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Articles

From Modernization to Globalization:

Challenges and Opportunities

DAWN H. CURRIE AND SUNERA THOBANI

Dawn H. Currie, Anthropology and Sociology, University of British Columbia, 6303 NW
Marine Drive, Vancouver, Canada, V6T 1Z1.

Sunera Thobani, Center for Research in Women’s Studies and Gender Relations, 1896

East Mall, Vancouver, Canada, V6T 1Z1.

During the past decade, notions of globalization have displaced familiar discourses of
modernization. On the political right, globalization is seen to signal the demise of socialist
economies, and proponents of market liberalization proclaim new opportunities to further
global wealth and prosperity. On the left, critics point to the ways in which the current
economic restructuring is accompanied by an increasing gap between the ’haves’ and
’have nots’. However disparate these two positions seem, both neglect the gendered impact
of globalization. The purpose of this article is to review feminist critiques ofglobalization.
Central to this review is recognition of the diversity of women’s (and men’s) situations,
both within and across cultures. This recognition reminds us that ’gender’cannot simply
be added to existing paradigms ofglobalization. What is needed are innovative ways of
thinking that will help us understand how local contexts are increasingly orchestrated by
extra-local forces. The articles included in this Special Issue provide examples of such
methodologies.

Although the term ’globalization’ is relatively new (Waters, 1995),
commentators claim that it is beginning to displace the more familiar
discourse of ’modernization’ (see Pettman, this volume). Under the ban-
ner of modernization, ’development’ promises a future characterized by
’betterment’ and ’progress’. In contrast, globalization has lost this opti-
mism by evoking ’consolidation of the present’. This shift from ’better-
ment’ to ‘consolidation’ implies more than simply a change in the way
we talk about world history; however, the basis for globalization theory
is recognition of the increasing orchestration of local, everyday sites of
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action by transnational rather than local interests. While concise defin-
itions of globalization are still difficult to find, globalization is generally
assumed to include the following elements: the growing spatial reach
and centrality of international finance; the growing and expanding influ-
ence of transnational corporations; the capacity of industry to organize
production and consumption on a global scale; and the constant expansion
of international rather than local trade, including the trade in humans

(Harding and Le Gales, 1997; Waters, 1995). As noted by Mitter (1999:
p. 3), new technologies underlie globalizing forces, particularly informa-
tion and communication technologies that facilitate an incessant flow of
financial transactions across the globe. From this perspective, the term

globalization makes visible the inseparability of technology and power
in ways not apparent in modernization discourse.’ 

I

Within this context, an emerging issue for development scholars is the

interplay between local and global forces: whereas modernization theory
posits linear transformation from particularism to universalism, global-
izing tendencies entail a complicated synthesis of indigenous and imperi-
alist values that reconstitutes ’the local’ in relationship to ’the global’
(Scott, 1997: p. 7). Expressed through the reassertion of ethnic cultures
and national identities, fragmentation has emerged as the complement
to globalization: no two specific situations appear to be the same

(Banerjee, 1999). The challenge for feminist researchers is thus to connect
the realm of women’s everyday experiences and needs, in all their lived

diversity, to processes that scholars themselves suggest are difficult, if
not impossible, to pin down conceptually and to demonstrate empirically
(Chow, 2002; Harding and Le Gales, 1997: p. 181 ). This is not simply a
theoretical challenge, however. Reflecting the political and practical
issues generated by globalization is the emergence, during the 1990s, of

’global feminism’ as ’a movement of people working for change across
and despite national boundaries’ (Bunch, 1993: p. 249; Currie, Gayle
and Gurstein, 1999; Jaggar and Rothenberg, 1993). Commentators evok-

ing global feminism generally link it to the UN conferences for women
held regularly since 1975, the International Year of Women. These con-
ferences have been important in bringing women together from around
the globe. As noted by Cardinal, et al. (1994), a global perspective will

emerge only when women from all over the world learn from each other;
it brings with it the expansion of feminism and changes in the way we

work, as we continually respond to the ideas and challenges of women
with different experiences and perspectives (p. 416). Reflecting the

priority of collaborative learning for Women’s Studies scholars, global
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feminism extends beyond international conferences, resulting in the
consolidation of regional and cross-cultural networks, the proliferation
of collaborative research and activist agendas, and a growing body of
feminist scholarship on transnational processes-such as world trade
and militarization-which negatively impact on women (Currie, Gayle
and Keays, 1999). One defining characteristic of the theorizing resulting
from these activities is recognition of the need for new ways of thinking
about the operation of power, ways that will transform feminist scholarship.

Asian Connections (held at the University of British Columbia in
November 2000) was an international meeting of Women’s Studies
scholars and activists designed to facilitate the sharing of ideas and the
formation of a regional network. Through sharing and collaboration, our

goal was to participate in the ’re-writing’ of feminism. The notion of

’re-writing’ draws attention to the way in which feminist knowledge
and practice, historically, have been all too often dominated by white
western scholars. As hooks (2000: p. 44) notes:

Initially when feminist leaders in the United States proclaimed the
need for gender equality here they did not seek to find out if corres-

ponding movements were taking place among around the world. In-
stead they declared themselves liberated and therefore in the position
to liberate their less fortunate sisters, especially those in the ’third
world’ . ..

One result has been that, despite criticisms of the patriarchal domination
of women, Women’s Studies often contributed to western imperialism
and the maintenance of transnational capitalism (ibid.: p. 45). Included
in this process of neo-colonialism are analytical paradigms formulated
in the North and imposed elsewhere (Mitter, 1999).z While it is still too

early to identify precisely what kinds of knowledges and practices will

emerge from a truly global feminism, it is clear that its agenda must be

developed in a much more inclusive and transformative manner than in
the past. The idea of a Special Issue of Gender, Technology and Develop-
ment emerged during the Asian Connections conference as a contribution
to that agenda.

The purpose of this Special Issue is to explore the implications of

globalization for feminist scholars committed to social justice as an
international movement. What does the shift from ’modernization’ to

’globalization,’ mean for the achievement of worldwide ‘equality, devel-

opment and peace’-a goal that, albeit liberal, is still unrealized despite

 at ASIAN INSTITUTE TECHNOLOGY on May 27, 2016gtd.sagepub.comDownloaded from 

http://gtd.sagepub.com/


152

several decades of feminist intervention? One implication, noted by Mitter

( 1999: p. 10), is a growing awareness of the need to acknowledge plural-
ities in women’s identities, circumscribed as they are not only by gender,
but also religion, race, ethnicity and class. Given the extent of cultural
and social diversity among women globally, can we continue to evoke
the notions of ’women’ or ’women’s interests’ at all? If we remain polit-
ically as well as analytically committed to ’women’ as a social group,
how do we know which women will benefit from our work? After all,
the benefit of globalization which extend to many women in the North
are achieved at the expense of women in the South. Does this mean that

feminism itself is an outdated project? If it is not, what will feminist

knowledge look like if it becomes a truly transformative endeavor? Will
it still be recognizable as ’feminist’ in the earlier sense?

Postmodern Challenges

One theme running through this Special Issue is commitment to the idea
that feminist knowledge can ’make a difference’. As post-colonial3 writers
have shown, Enlightenment ideals promising benefits through scientific

knowledge embody specific historical and cultural assumptions and inter-
ests : those of primarily middle-class intellectuals and scholars living in

affluent, westernized regions of the world (Harding, 2000). Driving the

postmodern4 skepticism towards Science is recognition of the way in
which power is implicated in the construction of ’knowledge’. Such re-

cognition informs postmodern ’post development’ discourse (Rahnema,
1997). Central to this discourse is rejection of ‘development’ as a concept
that implies inevitable improvements, as described by Shanin:

All societies (are) advancing naturally and consistently ’up’, on a
route from poverty, barbarism, despotism and ignorance to riches,
civilization, democracy and rationality, the highest expression of
which is science. This is also an irreversible movement from an endless

diversity of particularities, wasteful human energies and economic

resources, to a world unified and simplified into the most rational

arrangement. It is therefore a movement from badness to goodness
and from mindlessness to knowledge (Shanin, 1997: p. 65).

The rhetoric used to evoke this picture of world history has changed
over time, embedded in various discourses about ’modernization’, ’devel-

opment’, and more recently, ’economic efficiency’. What has not changed
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is a promise of ’progress’ (ibid.: p. 66). According to Shanin (1997),
ideologies of progress resolved riddles facing seventeenth-century
Europe:

What . produced [cultural] diversity? The different stages of develop-
ment of different societies. What was social change? The necessary
advance through the different social forms that existed. What is the
task of social theory? To provide an understanding of the natural

sequence of stages from past to future (ibid.: p. 67).

Over time, the impact of the notion of progress has been threefold: it has
acted as a way to interpret social reality, to mobilize populations, and to

legitimize new forms of colonization. Incorporated into development
studies, this way of understanding world history presents social life as a
technical problem, as a matter of national decision-making and manage-
ment to be entrusted to the specialists-the development professionals
(Escobar, 1995). In resisting this domination, a counter-movement has

emerged to return history to those neglected by development planning,
’the people’. According to Esteva and Prakash ( 1997), this return requires
the replacement of’global thinking’ with ’local thinking’. Since global
forces-such as the World Bank, IMF and transnational corporations-
can only achieve concrete existence at some local level, it is only at the
grassroots that they can be effectively opposed: local action resists the
Promethean lust to be godlike-i.e., omnipresent (ibid.: p. 279). They
thus reject the familiar slogan, ’Think globally, act locally’, in favor of a
call to think and act locally.

For the most part, Women’s Studies scholars agree with these kinds
of critiques of knowledge. Nevertheless, postmodernism continues to
generate heated debate (Moy, 2001; Nicholson, 1990). On the one hand,
feminists share criticisms of the imperialist nature of western scholarship
and endorse the emphasis on alternative, local knowledges. From post-
structuralist theory feminists have gained important insights into the way
in which research as an exercise of power constitutes rather than discovers
the social world (Game, 1991 ). On the other hand, granting legitimacy
to such critiques poses challenges to feminists working within the social
sciences: once research is recognized as a continuous process of re-

constructing competing (and sometimes contradictory) versions of reality,
rather than accessing ’Truth’, the ability of social scientists to adequately
represent the social world can no longer be taken as self-evident. Is it

possible to retain the critical thinking generated by postmodern skepticism
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but at the same time remain optimistic about the value and effectiveness
of knowledge-seeking projects?

In our view, there is much to gain by acknowledging the social con-
struction of reality. However, we heed Collins’ warning that:

Recast[ing] racism, patriarchy, and class exploitation solely in social
constructionist terms reduces race, class and gender to performances,
interactions between people embedded in a never ending string of

equivalent relations, all containing race, class and gender in some

form, but in a chain of equivalences devoid of power relations (1995:
p. 493).

In the final analysis, we share Collins’ concerns. As we argue below,
postmodernism is not simply an intellectual movement that recognizes
diversity and valorizes difference as some scholarship seems to imply;
everywhere the gap between the rich and poor is widening, particularly
among women. As editors of this Special Issue, we are interested in how
feminist inquiry can gain insights from the postmodern reconfiguration
of power/knowledge relations, and at the same time challenge the kind
of inequities addressed by the contributing authors. For us, this challenge
comes from thinking and working both locally and globally. This way
of thinking and working has the potential to transform development
studies; it characterizes feminist scholarship on globalization (Doran and
Jose, 2002: p. 216).

Feminist Critiques of Globalization

For its neo-liberal enthusiasts, globalization presents an unprecedented
opportunity to further the wealth and prosperity of societies that adopt
the path of free trade. The general argument assumes that the opening
up of national economies for international investment and trade will

provide economic stimulus to these economies, making them more com-

petitive and streamlining their state subsidized sectors. These advocates
have supported Structural Adjustment Programs in the South and the

dismantling of welfare states in the countries of the North, arguing that
while some of the measures implemented might be painful in the short

term, these measures will pay off in the long term because individual
interests best thrive in the competitive, dynamic environment which will
result. Underlying this theory is the notion, shared today by both neo-
conservatives and neo-liberals, that the role of states should be mainly
that of facilitating optimum conditions for ‘free trade’. Institutions such
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as the World Trade Organization (WTO), International Monetary Fund

(IMF) and the World Bank (WB) should function to oversee the system.
In short, within mainstream discourse globalization is presented as inev-

itable, driven by external forces and by technological advances.

Against this position, feminists have identified economic restructuring
as the ’most profound and serious political and economic issue affecting
most of the world today’ (Sparr, 1994), and in particular, as posing the
most serious threat to women’s rights. Calling the policies ofneo-liberal

regimes an ’economic fundamentalism’, Jane Kelsey (1995) has argued
that the result of trade liberalization, tariff reduction, elimination of
subsidies and the restructuring of the labor market in countries like
Aotearoa/New Zealand have made unemployment and poverty ’structural
features’ of the economy. The ecologically unsustainable economic pol-
icies of the current era are resulting in growing poverty worldwide, and
this poverty is largely feminized (Wee and Heyzer, 1995). Feminists in
the North point to the erosion of democratic processes and the loss of
entitlement for women to social programs which were initially designed
to increase equity. These are rapidly being dismantled in the name of
cost-effectiveness and debt reduction (Bakker, 1996; Brodie, 1995). At
the international level, the SAPs imposed by the World Bank and IMF,
which are often adopted involuntarily as conditions of receiving new

loans, make the very notion of a more egalitarian relationship between
donor and recipient redundant.
- While these trenchant feminist critiques have contributed much to our

understanding of globalization, for the purposes of this discussion the
term globalization is notable for its displacement of the histories of
colonialism and imperialism which underwrite it, and within which it
continues to remain grounded. If one adopted the term ’neo-colonialism’,
for example, to name the processes through which transnational corpor-
ations (largely based in the United States and other countries of the North)
are extending their planetary reach, the histories of colonialism and

imperialism would immediately move to the fore. Indeed, such a move
would draw attention to the fact that one of the most powerful and sus-
tained critiques of modernity has come from anti-colonial and anti-racist
theorists (Cesaire, 1972; Fanon, 1963, 1986; Galeano, 1973), a critique
historically preceding the emergence of more recent post-structuralist
and postmodernist critiques.
Drawing from these traditions, a number of researchers and scholars

from the South have pointed out that the current phase of globalization
is rooted in much earlier phases, specifically in the expansion of Europe
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through a colonialism which historically enabled the globalizing of
western hegemony. From this perspective the current phase of globaliza-
tion can accurately be defined as a process of recolonization of the global
South (Alexander and Mohanty, 1997; Bello, 1994; Shiva, 1997). As
Vandana Shiva argues:

Five hundred years after Columbus, a more secular version of the
same project of colonization continues through patents and intellectual

property rights (IPRs). The Papal Bull has been replaced by the
General Agreement on Tariffs and Trade (GATT) treaty. The principle
of effective occupation by christian princes has been replaced by
effective occupation by the transnational corporations supported by
modem-day rulers. The vacancy of targeted lands has been replaced
by the vacancy of targeted life forms and species manipulated by the
new biotechnologies. The duty to incorporate savages into Christianity
has been replaced by the duty to incorporate local and national econ-
omies into the global marketplace, and to incorporate non-Western

systems of knowledge into the reductionism of commercialized
Western science and technology (1997: p. 2).

Simultaneously a process of racialization and colonization dichotomized
the world’s diverse and heterogeneous populations into two ontologically
distinct types, the colonizer and the colonized (Fanon, 1963, 1986;
Memmi, 1965). In their struggles for territorial sovereignty and political
liberation, anti-colonial and anti-racist movements challenged not only
colonial state power, but also colonial forms of knowledge, including
the meta-narratives of western science which rationalized and legitimized
the notion of a global hierarchy of races. The recouping of indigenous
and localized knowledge systems was as crucial to their goals as was
liberation from colonial state power. Globalization, from this perspective,
can accurately be read as a counterattack by global capital and imperialist
powers, aiming to erode the gains, modest though they were, made by
post-colonial societies that sought more equitable economic relations

during the Cold War period through the politics of non-alignment and
the development of national industries under the auspices of nationalist
elites. Recurring economic recessions and the global crises of capital
accumulation have fuelled the imperialist imperative to force open the
economies of the global South. A simultaneous escalation in global mi-

gration is another result, as populations attempt to flee the destruction of
livelihoods and communities wreaked by the increasing power of
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transnational corporations in pursuit of cheaper labor and other economic

resources, and as international and national conflicts assume ever more

violent and militarized forms.

Processes of racialization have become much more complex since the
1950s and 1960s with recourse to overt and ’scientific’ forms of racism

abdicated in favor of a ’new’ racism articulated through the discourse of
‘cultural’ and ’national’ difference, as anti-racist theorists have argued.
Previous notions of biologically determined racial superiority and infer-

iority have given way to essentialized notions of ‘cultural’ and ’national’

incompatibility, with nations increasingly being defined on the basis of
a shared ’cultural’ identity. Belonging to the nation becomes synonymous
with membership in this culture, and Others are defined as outsiders by
virtue of their membership in a different ‘culture’ and ’national’ commu-

nity (Gilroy, 1991; Razack, 1998).
Within the countries of the North, globalization is bringing about in-

creased racism, and intolerance towards the claims of those who are

defined as the nation’s outsiders: immigrants, refugees, and migrants
(Alexander and Mohanty, 1997; Thobani, 2000). Racialized and gendered
discourses of nation-building and citizenship construct the white male
as the model citizen, and the categories ’immigrant’, ’refugee’ and ’mi-

grant’ are racially coded to refer to all people of color in the West, regard-
less of their actual length of stay (Black people, for example, trace their

origins in Canada to the 1600s), or their legal status (most are citizens).
The (white) citizen as taxpayer is said to be at the mercy of migrants
from the South who take away ’his’ job and are engaged in widespread
abuse of the welfare system, putting undue fiscal burdens on the state,
and ultimately, on the taxpayer. Such discourses are strongly reminiscent

of, and tied to, the discourse of the ’culture of poverty’ which is said to
afflict the peoples of the South.

The reality is that the labor of migrants from the third world is integral
to the economies of the North, and many of these migrants are de-skilled
in receiving countries like Canada and the United States, through practices
such as the non-recogi ition of their education and qualifications as being
on par with nationals standards (Dossa, this volume; Parrenas, 2001).
The labor of these migrants becomes cheapened as they turn to employ-
ment in low wage, low status work, and their vital economic contributions

are rendered invisible by the dominant nationalist discourse of ’responsible’
citizenship.

Saskia Sassen ( 1988) points out that migration patterns are shaped by
both factors ‘internal’ to the source countries (i.e., poverty, unemployment,
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economic stagnation), and ’external’ (i.e., activities of transnational cor-

porations, cultural linkages, ties to migrant communities in the receiving
countries, etc.). In the current period, it is in the lives of working women
from the third world that these external and internal factors are coming
together so that international migration flows are becoming increasingly
feminized. The labor of these women becomes further racialized within

the segmented labor markets of the North. So, for example, the feminized/
sexualized labor of Filipina domestic workers is central to the export-
based economy of the Philippines. The forms of dislocation which these
women experience in their multiple locations around the world are spe-
cifically racialized and gendered. Parrenas describes them as including
’partial citizenship, the pain of family separation, the experience of contra-

dictory class mobility, and the feeling of social exclusion or nonbelonging
in the migrant community’ (2001: p. 12). As the countries of the North

adopt increasingly restrictive immigration policies to halt legal migration
for permanent settlement of all except the most highly skilled professional
class, an escalation in extra-legal forms of migration is virtually guaran-
teed, pushing women migrants into increasingly vulnerable and life-

threatening situations.
On the one hand, the countries of the North aggressively promote the

very policies which are contributing to the increase in global migration,
and on the other, they are closing down avenues for legal immigration
which would subsequently enable claims to citizenship. Women migrants
from the South are made particularly vulnerable in this closing down of
access to legal forms of migration, having been constructed as a burden
on the social resources of the receiving countries. Therefore, even as

globalization erodes the power of the nation-state in its capacity to

regulate transnational capital, the state is engaged in strengthening its

powers to police the borders of its nation, both in material and ideological
terms. Across North America and Europe, the rise of right-wing parties
and organizations which increase their political mileage through the

peddling of anti-immigrant platforms is a reflection of this growing
racism, which will continue to pose a threat to the political and social

rights of people of color into the foreseeable future.
Globalization today remains a largely masculinist and racialized enter-

prise which, while being dependent on women’s labor, marginalizes
women as decision makers in the uppermost echelons. As the Asian

economic crisis demonstrated (Pettman, this volume), the global system
has become more volatile and fragile in the current phase of globalization.
The collapse of the financial system in Argentina reveals that it is not
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only the Asian region which will pay heavily for this volatility and

fragility. In this climate, the challenge for anti-racist feminists is one of

developing a praxis which not only foregrounds the racialization of the

global economic order (poverty is not only feminized, but also a deeply
racialized phenomenon),’ but furthers our understandings of the inter-

locking and intersectional nature of the relations of race, class, and gender.
It must integrate a revolutionary vision for a just and urgent transform-
ation of the global North/South divide. So, for example, how does global-
ization re-configure historical colonial/imperial, North/South relations?
To what extent do the discourses of development and globalization sustain
a historically entrenched Eurocentrism, further displacing non-Western

knowledge systems and practices? Escobar (1995), for example, has argued
that development as a discourse sustains the dominance of the West over
the third world. Arguing that resistance to this dominance is increasing,
he calls instead for supporting the ’countennodemist alternatives’ de-

veloped at the grassroots level. What would such support look like? What
forms of alternate practices, based on indigenous knowledge systems
and priorities, are being developed by women at the local level? Women’s
activism in the South has historic roots and their activism was effectively
harnessed (and often co-opted) by national liberation movements. Yet
the claim has been made that women’s activism and feminism are alien

to third world societies, and foreign to their cultures and traditions. Some
theorists use such claims to assert the cultural ’backwardness’ of third

world peoples, while other theorists often use these to uphold patriarchal
structures and practices. As Pettman points out, feminism becomes de-
fined as ’unpatriotic, un-national, and alien’ (Pettman, this volume). The

question therefore arises: whose needs are being served when such claims
are made? Some critics, who might be sympathetic to women’s struggles,
nevertheless view feminism as divisive when third world countries face

domination by imperialist powers. Are such critics actively engaged in

projects which benefit women’s lives?
Feminists need to address the difficult question of the extent to which

particular development projects have contributed to economic crises and
massive internal displacements of indigenous peoples. The most obvious

examples include mega-development projects such as dams, funded by
massive loans which contribute in no small measure to the debt crises.

The resulting internal dislocation of populations affects women the most,
as they struggle to keep families and communities intact. What is the re-
lation of these mega-development projects to the smaller projects de-

signed specifically to integrate women into the wage economy? Whose
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voices are being taken into account and whose interests being given
priority in the selection of particular development projects? To take just
one contemporary example, what is the relation of feminists engaged in
small-scale development projects to the struggles of the Narmada Bachao
Andolan, the movement which represents the indigenous peoples who
are being displaced in the building of the Sardar Sarovar Dam project in
the Narmada Valley in India (Roy, 1999)?

Another phenomenon that merits attention is the new types of exploit-
ation emerging as part of the process of the recolonization of the South.
What new forms of relations of ruling are being brought into being, and
which ones are fading away? For example, Vandana Shiva (1997) has
defined the patenting of indigenous knowledges and resources (such as
seeds and plants) by the burgeoning biotechnology industry as a form of
recolonization. This industry attempts to turn the very peasants and
farmers who have been dispossessed of these resources into consumers
of the now patented products, often in the guise of aid. Through what
other concrete practices is recolonization being organized and facilitated

by transnational corporations based in the North?
Most importantly, how can the liberal-feminist politics which often

shape and constrain feminist involvement in development be transformed

by anti-racist feminists into a revolutionary vision of global transform-
ation ? In the context of the ’third world’, the construction of a singular,
homogenous ’third world woman’ in western discourses, including
feminist ones, was identified by Chandra T. Mohanty over a decade ago
as ’discursively coloniz[ing] the material and historical heterogeneities
of the lives of women in the third world,’, and thus enabling the exercising
of power over the lives of these women (1991: p. 53). Questioning tube
politics of knowledge production about women in the third world, and
how this knowledge furthers the ’West’s hegemonic position’, she argued
that the construct of the monolithic ’third world woman’ sustained and

enabled an equally monolithic self-representation of Western women as
’secular, liberated and having control over their own lives’ (ibid.: p. 74).
If anything, Mohanty’s critique of such racialized discourses of the West
as developed and the ’Rest’ as not has gained greater saliency today.
Mohanty’s ground-breaking essay raised urgent questions about the
divisions among women, divisions which are becoming exacerbated as

globalization deepens the North/South divide, both materially and ideo-

logically. How can feminists work across these divides in ways that do
not replicate the practices of domination and exploitation deployed by
transnational and national elites? The challenges for feminists have never
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been greater, as they seek to define anti-racist ways of working which
link women’s localized lived experiences with an analysis of the racial-
ized global capitalist processes in a manner which seeks to subvert these

very processes. And the stakes have, perhaps, never been higher.

Addressing the Challenge: This Special Issue

While feminist scholars are beginning to interrogate the gendered impact
of globalization (Doran and Jose, 2002; GTD, Vol. 3, No. 1 ), the relation-

ship between globalization theory and ’gender and development’ scholar-

ship is still unclear. As noted by Doran and Jose (2002), while it is obvious
that gender relations are deeply implicated in the dynamics of global-
ization, within mainstream discussions of globalization there is scant

acknowledgement of feminist work. Our ongoing task is to reveal the

social, political, economic and cultural interplay between the very cat-

egories of the ’global’ and the ’local’ and their relationship to gender
phenomena in their various manifestations (Chow, 2002: p. 4). Such a
task testifies to the continued need for the kind of micro case studies that

characterize development research (Mitter, 1999). Such studies are able
to show not only the specificity of context, but also to acknowledge
diversity among women. The challenge is to place insights gained through
this kind of research into an analytical framework that gives women and
their advocates greater insight into the local and transnational forces
that give rise to women’s everyday needs in the first place. One purpose
of this Special Issue is to explore ways of working that help us understand
local histories, in all their lived diversity, as expressions of the ways in
which everyday life is increasingly orchestrated by transnational interests.
The authors included in this Issue each take as their problematic the

impact of globalization on women.

Reflecting the origin of this collection, most of the contributors to this
volume identify themselves as ’Women’s Studies’ rather than ‘Develop-
ment Studies’ scholars, and draw on conventions more typical of the
humanities. While the resulting methodologies vary widely, what they
have in common is commitment to retaining the presence of women and
their interests in knowledge generated by academics. Drawing on qualita-
tive and innovative methodologies, these authors resist the transformation
of the peculiarities of women’s lives into standardized and objectified
representations that assimilate women’s everyday experiences and needs
into the relations of ruling.
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To open the collection, Jindy Pettman provides an overview of global-
ization as expressed through the recent Asian economic ‘crisis’. In ’Gen-

dering Globalization in Asia through Miracle and Crisis,’ she explores
what it means to take women, gender relations, and feminist critiques of

globalization seriously. What does it add to our knowledge of globaliza-
tion ? And what does taking globalization seriously add to our under-

standing of women’s lives and struggles? As Pettman notes, the challenge
is not simply that women are missing: much writing on globalization is
itself globalist, assuming the desirability or at least the inevitability of

globalization. These accounts are written mostly from the center, priv-
ileging the market, universalizing experience in such a way that neither
Asian nor women’s voices count for much in these debates. Moreover,
culturalist explanations of both the Asian ’miracle’ and later ’crisis’ em-

ploy a discourse constructing a new orientalism, a modernized difference
still marked by contrast to the West. The role of gender is crucial in this
discourse about Asian difference and Asian values, through the mobiliza-
tion of particular masculinities, femininities, and ’the family’. Against
this discourse, Pettman challenges the way in which gender constructions
are employed in the service of global capital. In doing so, this article dir-
ects attention to the huge processes, categories, and identities which or-
chestrate everyday life. Pettman connects these to embodied women,
drawing attention to the ways in which globalization restructures not

only nation states, but also feminists organizing transnationally.
’Gendering Globalization in Asia through Miracle and Crisis’ demon-

strates how women’s everyday lives are structured by economic and

political decisions made ’far away and out of sight of daily life-in health,
education, or welfare bureaucracies, in national and international military
and international relations councils, or in the IMF and World Bank’

(Harding, 2000: p. 8). Pettman’s article brings into view the relations of

ruling which orchestrate the local sites of women’s actions. Such visibility
provides a beginning point for critique and action. Specifically, making
women’s economic activities visible challenges conventional distinctions
between the formal and informal economy, between public and private
spheres. It challenges us to take seriously the reproductive economy, the
work needed to reproduce, bring up and care for succeeding generations
seriously.

Within the context of Pettman’s review, Vietnam offers an interesting
case study. Since 1986 Vietnam’s state-sponsored socialism has been

cautiously transformed into free-market capitalism through policies aimed
at increasing productivity. One result has been rapid modernization,
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experienced as an overall improvement in the standard of living; most

people are now healthier and have more diversified diets than a decade

ago. And yet a growing body of literature links doi moi to new forms of

gender inequality (Goodkind, 1995; Oanh, 1999; Truong, 1999; Tuyen,
1999). As noted by Steffanie Scott in ’Gender, Household Headship
and Entitlements to Land: New Vulnerabilities in Vietnam’s Decollecti-

vization,’ the bulk of this literature focuses on women’s changing re-

lationship to the labor market; one neglected issue is women’s access to
land. This neglect is surprising, given that about 80 percent of Vietnam’s s

population live in rural areas where property rights over land are a key
determinant of livelihood opportunities. Within this context, the current
era of decollectivization brings with it the transformation of relations
between state, market and household, as well as relations within house-
holds themselves. Although not officially recognized, the new freedoms

enjoyed by farmers and resultant gains in agricultural efficiency are ex-

perienced differentially by various members of communities and house-
holds. The purpose of Scott’s research is to bring the differential impact
of decollectivization-especially between women and men-to the
attention of both researchers and policy makers.
As Scott notes, Vietnamese households are becoming increasingly

differentiated on the basis of both material and non-material assets.

Included in the latter are inheritance and kinship networks, which are

being rekindled for economic gain. Since women inherit mobile pro-
perty more often than land, differential access to land now constitutes
the basis for a new form of inequality between women and men. In order
to make the gendered impact of decollectivization visible, Scott finds it

necessary to develop a new typology of female-headed household. Her

typology makes room for the diverse contexts through which women

may find themselves in this position, and the differences in vulnerability
associated with each category. Scott thus moves our understanding
beyond what is often an unhelpful homogenization of the category
’female-headed household’, as employed not only in official national
data but also in the ’simplistic’ relation posited by much feminist scholar-

ship between female-headed households and poverty. Scott’s article illus-
trates how knowledge is being re-written as researchers move outside

established, official knowledge and ground their work in the lived

experiences of women.
While Pettman’s overview is invaluable because it draws attention to

global economic forces that shape individual biographies, the voices of
women are lost within its global perspective. As Parin Dossa notes, while
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the structural categories employed in theoretical work are necessary in

unmasking oppressive systems of power, they cannot tell the whole story
if we want to understand people’s lived realities. In contrast to Pettman,
Dossa’s article, ’Localized Impact of Global Restructuring of Work:

Border-Crossing Stories of Iranian Women,’ grounds a critique of global-
ization in the ’small voices’ of civil society. By ’small’ she refers to
those individuals displaced by globalizing forces to the margins of society
and, therefore, to the margins of conventional scholarship. The voice
that Dossa’s article brings to our attention is that of Nadia, an ’immigrant
woman’ unable to find employment in Canada. Nadia enters our discourse
on globalization by asking a seemingly simple question: why is it so
difficult for an English-speaking Iranian professional to find professional
work in Canada?

Dossa’s answer to Nadia’s question is far from simple, however. Dis-

cursively framed through the innovative genre of storytelling, her answer

highlights the interactive oppressions of race, class and gender as theor-
etical constructs. Storytelling allows us to understand Nadia as a person,
rather than as a socially constructed ’immigrant woman’ destined to fit
into the ghettoized labor force of an ’advanced, modem’ economy; it

highlights life-in-the-making and tells us about the possibility of it being
nipped in the bud. At the same time, Nadia’s story is more than the bio-

graphy of an individual woman: by reading it in juxtaposition with femi-
nist theories about the ’intersectionality’ of women’s oppression, we see
how lives are embedded in the larger social and political context. Dossa

brings to this collection a way of working that retains the presence of
women as actors, while refusing to translate personal experience into

categories that assimilate women into the dominant discourses of global-
ization that often serve to silence them.

We know that Nadia is an immigrant woman of color, for example,
who desires work that is commensurate to her professional accomplish-
ments. Through her own telling we see how Nadia’s accomplishments-
which are remarkable-have been erased, a process which eradicates
not only Nadia’s identity, but her sense of worth. What is missing from
her story, however, are the answers which Nadia herself, rather than
Dossa the researcher, might give to her question: why is it so difficult
for me to find professional work in Canada? While the intersectionality
employed by Dossa provides an answer shaped by theoretical under-

standing, how does Nadia herself come to understand her situation? In
Dossa’s words, what might Nadia, as a woman of color, tell us about the

oppressive nature of the Canadian labor market?
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One way in which researchers attempt to grasp the meanings that
research participants rather than academics assign to everyday happenings
is participant observation. In ’Tradition, Colonialism and Modernity:
Women’s Health in Goa, India’ Shaila Desouza takes up such a task.
The context of her inquiry is the persistence of traditional health-related

practices among indigenous populations in India. As the post-
independence Indian state embraces the knowledge and practices of
western scientific medicine, it largely ignores traditional healing systems.
One result is that the potential benefits of modem medicine do not reach
vast numbers of people, particularly rural women. Through extensive

fieldwork, Desouza documents the health-related experiences of such
women. Talking witn women from Goa about the illnesses they have

suffered, the cures and treatments they have received, and the kinds of
traditional rituals which give meaning to these experiences, her research

provides a ’definition of the situation’ from the standpoint of the women.

Analytically, this definition illustrates the way in which women’s bodies
are a site for the operation of power; in this case the struggle surrounds
the imposition of western-based interests in population control on indi-

genous populations. This struggle illustrates how even the body, as the
most ’individualized’ and personal unit of analysis, is linked to global
processes. The purpose of Desouza’s exposition is not merely to docu-

ment ’quaint’ practices; ’Tradition, Colonialism and Modernity: Women’s s
Health in Goa, India’ illustrates the way in which global forces orches-
trate local sites, to the total neglect of the people involved. Desouza’s

portrayal of women’s bodies as a site for the operation of power has the

potential to revolutionize our thinking about women’s health and, subse-

quently, health policy. It draws attention to the way in which improve-
ments in women’s health will not come through the ’scientific’ advances
of western medicine, but rather through the empowerment of women.
As a collection, the articles in this Special Issue draw attention to the

forces through which globalization is accomplished: the drive for eco-
nomic growth, market liberalization, the global migration of the labor

force, and the spread of western science. As the authors in this collection

show, these forces impact negatively on women. And yet this is not the
entire story. ’Triangular Linkages Between Women’s Studies Centers’
holds the promise that the spread of feminism, as a vehicle of critical con-

sciousness, is itself becoming a global force (Doran and Jose, 2002). As
noted by Alexander and Mohanty (1997: p. 213), ’objective knowledge is
the product not of disinterested theoretical inquiry, so much as of particu-
lar kinds of social practices’. In the same way that new technologies and
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increased mobility allow the coordination of transnational interests, they
also present new ways for women to connect and share experiences. The

closing article provides an example of this more positive potential of the

globalizing context of academic work.

’Triangular Linkages Between Women’s Studies Centers’ brings to-

gether the voices of three scholars-Tahera Aftab, Kristi Poerwandari
and Marilyn Porter-located in different academic, geographic, cultural
and political contexts. Their conversation is based upon their experiences
during the past decade of working together to forge linkages among
their Women’s Studies programs. As the authors note, one difficulty of
such institutional work is the lack of time or space to reflect on the

meaning of ’collaboration’ and, perhaps more importantly, on the frame-
works through which successful linkages are accomplished. In order to
share their reflections with readers, Tahera, Kristi and Marilyn ponder a
series of questions: What motivates institutional linkages in a context
dominated by traditions of detached, competitive scholarship? What have
we learned or gained?; What obstacles have we encountered?; and How
can we extend and enrich such linkages in our ongoing work?

The resulting story is characterized by serendipity, which the authors
define as ’a friend’; as is often the case in ’practical’ rather than theoretical

work, there is no obvious or ’rational’ reason why Women’s Studies pro-
grams from such divergent contexts-Indonesia, Pakistan and Canada-
should link. Moreover, institutional mandates can obstruct, rather than

facilitate, innovative and collaborative ways of working, illustrating how
universities participate in relations of ruling as described by Dorothy
Smith (1997). As a result, each of the authors answers these questions in
a different way. However, despite the diversity of their experiences, com-
mon themes emerge from their conversation. The story of their linkage
project is one of personal commitment to a ’global feminism’ committed
to social change. What brought these three together, and what sustained
their project through all kinds of difficulties, is a strong sense of connec-
tion on the part of each author to a ’community’ of scholars and activists
that extends beyond national and regional boundaries. This sense of con-
nection is fostered by each participant’s feminist values and commitment
to social change for women as integral to Women’s Studies scholarship.
As Kristi comments, through such cross-cultural collaboration comes a
clearer understanding of ourselves: ‘We are able to see parts of ourselves

through the eyes of others’. However, she warns that this understanding
can only happen when each participant respects the other in her cultural
context and locality, working at a self-defined pace. With this in mind,
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’A Conversation about Linkages’ provides a fitting and inspiring end to
this Special Issue: for Tahera, Kristi and Marilyn the notion of sisterhood
has been motivating and empowering, providing participants with both

support and faith to work against the status quo.

Conclusion

Although we accept post-development critiques of the consolidation of

global forces, we are not ready to abandon thinking and acting at the

global level. As researchers we agree that localized case studies help
build knowledge ’from the ground up’ (Chow, 2002: p. ix). They also
have the potential to challenge the hegemony of western scholarship.
However, work at the local sites where women’s everyday lives happen
highlights the need for coalition-building as an extra-local effort. At the
same time, our experiences of’acting globally’ have enriched our under-

standings of the local as a site for political action. The issue for us is not
to give up one level or manner of working for the other, but how the dy-
namic interaction between ’the local’ and ’the global’ can be captured in
our research. By working locally as researchers, we ground knowledge
in women’s everyday experiences and needs. In these small voices we
can discover a world that is silenced or marginalized by conventional

discourses, whether of’modernization’ or ’globalization.’ In analyzing
the kinds of problems discoverable in women’s stories, we move from
the empirical level as a local site of action to the abstract level where

’global thinking’ (as well as action) is required. In this way, we do .not
dichotomize ’the local’ and ’the global’ as autonomous realms of thought
and action. Instead, our goal is to show how diverse expressions of
women’s needs and interests are, in the final instance, orchestrated by
global interests that, by necessity, can only achieve some kind of concrete
existence locally. >

Within Women’s Studies scholarship in both the North and South,
and through community activism at both the local and global levels, a

tapestry of voices testifies to women’s resistance to the growing hegem-
ony of the capitalist market. From this tapestry we identify ways in which

globalization is a ’gendered’ but also racialized process, a complication
that requires new ways to think about women’s issues. Such a way of

thinking must honor what Dossa (this volume) refers to as the ’small
voices’ of women, but at the same time keep in view global processes
which form the context of women’s everyday lives. It must also remember
that theoretical discourse-no matter how much it foregrounds women’s s
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points of view-cannot replace empirical research. Nor can theoretical
talk replace the political work required for women’s empowerment.

NOTES

We thank Dr Valerie Raoul, Center for Research in Women’s Studies and Gender Re-
lations (University of British Columbia) for comments on an earlier draft of this article.

1. It, therefore, renders understandable indigenous resistance to many ’development’ pro-
jects. It other words, this resistance is not simply ’nonrational’ or a reflection of ’trad-
itional’ (read ’backward’) values (Doran and Jose, 2002).

2. We apply this comment to the current article.
3. The term ’post-colonial’ is used with some caution as settler colonies, such as the

United States, Canada, New Zealand and Australia, remain colonizing powers which

indigenous peoples continue to resist in their struggles for self-determination.
4. For the purposes of this article, we define ’postmodemism’ as a position that incorp-

orates diverse elements which include the decentering of the Subject, the rejection of

’grand theories’, a celebration of local and at times even nonrational knowledges, the

tendency to treat the social world as ’text’, and a view of the world as in a continual
state of flux and indetermination (Moy, 2001: p. 443).

5. In Africa, the per capita income in the 1990s fell to its 1960 level, and in Latin America
it fell to its 1970 level (Bello, 1994: p. 2).
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