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Gender on the large scale

Most discussions of gender concern the personal: issues such as identities,
motherhood and child-rearing, family life, sexuality, and their patholo-
gies, such as prejudice, domestic violence and rape. We have already seen
reasons to go beyond this. To understand personal relations, we must
take into account institutions, economies, ideologies and governments.
Chapter 5 outlined an approach to the structure of gender relations. This
chapter applies the same approach to gender relations on the very large
scale: in corporations, governments and global society.

The gendered corporation

The corporation is the dominant form of economic organization in con-
temporary society, the key institution of developed capitalism. There
were 5.7 million corporations in the United States in 2005, according to
taxation statistics. Most were small, but more than 2,000 held assets
over $2.5 billion dollars each. Transnational corporations are the main
players in the international economy. The biggest have workforces in the
hundreds of thousands, such as Toyota with 299,000 workers in 2007;
profits (and sometimes losses) in the tens of billions, such as Exxon
Mobil with $39.5 billion profit in 2007; and annual revenues bigger than
the entire national product of small countries.

Corporations are gendered institutions, with a gendered history.
‘Companies’ of merchants in early modern Europe were entirely com-
posed of men. When ownership began to be divided up and became itself




a kind of commodity, with the creation of joint-stock companies and the
first stock exchanges in the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries, these
too were socially defined as men’s institutions. The creation ;f the
modern form of capital was thus part of the historical process that
created a masculinized public realm, which also included the emerging
libera! state, and organs of public opinion such as the press.

This went for a long time unguestioned. When, in the nineteenth
century, middle-class women in the rich countries challenged their excly-
sion from universities and the professions, there was no comparable
demand for entry to business management. The gender pattern of the
corpora.tion itself only came into focus in the 1970s, when liberal and
academic feminism challenged organization theory. The change is marked
by the work of Rosabeth Kanter in the United States, whose Men and
Women of the Corporation appeared in 1977. Kanter criticized the
absence' of gender awareness in organization research, and showed how
gepder issues mattered, even for the minority of women who did make
it into the corporate hierarchy.

Over the next three decades, social research on corporate life accu-
mulated, and a theory of ‘gendered organizations’ emerged in the global
metropole. Some of the studies have already been mentioned:
Hochg:hild’s (1983) research on ‘emotion work’ in airlines and debé
agencies, and Pringle’s (1989) study of secretaries. Some of the best
.research has focused on the world of manual workers in large-scale
industries. The sociologist Miriam Glucksmann wrote a wonderful
account of British factory life in Women on the Line (1982). This was
tfased on seven months’ participant observation in a motor vehicle com-
ponent assembly plant, and gives a vivid picture of the corporate hier-
archy, daily life on the shop floor, and the connections with home life
There was a rigid gender division of labour in this plant. Women werf;
employed in the low-paid routine jobs only, promotion was blocked
men could get twice the wage for doing easier jobs: ‘It was obvious tha;
the only qualification you needed for a better job was to be a man.’ The
women were disillusioned about men, and supported each other in.dailv
conflicts with male supervisors. But their poverty, fatigue, household
dcmagds and the gender segregation of working-class life m::tde effective
organizing almost impossible.

Gender divisions are equally strong in corporate agriculture, which is
now tifanstFming rural life across the world. A fascinating or,al-history
stu.dy' in Chile by Heidi Tinsman (2000} describes the export-oriented
fruit mdt'xstry created under the Pinochet dictatorship. The companies
engaged in this business recruited women workers on a large scale. But
the’consequences were not all as expected. Rural women’s commzu;d of
an income and ability to make shopping trips and purchasing decisions

changed the balance of power with husbands. The segregated work
groups created by the employers provided-an alternative to domestic
isolation, and led to new relationships among women. In both respects,
the process eroded the dictatorship’s official maternalist ideology.

Gender hierarchies are not just ‘tradition’; they are in many cases
deliberately introduced and actively defended. That was shown in Cynthia
Cockburn’s classic study of British printing workers, Brothers (1983).
David Collinson, David Knights and Margaret Collinson in Marnaging
to Discriminate (1990) found the same thing in British white-collar work
in the insurance industry. For instance, a manager opposed to promoting
women justified his hostility by the idea (possibly correct!) that the cus-
tomers, also men, would not like it.

Research such as this underpinned the development of a theory of
gendered organizations, which emerged at the end of the 1980s in the
work of Joan Acker in the United States, Peta Tancred in Canada, Clare
Burton in Australia, and British researchers such as the Collinsons and
Jeff Hearn {(collected in Mills and Tancred’s Gendering Organizational
Analysis, 1992). The key idea was that gender discrimination is not an
accidental feature of a basically gender-neutral bureaucracy, that can be
fixed by changing a few attitudes. Gender is a structural feature of cor-
porate life, linked to gender relations in other sectors of society, that
shapes job definitions, understandings of ‘merit’ and promotion, man-
agement techniques, marketing and a whole lot more.

The analysis of gender in workplaces has become steadily more sophis-
ticated since those beginnings, with increasing attention to the extent of
unintentional gendering, and the dynamic character of gender at the level
of personal interaction within organizations (Martin 2006). A classic
example is provided by a study of Iralian corporations by Sylvia Gherardi
and Barbara Poggio (2001). Women were arriving at a management level
here; but as they did, a ‘dance’ of adjustment and compromise occurred,
and the gender order seemed to close around them.

In the United States, significant numbers of women have now reached
middle management, and there is endless discussion of the ‘glass ceiling’
which prevents their getting into top-level management. In 19971 the US
Congress set up a 21-person Glass Ceiling Commission to investigate the
problem. They found that, among the biggest corporations in the United

States, 97 per cent of senior managers were White, and 95 to 97 per cent -

were men. Of the top 1,000 companies, 2 had women CEOs. That is,
one-fifth of 1 per cent of big corporations had a woman in the top job.
This was cited as a sign of progress.

The Commission artributed this situation to a set of ‘barriers’ which
prevent access to high places. They include: unsuitable or inadequate
educational background; prejudice and bias on the part of men in power;




career pat.hsv that divert women from the main promotion pipeline; poor
anti-discrimination enforcement by government; inadequate infom,laptic

abou§ the .problem; inadequate publicity; and fear of loss amon Wh'tn
men in mlddlg management. Evidently the reasons for the absgence lo‘;
women and minority men from top management have to do with broad
f@af:qres 9f business organizations, and deeply entrenched patterns of
division in the workplace - just as the sociologists had been sayin
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Capitalism is a turbulent economic system; markets expand and col-
lapse, industries rise and fall, corporations restructure themselves in
search of profit. One of the most important of these changes, the rise of
transnational corporations, will be considered later in the chapter; here
I will simply note that transnational management grew out of manage-
ment structures in the rich countries of the global metropole. The kind
of change mapped by Roper seems to be common. The nototious case
of the Enron Corporation, the Texas-based pipeline company that
became a huge ‘new economy’ energy trader, and collapsed with a huge
stink in 2001, is an example. Enron epitomized the style of hard-driving,
profit-centred management that had little respect for its workforce or for
business ethics, provided it could rake in profits and bonuses (Fox 2003).
A similar kind of masculinity appears in studies of financial trading
floors, though as Peter Levin (2001) notes, it is expressed in different
ways depending on fluctuations in the pace of work.

When Rosabeth Kanter studied women in corporations in the 1970s,
she found that the social pressures they were under tended to reinforce
traditional femininity. When Judy Wajcman (1999) studied both women
and men managers in globally oriented high-technology firms in the
1990s, she found the women were under heavy pressure to act just like
the men: work the long hours, fight in the office wars, put pressure on
their subordinates and focus on profit. In order to survive in this world,
the women managers had to restructure their domestic lives so they too
could shed responsibilities for child care, cooking and housework.
Wajcman found no truth in the widespread belief that women coming
into management would bring a more caring, nurturant or humane style
to the job. It is not surprising that she called her book Managing Like
a Man.

From the point of view of gender justice, the picture in top manage-
ment looks bleak. The picture is equally bleak when we look at the
owners of big capital. Mike Donaldson and Scott Poynting, in Ruling
Class Men {(2007), pulled together many sources of information to draw
a picture of the social life and culture of the corporate rich, .and the
picture is not pretty. These men have lives that are materially privileged
but socially cut off, have family relationships where women are mostly
consigned to being decorative and producing heirs, and practice a delib-
erate ‘toughening’ of the young men who will take control of family
fortunes.

What about the situation lower down the hierarchy, among the people
who actually do the corporations’ labour? Here the situation is unques-
tionably more varied, as corporations have assembled socially diverse
workforces. An excellent world-wide review of ethnographies of work-
place gender, put together by Winifred Poster (2002), emphasizes not
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The gendered state
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The centres of state pOWEL the top decision-making units, are heavily
masculine, and women’s interests are represented in more peripheral
agencies than men’s INLerests.

s The state makes policies concerned with gender issues. As these poli-

cies are put into effect, the state regulates gender relations in the
wider society. This is not a minor aspect of what the state does. It
involves many policy areas, from housing through education to crimi-
nal justice and the military. :

s+ This activity not only regulates existing gender relations. The state’s

activity also helps constitute gender relations and form gender
identities. An important example is the role of repressive laws and
state-backed medicine in creating the category of ‘the homosexual’
i1 the late nineteenth century. The categories of ‘husband’ and ‘wife’
are also partly constituted by state action, through mechanisms
ranging from marriage laws to tax policy.

s Because of these activities and capacities, the state is the key target

in gender politics. It is the focus of most political mobilization on
gender issues, as pressure groups and popular movements try to reach
their goals via the state. Indeed, the rise of the liberal state was the
focus of a historic change in the form of gender politics, which
became mass politics for the first time in the nineteenth century.

e Since gender relations are marked by crisis tendencies and structural

change, the state as the heart of gendered power is itself liable to
crisis and change. Crisis tendencies which impinge on the state include
problems of legitimation to do with men’s violence, and tensions
arising from the gender division of labour (‘equal opportunity’ and
the ‘glass ceiling’ for women}. :

These conclusions were drawn from a considerable amount of research
on politics and bureaucracies, and they have a certain solidity and
realism. But they also have limitations, which are easier to see NOW,
especially when we look beyond the global metropole.

First, the state is only one of society’s centres of power. A traditional
definition of the state 1s the institution that holds a monopoly of the
legitimate use of force in a given territory. But this ignores the domestic
violence of husbands towards wives, a widespread practice which used
to be wholly legitimate and which only recently has been broadly
contested.

Can we regard husbands as a ‘power’? Conventional political analysis
does not recognize 2 husbands’ party. In @ patriarchal gender order,
however, husbands’ interests in their wives’ sexual and domestic services
are institutionalized on a society-wide basis. This 1s a power {0 which

state agencies have repeatedly accommodated. Wendy Hollway (1994)
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rational calculation, suppressed emotions, and was capable of rolling
over local communities and traditions. (At least, that is how I interpret
Ashis Nandy’s critique of the modernizing state [Nandy 1987].)

The Turkish state, the first modern Yepublic in the Islamic world, was
a particularly important model. General Mustafa Kemal, a hero of the
First World War, came to power at a time of absolute crisis, drove out
occupying forces in what amounted to a war of independence, and led
a modernizing elite in setting up a secular state. Emancipation of women
was on his agenda, and women now have a presence in the Turkish state
greater than in Arab countries; vet a masculinized military has remained
a dominant force in the republic. As Sinclair-Webb {2000) shows in a
very interesting ethnographic study, military service in Turkey is a rite
of passage into manhood, connected with national identity. But it is also
a site of tension: professional soldiers, especially the officers, regard the
conscripts as poor material. The army, that is to say, does not rely on
an already-established masculinity, but tries to shape young men in a
new mould. This agenda is, however, running into difficulty — partly
from the Kurdish rebellion, partly from the rise of political Islam, and
partly from cultural change among youth.

The state is not only a mechanism of authority and force. It is also the
site where social interests are articulated and rights claimed. ‘Manhood
suffrage’ was the goal of democratic movements in nineteenth-century
Europe, connected with the idea of a family wage and the working man
as head-of-household. State guarantees of civil rights provided the context
for the emergence of alternative masculinities in the metropole in the
later twentieth century. Homosexual masculinities provide the best-
known example. Equally interesting is the institution of Zivildienst, civil-
ian service, introduced in 1973 as an alternative to military conscription
in Germany, which recognized committed non-violent masculinities. It is
now chosen by more young men than military service.

Equally we need to acknowledge the complexity of women’s relation-
ships with the state. Julia O’Connor, Ann Orloff and Sheila Shaver in
States, Markets, Families {1999) survey gender and welfare policy in four
industrialized countries. They confirm how apparently gender-neutral
policies actually have gender effects. For instance, retirement income
systems may make better provision for people who have a continuous
employment career (who happen to be mostly men) than for people who
have done a lot of unpaid domestic work (mostly women). It is clear that
the women’s movement has been a force in welfare debates but its influ-
ence has been uneven. Different areas of state policy may show different
gender patterns. The United States, for instance, has relatively poor
income security for women, but relatively strong legal support for

women’s ‘body rights’.
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In some cases the exclusion of women is explicit. Yemen (since its
reunification) has been described as the most oppressive country in the
world for women, though Saudi Arabia runs it close. The Wahhabi sect
of Islam that predominates in this region is as implacably opposed to
women having authority as the Catholic’sect of Christianity is to women
being priests. Nayereh Tohidi’s (1991) narrative of feminist politics in
Shi’ite Iran shows how assertive attitudes among women there were seen
as evidence of the corruption of religion and culture by Western influ-
ences. In other cases the exclusion of women is a matter of practice, not
dogma. Most post-colonial states have been dependent on multinational
corporations, so have been operating in an economic environment domi-
nated by men. Singapore, one of the striking success stories of dependent
capitalist development, has also created one of the most monolithic
patriarchies in post-colonial government.

Yet the current is not all one way. There is also a history of women’s
activism in Muslim countries. In certain cases — Pakistan, Turkey and
Indonesia — women have become prominent political leaders. The post-
colonial state in India has provided a political environment in which a
strong feminist movement could develop. And it is striking that, of
the five successor states to the British Indian empire, three have had
women prime ministers and a fourth nearly did. One of these was
the first elected woman head of government in the world: Sirimavo
Bandaranaike, elected prime minister of Sri Lanka in 1960. The one who
was nearly head of government, Aung San Suu Kyi, is (at the time of
writing} still in detention because the military men controlling Burma
fear her so much.

In the countries which were once the imperial centres and are now
the financial centres of the global economy, feminist movements have
had a good many legal and constitutional victories. There have been
defeats, too, such as the attempt in the 1970s to embed gender equality
in the US constitution. Broadly, however, equal formal rights between
women and men have been won. They include the right to vote, the right
to own property, the right to take legal action, equal employment oppor-
tunity, and so on. The old form of state patriarchy, with masculine
authority embedded in bureaucratic hierarchies, proved vulnerable to
feminist challenge.

But the state has been changing recently, in ways that seem to make
power less accountable to women (Yeatman 1990). New agendas of
‘reform’ have privatized many state services, and make remaining public
services operate more like corporations. As Néstor Garcia Canclini
(1999: 13) observed, under neoliberalism the main decistons that shape
everyday life ‘are taken in places that are inaccessible and difficult to

identify’.
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Gender in world society
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Transnationalization is happening in all the structures of gender rela-
tions defined in chapter 5. The economic relations between women and
men can hardly avoid it, in a time where large percentages of national
economies are owned by foreigners, large sections of industry are depen-
dent on foreign trade, and major investment decisions are made by
transnational corporations. The politics of gender must be affected, in a
time- when global competitiveness is pursued via state restructuring and
privatization of public services, and when masculinized military, para-
military and police institutions are coordinated internationally. Emo-
tional relations and sexuality are impacted by migration, population
policies and international travel; the international dimension of gender
in the HIV/AIDS pandemic is impossible to miss (Mane and Aggleton
2001). The symbolism of gender must be affected, as images of masculin-
ity and femininity circulate on a vast scale in global media (fashion,
‘celebrities’, professional sports), while gender ideologies from different
cultures are interwoven by migration and intermarriage. The links that
constitute a global gender order seem to be of two basic types: interac-
tion between local gender orders, and the creation of new arenas of

gender relations.

Interaction between gender orders

Imperial conquest, neo-colonialism and the current world systems of
power, investment, trade and communication have brought very diverse
socleties in contact with each other. The gender orders of those societies
have consequently also been brought in contact with each other.
As 1 have emphasized through this book, this has often been a violent
and disruptive process. Imperialism included an assault on local gender
arrangements which did not fit the colonizers’ templates. Missionaries,
for instance, tried to stamp out the third-gender ‘berdache’ tradition in
North America, and what they saw as women’s promiscuity in Polynesia.
The ‘muu-muu’ dresses sold to thousands of rourists in Hawai’i are far
from being indigenous tradition; they are the legacy of male religious
authorities’ attempts to cover up women’s bodies. Local gender arrange-
ments have also been profoundly re-shaped by profit-making enterprises:
slavery, indentured labour, land seizure and resettlement. In the contem-
porary world, the institutions of masculine violence in different parts of
the world are linked by an international arms trade that amounted
to $US 45.6 billion in 2006 (Stockholm International Peace Research
Institute 2008).
The gender practices re-shaped by such means form new patterns
which are, so to speak, the first level of a global gender order. They are
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gender and imperialism (Midgley 1998), show turbulence in the process,
and sometimes acute tension.

<

New arenas of gender relations

Imperialism and globalization have created institutions that operate on
a world scale. These institutions all have internal gender regimes, and
each gender regime has its gender dynamic — interests, gender politics,
processes of change. World-spanning institutions thus create new arenas
for gender formation and gender dynamics. The most important of
these institutions seem to be transnational corporations, the international
state, global media and global markets. T will comment on each in

turn.

Transnational corporations. Corporations operating in global markets
are now the largest business organizations on the planet. They typically
have a marked, though complex, gender division of labour in their
workforce, as we have seen, and a strongly masculinized management
culture.

Possible changes to managerial masculinity in the new context of
transnational business have been the topic of recent debate and research.
Charlotte Hooper {2000), in a study of the imagery in a business news-
paper, found some evidence of a shift away from a tough, hierarchical
model towards an emphasis on teamwork and high technology. A small
group of interviews with Australian businessmen {Connell and Wood
2005) certainly supported the emphasis on technology, but in other
respects found ambiguous evidence of new patterns. The research
continues.

What is at stake is shown by a study of an international merger of
finance companies in Scandinavia, where gender orders are among the
most egalitarian on earth. Janne Tienari and colleagues (2003) conducted
interviews with the top executives of the merged firms, and found a
remarkable situation. The senior managers were overwhelmingly men,
and basically did not want to hear about gender equality problems. They
took management to be naturally men’s business, ‘constructed according
to the core family and male-breadwinner model’. The researchers think

that the conditions of transnational business intensify the discursive -

construction of managerial masculinity as competitive, mobile and work-
driven — overriding the Scandinavian social discourse of gender equality.
If they are right, the outlook for gender relations in the wider world of

transnational corporations is not good.
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‘gender meanings. The newer media and applications, such as Web-based

marketing, have a rapidly growing global reach.
Some commentators have seen this, as a new frontier for gender

change. The Web especially seems to offer infinite opportunities for
playing with gender meanings, for re-inventing oneself, adopting new
identities, and so on. Certainly websites such as the ‘pro-ana’ sites for
anorexic girls provide an alternative to everyday relationships, and a
cultural context for alternative embodiments.

How far this involves progressive change in gender relations, however,
is debatable. The Internet is flooded with pornographic spam that pro-
motes extremely reactionary views of gender — women presented as
objects of male desire and consumption, men who think their manhood
depends on increasing the size of their penis. The celebrity culture that
is a staple of the international mass media for women is cartoon-like in
its heteronormativity. Sports programming presents an unremitting diet
of competitive, muscular masculinity, The modest excursions into change
represented by programmes such as Queer Eye for the Straight Guy seem
marginal in comparison.

Nor have electronic media proved a major arena for cultural inte-
gration, The English language 1s massively dominant on the Internet, and
most of the cultural assumptions are North American. The US market
shapes international news. Again, there are counter-forces. There is a
large Indian film industry that is gaining international audiences; there
are television stations such as al-Jazeera; the Chinese government (among

others) attempts to control the Internet.

Global markets. It is important to distinguish markets themselves from
the individual corporations that operate in them. International markets
- capital, commodity, service and labour markets — have an increasing
‘reach’ into local economies. They are strongly gender-structured
and are now (with the political triumph of neoliberalism) very weakly
regulated. The gendered character of markets as social institutions is
emerging in recent research, that has revealed an aggressive, misogynist
culture in areas such as commodities, energy, stock and futures
trading.

I will give as one example a passage from an interview with an
Australian finance company executive, one of the few women who actu-
ally worked as a trader in this environment, at the time when the Aus-
tralian economy was being ‘opened’ to international capital movements.
Joyce has clear memories of ‘that very macho culture of the dealing
room’, with its long lunches and high alcohol consumption, a milieu
where aggressive behaviour ‘is just par for the course, that is just accept-
able behaviour, and it is not only accepted, it is expected™
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In the dealing rooms, oh, full of the macho bravado, and the liar's-
poker type environments. Where, you know, they’re [saying) how big
their positions are — the bragging, the womanizing, the whole bit. And
all of which is entirely forgiven because they make a load of money
... it attracts a certain type of person. [How did Joyce survive in this
environment?} I ran a futures book. Futures isn’t sexy these days, but
they were [then] at the sexy end of the market, they were sophisticated,
and people didn’t really understand what you were doing . . . So they
could have thought I was a green tree frog, I knew I was making
money. So to that extent the simplicity of the performance criteria goes
your way. But the culture was very very hostile . . . You’d get the whole
kit-and-caboodle, you know: the nude posters went up, and all this

sort of stuff, the comment on everything you wore, and everything you
did.

Her picrure is like that emerging from some US research on traders (Levin
2001). There is still a lot to be done before this is confirmed as an inter-
national picture; but on the early indications, the spread of market relation-

ships under neoliberalism is not looking like a paradigm of gender
equality.

In these four arenas we can detect elements of an emerging world gender
order. It is imperfectly linked up, and far from homogeneous, but is
already an important presence. lts weight in our lives will undoubtedly
grow.

In chapter 1, I presented some of the statistics of gender inequality
and toxicity on a world scale. The measures are fairly rough, and hardly
ever go beyond the crude classification of people into ‘men’ and ‘women’.
But they are what we currently know. If we had to describe, on a post-
card to a being from another galaxy, the state of gender justice among
humans in the early twenty-first century CE, what would we say?

The great majority of the very rich and powerful on planet Earth are
men. They compete among each other for more wealth and power, and
mobilize workforces of both men and women to do so. There is a good
deal of violence on the planet, most of it by men, and a good part of it
from armed forces, police and prison systems, overwhelmingly composed
of men. Women’s average incomes are a little over half of men’s average
incomes, less than that in the poorest countries. As well as doing an
increasing amount of wage labour, women do most of the world’s care-
giving and unpaid domestic labour, and most of the work of bringing
up young children. Masculinities and femininities are generally con-
structed around these conditions, and many of the planet’s inhabitants
accept them without protest. People who violate accepted patterns of
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