Globalisation, social responsibility and African women

By having to bear the social costs of globalisation, women are subsidising the entire system. Only by empowering themselves politically can they put an end to this patriachial, male-driven process.

By Nancy Kachingwe
________________________________________________________________________
ANY discussion on social responsibility, poverty or globalisation, on building coalitions and social innovations cannot be gender-blind. Gender inequalities, with the attendant low status of women (which prevents them from participating and organising), are a factor in the creation of poverty. By holding back women's advancement, we are holding back the advancement of our societies as a whole. 

If we are saying that corporations and governments are no longer shouldering their social responsibilities, then who is doing this? Globalisation has brought in new dimensions to the problem of gender inequality. Through globalisation, corporations and the state are divesting themselves of their responsibilities. The burden of responsibility is now being passed on to those who do not have a voice to defend their interests, and women form the largest category of that group. 

Women are oppressed, denied access to the political realms and marginalised from the formal economy where the real opportunities exist. So they do not have the power to protest against an economic model that not only deprives them of opportunities for self-realisation but, in addition, shifts to them the entire burden of maintaining social cohesion within families and communities. By having to bear the social costs of globalisation, they are also subsidising the entire system. 

With globalisation, especially in poor countries, millions of dollars are being made everyday on the backs of women's unpaid labour and uncosted time. Women are having 

to work longer hours and make greater sacrifices to try to fill in the vacuum that has been left by the withdrawal of the state in terms of social security, health care and so forth. Public social programmes in many countries are now being eroded. While in developing countries we see the growth of highly profitable sectors such as tourism, overall, business remains a male-dominated domain, and women generally occupy unskilled, low-paid jobs. Therefore, despite their critical social role, women are not seeing any returns from the system. They remain poor, exploited and disempowered. 

Women’s empowerment 

Bridging the gender gap should be the benchmark for measuring whether governments, corporations or programmes are making the contribution to social development that they should. This is the yardstick for measuring such development, but there is also now a moral and social debt owed to women for what they have had to do to protect societies from the devastating consequences of the past 20 years of irresponsible policies. 

For women, the time has come to institute our own coup d'etat. This involves empowering ourselves politically and asserting ourselves as leaders. This is the only way if we want an end to the violations, abuse and exploitation of patriarchal, male-driven processes like globalisation. We have to become leaders and establish our presence in the political and economic realm which is the centrestage for deciding who gets what, where and when. 

As Africans, our aspirations for self-reliance are as strong as they were 30 years ago. Our dream is to see our resources used for the benefit of our communities and future generations. Trade is the key to that process, but globalisation, which is not about trade but about control, continues to cheat us of a better life and a better future, rnaking us prisoners of poverty, with all the disastrous consequences. 

'Globalisation is not the answer’
It is said that rather than complain, Africans should be thinking about how to benefit from the immense opportunities offered by globalisation, and there are even some Africans who feel this is the case. Of course, this kind of reasoning feeds on our lack of confidence in ourselves and each other, so that we see ourselves as the problem. Even though the solutions to our situation lie within ourselves, that should also include an outright rejection of an externally designed plan which works against us. 

If Africans want to move forward in development, then we have to focus our energy on finding ways so that we, as a continent, can again become the mistresses and masters of our own destiny. In particular, how do we regain control in the sphere of economic policy, which is where attempts on poverty eradication need to start? 

Globalisation is not the answer to fighting poverty. Making today's corporations more responsible is not the answer to uplifting people's lives. The answer to poverty is to allow as many people as possible, men and women, to access, use and control all the resources that their nations are endowed with in order to be prosperous. These include land, capital, knowledge, information and technology. 

The only way to do this is through a combination of coherent, well-managed interventions at the macro and micro levels which are guided and finely tuned to the peculiarities of each nation and its peoples. The process is complex and needs to take account of historical, cultural and social factors. 

The anti-globalisation movement, which now spans north, south, east and west, holds that globalisation and social responsibility are a contradiction in terms. Much of the poverty that exists today is the result of gross irresponsibility from irresponsible corporations who are lobbying for irresponsible policies to be implemented by irresponsible governments and politicians. Globalisation, which rides on neo-liberal economic theories, is not a socially responsible way of creating a global economic order –nor is it meant to be, for that matter. 

Globalisation is enabling a small group of elites to make incredibly large amounts of  money in a very short time at unspeakable human and environmental costs. In this case, what could possibly compel these people to fulfil any social or moral obligation towards society? If a person or group can make so much money in so short a time, the kind of pragmatic arguments (such as enlightened self-interest) that have traditionally prompted businesses to 'give back to the community' no longer holds any sway. The truth in today's world is that if you can get wealthy enough, quickly enough, by whatever means, you probably don't have to worry about the consequences of how that wealth was acquired. In fact, the great thing about globalisation is that you can be greedy and getaway with it if you are greedy enough! This is why it has been said that 'The prison is full of little criminals put away by the big ones.' 

But the problem is not just corporations. Globalisation is also encouraging increasing irresponsibility on the part of the state or the government. Consequently, under globalisation, we see corruption, we see the dismantling of welfare systems, we see the suppression of people's most fundamental rights, we see communities alienated from the lands where they have lived for centuries, we see unfair taxation, we see wholesale sell-offs of national assets, all ushered through by governing elites and all with terrible consequences for humankind. 
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