strengthen women’s subordination, by asking them to perform
reproductive functions at the collective level, and promote new
forms of social activism, this time under the guise of “integrated
social development.”

In this sense, considering the woman as one and the same as
the group, is a way to undermine her struggles over reproduc-
tion, in all their political and organizational implications—
struggles that now are on the agenda in many countries of South
America (Kuppers 1994) as well as other countries. In Venezu-
ela, in fact, women’s organizations were immediately critical of
the exclusive attention paid to the woman as the head of the fam-
ily and mother in the “integral intervention” policy, a criticism
that was also clearly voiced in the document prepared for the
Beijing Conference in 1995 (Venezuela. Informe Preliminar 1994
: 54).

The determination of women in Venezuela, as everywhere
else across the world, to proceed further down the path of au-
tonomy—a path travelled for more than twenty years—is now
evident on an incredibly large scale. Their demand to be heard
and contribute to a different development makes of this an aspi-
ration that cannot be renounced.
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Notes

1. Most recently Caldera replaced VAT with a similar sale tax.

2. “The policies aimed to stabilise and incentivize employment must
be coupled with a set of compensatory programs to help the most
vulnerable population™ (Cordiplan 1995:86)

3. The concepts of a social politics justa and solidaria, and of a “popu-

lar economy” were already present, however, in Pérez’s VIII Plan

(VI Plan 1990:12) .

“The State will give preference to associative type of firms in the

acquisition of goods and services. And the public enterprises will

give priority to these firms when will contract out public services.The
companies charged with realizing public works in the barrios will be
expected to privilege local associative firms, according to

communitarian criteria of responsibility and participation” (Cordiplan
1995:160).
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PoLITICAL STRUGGLES AND LLEGAL
RicguTs oF DOMESTIC WORKERS IN
BraziL

Alda Britto da Motta

Domestic Service in Contemporary Brazil

Payed domestic service has been traditionally the main occupa-
tion for women considered economically active in Brazil. This
was historically the case also in the industrialized countries until
recently—in the United States, for instance, domestic service was
the largest category of female employment until at least 1950
(Berch 1984)—and it is still the case in the countries of the “pe-
riphery.” In Latin America, with small national variations, do-
mestic workers averaged about 20% of the female work-force in
1980 (Motta 1985b). Yet, this large female presence in the waged
work-force has not resulted in more social recognition for the
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women employed, nor, until recently, has it had a significant im-
pact on their legal rights and political participation.

Quantitative and qualitative changes have, however, occurred
in the domestic service sector over the past three decades, par-
ticularly in recent years. Although domestic work represents a
large percentage of female employment, and is even perhaps the
main form of employment for women, compared to other occu-
pations—there has been a relative decline in the size of this sec-
tor since the 1960s. The same trend is found in other countries of
Latin America (Castro 1982; Galvez and Todaro 1983; Gogna
1988).

In the case of Brazil, the number of domestic workers, among
the economically active female population, was 27% in 1970,
and only 19.9% in 1980. Yet, women’s participation in the Bra-
zilian work-force has greatly increased during this decade. Be-
tween 1970 and 1980, the number of women in the work-force

has expanded by 92%, while the number of domestic workers
has increased only by 45.9% (Mello 1984).

In Bahia, the largest state in Northeastern Brazil, despite a
significant increase in the number of women present in the waged
work-force, the number of domestic workers, as a percentage of
the economically active female population, was 34.5% in 1970
and 27.2% in 1980, both relatively higher figures than the per-
centage for Brazil as a whole. Still, a relative decline was again
noticeable. By Castro’s calculations (1985), in 1980, domestic
work accounted for only 60% of what female employment had
been in Bahia in 1950. Castro and Guimaraes note other changes
as well, in the Bahia work-force, with respect to the traditional
forms of female employment. First, women have a greater ac-
cess to traditionally male dominated occupations, while the pres-
ence of men in forms of employment considered as typically fe-
male has also increased. For instance, the number of women
employed in consumer services has increased. At the same time,
in recent years, in Bahia, the presence of men employed in do-
mestic services, although still small, has substantially increased,
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from 5%, according to the census of 1980, to 6.2%, according to
the census of 1989.

Castro and Guimarées suggest, however, that these are not
radical conquests for women. Women still perform the majority
of tasks traditionally considered their responsibility, especially in
the areas of healthcare and childcare. Thus, despite the new trends,
there has been an increase in the percentage of women employed
in areas traditionally considered female.

What census statistics do not reveal, however, because they
only report averages and aggregates, is the development of new
Jjob categories in the domestic service sector itself. Yet, they are
of great importance for our understanding of the trends and
changes that are occurring in this sector—both in terms of occu-
pational sub-categories, and the place that domestic workers oc-
cupy in the general division of labor.

This is confirmed by studies done by other Latin American
researchers: Mello (1984) for Brazil, Castro (1982) for Colum-
bia, Galvez and Todaro (1983) for Chile, Gogna (1988) for Ar-
gentina. Beside confirming the reduced share of domestic ser-
vice indicated by the census figures, all these studies indicate
that the sector has become internally diversified, and that there
have been important modifications in the composition of the sub-
categories of domestic service over recent years.

Along with the occupational sub-categories traditionally used
to define tasks and pay rates (e.g. cook, nanny, housecleaning,
general service), three other basic classifications for domestic
work are now in use, that are based upon the work’s time frame-
work and the worker’s place of residence. There is the fixed resi-

dent, who sleeps in the employer’s home, then the permanent
external worker, who sleeps in her own home, working less hours
on the job than the resident, then the daily rate worker, whose
work-hours and tasks are more defined and limited. In this clas-
sification, the “external workers” are those who do not reside in
the employer’s home, whereas the “externals” include both the
permanent workers, who work 5 or 6 days a week in the same
home, and the daily rate workers (or “temporaries,” as referred
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to in this article), who are contracted for their services from day
to day.

In this new situation, the traditional figure of the resident
permanent worker, the universal type domestic worker until a
short while ago—has slowly, but steadily, declined. While still
the prevalent category, this model is giving way to one or the
other of the two new types of payed domestic work. For in-
stance, the idea that a permanent worker might not sleep “at work™
was, until not long ago, something unthinkable and undesirable.
Today, however, this seems to be the preferred type of arrange-
ment both for employers and for workers. This is due to the
diminishing size of apartments, the intensification of class con-
flict, and the growing political awareness of the domestics. There
is also a significant increase in the number of both individuals
who seek temporary positions and families who prefer to have a

mporary domestic, who either complements the work of a resi-
~rker (for example, cleaning or washing clothes), or is the
astic employee, often hired for two or three days a week

iety of jobs, cooking included.
sread of these new work models implies that domestic
we new lifestyles. There is still a demand for personal
»ming, above all, from the traditional and the new bour-
d from a modern professional middle class (Guimaraes
ough statistically small in numbers, their luxurious
and condominiums represent an important market, de-
£ a great variety of domestic services, and employing a
_- number of workers. Even so, the greatest source of em-
ployment for domestic workers is the traditional middle class,
which has been proletarianized, because of the current economic
crisis, and has neither the extra money nor can hope to climb the
social ladder. These employers and their families are forced to
make constant cuts in their household budgets, and to reduce
their consumption of goods and services, including domestic ser-

vice.

Families that have always hired help in the home, but are

now confronting the reality of financial austerity, are now having
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to cut the number of their employees’ hours, have to let workers
20, or at least reduce the number of days they work. This is rein-
forced by the current political situation, in which the working
class is struggling to retain its rights (while the same proletarian-
ized middle class is struggling to preserve its standard of living).
In this context, domestic workers are increasingly becoming aware
of their rights, and are no longer satisfied with starvation wages,
sweetened by the illusion of being treated as “one of the family,”
or by “gifts” of clothes and other used objects. However, most
employers, among the newly pauperized middle class, still refuse
to pay higher salaries to their domestic servants, both because of
their diminishing household budgets and also for ideological rea-
sons. Many simply cannot imagine that a domestic worker should
receive an actual salary. This creates new conflicts, but also
facilitates new forms of awareness on both sides.

Thus the contradictions grow. The contractual nature of the
services of the external domestic, mainly the temporary worker,
has generated a new respect for her basic worker’s rights, like
the eight-hour workday, a fixed lunch break, well defined tasks
and pay rates, and wages adjusted to inflation. This by no means
precludes the common attempts by the employers to cut, or stretch
the working day, according to their immediate needs, nor does it
eliminate traditional client-patron relations. For instance, non stipu-
lated extra meals continue to be offered by the employers, and to
be expected by employees, and small services, outside the con-
tractual agreement, often more personal in nature, continue to
be demanded of external domestic workers. One temporary do-
mestic worker puts it this way: “The majority of temporary work-
ers eat lunch at work. Many (patrons) even offer breakfast. Mid-
day snacks are what is rare. Many times I can finish the work
before (the agreed upon hour), but the patron always finds some-
thing else for me to do. Some keep pans from the entire week,
even underwear, for me to wash. Ifit were up to them, I would be
there till 7 or § at night.”

A small segment of the middle class, the one more intel-
lectually aware, stimulated perhaps by its recent pauperization,
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tries to display a different attitude towards its employees. At any
rate, the increasing political awareness of domestic workers leads
them to insist upon certain rights, and this behavior tends to have
a demonstrative effect on other situations as well, the ones where
the families either cannot, or do not want to give in to more egali-
tarian demands.

The fact that on the part of both the families and the state,
domestic work in Brazil has not been socialized, along with the
lack of more employment opportunities in this sector, has created
a persistent impasse. Relations between employing families and
domestic workers limp along, in a manner that, on another occa-
sion, I have described as “an impossible relation” (da Motta 1986).
Throughout all this, the awareness among domestic workers that
they are part of the working class has grown, stimulated by their
professional associations and unions, and by other groups active
in the community, such as religious workers, feminist and ethnic
groups.

The continuing decline in the pace of employment in paid
domestic service, due to the financial austerity experienced by
many of the sector’s traditional employers, does not imply the
extinction of the sector, certainly not in the short term. In fact,
given the current social and sexual division of labor in Brazil, it
is improbable that this work can be extensively replaced. For this
to happen the state should take on the task of socializing the ac-
cess to housework equipment, and industry would have to invest
more in the reproduction of its work-force, which is an unlikely
prospect. Moreover, there is still a large pool of domestic work-
ers, many of them being young migrants from the countryside, or
from the neighborhoods in the peripheries of the large cities, poorly
educated and without prospects for other types of employment.

For all these reasons, despite the increasing availability of
industrially prepared products, allowing for the preservation and
quick preparations of foodstuffs (from packaged pre-cooked meals
to freezers and microwave ovens), only that sector of the popula-
tion that has been less affected by the crisis makes use of these
type of goods. In this latter case, the hiring of domestic workers
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is more a question of cultural preference than of economic need.
What we are witnessing, however, is an internal reorganization
of domestic work, that is both reshaping work relations and cre-
ating a new type of domestic worker: the external and/or tempo-
rary worker.

New Contexts, New Actors

It would be unrealistic to argue that there is a well defined class
identity among Brazilian domestic workers. There have been,
however, remarkable changes in their reciprocal relations, and in
their relations with others, that point to a new direction. These
novelties, significant whenever they are present, give us the mea-
sure of the change that has taken place.

The economic and political conjuncture that has caused the
relative decline of domestic work in the economically active popu-
lation, the transfer of part of this work-force to other sectors of
the economy, the internal restructuring of the subcategories of
domestic work, and the growing male presence in this occupa-
tion, have all produced a slow and gradual change in the mental-
ity and attitude of domestic workers. The “external worker” best
embodies this change; thus it his/her existential and political tra-
Jectory that must be further analysed.

The step from resident to external, to temporary worker is a
difficult but significant one, in human, social and political terms.
It is not only a political victory in the economic sphere, but also
an emotional one. It means to overcome hesitations and fears
concerning one’s capacity to pay the rent, as well as the fear of
loneliness and of the unknowns in the situation. Says one woman:
“I used to be afraid. People would say I had to rent a room and I
have always thought that it would be very difficult. I was afraid
that it would not work out. But now I am quite happy. Now I
know one can get by.”

It is also a personal conquest that often seems to produce a
growing sense of freedom and victory, necessary for the forma-
tion of a worker’s identity. This is the case of an activist, belong-
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ing to a domestic workers association, who says : *“ If one day [
don’t feel like going to work, or have other things to do, I can
always call or change the day. Daily workers have more free-
dom. “Again, speaking about shoppping for food: “It is wonder-
ful to be able to buy your own food. It makes me feel more like
other workers.”

The idea of becoming an external worker is spreading slowly,
but steadily, among domestic workers affiliated with the associa-
tions and unions of their category. It is becoming something of a
symbol of domestic workers’ struggles. We should not assume,
however, that becoming an external worker is necessarily associ-
ated with the development of a political consciousness. In many
cases, it is the result of a combination of different individual tra-
jectories; it is perhaps the only option in the case of married women
with small children.

It is true, however, that this occupational model is extremely
representative of the activists of the movement for domestic work-
ers’ rights. Lenira, a nationally recognized leader from the Union
in Recife (the capital of the Northeastern state of Pernambuco),
made the following revealing declaration at the Northeastern
Regional Encounter in July 1988. “No other worker lives where
he works...Why it’s only us...? This is a question we must dis-
cuss.” This is also what one hears in the words of international
leaders of the domestic workers movement, as in the case of Elvira
Duran Majon (Ministerio de Cultura, Istituto de la Mujer, 1986).

Our main struggle is to make people aware that they have
the right to have their own life, the right to work eight
hours a day, like everyone else, and then go home and be
able to sit without having to ask for permission from any-
one.

The idea of preserving one’s space, separate from that of the
employers’ family, seems to represent, in the activists’ thinking,
a decisive step. It helps break the workers> dependence on their
employers; and strengthens the consciousness of oneself as part
of the working class. This is a development that seems initially to
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affect only the more politically aware groups of domestic work-
ers, especially those organized in professional associations and
unions. However, empirical observation of domestic workers
suggests that this trend towards working class identification is
destined to become stronger in the future and more generalized,
going beyond the circle of activists.

The symbolism of an autonomous space expresses not only
the changes in the domestic workers’ relationship with their em-
ployers, but also the possibility of their identifying with the expe-
riences and practices of other workers. Once again, the words of
Lenira are illustrative:

If you live in the houses of the patrons, you don’t think of
the problem of housing. But those who go to live in the
proletarian neighborhoods, ......in the invasdes *, struggle
for the improvement of public transports, like the other
workers. Our world is that of the other workers. Our
employer, no matter how good she may be, is not part of
our family...We are part of the working class (*squat-
ters’ settlement).

We have here a new political dimension: the external worker has
the possibility of gaining an experience and a political formation
alternative to or, at times, complementary to that which might
come from her membership in an association or union. For there
are many movements in contemporary Brazil, that are flourish-
ing in neighborhoods, and engaged in struggles theoretically linked
to the reproductive sphere, or in ethnic struggles (for instance,
the Black Consciousness Movement in Bahia, a state whose a
population is largely of African descent). The non-resident do-
mestic worker, above all the daily worker, has a greater opportu-
nity to become part of this social space, to be better informed,
and to gradually become more politically aware. This process is
nourished by conversations with neighbors and, most important,
the daily meetings with other workers at bus stops and during the
trip back and forth from work. Everything is discussed while
waiting long hours and travelling together: the irregular service
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and high cost of public transportation, the often violent popular
reaction to the lack of basic services, the “garbage in front of my
door that they haven’t collected for six days,” strikes, the low
value of the minimum wage, who does or does not have the right
to receive it, and other workers’ rights. This discourse guaran-
tees a continuous comparison and sharing of experiences.

Thanks to these contacts, domestic workers have often par-
ticipated in neighborhood movements and struggles. External or
daily workers, already belonging to their occupational associa-
tions, have been able to take unity building initiatives, mobilizing
their own organizations and other urban movements.'

A peculiar trait of domestic workers’ associations, though
one rarely promoted by their members, is that they are made up
almost exclusively by women. However, the strong, if not exclu-
sive, emphasis they have placed upon their mobilizing along oc-
cupational lines, and the growth of class consciousness, has pre-
cluded their recognition of demands and issues specifically re-
lated to their members’ gender. This, at times, manifests itselfin
curious ways, such as the use of the masculine form of the word
“workers” (empregados ) to describe those belonging to these
associations, although empirical research has shown that there
are no men among their members (Motta 1984). This inability to
recognize themselves also as women’s groups, confronted, there-
fore, with specific problems that cannot be resolved in a purely
occupational or class context, is surprising, above all if one con-
siders that domestic workers are such precisely because they are
women (Motta 1987). It seems, however, that this gender di-
mension of the class is too hidden, to this day, to be recognized.
Offers of support have come to domestic workers’ associations
from some feminist groups, or study groups doing research on
women. But they have not been well received, for the promoters
of these initiatives were frequently seen from a class viewpoint,
as people belonging to the same class as the employers, and hav-
ing interests different from those of the workers.

For domestic workers, then, organizing is a complex pro-
cess that immediately raises a set of questions. What has been
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achieved so far, beside a long and slow mobilization and con-
sciousness-raising process on the side of a limited number of
domestic workers? What is the probability that these groups of
activists, with their relatively small number of members, suc-
ceed in exercizing some political power? Can domestic workers
hope, in a short time, to achieve the status of political subjects,
capable of influencing the events that affect them?

It is certainly premature to answer these questions, given
that most domestic worker unions and associations are relatively
new, have a limited number of members, and are at different
stages with respect to their development, degree of mobilization,
experience and access to resources, depending on the geographi-
cal region to which they belong. At the same time, they have
amongst their ranks some very active militants, and have the sup-
port of other groups, some with ample resources and and a wide
experience of political struggle, like the CNDM (National Coun-
cil of Women'’s Rights), before it became practically extinct at
the end of Sarney’s government in 1989.

On balance, there can be no doubt about the contribution the
domestic workers’ unions and associations have given to the po-
litical formation of domestic workers, to the legitimation of
their rights, and the integration of their struggles in the wider
context of the current political struggle in Brazil. I would argue
that their political future depends on whether or not they will
succeed in integrating their initiative and action with that of the
organized movements that have emerged in Brazil since the 1980s,
whose purpose is to democratize the country’s political structure
and make it more responsive to people’s needs.

This potential is well illustrated by the mobilization that took
place to ensure that the rights of domestic workers would be in-
cluded in the new Constitution. After an initial debate on the pro-
posals presented by each association, these were gathered in a
common document prepared in the course of regional and na-
tional encounters. The document thus prepared was given to the
President of the Constitutional Commission, with a popular pro-
posal for an amendment to the new Constitution that would in-
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clude the rights of domestic workers. With the support of the
National Council For Women’s Rights (CNDM) and other pro-
gressive groups, domestic workers organized to ensure a con-
tinuous presence in Brasilia during the discussion and vote on
these proposals. It was on this occasion that Benedita da Silva,
the federal deputy (MP) responsible for the negotiations with the
Congress, concerning the proposed amendment, rose to a posi-
tion of prominence. A black woman and a spokesperson for the
black people’s rights movement, Benedita was a former domes-
tic worker, with a long history of poverty as a favelas dweller.
Thus, her role in the campaign surrounding the amendment should
not be surprising. All the new developments that have intervened
in the conditions of domestic workers have reflect a long history
of struggle and learning that cannot be underestimated.

The Current Situation

During the preparations for the Constitution of 1988, women
conducted well managed political battles. The groups that par-
ticipated in them enjoyed the assistance and support of the CNDM,
that, at the time, was an important organ of the Ministry of Jus-
tice. In fact, the CNDM proved so effective in the discussions
about women’s rights, that once the constituent period was con-
cluded, it was stripped of its resources, representation and initia-
tive by the very Ministry of which it was part.

Women’s demands, including those of domestic workers,
were as a whole accepted, however, in the constitutional text.
Domestic workers were able to gain many of the rights recog-
nized to other workers, such as the minimum wage, annual (paid)
vacations, 120 days of maternity leave, and the right to a pension.

Thus, there has been a qualitative change and a political one
in the area of domestic work. Most crucially, the domestic work-
ers’ presence in the unions and associations has grown. In Bahia,
for instance, between 1986 and 1991, the members of these as-
sociations, still to this day quite modest, increased, from an initially
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small group of about fifteen activists to 150 members. In the same
period, the association turned into a union.

On the social-judicial front, two controversies that were gen-
erated by the endless wrangles over the meaning of the articles
concerning workers’ rights in the new Constitution must be men-
tioned. The first was about maternity and paternity leave—an
issue touching upon the socially sensitive question of gender re-
lations and roles within the family. The other issue, that also re-
ceived national attention, was that of the new and broader rights
gained by domestic workers, which involved not only material
gains, but also the social recognition of domestic work as a pro-
fessional category.

Domestic workers were also able to have, for the first time,
quick access to a large body of information concerning their rights,
broadcasted daily by the mass media, especially the television. In
this way, by the simple act of providing information, the media
contributed to raise consciousness about workers’ rights, even
among domestic workers not affiliated with any organization.

With the enacting of the new Constitution, a tense and re-
lentless dialogue was inaugurated between employers and do-
mestic workers, that deepened the latter’s awareness of their “oth-
erness,” an essential condition for the growth of self-awareness.
With the new preoccupation with one’s rights, previously limited
to a small number of workers’ associations’ and union members,
there has been an increase in the number of complaints and law
suits against employers. Moreover, the tendency to set up do-
mestic workers’ unions, already established in some countries of
South America,* and accelerated after the International Encoun-
ter of Domestic Workers> Associations and Unions, held in Co-
lombia in 1988, has begun to take hold also in Brazil. When the
fourth National Encounter of Domestic Workers Associations and
Unions took place in January 1989, five associations had already
made the transition to unions, while many others had expressed
similar intentions. The final document of the Encounter reflected
the class character which the groups intended to give to the
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movement, jointly affirming, on this occasion, what they had al-
ready discussed and declared separatel, at previous times:

“In this society divided in classes, we belong to the
working class.”

Simultaneously, during the same month, the first employers as-
sociations were formed, first in Sao Paulo and, shortly after, in
Rio, as a self-defense reaction on the part of those who hire do-
mestic workers.

Meanwhile, while waiting for the definition of the comple-
mentary laws to the the Constitution, and while the State Consti-
tutions were being debated, the new workers’ rights activists pre-
pared themselves. The goal was to create a new a framework for
presenting and negotiating new forms of conflict based upon on
collective interests and practices. This framework has now largely,
though not completely, replaced the daily disputes and tensions,
of a purely individual character, that, in another context, I have
referred to, somewhat jokingly , as “body to body...class struggle”
(Motta 1985a).

* The growth of political consciousness that has accompanied the for-
mation of domestic workers unions is also reflected in the following
statement and demands by Alesda, the Domestic Service Union in Uru-
guay that was formed in 1984. “We are women workers without a
factory....Our union, which embraces one of the biggest, and certainly
most exploited labour sectors in Uruguay is rooted in shared
deprivation....We are a union of women workers with a class conscious-
ness and the will to struggle for our dignity, like that of any other
worker....We are fighting for our rights as workers and as people. Women
have always been taught and brought up to to do domestic jobs, rel-
egated to the social role of being servants in our own homes. However,
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we are no longer isolated....we’re growing stronger all the time. Things
are definitely changing.” From Miranda Davis, Third World.Second
Sex. Vol. 2, 1987, p.174. [Note of the editors]

Notes

1. This is what has happened, one day in 1988, in Salvador, Bahia,
when in the same meeting the Domestic Workers Association was
approached by a representative of the Popular Movement Against
Bus Fare Increases—an organization in which the Association still
has representation—and two members of a black cultural group seek-
ing its participation in a debate on the theme: “A hundred years with-
out abolition.” The relationship with this latter group continued, even
taking an electoral form, when, sometime later, in the course of an-
other visit, a member of the same black group announced his candi-
dacy as councilman in the upcoming municipal elections.

[89]

What has really produced these advances? The work? The activists?
Of which groups? Would the new domestic workers’ rights have
been fully approved, had “Bené ™ not been a federal deputy? Perhaps
not. Were these victories a product of circumstantial and individual
action? Yes and no. The existence of a person like Benedita testifies
to the importance of an individual ready to embody the struggle. But
it also points to the existence of a social context and a class that
produced and supported that individual, capable even of mobilizing
the political force necessary to elect her.

3. The first months were rather stormy, as the employers would ques-
tion the new rights gained by domestic workers; and the latter in
turn would protest against the salary deductions and the various con-
tractual arrangements imposed on them by the law. What followed
was a tacit agreement. A good number of domestic workers, less
informed or less experienced, made individual deals with their em-
ployers, giving up some of their rights, especially the right to a mini-
mum wage. On the other hand, a growing number of employers,
those more aware, more prosperous, or more prudent, began to rec-
ognize their legal responsibilities, easing the shock and tension of
the initial reactions.
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MALDEVELOPMENT IN THE CONTEXT
OF NORTH-SOUTH RELATIONS:

THE CASE OF ALGERIA

Andrée Michel

Algeria is a classic example of “maldevelopment.” For its
economy, being based almost exclusively on gas and oil, the
country’s only significant exports, requires enormous investments,
and has no adequate diversification of production. It is this type
of development that has increasingly enabled the ruling elites to
appropriate the oil revenues—a process that has brought the coun-
try on the verge of bankruptcy—and plunged it into the violence
fomented by Islamic fundamentalism.

Algeria, a Model For Third World Countries

Today Algeria is devastated by terror; yet, until 1980, it seemed a
model for Third World countries seeking emancipation. A leader
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in the non-aligned world, it denounced colonialism and imperial-
ism and supported the Third World people’s liberation struggle.
Algeria launched the idea of a “New World Order” (NWO), a
term that was appropriated in 1974 by the Group of 77 which, at
the time, Algeria was chairing (Erb 1978). (A caricature of the
idea of the New World Order was later forged by George Bush at
the time of the Gulf War). It was President Boumedienne who,
before the United Nations, “demanded a better distribution of the
world’s wealth, as a victory for humankind, rather than as a re-
venge of the poor against the rich”(Corm 1991). In this way, how-
ever, “he ignored that the economic development of a nation must
be gained through a struggle, and is not achieved by sitting at a
negotiating table where the rich would presumably renounce some
of their privileges in favor of the oppressed” (Corm 1991).

It was again Algeria that launched the idea of a North-South
dialogue, at a meeting of the non-aligned countries in 1975. In-
ternational opinion was impressed by the country’s rapid indus-
trialization and strong economic growth. Its economic take-off
set an example for the Third World. The Algerian leaders, who
considered themselves socialists, believed that natural resources
belong to the country in which they are located and proceeded to
nationalize the oil industry, first taking over the small companies
and later the natural gas fields. In the end, Algeria had 51% of the
stocks of the French oil companies operating in its territory
(Boumedienne 1994).

In 1973, when OPEC (Organization of Petroleum Export-
ing Companies) quadrupled the price of oil, which rose from $3
to $11.60 a barrel (Gallois 1993), Algeria acquired the means to
undertake a new development program. The Algerian economy
remained in a state of euphoria until 1982 when the price of oil
reached $17 a barrel. This was a victory for Third World oil pro-
ducers. The industrialization process fueled by it was accompa-
nied by the recognition of significant workers’ rights. The only
problem was the lack of political democracy. The National Lib-
eration Front (NLF), still enjoying the immense prestige it had
gained during the anti-colonial struggle, remained the only party
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and it denied its opponents the right to express their views, ex-
cept at the price of going into exile.

This caused an exodus that proved very costly for the Alge-
rian people.

From Model Country to Crisis

Everything changed after 1983 when the oil prices began to fall
to a record low. In 1985, at the lowest point in the price cycle, a
Paribas Bank’s report observed that:

In real terms, oil prices have remained close to what their
historic average has been since the early part of the cen-
tury. In other words, oil does not cost today more than it
did in 1908 when the discovery of petroleum, in Persia,
by an English engineer set off the extraction of crude oil
in the Middle East. (Tuquoi 1993)

By 1992, the real oil prices were still falling—the price per barrel
was down to $4.2 in 1973 figures—and oil had lost half of its
1973 purchasing power (Tuquoi 1993). As a consequence, in the
mid-1980s, Algeria was hit by an economic and social crisis that
later only kept worsening. An important role in this crisis was
played not only by North-South relations—in a few years the North
was able to take back what it had been forced to concede to the
oil producing countries—but also by domestic maldevelopment.

The fall of the oil price revealed the many pitfalls of the
Algerian development program. It showed the failure of an in-
dustrialization model that had given priority to the production of
intermediate goods over consumer goods, and imposed it on a
society not ready to accept it. According to Daniel Junqua, devel-
opment in Algeria also ran into problems because of its ambi-
tious objectives, its systematic reliance on advanced technolo-
gies, the inexperience of the Algerians technicians, and the bu-
reaucratic mentality of both executives and workers, who had
little interest for profitability.
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All of this was aggravated by the unscrupulousness of the
foreign companies with which Algeria had contracts (Junqua
1976).

Too much had been sacrificed to the myth of a certain indus-
trialization model. Agriculture had been neglected in favor of in-
dustry, despite the efforts made by the government in 1972 to
contain the exodus from the rural areas through the introduction
of an agrarian reform. As a consequence, Algeria, which had fed
France during the French Revolution, had to depend on the world
market and in 1979 had to import 70% of its food, compared
with 27% in 1969, 45% in 1973 and 59% in 1977 (Karsenty
1979). In 1994, a quarter of Algerian imports consisted of food-
stuff (El Watan 1995. 23. 03).

Throughout these years, an unprecedented rural exodus
emptied the countryside and swelled the cities beyond all mea-
sure.

Farmers, drawing their livelihood from the cultivation of
small parcels of land in hilly and mountainous areas, could not
get ploughs, while “scythes and shovels were wanted and were
objects of speculation,” because the Algerian industry did not
produce them. (Judet 1979). Fishing too was neglected, its de-
velopment being hindered by the lack of trained personnel and
funding, so that Algeria, with a coastline of 1, 200 km, “is the
country with the lowest consumption of fish per person.”
(Tiemgani 1995). Algerian industry was not even able to produce
enough jobs to match population growth, as it relied on imported,
highly automatized “key-in hand” plants that used little labor. In
1979, moreover, it was found that “the increase in the number of
jobs in the non-agricultural sectors has been accompanied by stag-
nation and the prospect of decline in agricultural employment,
while the rural population continues to grow in absolute terms”
(Judet 1979). Lastly, inadequate professional training prevented
the production of quality goods and placed limits on plant capac-
ity, which fluctuated between 40% and 60% in the late1980s,
and between 25% and 30% by the early 1990s (Yahiaoui 1995).
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Services (housing, education, healthcare), catering to people’s
basic need, were sacrificed to megaprojects. Imposing steel or
engineering works were built, for instance, at the expense of low-
cost housing, despite a serious housing crisis that dated back to
the time of independence. As Judet writes:

In 1966, the Algerian planners entered a blind alley with
regard to low-cost housing, as with other sectors of the
economy considered ‘non-productive.’ The state believed
that the existing housing stock and the other
infrastractures available in 1967 were sufficient, and that
it was, therefore, possible to wait...However, numerous
investigations have shown that the housing shortage is
one of the main causes of absenteeism and instability in
the factories and other work-places. (Judet 1979)

Algeria devoted a substantial amount of financial resources tr

education and healthcare, but in both these sectors there has als

been an enormous waste. Thus, despite the efforts made by the
state to help the Algerians overcome the state of illiteracy in which
French colonialism had left them, a recent study has shown the
presence of a 32% illiteracy rate in the country, 54% in the case
of women (Iqra Association,1994). Nevertheless, in 1980, the
literacy centers were closed, while a substantial amount of funds
was earmarked for the construction of mosques and universities.
Similarly, hospitals were built, but in some regions there was a
shortage of medical and para-medical staff, and the available staff
lacked training. In the name of population growth, the provision
of family planning units was neglected and so was the training of
personnel catering to the needs of women and their families. The
Algerian healthcare system is a classic example of waste. In the
1970s, the main concern was prevention and a network of
healthcare centers were set up. But, starting with the 1980s, hos-
pital building took precedence over the provision of light infra-
structures, like polyclinics or day hospitals, and preventive care
ceased to be given priority even on paper (E/ Watan 1994.23.03.)
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In this as in other cases, the desire to copy the countries
(capitalist or socialist) with a long history of industrialization
played a role. Thus, preference was given to megaplants, key-in
hand factories and cutting-edge technologies, while the profes-
sional training, the funding and structural diversification neces-
sary to provide consumer goods and basic services were ignored.
This mimetic type of development has also led Algeria to pur-
chase goods that have become emblems of modernity, power and
technological prestige in the Third World. Two nuclear reactors,
for instance, were acquired from Argentina and China.

Debt, Social Inequalities and the Growth of
Fundamentalism

The process described above well illustrates the pitfalls of the
mimetic development programs that many Third World coun-
tries adopted after independence, under political and economic
pressure by the officers, banks and multinational companies of
the industrialized countries. As long as the price of oil was high,
the serious problems inherent to these programs were masked;
but they became visible when the crisis started. It then became
evident that favoritism, kickbacks, waste and corruption had cre-
ated an economic muddle, and were responsible for the exces-
sive public debt, the embezzlement of the oil revenues by the
ruling €lite, and the growth of religious fundamentalism.

The enormous efforts which the government had made to
invest in heavy industry and the energy sector (gas and oil) had
required a significant recourse to foreign borrowing, guaranteed
against future oil revenues (Adda 1993), in order to pay for mas-
sive imports of technology and consumer goods. Thus, as Corm
writes, starting from 1975,

only one year after the quadrupling of the price of oil,
Algeria (like Iran) registered a heavy balance of pay-
ment deficit, and was forced to take considerable loans
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on the international capital market to face her debts.
(Corm 1991)

By January 1995, Algeria’s foreign debt was a crushing burden
0f $27 billion, amounting to 59% of the Gross National Product,
and involving servicing charges equal to 82% of the country’s
exports (Yahiaoui 1995).

The oil revenues and the possibility to import key-in hand
plants and luxury products also contributed to the creation of a
national ¢élite, further stimulating luxury spending by the privi-
leged at the expense of the provision of basic necessities for the
lower income groups. Thus, social inqualities deepened, as “what
was left from the oil and gas revenues [was] confiscated by the
minority that controlled the main companies and the state.”
(Yahaioui 1995). As in other Third World countries, a privileged
class was created in this process, that has formed a bulwark in
support of capitalism, as it depends on it for its survival, its lifestyle
and its luxury consumption.

This situation has been the cause of an immense frustration
among the popular classes who have become aware of the huge
gap between the luxury in which their leaders live and their own
poverty, which is worsening every year. The popular uprisings
that took place in the streets of Algiers in 1988 revealed the anger
that many Algerians felt, in seeing themselves excluded from all
the fruits of development. The very growth of religious funda-
mentalism was a direct response to this injustice, a protest against
the Algerian leaders’ inability to address the unemployment prob-
lem and the economic and social crisis afflicting the country.

We cannot, in fact, blame the growth of fundamentalism on
the speeches that President Boumedienne delivered before inter-
national organizations. For on such occasions he always main-
tained that

The Koran’s verses are not enough to feed hungry people.
A devout Muslim must be above all a fanatic supporter
of liberation and emancipation, and these can be achieved
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only through the conquest of modern science. (Corm
1991).

Boumedienne also argued that “these days, whether you like it or
not, power, in the world, is founded on the economy and oil.”
(Corm 1991).

However, already during his presidency, democrats were
denied the right of expression, while the fundamentalists were
allowed to indoctrinate the youth in the mosques, and their fol-
lowers had the certainty of impunity when they went on the at-
tack, for example, by killing women not conforming to Sharia
Law. Later, under the presidency of Chadli Benjedid (1990-1991),
the Algerian leaders promoted a politicized [slam in order to con-
tain popular malcontent, exploiting the widespread misogeny
which, in many societies, makes of women the scapegoats for
popular frustration. By convincing some sectors of the popula-
tion that their misfortunes stemmed from women’s behavior, in
violation of Koranic law and teaching, rather than from social
inequalities and corruption, the Algerian ruling class managed to
delay a settling of accounts for a few years. As Hayane writes,

The Chadli regime could only thwart the democratic
forces by promoting the rise of an anti-democratic fun-
damentalist trend, in this case an Islamic fundamentalist

movement functioning as a political ideology. (Hayane
1994)

Chadly preferred to use the Islamic fundamentalists to prevent
the birth of a socially rooted movement, that might have chal-
lenged the corruption and the shameless enrichment of his ‘court,’
his family and his entourage’s salons. He reckoned that it was
preferable to come to an agreement with an opportunistic and
thus more ideologically ‘manageable’ fundamentalism, by giv-
ing it moral control over society (S.G. 1994).

To this end, the Algerian state allowed the fundamentalists’
politicized version of Islam to invade the schools, the universi-
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ties, the mosques (£/ Watan 1994.9. 03) and the television, all of
which became instruments of ideological manipulation and pro-
paganda.

The press has revealed that the mosques were used as de-
posits for secret arms caches and bases for terrorists (S.G. 1994),
while the schools became nurseries for a new breed of “killer-
children” (Berkani 1994). People have also denounced both the
content of the school books, that are “manifestly steeped in fun-
damentalist ideology,” and “the fundamentalist cloud that hovers
over the schools, traumatizing the pupils’ imagination.” (Ghazi
1994). Ghazi, in making these charges, added that “ the danger is
deep and does not allow any longer for the complicity of silence”
(Ghazi 1994).

Showing greater foresight, women were the first to expose
the complicity of the government with the fundamentalists, when
the Algerian state refused to stop the violence perpetrated against
them. This is what Mme. Meraoun, president of the Women’s
Association for Personal Development and the Exercise of Citi-
zens’ Rights (AFEPEC), told the press, after recalling the vari-
ous phases of the violence unleashed against women from 1970
on:

In 1980, the Islamic fundamentalists moved to a new level
of social infiltration, when they started organizing, in full
daylight and without being disturbed, training camps on
some of the country’s beaches. The schools and the
mosques have become platforms for courses that foment
hatred against against women and places for the indoc-
trination of the youth. In 1984, the most serious attack
against women was the adoption of a family code that
has legalized the worse forms of violence against them.
(Meraoun 1994)*

None of this would have been possibile without the complicity of
a state that claimed to be secular but, according to the Egyptian
ambassador to Algeria, had made a deal with the leader of the
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Islamic Salvation Front (FIS) Abassi Madani, in Saudi Arabia,
through the office of President Chadli (S.G. 1994).

In the same vein, under pressure by the fundamentalists, the
government made Arabic the official language. This linguistic
reform was considered legitimate by many, but was introduced
in haste and, given the lack of competent teachers, it deepened
the gap between French-speaking and Arab-speaking Algerians,
lowering the latter’s educational level, exacerbating their frustra-
tions and making it more difficult for them to find work and a
place in society.

In order to preserve class privileges, freedom of expression,
in vain demanded by democratic citizens, was denied. Corrup-
tion was institutionalized, and when President Boudiaf came to
power to fight it, in 1988, he was assasinated. A brief liberaliza-
tion followed in the wake of the tragic events of 1988, but soon
there was a return to authoritarian practices. The power struggle
between different factions has now reached a frantic level and is
accompanied by an infernal spiral of repression and assassina-
tions, as the Islamic fundamentalists have unleashed a campaign
of terror in the attempt to build an Islamic state.

As any hope for a better political and economic future has
vanished, the Islamic fundamentalists preach a return to the origi-
nal purity of Islam, of which they offer, however, a caricature
version. In their propaganda the source of all evil is “modermnity,”
whose main symbol, vilified in the eyes of a largely illiterate popu-
lation, is the emancipated woman, who exercises a profession
and goes out of the home without the veil.

By making women the scapegoats, the fundamentalists have
both spared the ruling class, whose political and economic power
they want to share, and precluded any questioning of class in-
equalities. This is, arguably, an incontrovertible proof that their
goal is the struggle for power not for social equality. The failure
of the western model of development in Algeria has generated a
terrorism that uses the political perspective of Islam and assassi-
nation for the conquest of power.
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What is at Stake for the Algerian People and Algerian
Women in the Struggle for Democracy

In the current debates on Algeria, both the western media and the
politicians portray the country’s situation as if only two political
subjects were present on the scene. On one side they place the
state, which responds to and represses the fundamentalists’ ter-
ror campaign; on the other, the FIS and the fundamentalist armed
groups, which are supposed to have the support of the majority
of the population. In reality, in the parlamentary elections of 1992,
which the government cancelled, about half of the electorate did
not vote.

What is not being acknowledged by the press is the pres-
ence of a third social-political force: the Algerian democrats, who
are committed to the formation of a society built upon tolerance,
freedom and a different development model. Unfortunately, due
to factional quarrelling, the opposition parties have not been able
to give expression to this popular demand. Many have avoided
taking a position; or have been slow to condemn the assassina-
tions carried out by the armed groups supported by the funda-
mentalists, while some have refused to take part in the street dem-
onstrations organized against the terrorists’s brutal violence.

By contrast, Algerian women have been the first to go to the
streets to demonstrate against religious fundamentalism, demand-
ing that the government take a firm stand against the assassins
and stop dialoguing with those refusing to condemn them. Show-
ing a greater awareness than the politicians, many Algerian jour-
nalists have paid homage to the women'’s courage and struggles.
One reason for women’s resistance is certainly the fact that they
are the favorite target of the fundamentalists, whose main objec-
tive is to force them not only to wear the veil but to go back to the
home. One tactic they have used has been to blame the unem-
ployment crisis on women’s presence in the labor market, de-
spite the fact that out of 14 million Algerian women, only 317,000,
less than 5% of the female population of working age, have a job
outside the home (Bendouba-Touati 1995).
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Women, meanwhile, have continued to pressure the Alge-
rian leaders to convince them that they must support the demo-
cratic forces in the country, if fundamentalist terror is to be stopped.
They have also appealed to the opposition parties whose leaders
have refused to take a position or make a common front against
terrorism, because of their divisions and lack of courage.

What is at stake for the Algerian people in the outcome of
this mobilization is the very future of democracy. Even before the
1992 elections were cancelled, the FSI had declared that, if it
should gain power, there would be no more voting, because it
did not need representatives and only a theocracy, based upon the
divine word, as interpreted by the Ayatollahs, could legitimately
hold power. The Algerian women’s resistance to this horrendous
attempt to set the clock backward has been exemplary. Will they
and the other democratic forces, that are organizing in the cities
and neighborhoods, or through professional associations, prove
strong and united enough to prevent the fundamentalists from
taking over? This is the crucial question today.

It is to be hoped that the opposition parties will overcome
their divisions and unite in the struggle against their common
enemy. Women’s struggles have scored a first victory in that,
under pressure, the government has reasserted its commitment
to the elimination of terrorism, declaring that “Algeria will not
retreat,” and has asked “all citizens to equally assume their re-
sponsibilities” (La Liberté 1994.12.07). Moreover, despite the
restrictions placed by the International Monetary Fund (IMF) and
the World Bank on the state’s management of the economy, the
government has tried to move beyond a social policy exclusively
based upon security considerations and has set up projects that
should make jobs available for the unemployed youth.

What is at Stake in the Algerian Conflict from the View-
point of the North: Capitalism and Democracy

For international capital, what is at stake in the Algerian conflict
are obviously profit, business expansion, access to a market of
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28 million people and complete control over gas and petroleum
prospecting as well as speculation in oil revenues. It is calculated
that

between 1986 and 1990, on the basis of 1985 oil prices

(that fell on an average from $28 to $15 in 1986, and

subsequently failed to top $20) the OPEC countries lost

§263 billion, the main beneficiaries of this loss being the

rich countries. (Solidarieté Internationale, January

1991)

Strangled by debt the Algerian state has been forced to request a
rescheduling of its payments with the IMF and the World Bank,
while the state companies have been forced to open their doors to
foreign capital. Shortly before their talks with the IMF, the Gozhali
government offered foreign oil companies the possibility of in-
vesting in the existing national oil companies in exchange for an
entry fee. This was the first step taken by multinational capital in
the recolonization of Algeria’s oil’s wealth. However, before pro-
ceeding further and starting to make investments, internationa’
capital is demanding the guarantee of social and political stabil

ity, which is synonymous with security for foreign companies.
The great powers are not interested in who rules the state in Al-
geria. A lesson here should be learned from the behavior of the
multinationals towards China and Iran. In the face of intense com-
petition to expand their international market shares , their pledges
that they would stop dealing with China because of the Tien-An-
Men Square massacre, and they would place a ban on Iran, be-
cause of its human rights violations, have fallen by the wayside.
Thus, it is not surprising that, at the end of 1994, the United States
was encouraging the Algerian government to negotiate with the
fundamentalists. Convinced that the FIS would gain power and

burned by the Iranian experience, Washington want[ed]
to avoid attracting thunderbolts from another set of fun-

damentalists, this time Algerian, should they gain power.
(Le Monde 1994.21.05)
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Itis nmponam here to stress thai the people of the industrialized
countries contribute to the exploitation of Algeria when they al-
low the importation of petroleum that is * practically free.” even
though they pay dearly for it at the pump. For the low price fetched
for petroleum, equivalent, in constant values, to its price in 1908,
prevents the Algerians from buying the food, the machinery and
the spare parts they need.

This practically free petroleum has been the result of the
political and economic strategy pursued by the states of the North,
which bear the main responsibility for the situation in Algeria.
For without the active support of the United States and other
western powers (including France and, after the fall of the Berlin
Wall, Russia), Saudi Arabia and Kuwait would not have been
able to exceed their OPEC quotas and cause the price of oil to
fall so low. The economic and political annihilation of Iraq, by the
coalition put together by George Bush, was a direct consequence
of the fact that Iraq was the only country of the region that re-
sisted the attempt by western powers to establish a total control
over petroleum.

For western democrats. then, the crucial question is devis-
ing a development model that will not ruin the other regions of
the planet. To this end we must look at the earth as a whole, and
recognize that the damage inflicted on any one of its parts affects
every other part as well. In other words, we must steer away
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from the vague, but often cherished notion of “citizenship,” to-
wards a more planetary perspective, a planetary citizenship re-
quiring respect for everybody’s rights, regardless of what part of
the globe they inhabit. These rights must include, in addition to
the traditional political rights, the right to adequate social and
economic resources. People must receive a “fair price” for the
resources that they sell on the international market, and an ad-
equate pay in exchange for their labor, or, in the absence of a
wage, adequate means of survival. The first concrete application
of this concept must be the reduction of the enormous inequali-
ties that characterize not only North-South relations, but also class
and gender relations within each country, whether industrialized
or “developing.”

The concept of a planetary citizenship challenges the model
of conspicuous and wasteful consumption that prevails in the in-
dustrialized countries, since its counterpart is the economic and
social misery of the Third World. A classic example of policies
that produce social misery is the way in which petroleum is man-
aged, in planetary terms, by western powers and the oil produc-
ing countries acting on their behalf.

The call for a planetary citizenship, then, is an invitation for
the industrialized countries to make structural changes that some
people will undoubtedly find disturbing: changes in the way of
living, in the concept of daily comfort and in the model of con-
sumption, at least until alternative sources of energy are devel-
oped. These changes must take place now, otherwise they will be
realized in the context of an intensifying violence, from which no
one will emerge unharmed. There can be no doubt, in fact, that
the present world leaders, who plan underdevelopment and the
death of millions in other parts of the world, are equally capable
of imposing the same underdevelopment and death on their own
compatriots, as demonstrated by the existence of millions of un-
employed in France, the six million victims of Chernobyl and the
37 million Americans who are deprived of even the right to health
insurance. Sickness and death can easily become the lot of the
French and other European populations, who are already des-
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tined to live subject to the senseless risk of accidents at nuclear
plants, whose closure is prevented only by the quest for profit
and corporate megalomania.

Notes

* The “Family Code” is the term commonly used for the “Law on Per-
sonal Status.” It was drafted in great secrecy and then passed, under the
Chadli regime in 1983, amidst intense protest and mobilizatiion by Al-
gerian women. It stipulates, in the name of the Koranic law, that women
have no right to marry and must be given in marriage, that the purpose
of marriage is reproduction and sterility can be a cause for divorce, that
only the husbands can divorce; that after a divorce a woman must live in
the vicinity of her husband so that he can check on her; that as far as
legal evidence the testimony of two women is equal to that of one man.

For a discussion of the “Family Code,” of the process by which it
was passed, and of women’s mobilization against it, see Marie-Aimee
Helie Lucas “Bound and Gagged by the Family Code.” In Miranda Davis
ed., Third World, Second Sex. Vol. 2. London : Zed Books, 1987, pp. 3-
15. Marie-Aimee Helie-Lucas is an Algerian feminist and a founding
member of the organization “Women Living Under Muslim Law.” [Note

of the editors]
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ON THE NoTION OF A CRISIS OF
SociAL. REPRODUCTION:

A THEORETICAL REVIEW

C. George Caffentzis

What is the role of extra-market relations in the process of social
reproduction, when market relations become the paradigm of
social exchange? Are “extra-market” relations and activities (e.g.
having a friendly conversation, parenting a child) just a shadow
of the central, radiating presence of the market, or are they the
bulk of social matter? Is paying exclusive attention to market
phenomena—the tip of the social iceberg—justified, or is this a
prescription for conceptual and practical disaster? These ques-
tions have long been essential to the self-definition of sociology,
as opposed (until recently) to economics.

To get a concrete idea of the issues evoked by these ques-
tions imagine the telephone calls made in a day, in any city of the
United States. We may label them as market exchanges, as most
calls are bought from the telephone company, and many are made
in the context of market activities. But what about the non-mar-
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ketable exchanges made possible by them? What about the calls
that people make, not to buy or sell, but in the context of family
relations, love affairs, struggles, including those against the tele-
phone company? These calls certainly have a “use value.” Can
we say that it is irrelevant to social wealth?

As Marx writes, “The wealth of those societies in which the
capitalist mode of production prevails, presents itself as ‘an im-
mense accumulation of commodities’ (Marx 1967, Vol. 1 : 35).”
In the case of the telephone company, wealth presents itselfin the
form of the company’s revenues. But revenues do not reveal the
web of information and social coordination that moves through
the wires. What is the relation between this informing, imagina-
tive wealth and the commodity form? We know that a telephone
workers’ strike, oran increase in the interest rate will affect how
many calls are made and their price. But what about the social
wealth produced in these exchanges? Can all be measured by
market means?

If we extend the example of the telephone calls to include all
material exchanges (e.g., conversations, amorous encounters),
we begin to discover the great “Other” of the market. This realm,
subsisting outside the circulation of commodities and money, has
been, since the late 1960s, a pole of attraction for the social sci-
ences. For there has been a growing realization that non-market
exchanges can challenge and disrupt the formal economy, and
yetare essential to its existence (Swedberg 1987; Swedberg 1990;
Smelser and Swedberg 1994). Thus, measuring their quantity,
and assessing their potential have become crucial problems in
social theory. This is especially true in the study of societies in
many areas of Africa, Asia and the Americas, where the com-
modity form is not dominant, and in the study of housework and
the other activities involved in the reproduction of labor-power,
which are mostly performed outside the space of formal market
exchanges in most of the planet.

To describe the sphere of non-market relations new terms
have been developed by the last generation of political theorists:
the “unwaged work” sector (Dalla Costa and James 1972), the
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“social factory” (Tronti 1973), the “shadow economy” (Illich
1981), the “general economy” (Bataille 1988), the “moral
economy’’ (Thompson 1991), the “informal economy” (Latouche
1993). With them, a new set of social-economic polarities has
emerged: formal/informal, production/reproduction, market/
moral, rational/customary, modern/post-modern, and a
deconstruction of social forms has begun. For no sooner were
apparent dichotomies identified, than their presumed positive and
negative poles were displaced, or inverted, to reveal new fields
of relations. Once, for instance, reproductive work, including
subsistence farming, was made visible, it could no longer be
ignored that the quantity of unwaged labor dwarfs the mass of
wage labor, which was previously given pride of place in eco-
nomic analysis, Marxist and non-Marxist alike.

The first question this theoretical revolution poses for us
concerns the status of the older concepts in light of these devel-
opments. How has the reappraisal of the importance of non-mar-
ket relations in social life transformed the concept of social re-
production, previously analyzed by political economy on the ba-
sis of the market alone? More specifically, how does the notion of
a “crisis of social reproduction,” intended as a break in “normal”
market exchanges, and associated (by Marx and the classical eco-
nomics tradition) with depressions, panics, and bubbles, relate
to this realm? Can we develop a more general notion of such
crises, by analogy to those rooted in commodity exchanges? Can
famines, genocides, and other breaks in social reproduction be
explained through a generalization of the classical notion of cri-
sis?

These questions are the focus of this essay, as they have
been for social theory since the 1980s, when it was recognized
that famines, and many other catastrophes are by no means natu-
ral disasters, but are socially imposed consequences of the nega-
tion of entitlements—to food, land and other factors of subsis-
tence—as the work of A. K. Sen and others has demonstrated
[cf., (Sen 1981); (Macrae and Zwi 1994); (De Waal 1989)].
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My discussion starts with an analysis of Marx’s theory of
social reproduction, still the most sophisticated classical economic
theory on the matter. [ then identify three alternative approaches
that acknowledge the importance of non-market relations, but
differ in the way they account for them. The first approach ex-
plains non-market exchanges by generalizing the commodity form,
the second generalizes the social-exchange relation, the third
stresses the value-producing aspects of non-market phenomena.
Each also provides a different perspective on the concept of a
crisis of social reproduction, which, in my view, is a test of their
explanatory power. I conclude that the third approach has the
greatest potential for explaining crises of social reproduction like
famines.

Social Reproduction: Genealogy and Crisis, A Marxian View

“Social reproduction” is an odd term. “Reproduction” evokes
naturally reoccurring biological cycles, while “social” connotes a
set of intentional and voluntary interactions. Nevertheless, the
belief that modern capitalist societies have natural reproductive
cycles has been central to the development of economics and so-
ciology. The tension present in the concept is evident in the con-
tinuing tension between these disciplines. The reasons for it can
be illustrated etymologically. “Sociology” is rooted in the Latin
socius, that stands for a freely chosen companion with whom
there are no blood ties. “Economics” derives, instead, from the
ancient Greek word oikos (“hearth and home”), that describes
the bonds of blood and slavery. One could talk about the repro-
duction of the oikos, because the household was not seen as a
terrain of choice and freedom, but as the threshold between na-
ture and convention, physis and nomos, thus sharing the automa-
ticity and repetitiveness of the physical world. From this view-
point, economic relations were in the realm of necessity. They
occurred between husband and wife, parents and children, mas-
ters and slaves, and their reproduction was rooted in seemingly
“natural” rhythms. Social relations, instead, were in the realm of
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freedom, being established by mutual agreement among equals,
free from “natural” bonds. It was inconceivable that these unique
relations, built on desired coincidences, could be reproduced. At
best (as in Aristotle’s Ethics ), rules could be set for their preser-
vation.

The Greco-Roman distinction between socius and oikos
eroded, however, with the development of capitalism, as famil-
ial, subsistence production was replaced by dependence on mon-
etary exchanges (which is the foundation of the bourgeois con-
cept of “freedom™). From this development, that affected both
the proletariat (after the enclosures) and the rentiers (who had
been accustomed to consume goods produced on their estates),—
originated the very concept of “society,” as a term describing
human togetherness, and later the concept of “political economy,”
where the Greek politikos was made synonymous with the Latin
socius. Locke’s “social contract” theory formalized the percep-
tion, widespread among the 17th century bourgeoisie, that the
“natural” relations of the oikos (husband-wife, father-children,
master-servant) were becoming “social,” that is, a matter of indi-
vidual decision and contract among equals. But a converse rec-
ognition was also taking shape, revolving around the idea that
society too has a biological metabolism and reproductive cycle.
This recognition led to the concept of “social reproduction,” the
main object of study for political economy in the period of the
Enlightenment.

The first theory of social reproduction was presented by
Quesnay in the Tableau économique, in the mid-18th century.
Quesnay asked how a collection of associated individuals, mem-
bers of specific classes (rentier, capitalist, worker) and connected
only by contract, could reproduce itselfin such a way that, after a
cycle of production and circulation of commodities, the same in-
dividuals and classes would reappear. As Marx was to point out,
the analytic power of Quesnay’s approach derived from the fact
that he rooted his analysis in the old locus of the oikos: land and
agricultural production. Yet, this was also the limit of the Zab-
leau, as manufacturing appears in it only as an embarrassing
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“miscellaneous,” though, by the late 18th century, industrial pro-
duction, in Western Europe, was beginning to overshadow agri-
culture.

In the trajectory from Quesnay to Marx, the most important
development in the analysis of social reproduction, was Adam
Smith’s theory that value production must include industrial la-
bor.! But it was Marx, the theorist of the capitalist crisis and pro-
letarian revolution, who was to elaborate the most definitive analy-
sis of the conditions for the reproduction of capitalist society.

This subject is treated in Volume Il of Capital, where Marx
shifted from the class struggle (the focus of Volume I) to the
analysis of those social phenomena of capitalist society that re-
turn to themselves: circulation, rotation, turnover, circuit, repro-
duction. Instead of changes in linear variables (e.g., rises in wages,
falls in profit), in Volume II, Marx examined those changes that
return a system to its starting point, showing how the transforma-
tions it undergoes in the process are crucial for both the repro-
duction of the system as well as its subversion.

The model Marx used to analyze the reproduction of capi-
tal, in Vol. 2, was the mechanical theory of heat, developed by
mid-19th century physics, that explains macroscopic phenomena
as the products of millions of microscopic events and entities.* In
conformity with this method, Marx described the macroscopic
aspects of capitalism as the product of millions of micro-events,
and accounted for the reproduction of social capital on the basis
of the circuits of individual capitals, with their microphysical or-
bits, different velocities and periods. Marx gave a graphic ac-
count of the movement from the micro-to the macro-level in the
Introduction to Part 111, that deals with “The Reproduction and
Circulation of Social Capital”:

...the circuits of individual capitals intertwine, presup-
pose and necessitate one another, and form, precisely in
this interlacing, the movement of the total social capital.
Just as in the simple circulation of commaodities the total
metamorphosis of a commodity appeared as a link in the
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series of metamorphoses of the world of commodities, so
now the metamorphosis of the individual capital appears
as a link in the metamorphoses of the social capital. (Marx
1967b: 357-358)

Marx’s vision of capitalist economy is that of an immense collec-
tion of exchanges, with individually coherent circuits, where value
is conserved, increased or decreased, and where commodities
and money leap back and forth to other circuits in the course of
each exchange, transmitting impulses in every direction.’ It is an
image reminiscent of the play of the atoms in the organic chemis-
try diagrams so popular in Marx’s time. For we can imagine capi-
talist A (i) selling the produced commodity to another capitalist
B who uses it as means of production, (ii) taking part of the money
so realized and buying some luxury goods from capitalist C, (iii)
buying labor power from worker D and new means of produc-
tion from capitalist E who, in turn energizes, new circuits of other
individual capitals.

However, exchange must be profitable for the system to re-
produce itself, on the micro-and macro level. Thus, “[a]ll three
circuits have the following in common: the self-expansion of value
as the determining purpose.” (Marx 1967b:103). But no exchange
is necessary or guaranteed; each connection can be broken, or its
purpose may not be realized; hence the permanent possibility of
micro-crises and even the dissolution of the system as a whole.*
Marx attributes a tremendous importance to the possible break-
ing of the exchange symmetry. The breaking of the micro-bonds
of capital’s circuit, intimates for him the possibility of the crisis
and the end of capitalism, as we can see from the following
passages published (respectively) in 1859 and 1867. “The divi-
sion of exchange into purchase and sale...contains the general
possibility of commercial crises...because the antithesis of com-
modity and money is the abstract and general form of all contra-
dictions inherent in the bourgeois mode of labor (Marx 1970:
96).” And again:
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If the interval in time between the two complementary
phases of the... metamorphosis of a commodity become
too great, if the split between the sale and the purchase
become too pronounced, the intimate connexion between
them, their oneness, asserts itself by producing a crisis.
The antithesis, use-value and exchange value; the con-
tradictions that private labor is bound to manifest itself
as direct social labor, that a particularized concrete kind
of labor has to pass for abstract human labor; the contra-
diction between the personification of objects and the rep-
resentation of persons by things; all these antitheses and
contradictions, which are immanent in commodities, as-
sert themselves.... in the antithetical phases of the meta-
morphosis of a commodity. (Marx 1967a: 113-114)

For Marx the crisis brings to the surface the truth of the capitalist
system of social reproduction. For the metamorphosis of the com-
modity into money and profits, requires a continuous suppres-
sion of needs and glaring contradictions. But once the bond be-
tween the commodity and money temporally loosens, a gap grows
that can explode all the contradictions of capitalist life. As we
know, the main contradiction for Marx is in “the bourgeois mode
of labor.” This may appear irrelevant in the sphere of circulation,
since people generally buy goods to satisfy their needs, not be-
cause of who made them. But the primary objective of market-
exchanges is the expansion of value, and here the labor that goes
into the commodity becomes the key factor. For its “contradic-
tions,” beginning with workers’ struggles, can cut into the capi-
talists’ profits, and put the circulation process into crisis.

As Marx pointed out, the process of social reproduction
brings everything back—Money, Commaodity, Production—to the
starting point. But this return is not guaranteed, since in repro-
ducing itself, capitalism also reproduces its contradictions. “Capi-
talist production, therefore,....... produces not only commodities,
not only surplus-value, but it also produces and reproduces the
capitalist relation; on the one side the capitalist, on the other the
wage-laborer” (Marx 1967a: 578). Far from being natural, the
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reproduction of the contradictory, conflictual capitalist relation,
is permanently vulnerable to the possibility of crises and catas-
trophe.

The Crisis of Marx’s Theory of Social Reproduction

Not surprisingly, then, from the publication of Capital, Vol. 1, in
1867, to the late 1960s, “crisis theory” has been a key component
in the development of Marxist thinking, while the attempt to ex-
orcise the danger of the crisis, in theory and practice, has been
the driving force of bourgeois economics. Marxists largely ac-
cepted and often revisited Marx’s account of social reproduction
(Palloix 1973; De Brunhoff 1976). But their main concern was
to establish the possible causes of capitalist crisis, and here Marx’s
explanation was of little help. Did crises arise from a dispropor-
tion in the production of consumer-goods versus producer-goods?
Were they caused by a chronic insufficiency of aggregate de-
mand, or were they a response to the falling rate of profit during
periods of expansion and investment (Foley 1986)? Though many
times reinterpreted, the text of Capital could not resolve the
matter.

Still, “crisis theory™ generated provocative hypotheses. From
Luxemburg’s, Hilferding’s, Lenin’s and Bukharin’s
underconsumptionist explanations of imperialism, to Kalecki’s
“political business cycle” theory, during World War II, to Baran
and Sweezy’s “realization” hypothesis, and Paul Mattick’s “rate
of profit” retort in the 1960s, the field of crisis theory was con-
tentious (Luxemburg 1968; Bukharin 1966; Kalecki 1971; Baran
and Sweezy 1966; Mattick 1969).°

Soon after the publication of Volume I of Capital, bourgeois
political economy itself underwent a major change. Under the
newly adopted name of “economics,” it ceased all attempts to
explain the totality of social exchanges, and turned its attention to
the way in which fields of desire and modes of rational calcula-
tion lead to the maximization of utility in individual subjects
(whether consumers or firms) at any particular time. Older ques-
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tions of social reproduction were either refracted in the catego-
ries of the new discourse, or became meaningless for economists.
For late 19th century economists—such as Walras, Pareto, Jevons
and Menger—there could not be such a thing as a crisis. The
market was supposed to tend toward an equilibrium, assuring
the full employment of all factors of production, and maximizing
every one’s desires (although under budget constraints). Thus,
any movement away from equilibrium had to take the form of a
“shock,” i.e. it had to be a phenomenon exogenous to the sphere
of economic relations, as, e.g., a change of customs and tastes,
an earthquake, or a government decree. The result, for the most
part, was that a century of oblivion enwrapped the Marxian prob-
lematic of reproduction and crisis in economics. This state of
affairs came to an end, however, in the 1960s, when the growth,
worldwide, of new social movements, threatening the founda-
tions of capitalist society, forced a reappraisal of both the Marxist
analysis of the reproduction/crisis nexus, and its evasion in bour-
£e0is economics.

The problem with Marxist theory was that it could only ex-
plain the reproduction of the capitalist-waged-worker relation.
But the revolutionary subjects of the *60s were mostly unwaged.
They were subsistence farmers in the Third World, housewives,
students, and all the “minorities” that make up the bulk of the
world’s population. Marx’s theory was practically silent about
these figures, leading many Marxists to underestimate the politi-
cal potential of the anti-colonial movement, the welfare mothers
and black power movements, the student movement, the women’s
movement, and, today, the indigenous peoples’ movements.

A similar problem confronted bourgeois economics, as the
“unemployed,” the “underemployed,” the “non-productive” of
the neoclassical economic synthesis were making history and were
becoming the subjects of government policies and corporate in-
vestment. New paradigms were needed; governments and cor-
porations demanded new reports; and obligingly, the economists
came to the rescue with new theories reappraising the economic
significance of non-market spheres, from the family, to sexuality,
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racial discrimination, education, and health. In both the Marxist
and bourgeois research programs, the analysis of what had been
left to the rest of the social sciences, especially sociology, now
became a priority. The core of this new activity was the re-ex-
amination of the concept of social reproduction.

Three new theories of social reproduction emerged in this
period, in response to the shortcoming of bourgeois and Marxist
political economy. Each can be understood as a generalization of
one, or another, moment of the commodity-money-production
circuit, as presented in Marx. As we know, this process begins
with the commodity, C, that is exchanged for money, M, with
which the means for producing the commodity are bought and
put into action in the production process, P, leading to a new
commodity, C’, that incorporates more value than the money in-
vested in the production process. Each moment of this process,
that moves from the commaodity (C), through a series of exchanges
(M and P), to the commodity C’, as increased by the surplus
value, allows for a generalization of the economic into the social.
The new theories of reproduction and crisis differ from each other
with regard to what part of the social reproduction circuit they
generalize.

The Totalization of the Commodity Form: the market is all

The first approach explains social reproduction through a gener-
alization of the commodity form. Classical political economy
defines a commodity as something that is owned and can legally
be exchanged. But even in “advanced” money economies, where
the commodity form seems to dominate all aspects of life, there
is much that escapes its grip. Much housework is unpaid, and so
are many instances of sexual intercourse, most babies are not
produced in exchange for money, most votes are not directly
bought. Moreover, a large part of the U.S. population is not made
up of wage earners nor of private capitalists, and most of the
average person’s day is not directly involved in wage or profit-
eaming activities. The vast terrain of love, friendship, sleep and

163



ON THE NOTION OF A CRISIS OF SOCIAL REPRODUCTION

dreams, sickness and death, as well as much religious, scientific,
orartistic activity are crucial aspects of social reproduction, though
they escape the hold of the commodity form. Or so it seems. For
there are economists, who are ready to dispute that we can ever
exit from the world of commodities.

As Blaise Pascal showed in the 17th century, a market logic
can be applied even to the question of the salvation of the soul, as
he argued that a reasonable person should believe in God and
wager his/her energies in living a Christian life, even if there is
only an infinitesimally small probability that Christian beliefs
may be true. For the infinite pain of going to Hell multiplied by
the small probability that Christian beliefs may be true is still
much greater than the discomfort of leading a moral life multi-
plied by the large probability that Christian beliefs may be false.

Pascal’s famous wager provides a model for what some have
called “the economic approach to human behavior,” or “rational
choice theory,” and still others have described as a form of “eco-
nomic imperialism” [(McKenzie and Tullock 1978), (Tullock
1972), (Boulding 1969)]. For if the soul can be treated as if it
were a commodity to be invested in, then our leisure time, our
children, sexual desires, even our taste for revolution are open to
the same treatment under the dominance of capitalism. This, at
least, has been the contention of Nobel Prize winner Gary S.
Becker, who claims that his economic approach stems from: “The
combined assumptions of maximizing behavior, market equilib-
rium, and stable preferences, used unrelentlessly and unflinch-
ingly, form the heart of the economic approach as I see it” (Becker
1976: 5).

The ideal object of Becker’s analysis is the “behavior” of a
set of “agents” (e.g., a married couple who behaves like an ideal
firm), who treat every decision they make (whether or not to
have a child, sleep or stay up, brush their teeth) as if they were
rational consumers choosing to buy a car. Becker’s model, in
effect, applies the logic of commodities to things and activities
that are legally or morally inalienable, e.g., children, votes, life,
sexuality, or are not given an explicit economic value (rarely, e.g.,
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anyone is paid to dream). Becker and other “rational choice”
theorists, explain how people make choices about their personal
lives, by taking the market as the model. A “rational agent™ would
treat all the alternatives “as if” they were commodities with a
price attached, calculated by how much time and money it would
take (for instance) to bring up a child, or spend an evening with
one’s lover, where the value of one’s time is measured by the
amount of money one could earn in the formal labor market in the
same time period. The “rational agent” would likely have a bud-
get constraint, that would be calculated as a quantity of time,
valued at its market value; and s/he would have, then, to choose
the combination of “as if” commodities that would maximize his/
her utility. Becker does not claim that actual human beings be-
have according to these “economic assumptions,” but he believes
that every actual “behavior” can be compared to what an ideally
rational being, embodying the “economic” assumptions of the
market, would do, and that the distance between the actual and
ideal results can be computed.

The “rational choice” approach has allowed economists to
apply their analyses to regions of social life that economics had
largely ignored (because it considered them economically irrel-
evant or because of legal restrictions on their commodification).
The growing hegemony, in the 1980s, of a neoliberal perspective
that makes of the market the arbiter ofall social decision-making
has given this theory a new use. Surrogate mothering, the adop-
tion market, the legal traffic in organs— all have drawn upon it,
in their attempt to acquire a legal status.® Pure Neoliberals want
these new “trades” to be fully legalized, they want polices de-
vised so that bottlenecks in these areas (e.g. the resistance of a
surrogate mothers to relinquishing “her’” commissioned child) are
eliminated, and the social utility of these exchanges maximized.
They also want to erase the stigma still attached to the commer-
cialization of these spheres of life, and this is where “rational
choice theory” becomes important. The logical conclusion and
aspiration of neoliberal politics is to apply Becker’s “‘economic
approach” to every aspect of social and individual life, so that
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commodity logic can prevail even in fields where moral or psy-
chological prejudices have so far barred its application (Posner
1992: 3-4).

Once “rational choice” theory is applied to such fields as
demography, then it can claim to provide a general theory of so-
cial reproduction, taking into account non-formal as well as for-
mal exchanges. Thus, it is no coincidence that this generaliza-
tion of commodity logic has led to a “new institutional econom-
ics” that tries to provide a “rational explanation” (and justifica-
tion) for the very existence of commodities, money, firms and
capitalism itself (in this way, it gives capitalism the same boost
that medieval philosophy gave to the Church, when it devised
proofs for the existence of God).

One of the key questions for “institutional economics” is
how to account for the existence and reproduction of super-indi-
vidual structures, given the dramatic changes in the preferences
of the individuals who create them (Williamson 1994). If every
aspect of social life is determined by a commodity logic, based
on atomized human desires, and if human preferences are con-
tinually changing, why (it is asked) do some institutions, for ex-
ample, the monetary system, survive over long historical peri-
ods? The answer given rests on the concept of “transaction costs,”
these being the additional costs involved in the carrying out of
exchanges, production and consumption. A classic example of
“transaction costs” are transport costs, but there are other costs
as well, e.g., the cost of acquiring information about market prices.
A now classic account argues that the “transaction costs” of
monetary exchange are lower than those of the alternative, the
barter system, because the transportation and information costs
of finding someone who has what we want, and wants what we
have, in a barter system are very high (Clower 1967). A mon-
etary system, enabling us to exchange commodities for money,
short-circuits these costs, and this (we are told) is what makes
the institution of a money system reasonable for all market par-
ticipants. According to this “institutionalist” approach, once a
monetary system comes into being its positive features become
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evident to all, and this is why it survives and is reproduced through
time.

It is easy to see why this “economic approach” is a perfect
expression of neoliberal ideology. By explaining super-individual
structures as the result of rational choices among individuals, it
generalizes the commodity form to all aspects of life, and pre-
sents the basic components of capitalism as the embodiment of
Reason in the social world. However, this approach ignores the
beliefs and desires of the very subjects whose behavior it sup-
posedly explains. Many women e.g. have demanded wages for
housework, but not to become little entrepreneurs, but to refuse
more work and economic dependence (Federici 1982). Similarly,
subsistence farmers have struggled, throughout this century, un-
der the slogan “Tierra and Libertad”. But this did not mean “Real
Estate and Cash Crops.” The demand for land, as in the Mexican
revolution of 1910-1917 and the Zapatista movement of 1994
expressed the desire to decommodify the earth, and disentangl
it from real estate and the grip of agribusiness (Collier and
Quaratiello 1994).

A further problem with “rational choice” theory is that it
cannot conceptualize the crises of social reproduction except as
shocks exogenous to the commodity system. The shocks must
come from “outside,” because every process “inside” the system
is driven by the decision of rational agents facing budget con-
straints, and by a predetermined commodity distribution that is
supposed to lead to an equilibrium. This explanation is similar to
the way in which crises are explained in neoclassical economics.
According to the latter, changes in tastes and in the natural or
social environment (from a craze for chocolates to the discovery
of new oil fields) transmit, through the price mechanism, infor-
mation concerning new desires, new commodity stocks, or new
restrictions. As the explanation goes, rational economic agents
interpret the new price structures with their budgets in mind, and
then shift their pattern of exchanges. As it filters through the
market, this shift, at first, can cause catastrophic results, e.g.,
sudden pockets of unemployment, or large stocks of unsold com-
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modities. But, in time, the equilibrium is presumably restored :
the unemployed move to areas of high employment, or accept a
lower wage at their present jobs; and the unsold commodities are
reduced in price or destroyed, if storage costs are greater than
any likely future return on their sale. A new equilibrium is reached,
with all the market participants (or, at least, those who managed
to survive) maximally satisfied, at the end of the adjustment, as
they were prior to it.

However, once this neoclassical model is generalized to en-
compass all areas of social life previously excluded from the study
of formal market relations, a logical problem appears. Once the
commodity logic is generalized, e.g. to the realms of psychology
and politics, then changes in these realms cannot be treated as
exogenous, nor can they function as the source of shocks to ac-
count for the origin of crises. If a new set of desires, or a new
governmental policy, are the product of rational choice, then they
cannot be an extra-systemic source of crisis. They become part
of the formal market. Consequently, one has to either invent a
new extra-systemic sphere, or accept the possibility that the sys-
tem of rational choice is not equilibrium tending, but creates within
itself perturbational forces. In other words, the generalization of
commodity logic to the realm of social reproduction puts the
logical framework of neoclassical theory itself into crisis.

Exchange Generalized

The second approach to social reproduction sees commodity ex-
change as a special case of a more general social exchange rela-
tion. The main spokesmen for this theory are Granovetter and
Foucault, who argue that market relations are “embedded” in a
wider network of social relations. Granovetter, echoing the work
of Karl Polanyi, emphasizes the importance of trust and obliga-
tions as essential conditions for the existence of market relations
and the formation of markets. He argues that without some pro-
tection against generalized malfeasance and opportunism, and
some guarantees of mutual confidence, even the simplest market

168



C. George Caffentzis

transactions would not be possible. How could we go to a mar-
ket—the argument runs—if we could not obtain any trust-wor-
thy information, or ever turn our eyes from our possessions with-
out fear of losing them?

The claim is that protection and guarantees are provided by
the “embeddedness” of market relations in “networks” of con-
crete personal relations (Granovetter 1992: 60). In other words,
social reproduction rests on relations of reciprocity and redistri-
bution, as well as market exchanges (Polanyi 1992). According
to Granovetter, only in the context of non-utilitarian personal re-
lations of loyalty and mutual recognition, can we understand the
“altruistic” behavior required for the operation of a commodity
market driven by egoistic buyers and sellers. Paradoxically, the
existence of an economic agent capable of “standing true” to a
contract depends on non-economic forms of social behaviors that
can be learned only in an environment pre-existing outside the
market. In effect, Granovetter “humanizes the market” by claim-
ing that trust, community solidarity, and reciprocity are precondi-
tions, not consequences, of a market society. This position, how-
ever, faces a major contradiction: inherent to the advance of mar-
ket relations is the tendency to destroy the very relations of trust,
solidarity and reciprocity the market presumably depends upon.

For both Granovetter and Polanyi it is this tendency that is
responsible for crises of social reproduction. Polanyi, for ex-
ample, has described how the rise of capitalism in the 16th and
18th centuries—the “Great Transformation” of Land, Labor and
Money into commodities (Polanyi 1944/57)—destroyed the so-
ciality that was at the root of market relations in medieval Eu-
rope. But how could the “Great Transformation” occur, and why,
would the market destroy what is vital to its survival? If we ac-
cept Granovetter’s and Polanyi’s assumptions, such phenomena
are bound to remain incomprehensible.

This impasse is evident in the politics of *‘communitarianism,”
the movement in which the theories of Granovetter and Polanyi
have found their political expression. With its revaluation of
volunteerism, its praise of “non-governmental organizations,” and
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its fore grounding of the “non-profit sector” (Etzioni 1988, 1995;
Rifkin 1995), communitarianism takes a stand in favor of a mar-
ket economy, but with a “human face.” Like Granovetter, the
communitarians believe that a triumph of commodity logic—as
in the aspirations of the neoliberals—undermines the very mar-
ket society it wants to consolidate. Thus, their organizations have
rushed into the various catastrophes caused by neoliberal struc-
tural adjustment policies around the planet (from Detroit to So-
malia) to save “humanity.” But, in this process, they have also
helped save “the market” and, by the same token, the very poli-
cies which allowed for the development of such catastrophes.

These contradictions may in part explain why, in the intel-

lectual tides of the post-1968 period, Granovetter’s (and
Polanyi’s) analyses have been overshadowed by the work of
Michel Foucault. Like other theorists of the “sociology of eco-
nomic life,” Foucault agrees that non-commodifiable relations
condition the possibility of capitalist exchange. But, while
Granovetter highlights the moral virtues necessary to the life of
homo economicus, Foucault questions the very concept of “ra-
tionality” and the “rational economic agent.” In a series of his-
torical works, written between the early 1960s to the early 1980s,
he argues that not only is rationality a social construct, but it is
shaped in a field of power relations, forming a “general economy,”
that does not function according to the calculations of a pre-exis-
tent rational ego (as believed by the theorists of commodity logic),
because it is precisely these power relations that define what “ra-
tionality” and the “ego” must be in any particular epoch (Fou-
cault 1971a; Foucault 1971b; Foucault, 1973; Foucault 1977;
Smart 1983: 123-137).

Power relations are as essential to Foucault’s account of so-
cial reproduction as they are to Marx’s. In place of the optimistic
picture presented by Granovetter and Polanyi, of a network of
reciprocity relations surrounding any economic agent, his work
confronts us with a somber scenario, where economic rationality
is genetically the offspring of regimes organized to produce pain,
confinement, control, and of technologies by which power is ex-
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ercised over its Others (the mad, the ill, the criminal, the sexually
deviant).

Foucault rejected, however, the traditional view of power.
First, he criticizes the “juridical/monarchical” model of power
which poses a central stabilizing axis (the Rule of Law, or the
Divinely Sanctified King) at the peak of the social hierarchy leg-
islating, and repressing any deviations from the norm. Echoing
Nietzsche’s slogan “God is Dead,” he asserted that there is no
Ruling Class, Judge or King imposing the law on all social agents
and punishing its transgressions with death. Nor is there an op-
posing class struggle against its rule and prohibitions. In the place
of the “binary and all-encompassing opposition between rulers
and ruled” serving as a “general matrix” for all power relations,
he identified a manifold of omnipresent “relationships of force”
that “come into play in the machinery of production, in families,
groups, institutions, and are the basis for wide-ranging effects of
cleavage running through the social body” (Foucault 1981: 94).

Foucault also rejected the assumption that “power™ oper-
ates only, or primarily, through a structure of prohibitions, and
emphasized instead its productive character. Power relations do
not only forbid or restrict social or individual possibilities, but
produce new strategies, techniques of control (as exemplified by
the development of “Reason” and “economic rationality”’) and,
correspondingly, new capacities in the social individual.

As is well-known, much of Foucault’s work is concerned
with the description of the emergence of new regimes of Power.
Particularly influential, in this context, has been his analysis of
the development of “bio-power,” which he identifies as the dis-
tinguishing feature of European societies in the “modem era,”
beginning with the 18th century. Through this term Foucault de-
scribes the forces upon which the social reproduction of capital-
ist relations has historically depended, and capitalism has in turn
developed. Thus, “bio-power” is largely reminiscent of the
Marxian “labor-power” and, indeed, Foucault admitted that capi-
talism would not have been possible without the controlled inser-
tion of bodies into the machinery of production and the adjust-
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ment of the phenomena of population to economic processes (Fou-
cault 1981: 140-141). But he adds that “this was not all it re-
quired, it also needed the growth of both these factors, their rein-
forcement as well as their availability and docility; it had to have
methods of power capable of optimizing forces, aptitudes, and
life in general without at the same time making them more diffi-
cult to govern” (ibid.).

Thus, while Marx concentrated on power relations in the
factory, Foucault looked at the development of the sciences of
sexuality (from demographics to psychoanalysis) that arose in
the 19th century to control and develop that main component of
bio-power: sex. In this way his theory anticipated some of the
insights of the feminist and gay movements that equally have
stressed sexuality and the family as terrains of power relations.
This is, undoubtedly, one of the reasons for the popularity his
theory has enjoyed among post-1968 radicals. However, his con-
cern with disentangling power relations from any specific politi-
cal and economic structure, his insistence on the omnipresence
of power relations, and above all his suspicion towards any
liberationist project have prevented him from playing for the post-
1968 generation the role Marcuse played for the activists of the
1960s.

There is the further problem that in his effort to stress the
productive (rather than repressive) character of power relations,
Foucault has often seemed oblivious to the fact that (a) the “pro-
duction of life” in the “modern era” has had a purely instrumental
character, being finalized to the development of the capacity of
work; (b) the production of death has been a permanent compo-
nent of the capitalist political economy, in all of its stages, being
as essential to its goals as the “production of life,” as proven by
the history of colonial conquest, the mechanized slaughters of the
First and Second World War, the continuing threat of atomic an-
nihilation, and the economic and ecological catastrophes today
plaguing, with increasing frequency, people all over the planet.

By contrast, in his account, so firm is the assumption that,
starting from the 18th century, the goal of the state became the
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“production of life” that his description of the emergence of bio-
power on the historical scene, almost recalls a myth of origin, if
not the textbook tales still so often rehearsed to establish the pro-
gressive character of capitalism:

...the pressure exerted by the biological on the historical
had remained very strong for thousands of years; epi-
demics and famine were the two great dramatic forms of
this relationship that was always dominated by the men-
ace of death. But through a circular process, the eco-
nomic—and primarily agricultural—development of the
eighteenth century, and an increase in productivity and
resources even more rapid than the demographic growth
it encouraged, allowed a measure of relief from these
profound threats: despite some renewed outbreaks, the
period of great ravages from starvation and plague had
come to a close before the French Revolution; death was
ceasing to torment life so directly. (Foucault 1981: 142)

No trace is to be found here of the famines, massacres, execu-
tions that have been the stigmata of capitalism from its beginning
to the present. Of the slave trade, of imperial conquest in the
ancient and new world, which transferred to Europe tremendous
amounts of vital resources nothing is said, instead, “productiv-
ity” has the lion share in the alleged displacement of death from
history; again no mention is made of the Irish famine of 1846.
Unacknowledged is also the fact that concern with population
growth and the techniques to stimulate it was already rife under
the Ancient Regime, as the mercantilists well realized (Heckscher
1955).

Foucault’s theory also fails to explain crises of social repro-
duction, because for him crisis and discontinuity are permanent
conditions of social reproduction. As mentioned, Foucault rules
out both the neo-classic assumption that social reproduction is
governed by a centripetal, equilibrium-tending market, and the
Marxian view of crisis as a product of class conflict. Rather, he
pictures it as the result of “unbalanced, heterogeneous, unstable,
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and tense force relations.” This means that crisis is literally ev-
erywhere; it is another name for Power itself, it is the norm in a
society where, a la Hobbes, war is omnipresent, so that war itself
needs no special explanation.

However, this nominalist view leads to logical difficulties.
How are the great breaks, “the radical ruptures, [and] massive
binary cleavages™ possible? How, e.g., did the great transforma-
tion of the 18th century from “the Right of Death to the Power
over Life” take place? How did the regime of bio-power begin to
reproduce itself?

Foucault does not say. Instead, he resorts to Heideggerian
statements that project the whole problematic into the realm of
metaphysics. Such are the claims that the emergence of bio-power
represents “The entry of life into history...”(Foucault 1981:141-
142), and that “modern man is an animal whose politics places
his existence as a living being in question” (Foucault 1981: 143).
We are here reminded of the Heracliteans of old, who forced to
explain the large-scale features of the universe, reverted to “har-
monies in tension” and the Logos.

The Production Process Generalized

The third approach, that I describe as resulting from a generali-
zation of the Marxian idea of production, is the one developed by
the feminist theorists and activists politically associated, in the
1970s, with the “wages for housework” campaign and the “house-
work debate” (Malos 1982).”

Fundamental to this approach is the argument that value is
created not only by the work needed for the production of com-
modities, but also by the work needed to produce and reproduce
labor-power (Dalla Costa and James 1972). This contrasts with
Marx’s view that value is only created in the process of com-
modity production.

For Marx the value of labor-power was measured by the
value of the commodities consumed in its production, i.e., by a
bundle of “wage goods.” Marx refused to give an ontological
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determination to the value of labor and rejected any supply-and-
demand theory of wages. The value of labor-power is for him the
product of a “historical and moral” struggle, like that over the
length of the working day. Marx, however, did not recognize the
unwaged labor that is consumed in the production of labor-power
and did not include it in the realm of “productive labor.” Aside
from a few exceptional passages, he barely took note of the labor
involved in child birth, child rearing, housework, the care of the
sick and elderly. This aversion to recognizing the productivity of
housework has persisted for almost a century in the Marxist tra-
dition, although the “Woman’s Question,” was crucial in the de-
velopment of socialist and communist ideology and state plan-
ning.

While not the first to challenge this Marxist omission, femi-
nists like Dalla Costa and James, in the early 1970s, forcefully
argued that housework is a value producing activity (Dalla Costa
and James 1972). For labor-power is not a natural given, but has
to be produced and reproduced as an essential condition for so-
cial reproduction. This early work was subsequently developed
by James, Dalla Costa and others within the same political and
theoretical framework (Dalla Costa M. 1974, 1981, 1983; James
1975b; Fortunati 1995; Federici and Fortunati 1984; Dalla Costa
G.F. 1978, 1989, 1995). This perspective was hotly debated within
feminist circles throughout the 1970s, and many of its insights
have become the starting point for feminist economics and social
theory (Picchio 1992; Berch 1982). But though this approach
was developed at the same time as Becker’s and Foucault’s theo-
ries of social reproduction, there was very little direct confronta-
tion between them (with the exception of [Federici and Fortunati
1984]).

Dalla Costa and James argue that the primary subjects of
the reproduction process—commonly referred to as “house-
work”—are women, who do not receive any direct payment for
their work, although this work is directly productive of value.
These facts explain the invisibility of housework, the dependent
status of women in capitalist society, the persistent concern by
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both employers and the state with the stability of “the family.”
Since housework has largely been unwaged and the value of
workers’ activities is measured by their wage, then, women, of
necessity, have been seen as marginal to the process of social
production.

The invisibility of housework hides the secret of all capital-
ist life: the source of social surplus—unwaged labor—must be
degraded, naturalized, made into a marginal aspect of the sys-
tem, so that its producers can be more easily controlled and ex-
ploited. Marx recognized this phenomenon in the case of the 19th-
century European proletariat. But the post-1968 generation of
feminists, who identified the work of reproducing labor-power
as an unpaid source of value, generalized his analysis to encom-
pass the work of housewives. In time students, subsistence farm-
ers, child laborers, the increasing number of workers, especially
sex workers, in near slave conditions were included in the same
category [Cf. (James 1975a), (Mies 1986), (Caffentzis 1992: 265-
268), (Federici 1992), (Dalla Costa M. 1995)]. All the unwaged
reproductive activities that orthodox economic theory had either
ignored, included in the “wage bundle,” or put in the realm of
“indirect costs,” were introduced by feminist theorists as hidden
variables essential to explaining the process of social reproduc-
tion.

This is not to say that social reproduction is reducible to the
reproduction of labor-power. The reproduction of commaodities,
C, of money, M, and of the production processes themselves, P,
require labor power, but are not defined by it. The complex cir-
cuits of exchanges that Marx described in Capital Il remain cru-
cial for an explanation of social reproduction. However, adding
the production and reproduction of labor power to Marx” theory
of social reproduction, changes the whole Marxist paradigm on a
practical and theoretical level. Practically, it changes the concept
of “workers’ struggles.” In Marx, the site of class conflict is the
factory, the exemplary place of value production. But if the
unwaged also produce value, then their struggles are a key as-
pect of the class struggle, and can threaten the production of value.
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Consequently, “social movements”—whose negotiations/antago-
nism with capital (public and private) have comprised much of
the overt social struggle of the last twenty years (from welfare
women’s , to gay rights, indigenous people’s, environmental and
anti-nuclear movements)—become class novements .
Theoretically, the “addition” of housework and the circuit of
labor-power reproduction changes our perspective on social re-
production. It is well-known that money (M), commaodities (C)
and the commodity production process (P) can have dichotomous
meanings for waged workers and capitalists (Cleaver 1979). For
the capitalist, money is a means for investment, while money for
the waged worker is the primary access to the means of subsis-
tence. But the inclusion of the housework circuit, L, brings a
new “perspective” on M, C. and P: the perspective of the unwaged,
mostly female worker. This perspective reveals the power rela-
tions and divisions within the working class. For example, money
is a means of control of her behavior by waged workers who do
not recognize housework as an object of exchange. The “house-
hold money” the houseworker spends does not give her the au-
tonomy that wages—the result of a socially recognized exchange
between capitalist and worker—provide. A network of “infor-
mal,” but determining, often violent power relations among work-
ers themselves is inscribed in this money with “strings attached,”
The exploration of the power relations operating in the gen-
eralized process of social reproduction (C, P, M) from the per-
spective of the unwaged worker transforms Marxist class analy-
sis and makes it possible to analyze racism and sexism (in all
their material embodiments) as class phenomena. It also provides
a more subtle foundation to the explanation of crises of social
reproduction. A classical Marxist can easily explain how a series
of successful strikes in the large plants of a capitalist country can
lead to an “economic crisis.” But the labor-power production
approach allows one to see how “the subversion of the commu-
nity,” through, for example, women’s mass refusal to conceive
children or to train their children to accept certain kinds of work
and wages, can also lead to a crisis of social reproduction as well.
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For a break in the L circuit brought about by a large-scale (though
often silent) struggle of the unwaged houseworkers can have more
serious effects on capitalist society than a thousand strikes. The
great factory struggles of the late 1960s and 1970s in Italy un-
doubtedly affected capital, but the decision of Italian women since
the late 1960s to struggle for a family size below replacement
levels has had probably a much greater impact (Dalla Costa 1974).

The problem of this approach to crises of social reproduc-
tion is that the methodology needed to apply it is more subtle and
the data it requires are not found in the standard volumes of na-
tional economics statistics gathered by governments or interna-
tional bodies. The UN Development Program is only beginning
to record the amount of unwaged housework done in many coun-
tries as part of its “human development index.” And, there has
been little study of the relationship between variables, like the
length of the “labor-power reproduction work day,” and other
more well-known measures of economic and social crisis.

But these practical problems are outweighed by the contri-
bution of this approach to an understanding of crises of social
reproduction. First, it does not need to find an exogenous source
of crisis. For crisis is endogenous to the capitalist system not only
because of the asymmetry between buying and selling (as noted
by Marx), caused by the inability of individual capitalists to satis-
factorily complete the metamorphoses of their capital at a proper
rate of profit, i.e., due to a contradiction between expectations in
the orbit of circulation and the realities of conflict in the terrain of
production.

There is also another conflict within capitalism that the
labor-power approach brings out, but one that Marx ignored, i.e.,
the conflict between the needs of capitalist production and the
demands of those whose work is centered in the arena of the
social reproduction of labor-power. This conflict can lead to ma-
jor crises of reproduction appearing as dramatically falling (or
rising) birth-rates, urban riots, or agrarian revolts. These crises
are often seen from the point of view of the market as exogenous,
but once the activities of social reproduction are introduced into
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the cycle of capitalist society they become as relevant as the strikes
of unionized workers. The reproduction of labor-power is not a
variable that can be determined by Keynesian “manpower plan-
ning” or neo-classical theories of the labor market; for just as the
regular commodity market has the struggle of their producers
inscribed within it, so too the labor market has the struggle of
those who produce labor power inscribed within it. And that
struggle is not dictated by the commodity status of its results nor
by the demands of its purchasers. Certainly there is no pre-estab-
lished harmony leading to the best of all possible worlds when
buyer and seller meet, even if it is over the kitchen table.

The labor-power production approach, then, shares with
Foucault’s the recognition of the permanent possibility of crisis,
but it rejects Foucault’s claim for the permanent actuality of cri-
sis. For capitalism has laws, material preconditions and class di-
visions that are standard to the system, and therefore it has a
historical form which is reproducible over centuries and conti-
nents. Indeed, much of the social standardization that is such a
marked aspect of contemporary reality (and is mistakenly called
“westernization”) is simply the repetition of this form throughout
the planet on many different scales. Specific forms of capitalism
are so reproducible that international agencies like the World Bank
and the IMF are applying a prepackaged template of neoliberal
capitalism for its realization in locales as widely divergent as
Equatorial Guinea and Tajikistan. The apparent reality of infinite
micro-variations of the power model that Foucault employs is
vacuous, for there is a drive to totalization within the capitalist
mode of production that makes these variations extinct even be-
fore they can take on a virtual existence. One of capital’s laws, of
course, is to make the reproduction of labor-power completely
dependent upon the wage form and hence to keep the reproduc-
ers of labor-power both invisible to and controlled by the system.
That is the reason for the relentless attack on any guarantees of
subsistence, especially to those who reproduce labor-power, that
has been recently termed “the New Enclosures” (Midnight Notes
Collective 1992: 317-333). Foucault’s theory of polyvalent,
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decentered and fragmented force relations cannot account for the
crises caused by the ability of workers to successfully struggle
against their expropriation from the commons of subsistence.

Thus the labor-power production approach escapes the meta-
physical flaws of both Becker’s Parmenideanism and Foucault’s
Heraclitianism and can give endogenous accounts of crisis be-
cause it posits the antagonism between circulation/production,
accumulation/reproduction as a essential to the existence of capi-
talism.

Notes

1. See Schumpeter (1967) for further discussion of the relation between
the Physiocrats and Smith.

!\)

Physicists like Maxwell demonstrated that one can mathematically
explain why a gas noticeably heats up when its volume is decreased
by assuming that the gas is made up of millions of invisible, micro-
scopic molecules in constant motion, colliding with other molecules
and the walls of the gas’ container.

3. Marx’s study of this network of micro-circuits of value led to many
important insights concerning capital, e.g., the deduction of the math
ematical relation of turnover-time and the rate of profit. But at the
heart of the model was a retelling of the story of society and its re-
production. Marx rejected Locke’s tale of rational individuals tac-
itly agreeing to exchange their natural rights for a system that is to
protect their property. He substituted a more complex, but realistic
story of millions of daily commodity exchanges between capitalists
and workers weaving society together.

4. J.B. Say ruled out the possibility of a crisis of social reproduction of

the sort later described by Marx. He expressed what was later called

“Say’s Law” in his Treatise on Political Economy or The Produc-

tion, Distribution and Consumption of Wealth with the following

words: “It is worth while to remark, that a product is no sooner cre-
ate, than it, from that instant, affords a market for other products to
the full extend of its own value. When the producer has put the fin-
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ishing hand to his product, he is most anxious to sell it immedi-
ately, lest its value should diminish in his hands. Nor is he less anx-
ious to dispose of the money he may get for it; for the value of money
is also perishable. But the only way of getting rid of money is in the
purchase of some product or other. Thus the mere circumstance of
the creation of one product immediately opens a vent for other prod-
ucts.” (Say 1964: 134-135).

A brief description of these crisis theories is in order. Underconsump-
tionist explanations identified the cause of capitalist crisis in the
inability of the working class to purchase consumption goods, and
the overproduction of the means of production. Rosa Luxemburg’s
version of this theory is the most resonant for the late 20th century.
She argued that capitalism needs a non-capitalist world to absorb its
surplus production (and realize the surplus value embodied in it). In
her view, the control of the non-capitalist regions of Africa, Asia,
and Oceania was crucial for the survival of various national capitals.
Thus, inter-imperialist war was an inevitable outcome of a capital-
ism that had largely subsumed the land and labor of Europe and the
Americas. For Luxemburg capitalist accumulation enters in a final
crisis when the last non-capitalist world regions are absorbed into
the capitalist mode of production. “Just as soon as reality begins to
correspond to Marx’s diagram of enlarged reproduction, the end of
accumulation is in sight, it has reached its limits, and capitalist pro-
duction is in extremis. For capital, the standstill of accumulation
means that the development of the productive forces is arrested, and
the collapse of capitalism follows inevitably, as an objective histori-
cal necessity.”(p. 417) Luxemburg’s theory will be decisively tested
in the next decade of “globalization.” By contrast Kalecki’s busi-
ness cycle theory sees crisis as a political choice of the state used to
control wage demands.

For a discussion of a neoliberal approach to the “organ shortage™ see
(Menzel 1990: 182-186) and (Caplan 1988).

In the 1960s and early 1970s a number of French Marxist anthro-
pologists applied a “mode of production” analysis to African societ-
ies in ways parallel to the work of Dalla Costa and James. Chief
among them was Claude Meillassoux who saw two systems of pro-
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duction coexisting in colonial Africa. One was a system of do-mestic
production whose result was the production and reproduc-tion of
labor-power exploited by the colonial regime and the other was a
mode of commodity production (Meillassoux 1981).
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