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Summary

The paper examines technology and its impact on men and women in society, with the
presumption that changes in technology cause social changes. Since the characteristics
of a society play a major role in the decision of which technologies are to be adopted (or
not adopted), the same technology may have different effects in different societies and
situations. Both gender relations and technology have evolved from a process of gradual
change. Neither changes in technology nor changes in gender relations appear as flashes
but they are developed from existing technology and from existing social and gender
structures. In view of the close inter-relationship between gender relations and
technology, gender analysis can be used as a tool to further understand the complexity
of technological changes (or lack of changes) in the society. Examples taken from
various countries and sectors further discuss the origins and consequences of technology
changes and changes in the division of labour between men and women.

1. Introduction

Major international changes in technology and labour processes have taken place during
recent decades as a result of globalization and economic restructuring, technological
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transformation systems and “flexibilization” of labour-markets. New conditions of
competition for the world's economies are emerging as new technologies and
organizational structures of production are quickly and constantly introduced to the
market; this has increasingly enabled resources to be used where they are most
productive.

The expansion of globalization is also assisted by evolving advances in information and
communication technologies. The spread of the new technologies, in particular Internet,
has left almost every business in the world facing new questions. Modern technology
generation and development has become increasingly supply or push-led (i.e.
technology is first invented and then applied to the problem), as profit and competition
increasingly determine direction, content and location of innovation. Practical
experience suggests also that science and technology interventions have been focused
on productive rather than on reproductive needs. Hence, they take on a gendered nature,
and may favour male concerns over female ones.

Following the above scenario, the issue of understanding technology has become a
central factor. This paper will examine technology and its impact on men and women in
the society, with the presumption that changes in technology causes social changes. The
characteristics of a society play a major role in the decisions relating to the choice of
technologies to be adopted and the same technology may have different effects in
different societies and situations.

As technology can be described as "how things are commonly done or made™ and "a
method of organizing human labour and knowledge™ and as it depends on human
choices, the gender dimension will enter as a natural perspective in examining
technology and technology changes. Gender, as a part of human identity, describes the
ways people see themselves and their lives as men and women. It also plays structural
roles defining societal barriers and boundaries. Gender differences are created by
people, men and women and are part of particular historical contexts. So, technical
constraints and human choices decide upon the invention, design, production and use of
technological systems and artifacts.

Both gender relations and technology have evolved through a process of gradual
change. Neither technology nor gender relations appear as flashes but are developed
from existing technology and from existing social and gender structures. Gender roles
and technology are, therefore, closely inter-linked. Giving attention to gender relations
and roles may be seen as a tool for understanding the complexity of technological
changes in all societies.

This paper also describes the inter-linkages between globalization, technology and
gender division of labour. The new global trends are not only affecting the direction,
composition and volume of international trade but also the industrialization process and
national and regional labour markets. Moreover, technology influences the form of
organization of production. Some technologies are more amenable for decentralization,
that is, some technologies are more used in outsourcing and sub-contracting of
production, than others are.
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Many academics have argued around the view of how the global trends, i.e.
globalization, industrialization and the emerging technologies, have and are affecting
women and men differently. Some researchers argue that the process has marginalized
women, whereas others maintain that women are being integrated to economic
development and that the new technologies have opened up new career paths for
women. A third position is that the new technology and therewith the new conditions
are more harmful than beneficial to women and that women are being exploited.

In order to understand the effects of globalization and technological changes on men
and women in different societies, these arguments will be used throughout the
discussions of this paper, including four selected sectors; the textile and garment
industry, agriculture, biotechnology, entrepreneurship and the household sector.

2. Global Trends in Trade, Technology and Division of Labour

Creativity, access to finance and high responsiveness to market signals are among the
major determinants of competitive advantage. The current global trends are often
described as the shift from manufacturing to services in developed countries, the shift in
the structure of output and employment from agriculture to manufacturing and services
in developing countries, increased and intensified competition, the speed-up of
technological innovations and the increasingly important knowledge generation in
creating wealth, rapidly changing skills requirements and labour cost competition.

Moreover, variation in product demand, market turbulence, flexible technology and
flexible labour force are other characteristics of the global trends. Development of new
transport and communication technologies and the liberalization of trade and investment
add to the increase in competition. The concept of globalization may not be new but its
contents are now very different: the pace of technical change, and within it the role of
information-based technology, is unprecedented.

The restructuring of the global economy has had distinct implications for women's
status and for their position at home, because of their increased participation in the
labour market. Women have been pushed into the labour market in order to supplement
family income, as stabilization measures, structural adjustment, and recession have
increased the financial pressure on households. Economic development has led to
changes in the composition of labour force, changes in family structure and patterns of
fertility and mortality. According to United Nations (1999), the share of women in
employment, for example, has steadily increased during the last two decades all over the
world. It has been particularly significant in countries such as Indonesia, Malaysia,
Singapore, South Korea, and Sri Lanka. According to Sen (1999), it is a result of the (i)
population growth and change in age structure and (ii) the faster increase in women’s
participation in the labour force than men, following a transfer of female labour from
the unpaid household and subsistence sector to the paid economy. The gender division
of labour may therefore be affected by changes in demography, technology and the
economy.

Historically, the transition from simple hunting-and-gathering communities to agrarian
technologies entailed a major shift in gender relations. History is repeating itself and the
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shifts from agriculture to manufacturing and services have strong impact on the division
of labour. For example, the pattern of full time wage employment has changed to a
more diverse pattern, that is, flexibilization and casualization of employment through
outworking, homework, part-time labour, contract labour and other forms of labour that
are unprotected by standard labour legislation. In recent years, this kind of labour has
contributed much to the growth in employment in both developed and developing
countries. The trend can be seen as the private sector's response to the changing
conditions of competition caused by globalization.

The increased economic competition may have both benefits and costs. The advantages
may be, for example, an increased number of choices for consumers and lower prices,
better services, more job choices and increase standard of living. However, it may also
imply job instability, higher turnover and insecurity, downward pressure on wages and
increasing inequalities.

Brittan (1998) argued that globalization is not necessarily the only factor driving down
the relative wages of unskilled labour. He said that it is a matter of dispute how far
rising income differentials is due to trade and how far due to technological change.
Cline (1998) held that the effect of technology was widening differentials and that this
effect was more than three times more powerful than the effect of increasing trade and
increasing immigration combined.

Three major macro-economic factors could be held responsible for the current global
trends: (1) liberalization of policies, which gives emphasis to export production and
greater international mobility of capital and greater flexibility of the labour market; (2)
technical changes: miniaturization and modularization of products and processes; (3)
Organizational changes; for example, increased sub-contracting, home-based
manufacturing, just-in-time production.

These factors are discussed below along with current learning processes. A discussion
on the different views on the effects of globalization, with all its entails, on women will
follow in the end of this chapter.

2.1. Liberalization and global restructuring

World trade has increased enormously since the 1950s. For example, United Nations
(1999) figures show that the volume of world exports increased 16 times while total
world output increased only 6 times during the period 1950 to 1996. In 1998 about 15%
of the world output was exported, compared to 7% in 1950.

The recent global trends are, however, not only affecting the volume of international
trade but also the direction and the industrialization process of national and regional
labour markets. They have given developed countries control of research and
management, and have made developing countries manufacturers. In the 1970s and
1980s, improved telecommunication systems and transport facilities encouraged
transnational companies to reallocate a significant amount of manufacturing to
developing countries. Garments and electronics components were the two predominant
and fastest growing products in developing country manufacturing exports.
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In recent decades, several developing countries, particularly from the East and South
East Asian region, have successfully adopted an export-led strategy for economic
development. This new strategy, which led to a shift towards manufacturing for exports,
expanded very rapidly. Countries consequently had opportunities to generate
employment, increase economic dynamism, stabilize and diversify foreign exchange,
build up a technological base and improve the skills of the labour force while directing
the production towards exports. Many of these export-oriented industries came to
employ a high proportion of women. The employment effects of export orientation was
for instance visible in Bangladesh, as shown by Amin et al. (1998), where the number of
garment factories grew from 4 in 1978 to 2400 in 1995, employing 1.2 million workers.
Some 90% of them were women younger than 25 years old.

Technological diffusion, through trade or investment, shapes the comparative
advantages of countries and contributes to their economic restructuring, which results in
changing compositions of employment. One of the easiest ways to import foreign
technology is by encouraging foreign capital investment. Foreign Direct Investment
(FDI) is also seen as one of the most dynamic, increasing international resource flow to
developing countries. The transnational corporations (TNCs), deploying the FDI, have
become important players in the international economy. They may affect development
by complementing domestic investment, and by undertaking trade and transfers of
knowledge, skills and technology. TNCs search for greater access to markets and
improved competitive abilities has placed them as important players in the global
restructuring. They have formed complex networks of intra-firm relationships and inter-
firm alliances built around a hierarchy of technological capabilities, comparative
advantages, and production practices. Significant increase in the speed and volume of
cross-border trade, technology, capital and information flows are the results.

In industries such as clothing and electronics assembly, women workers account for
most of the employment generated by foreign affiliates in developing countries. This
trend has been called the "feminization" of labour force and is in particular a
characteristics of the Export Processing Zones (EPZs) where women may account for
up to 80% of the production-line employment. In this context, several academics, such
as Joekes (1982) and Pearson (1992), have argued that the industrialization has been as
much female-led as export-led.

EPZs are special industrial zones which are set up by developing countries to attract
FDI, transfer new skills and expertise to local human resources, boost the export sector,
earn foreign exchange, introduce new technology and generate employment. As
indicated in Table 1, the most predominant industries with regard to the high female
labour participation in EPZs are the garment, leather, shoes, electronics, food and
flowers industries.

Traditionally, FDI has been concentrated in countries and regions with comparative
advantages in cheap and unskilled labour. However, TNCs are not locating plants in
developing countries to take advantage of cheap labour to the same extent anymore but
are now locating their industries in countries with cheap, skilled and flexible labour.
Moreover, due to the widespread use of new technologies in the production process, the
education level of labour will have an impact on the future locations of TNC
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production. Lack of human skills and capabilities in fields such as computer
programming and operations, may constitute a major constraint in such locations. For
example, Blomstrom (1994) argued that many transnational corporations in Thailand
have been hindered to expand their activities by shortage of human resources.

Number of women workers as
Country a Main industry
percentage of all workers
Bangladesh 1998 69 Garmen?s, leather , shoes,
electronics
Domanican Rep. .
1998/1999 58 a Garments, electronics
El Salvador 1997 80 b Garments, electronics
Fiji 1999 80c Garments, food
Haiti 1998 69 Garments
Jamaica 1997 90 Garments
Madagascar 1997 60 Garments, leather
Mauritius 1997 68 Garments, flowers
Nicaragua 1997 72 Garments, flowers

a. In maquiladora

b. In free trade zones

c. In apparel only

Source: Van Heerden, 1999, in World Investment Report 1999, UNCTAD, Geneva.

Table 1. Women's employment in selected EPZs in developing countries
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