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The Dialectic Between Globalisation and Localisation:
‘Economic Restructuring, Women and Strategies of Cultural Reproduction’

Ananta Giri

"Technological change is a factor in women's lives everywhere in the world. This
holds true whether onc is referring to rural women in Third World countrics or
women from citics of the most technologically advanced countrics. In an African
village, introducing a water pump may save women hours of hcavy labour, but all too
ofien it is found that new tcchniques and technologics such as tractors, supplicd
through intemational aid projccts, benefit men as a sex and remove from womcn
traditional sources of income-generating work.”

- Cynthia Cockbumn'

"The expert/non-expert polarity [of technology) thus corresponds internationatly to the
core/periphery distinctions, with corollary polarisation of male/female and white/non-
white. The shapc of international industrialism is thcrefore shaped by capitalism,
pattiarchy, and colonialism... A predominantly young, non-white and femalce workforce
“executes production which is conceptualiscd thousands of miles away.”

- Beverly Burrie?

“The continuing emphasis on export-led agriculturc mosty ignores the resource
requircments of millions of subsistence farmers whose nceds are not satisfied through
the mechanism of the market. Since scarce land, water, credit and technology are
being prompted to the cxport sector, poor farmers lacking financial means and
technical support, over-exploit the natural resource base, including marginal areas to
eke out a living. The result has been that the capacity of the continent to feed itself
has been seriously hampered.”
- Fantu Cheru®

The Problem

The economic arrangement of all social systems is now in the midst of a fundamental
restructuring, necessitated by the crisis of varieties of command economies and bureaucratic regulations
of production, distribution and exchange. Economic restructuring is meant to free the economy from
the shackles of the State and create more opportunities for producers as well as consumers. Economic
restructuring, which emerged in advanced industrial societies in the context of their economic and
political crisis, is now in a phase of global diffusion. Contemporary economic constructing, facilitated
by the revolutionary manifestation of new technologies on the wake of a postindustrial transformation,
is characterised by the breakdown by the standardised regime of mass production and the risc of
"flexible specialisation”, by a fundamental stress on increasing production and enhancing efficiency,
and by globalisation of production, distribution, and exchange. Contemporary economic restructuring
valorises a particular mode of production and social reproduction. It is needless 10 mention that this
mode is the industrial and post-industrial mode, which based upon "valorisation of capital”,’ promotes
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a culturc of consumption. Architccts of cconomic restructuring promote global intcgration of our
socictal economics but arc blind to the problem of articulation i.c. how "less familiar strategics of
social reproduction” articulate with "world economic and political as well as culiwral processes.™
Economic restructuring very often leads to destruction of self-subsisient forms of livelihood.
Integration with global market has mcant the erasure of the less familiar strategics of what Alain
Tourainc calls "sclf-production of socicty."’

But the key question here is can the westemn style of life be universalised? Would our globe
survive if the contemporary paticm of consumption prevalent in wesiem Europe and North America
is universalised? This provides the challenge to preserve multiple stratcgies of production and
reproduction not only for the survival of little enclaves but also for the long-term interests of mankind
and thc mother Earth. The present restructuring of economic life also calls for a critical reflection on
the dialectic between localisation and globalisation, anthropology and cconomics.” The dynamics of
contcmporary cconomic restructuring also raiscs the unatiended questions of “functioning and
capabilities".” The present paper describes the vulnerability of less “powerful” forms of lifc and
sections of socicty in the regime of the global economy, with specific reference to the predicament of
women. The paper first secks to create a descriptive portrait of new economic restructuring and the
global condition of which this is a pan. It looks at the new economic mode as a global formation and
describes the trajectory of its "dispersion” in multiple countries and communities--both advanced and
the technologically backward and in multiple spaces and bodies. The paper specifically describes
women’s work and condition, their predicament and dreams, in the "emcrgent technocracy".'® While
' looking into the vulnerability of women in the globalising economy, the paper seeks 10 explore how
we can preserve and universalise less familiar strategies of social reproduction by universalising the
feminine principle of "shakti" in the face of the power of the new economy and its global onslaught.

Contemporary Economic Restructuring

Contemporary advanced industrial societies are in the midst of an all-encompassing economic
restructuring what two sensitive observers of the contemporary scene have characterised as the "Great
U-Tum"."" This economic restructuring, facilitated by the revolutionary manifestation of new
technologies, has given rise 1o a new regime flexible production, distribution and exchange. The
economic recession of the advanced capitalist societies in the 1970s created a structural context for
the deregulation of the Fordist mode of standardised production and the rise of flexible specialisation,
where firms tend to specialise in types of classes of production rather than a production of large
quantities of specific output as in mass production. Under this condition, the essence of the fim
becomes flexible specialisation.””? For Michael Piore and Charles Sabel new technologies make
"flexible specialisation” a crucial sector of manufacturing in the advanced industrial countries.”
Flexible specialisation requires flexibility in organisation of production -- both its conceptualisation
and execution--, and quick leaming of new skills to cope with the challenge of new technologies. In
the regime of flexible specialisation production workers must be so broadly skilled that they may
quickly shift jobs. Moreover, “...within a system of flexible specialisation, firms depend on one another
for the sharing of skills, technical knowledge, information on opportunities, and definitions of
standards. Structure here shades into infrastructure, competition into co-operation, and economy into
society”." Piore and Sabel further tell us: "In mass production it is the firm that organises research,
recruits labour, and guarantees the flow of supplies and credit. In flexible specialisation it is
community institutions - the community itself that are responsible for these tasks"."®

While Piore and Sabel are optimistic about the possibility for prosperity in this emergent
regime of flexible specialisation other scholars have sensitised us to the destruction of communities
and the deindustrialization of societies that has taken place as its consequence. To begin with the level
of the firm, flexible specialisation and its stress on high-tech me:tiated work is leading to the
disintegration of the "intemnal labour market” of industries.'® As Noyelle tells us, “The new emphasis
on high-skilled work and well-trained labour is partly responsible for the recent decline in the role of
the internal labour market and the increasing reliance of firms on the external labour market".!” This



decline of the significance of the "internal labour market” of finms is being accompanicd by the risc
of part-tim¢ work and informal cconomy.'® According to onc commentator, "Uncmployment duc to
structural (1echnological) change of cconomic factors undermine the ‘life long’ integration of the
occupational carcers since world war 1L Thus, the individual’s movement through the occupational
system is gradually losing its highly standardised form. The rapidly decreasing half-life of the usability
of acquired cxpertisc gives rise to short-term work penspectives and induces a relatively low degree
of calculability and predictability."”

The disorganisation of the previously standardised form in the fife of both the actors and
institutions that cconomic restructuring has brought about is also being accompanicd by the decline
of the manufacturing scctor (for instance, in the U.S. domestic employvment attributable to
manufacturing fell from 27% in 1970 to 19% in 1986). the ascendancy of the service economy, and
a restructuring of the location of industrics, where high technology has cnabled the flight of capital
from the snowbelt 1o sunbelt and to the safe havens of the Third World villages. At home in advanced
industrialized countrics deindustrialization of the previously industrial centers such as Pittersburg and
Detroit has become a stark reality. Deindustrialization is now being scen in the service sector as well:
its victims are not solely the bluc-collar workers but also the company managcrs and profcssionals who
arc "falling from grace” in thc wave of postindustrial restructuring.?® At the samc time, high
technology makes possible the emergence of a global assembly line and multi-nationalisation of
capital, which operates through many forms of linkage: "co-production, licensing, out-sourcing,
‘{nivisible partnerships to avoid arousing local anti-U.S. sentiments."*' For instance, American Airlines
has a sweatshop in Barbads for entering computerised data, which is connected 10 Oklahoma by
computers and satcllite communications. "It is staffed by women who are paid wages that fall ncar the
bottom of even Barbados’s mcagre pay scale".” Aihwa Ong best summarises the contemporary
scenario thus: "Since the 1972 world recession. new pattemns of "flexible accumulation” have come
into play as corporations struggle in an increasingly competitive global arcna. Flexible labour regimes,
based primarily on fcmale and minority workers, arc now common in the Third World, as well as in
poor regions of metropolitan countries."?

Gender and Economic Restructuring: New Technologies and Women in
Advanced Capitalist Societies

New technologies which continue to play a decisive role in current economic, industrial, and
organisational restructuring work as double-edged swords. According to Soshana Zuboff, they
simultancously “informate” and "automate”.** New technologies require a more participatory and non-
hierarchical form of work-arrangement but without parallel institutional transformation via-a-vis the
invidious distinctions of class, race, and gender new technologies are being used 10 oppress ordinary
workers and women.” Indeed new technologies work as a new ‘panopticon’ where the distinction
between the expert and the non-expert sectors in organisations seems natural-legitimised by the
technocracy itself-- and there managers rely on technology "to make behaviour transparent in the
belief that people are more likely to do what they are told when they know their actions will be
translated instantly and displayed as electronic text".2® While the "information panopticon create the
fantasy of a world that is not only transparent but also shorn of the conflict associated with subjective
opinion” the electronic text “"confronts the clerk with a stark sense of otherness™.?’ At the same time,
the electronic text for her is “impersonal; letters and numbers seem to appear without having been
derived from an embodied process of authorship".?® As Beverly Burris argues:

"In offices, for instance, machines such as the typewriter presuppose some degree of
worker pacing, whereas word processing technology has the capacity to be
systematised. Such systems can be used by management to undermine worzr
autonomy; tasks can be fragmented and assigned to different workers, and work can
be technologically paced and monitored for productivity and errors.... Among the non-
expent sector, whether clerical on production staff, computerised technology has
typically been used to isolate and control workers. Predominantly male managers and



technical experts control the labour of workers who are disproportionately female and
non-white using technology 1o embody and promote social differentiation and
managerial control, both domestically and intemationally."*

In advanced industrial socictics under the regime of an ascendent technocracy there is a
bifurcation between the experts and non-cxperts but women in both the scctors have bom more brunt.
"Women are to be found in great numbers operating machinery... but women continuc 10 be ranitics
in those occupations that involve knowing what gocs on inside the machine".> In 1980, 95% of the
key-punch operators in the U.S. were female but only 22% of them were systems analysts.” In the
export-processing zones of multinational corporations while young women comprise 80-90% of
operators,"men predominate within the smaller administrative and technical expent sector..."’* Even
within the expen scctor the work of women managers is subject (o patriarchal stercotyping. As
Cockbum tells us: "...when the dust settles after the technological revolution, the same old male/female
pattern can be seen to have re-established itself. The general law seems to be: women may press the
buttons, but they may not meddle with the works.... Always the person who knows best, who has the
last say about the technology, is a man..."*

Here it must be noted that although opportunities for women in advanced capitalist socictics
appcar to have increased during the past two decades, their overall economic situation has deteriorated.
"Currently in the U.S., two-thirds of all adults living in poverty arc women, and more than half of all
poor families are female-headed."* The reason for this in-built contradiction of poverty in the midst
of unprecedented plenty is complex. Economic restructuring and the attendant process of
deindustrialization has gone hand in hand with political restructuring, marked by the rise of "New
Conservatism” and the accompanying retrenchment of the welfare state. The "demise of the internal
labour-intensive jobs disproportionately performed by women, have adversely affected both the present
and future working lives of women workers in the non-expert sector.” Burris argues that at the same
time that technologies were exploring opportunities, “technocratic restructuring was undermining
political victories."*

Economic Restructuring, Globalisation, and Gender

The restructuring of industries and work organisation has not taken place in isolation. In fact
this model of economic reform and structural adjustment is being globalised. In the 1960s developing
economies, in their desperate bid to attract foreign investments, tried to improve conditions for the
work of the transnational capital in their countries. With the failure of the earlier attempts at import
substitutions international monitors of development including the United Nations put pressure on the
developing economies to revert back to their earlicr export functions. As Ong describes: "In addition
to raw materials and crops, developing economies could export goods manufactured in ‘Free-Trade
Zones' (FTZs). To attract foreign capital, tax-free privileges in trade were combined with new
incentives such as provision of building and utilities by the local govemment, and the ease of profit
repatriation. Export-industrialisation seemed to complement the ‘green revolution’ sponsored by the
World Bank and International Monetary Fund".*

By the 1970s we saw global assembly lines at work in Southeast Asia and the U.S.-Mexican
border. To achieve global dominance, Japanese and Western companies bypassed high production
costs, labour militancy, and environmental concems at home by moving to other countries in South-
east Asia, Caribbean and Latin America. In the locales of offshore production companies combine
varieties of production-arrangements--rnass assembly and subcontracting systems, firm work and home
work. "In south-east Asia and Mexico, export manufacturing is not confined to FIZs but is
increasingly dispersed in subcontracting arrangements that may include part-time work by peasants."”

‘While in Malaysia export-led industries operate mainly in FTZ, areas with 80% of the femfile
operators on the shop floor, in Hong Kong most of such production is undertaken by subcontracting
family firms. Subcontractors also predominate such scenes in Taiwan and Philippines. "In the



Philippincs, where wages are among the lowcest in Asia, subcontracting reduces the visibility of
transnational firms, cnabling them to bypass further political and economic costs. For instance, only
a quanecr of Filipino garment workers arc based in FTZs; the bulk of garment manufacturing depends
on a four-ticred subcontracting systcm that relics mainly on village home-sewers. Similarly, outside
thc Mcxican Mcquiladora zonc, home work by housewivcs is part of the low-level of the segmented
labour markct; though, hidden behind illcgalitics and mixed forms of production, it is indirectly

controlled by industrial capital."*

Daughters in Factories

Young womcen constitute thc majority of the workforce in locales of off-shore production.
Companics, as ethnographies of both Maria Patricia Femandcz-Kelly Oihwa Ong --. anthropologists
who have carried extensive ficldwork in the Malaysian coast and Mcxican boarder -- show, prefer
single women.*' In the Asian context these women come from the rural areas and they work under the
moral and managerial custody of the male supervisors. These working daughters send money back to
their familics. But the income they earn from their hard work is meagre. Burris helps us understand
this contradiction of high-tech and low-pay; “Gender and racial stereotypes combine to legitimate fast-
paced and poorly paid work for Third World women. Young women are assumed to be working for
supplementary income, where as increasingly, they are primary or sole breadwinners"

The working daughters in southeast Asian global assembly lines who are breadwinners of their
families and who also support their brothers education are treated as "wards” in factories. As Ong tells
us: "Japanese corporate policies in Malaysia defined Malay workers as "wards" under the moral
custody of factory managers. By focusing on the young women's virginal status, the management
capitalised on Malay fears about their daughter vulnerability. Other techniques of control closely
monitored workers’ bodies. In mass assembly factories from South Korea to Mexico, operators where

subjected to humiliating innuendos about menstruation, and were required to request permission to use
the toilet”.®

Not only these working daughters are subjected to "tight work discipline” that bodily
constrained them they were used as replaceable instruments of labour. To maximise profit and
production "quickly exhausted operators were replaced [by the company] by the next crop of school
leavers".* Freshly recruited workers were routinely assigned work which required use of microscopes.
This led to their early exhaustion and the deterioration of their eyesight. Ong tells us that industrial
firms in Malaysia attempt to "limit their employment to the early stage of their adult life, a strategy
that ensured fresh labour capable of sustained intensive work at low-wages™".** Sometimes new workers
are employed on six months contracts so that they could be releascd or rchired at the same low wage
rates. Ong’s sympathetic description helps us envision the situation:

"The rapid exhaustion of the operators also resulted in most of them leaving of their
own accord after three to four years of factory employment, although an increasing
number remained working, even after marriage. Operators leaving the factorics have
not acquired any skills which would equip them for any but the same dead end jobs.
The lack of legislative protection for women in the labour market and their low wages
discouraged them from staying on longer in industrial employment. This weak
structural integration of the women in the industrial sector, a situation fostered by
corporate employment strategy, has been used by male supremacists and capitalists 1o
justify the low wages of operators in multinational corporations” *

The Body of Power, Spirit of Resistance

If such is the text of power written on the bodies of working women in global assembly lines
then this writing is not without a difference. Workers make both overt and covert protests, which
include attempts to damage the components they themselves assemble. As Ong tells us in her



cthnography of such off-shorc production in Malaya village: "In onc transistor factory, where about
five million componcnts were assembled each month, sometimes tens of thousands of transistors had
10 be rejected because of defects found. Occasionally, workers deliberately stalled the machine so that
production was slowcd down. A Malay technician reported that he was aware of these subversive acts
but said that it was impossiblc to trace the workers responsible for them."*

Reactions of women workers also include overt forms of resistance such as displaying
hysterical tendencics in the workplacc. In Malaya villages women are considered especially vulnerable
to spirit posscssion. Malaya women take recourse to such cultural beliefs to subvert the well-knit order
that males have constructed for them. They get possessed with spirits in the work place, suddenly
crying and scrcaming obscenitics against restraining supervisors. In some cascs the possessed exclaims:
“I am not to be blamed” "Go away” "I will kill you, let me go", etc. Besides taking recourse to such
spirit possession operators often attempt to seck relief from their dreadful work by asking permission
to go to the locker room and to the prayer room, where as Muslims they could perform the obligatory
worship five times a day. But managers also do not lay behind in such struggles. They dismiss women
who are frequently subject to spirit possessions “for security reasons”.* As Ong tells us of her case:
"when the village elders protested, pointing out that the spirits in the factory were responsible for their
daughters® scizures, the manager agrecd but explained that the hysterical workers might hurt
themselves in the machines, risking electrocution."*’

In her comparative account of such regimes of control and forms of resistance Ong finds that
South Korcan women are among thc most militant in Asia, "confronting a state more repressive of
labour than other industrialising countries”.® In the late 1970s when Korean economy was beyond the
"take off" stage one of the major textile companies, the Dong-II Textile company, was engaged in a
major labour dispute but the women didn’t give in. Realising that they have to organise themselves
women rejected representatives of a puppet union led by men. In the words of Ong:

"Female workers, organised into different groups, have developed a whole repertoire
of tactics and images expressing their struggles. In the Dong-II textile company strike,
women protested ‘miserable work conditions,” poor food, imposed silence among
coworkers, and prohibitions from going to the toilets. At the climax of their struggle
against the company union, women on a hunger strike faced off against police by
stripping and singing union songs."*

The above description shows that women do contest the categories and practices that treat
them as mere extension of machines. But here we must not be quick to read these acts of resistance
as markers of class consciousness or of a global anti-systemic ideology. "Working women rarely
construct their identities or organise themselves in terms of collective or global interests."? However,
"what we do find are attempts to escape from or live with industrial sysiems without losing one’s
sense of human dignity... In negating hegemonic definitions daily, factory women came to explore new
concepts of self, female status and human worth."*

The complexity of the position of women in contemporary societies is evident by their above
strategies of reproduction and resistance. It is true that women find dehumanising their conditions of
work in factories run by transnational corporations but their position at home is no less precarious. In
her insightful essay, "Capitalism, Imperialism and Patriarchy: The Dilemma of Third-World Women
Workers in Multi-national Factories" Linda Lim helps us to appreciate this complexity:

“Although women workers in these multinational factories are exploited relative to
their output to male workers in the same country, and to female workers in developed
countries, their position is often better than in indigenous factories and in traditional
forms of employment for women. The limited economic and social liberation that
women workers derive from their employment in multinational factories is predicated
on their subjection to capitalist, imperialist, and patriarchal exploitation in the labour



markcet and the labour process. This presents dilemma for feminist policy towards such
cmployment: because exploitation and liberation go hand in hand, it cannot be readily
condemned or extolled."™

Women's Vulnerability As a Mirror: The Sustainability of Privilege and
the Challenge of Sclf-Subsistence

Structural adjustment of the cconomics of poor countrics is another imporant aspect of the
conternporary global cconomic restructuning. The Intemational Monctary Fund now wants poor
countrics to improve their balance-of-payments position by hberalising their economics, devaluing
currencics, and increasing imports in proportion to exports. It is suggested that "by devaluation of local
currency and frozen wages, the country's own exports would become cheaper in the international
market.”** But in reality much structural adjustment programs bring havoc for the poor and vulnerable
sections of socicty. Bolles’ excellent study of the IMF program of structural adjustment in Jamaica
shows how it devastated its manufacturing scctor.™ Bolles argucs: “The IMF program has particular
implications for Jamaica's manufacturing sector. The depression cut deeply into domestic sales because
of higher consumer prices. Devaluation raised costs [in local currency] of imported components-the
essence of the screwdriver type operation. Paying for and buying impornied materials became more and
more difficult and high interest rates raised bank loans beyond the reach of most manufacturers."s’

The IMF packages of structural reform “"depressed the standard of living of the majority of the
nation.”"58 It specifically made Jamaica’s fcmale production workers "vulncrable.to events of
intemational trade and finance."*® Above all, structural adjustment program hard hit their kitchen. As
Bolles says: "Food showed the most dramatic increment in price. For example,... the price of
margarine rosc from J§ .50 per tub to J$ 1.29: comed beef rose from J$ .79 per ton to J$ 2.00° and
a large loaf of bread increased from 80 cents to more than dollar."® But the way women workers
coped with such dislocations shows the resilience of their strategy of cultural reproduction. Economic
crisis led to morce reciprocal exchange of goods and services among the poor. Women revitalised their
domestic network and widened its radius. "For example, one women in a visiting-union houschold
supplied her ‘neighbours and friends with checsc that she had bought at the commissary [of the
multnational which employed her]. In return her ncighbour often provided child care on short notice,
and her boy friend’s sister performed small personal crrands during the day while the woman was at
work."" In this context what Bolles has writien below helps us to understand the dialectic between
globalisation and localisation and the creative power of existent forms of social reproduction to
withstand the assault on people’s standard of living:

“Thus the reciprocal exchanges that take place in the domestic neiwork of these urban
working-class households provide mechanisms to compcnsate for the shortcomings of
the wider economic system. The women industrial workers in these houscholds take
advantage of benefits available at their places of work to make their contribution to
the exchange nctwork. These houschold members not employed in the formal
economic sector focus even more energy on exchange network activities 1o obtain for
their households goods and services that would not be otherwise available to them,
due 10 the lack of cash [caused by lack of employment] to obtain them. These
informal pattems of distribution and consumption have evolved in greater complexity
as a response to provide increased access to the society's limited resources”.®

What Bolles discusses in the context of the Caribbean region with reference to the
manufacturing sector finds a striking parallel in Cheru’s description of the devastation of African
agriculwre as a consequence of the IMF program of export-oriented capitztist agriculture.® For Cheru
structural adjustment programs have led governments to "prefer large-scaic mechanised farming to the
detriment of the politically powerless small farmers”.* Such mechanised agricultural mega-projects
push monocropping instead of intercropping which devastates the fragile ecosystem. It also prefers
cash crops to food crops. For instance, cotton or coffee production is accorded more govemnmental
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support than sorghum or cassava. The rcason behind such discrimination is not hard to find. Cotton
brings forcign exchange to finance the building of sky-scrappers of camival for the plcasure of the
local clitc and their metropolitan mentors. Thus, it is no wonder that while agricultural production
stagnated in Africa during 1990, having grown by 2.8% on 1989, the food import increased.  “Africa
sent § 8 billion on food imports in 1986, a figure far greater than the total amount spent on oil impon
during the same year”.* What is more food import "threatens (o create a new and dangcrous structural
dependence on cercals such as wheat and rice that cannot be casily grown in many part of Africa."®’
As a msult, scarce land s being used to grow such crops which the poor usually cannot afford.

‘ Cheru argucs that "by putting valuable agricultural resources at the service of cxport markets
In countrics that are not sclf-sufficient in food, cnomous pressures are created for local people to over-
exploit marginal lands."®* At the samc time. liberalisation policy and international trade conventions
such as GATT makes the pursuit of ccologically sustainable food sccurity more difficult. Becavse of
GATT poor countrics "will be required to withdraw all trade restrictions - including quotas and tariffs
designed to protect local food markets from cheap imports."® "The proposal would also deny the right
of countrics to restrict or inhibit export of agricultural food products to relicve food shortages, as now
permitied under Article X1 of the GATT treaty... On the other hand, the provision will do little to
outlaw US and EEC food dumping."™

The implication of export-led capitalist agriculture for women cannot be ignored. According
to Cheru, "women are responsible for 60-90% of food productions, processing, and marketing in
African countries, yet women have the least access to improved technology, credit, extension service
and land.””" Indeed such projects of devclopment displace women “from productive activity” by
appropriating or destroying "the natural resource base for the production of sustenance and survival,"”
The logic of market is now being applied to the use and the maintenance of even the commons, which
in fact robs them. Indeed, wastclands development is an "euphemism for the privatisation of
commons."” The privatisation of the commons along with the shift to capitalist agriculture brings
havoc to ecology, which is evidenced by the increasing scarcity of water in all countries. According
to Vandana Shiva, "Ground water is drying up because it has been over-exploited to feed cash crops.
Village after village is being robbed of its life line. Since women arc the new water providers,
disappearing water sources have meant new burdens and new drudgery for them." Similarly, fodder
collection takes longer with the destruction of the village commons. As a woman in the hills of Uttar
Pradesh puts it:

"Since we were young, we used to go the forest early in the moming without eating
anything. There we would eat plenty of berries and wild fruits, drink the cold sweet
water of the Banj {Oak] roots. In a short while we would gather all the fodder and
firewood we needed, rest under the shade of some huge tree and then go home. Now,
with the going of the trees, everything else has gone t00."”

At the same time, the substantial increase in firewood collection time due to deforestation
leaves women with little time for cultivation. Bina Agarwal draws our attention to the situation in
Nepal where “substantial increase in firewood collection time due to deforestation has significantly
reduced women'’s crop cultivation time, leading to an associated fall in the production of maize, wheat,
and mustard which are primarily dependent on female labour in the region.""

|

The above examples show how contemporary economic restructuring with its logic of
globalisation systematically erodes locales of self-subsistence and modes of livelihood based upon
principles of autonomy and “"self-production” in the name of integration with a global market.
Subsistence economies everywhere -- whose primary example is peasant cultivation -- cerves basic
nceds through self-provisioning, and are very little dependent on the organisation of iuarket. Such
modes of livelihood might look poor from an extemal point of view but for the participants in such
a form of life it might not be so perceived. Vandana Shiva helps us to understand this:



“Culturally perceived poverty need not be real material poventy: subsistence economics
which serve basic necds through sclf-provisioning arc not poor in the sensc of being
deprived. Yet the idcology of development declares them so becausc they don't
participatc overwhclmingly in the markct economy, and do not consume commodities
provided for and distributed through the market..."”

Market-oricnted models of development perceive subsistent forms of livelihood as a danger
and systematically try to destroy them. Indeced, the story of modemity is a story of the erosion of
autonomous models of livelihood by the forces of industrialisation and the accompanying mechanical
world-vicw. It is a tragic story of the replacement of a "subsistence economy in which resources,
goods, moncy, or labour were exchanged for commodities by the open-ended accumulation of profit
in an international market."”® As Carolyn Mecrchant tells us:

“Living animaic naturc died, while dcad inanimate moncy was endowed with life.
Increasingly capital and market would assumed the organic attributes of growth,
strength, activity, pregnancy, weakness, decay, and collapse obscuring and production
and reproduction that make economic growth and progress possible. Nature, women,
blacks, and wage labourcrs were sct on a path toward a new status as "natural” and
human resources for the modern world system."”

The reduction of human beings to raw materials for production is an integral pan of the logic
of industrialism. The current heightened effort to subdue agriculture to the logic of industrialism has
to be understood by the fact that the industrial mode is incapable of autonomous reproduction and
cannot survive unless "low entropy is pumped from the environment into the economic process."®
Industries have a thermodynamic need for extraction of resources from mining and agriculture -- a
point made clear by Georgescou Roegen's Seminal study, The Entropy Law and the Economic
Process.” in which Roegen argues that industry is "completely tributary to agriculture and mining."®
We are familiar with the second law of thermodynamics in which the law of entropy operates to
creates an eventual loss of energy. This creates a perennial thermodynamic constraint which compels
the industrial mode to subject other self-subsistent modes of livelihood -- which do not suffer from
the same thermodynamic constraint--to its pown logic of production and reproduction. While for the
subsistent modes of livelihood useful things are encapsulations of the "strength of the Earth" and
“earth-and only the earth-provides the ‘strength’ or ‘force’ for life,"* for the industrial mode use value
is the product of the machine. But in reality the only "usefulness” which is at the heart of such a mode
of production and reproduction is the sustenance of the technomass of industries. As Homborg argues:
"viewed as in some respects to living biomass, the super human "technomass" of industrial society
must be fed specific kind of substances in order to grow. In industrial system, the structure in relation
to which significant ‘use values’ can be ascertained is that of industrial, not human reproductions.”™
Hornborg further helps us to understand this invisible logic: “"Whereas hunter-gatherers, even in arcas
such as Kalahari desert, may retrieve 9.6 times the encrgy they spend on hunting and gathering.
Industrial agriculture often yields only a fraction of the total, human-orchestrated energy input. Such

a wasteful form of production can only continue so long as it is "subsidized" by an asymmetric world
trade in energy."®

Indian philosopher and scientist C.V. Sheshadri helps us to see this link as well. For Sheshadri,
the second law of thermodynamics works as an energy-quality marker and provides a guide to the
utilisation of resources to the grave detriment of the poor and generally all those who are outside the
structure of opportunities in a country like India. Sheshadri and Balaji argue: "By its very definition,
energy becomes available only through a conversion process and according to the most supreme law
of entropy, a proportion of energy is always lost in such a process. Further, under restricted conditions,
the loss can be minimised and realisation of such condition is, therefore, essential for operating a
process efficiently. At this level, the concept, viz. energy cannot be viewed separate from its use and
itself becomes a criterion for deciding the value of resources for utilisation processes at hand. Energy
becomes a quality marker in resource utilisation in the same way that money become a marker in



exchange”.* But encrgy as valuc docs not simply dccide the nature of utilisation of resources, it also
determinces the dircction of flow of resources. As Sahashrabudhey intcrprets: "Modem energetic is only

a tool 10 allocatc resources so as to promotc modem industry and modem life style at enormous costs
to thosc outsidc thc modem structures.”"’

The Dialectic Between Globalisation and Localisation:
Towards a Recovery of the Principle of Shakti

Industrialism has an in-built need for “thermodynamics of imperialism” and its globalisation
has eroded autonomous modes of livelihood both within the West and East. The result has been
devastating and wc have secn this with specific reference to women. The predicament of women in
contcmporary global restructuring is not confined to them; it is a mirror of the all- pervasive process
of dislocation and disruption that both woman and men are subject to. In meditating upon
contemporary predicament the last the feminists should do is 10 put a purdah around the so-called
women's issucs. It is the dialectic between identity and difference which constitutes both our
dislocation and dream today. The multiple-level transformation that is taking place in the contemporary

world can hardly be captured by any form of essentialism. It is perhaps for this reason that Beverly
Bumis writcs:

"However, despite the polarisation and the persistence of political issues, the
technocratic system is a unified system, and one which unites, even as it divides,
experts and non-experts, men and women, whites and non-whites core and periphery.
Although expert sector and non-expert sector women may face different specific
issues, the more fundamental political questions which they confront are similar, and
concern the structuring of technocratic organisations and the world-wide technocratic
system. These concemns center around confronting polarisation, centralisation, and
gender bias of technocratic organisations, none of which is inevitable."®

But in confronting this common task Burris nonetheless argues that women can bring their
ventage point to bear upon in this task of epochal reconstruction. Burris thinks that “marginality within
technocracy can be an advantage for women, well situating them to challenge technocratic nommns,
substituting feminist values and organisational forms."® For Burris, "Women's enhanced sense of
connectedness, socially and ecologically, provides the basis for a moral vision which can serve as an
important corrective to the limitations of scientific rationality."®

Burris’ arguments and hopes are shared by many feminists. One of the most creative among
them is Vandana Shiva. Shiva argues that the mechanical world view of modemity, which has spelt
the "Death of Nature”, 'has also involved a radical conceptual shift away from the traditional Indian
commological view of {animate and inanimate] "nature as prakriti”, as "activity and diversity" and as
an "expression of shakti, the feminine and creative principle of commos,” which "in conjunction with
the masculine principle [purusha)... creates the world."® Shiva pleads for a recovery of the feminine
principle of Shakti in order to reintegrate the division caused by science and technology.

From another perspective C.V. Sheshadri also pleads for a revitalisation of the principle of
shakti to find a way out of the entropic model of development. Sheshadri finds problems with the
second law of thermodynamics which is at the centre of modem industrial and technological
development. Sheshadri secks 10 develop a new energy-quality marker which he calls shakri. Sheshadri
develops his concept of “shakti” with the postulate of mass-energy:

"All forms of energy has mass equivalents [with suitable dimensionalising factors].
Thus the internal energy or energy combustion of a material can be considered to have
equivalents in terms of mass. This enables us to redefine a new class of property
functions, shakti, that combines mass and energy in such a way that the quality
markers can be assigned to various materials for comparison on a common basis,
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Shakti is a property that combines the energy of combustion and, say, the food value
of the material. It should be noted that combustion is a highly irreversible reaction that
oxidiscs thc material rapidly and edibility is akin to combustion [cspecially of
carbohydrates] but goes through a scries of slower steps with conditions closer to
reversibility, and leading to the same end products. Hence in defining onc kind of
shakti, we have really used the same oxidizing property of the materials. It should also
be noticed that shakti is defined as a class of propenty functions thai can combinc
various kinds of cnergy and their mass equivalents."*

Sheshadri’s model of shakti as a ncw cnergy-quality marker proposcs a transformative view
of the human condition with a motion of timc which is not only unidircctional and reversible, but also
reversible and cyclical. It might seem an anachronism to juxtaposc Shiva’s idca of shakti and
Sheshadri’s but there are connections between them which are not difficult to identify. As a
technologist Shcshadri provides us an altemative 10 the dominant industrial paradigm. Sheshadri's
transformational model of Shakti can cnable us to transform cven the “waste” produced from cnergy
generation to something useful. As Sheshadn argues:

"It is possible to conceive of interconnection or processcs which would convernt what
is ‘rejected’ to cnvironment, the ‘waste’ from energy use, into food. For example, the
off gas, the waste from combustion of fossil fuels [to generate useful energy] may be
used in food production. Thus, we amive at an important concept, namely that in a
country like ours, ‘waste’ is a free good, a resource. The whole science, or knowledge
system, will have to be modificd to suit this view which enables use of waste as
resource."*

From a cosmological point of view shakti is primarily concemed with the "capacity to bring
forth life".* After all the debates in feminism about essentialism and universlism it is this "capacity
to bring forth life" that still works as the differentiating attribute of women. Even though it is true that
we are all hermaphrodites in some degree the revitalisation of this principle of shakti within all of us,
including the males, requires an appreciation of this distinctive feminine principle of shaksi. 1t is the
culture of shakti -- its creativity and urge for synthesis -- that we badly need today in our current
phase of globalisation which is bent upon making money and power the hegemonic language of the
human condition. It only can introduce the much needed reflexivity to the dialectic between
globalisation and localisation and can enable us to preserve our own cultura! frame of production and
reproduction in the face of the global onslaught of the new economy.” Universalisation of this
principle of shakti would provide us a creative altemative to the "flawed universlism® of technocracy.
This is a daunting task and at present can be best looked on as an utopia, given the actual asymmetries
of the contemporary world. But we need high ideals before us and as we revitalise our own principles
of shakti to take a step towards this creative realisation it would be helpful to realise that:

"General-purpose money was the universal solvent which gave Western industry
access to energy resources of the Third World.... As the ancient ‘loop’ by which
living-time was exchanged for food came to be mediated by industry, life had to be
redefined as ‘labour’. Perhaps, in the long run, the only way to liberate human bodies
and soul from the grip of this parasitic, synthetic [industrial] biomass is to refuse to
define nature as ‘raw materials’ and ‘life as labour’. Such a cosmological shift might
make us stop rewarding ‘production’ {i.e. destruction] for its own sake."”
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