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Course Description 

This course examines the role of women workers, and gender more broadly, in the global economy. We will focus on women in the global South, examining how and why female labor has been such an important part of many countries’ economic growth and development strategies, as well as why women workers have been critical to the process of increased trade and economic integration frequently referred to as globalization. 

The course is divided into three main sections. First, we will look at the key concepts that orient this course—globalization, gender, and development—and we will ask what these terms mean, and how they relate to each other. The second and most extensive section of the course focuses on women in the global factory. To understand the role of women in today’s manufacturing sector, we will focus in some detail on Mexico’s border assembly plants, or maquiladoras. One of the earliest examples of offshore export-processing, the maquilas are also the most extensively studied, and as our discussion of the so-called “maquila murders” in Ciudad Juárez suggests, one of the most controversial. To put the maquiladoras in global perspective, however, we will also read about women working in export factories in Asia, and we will spend some time comparing China’s special economic zones and Mexico’s maquiladoras. Finally, in the third section of the course we turn from manufacturing industries to the global service sector. After studying so-called “pink collar” workers in the Caribbean and call center workers in India, we will conclude by looking at two of the oldest and most feminized types of labor in the global economy, domestics (maids and nannies) and sex workers.

Course Format

This class will be run as a cross between a lecture course and a discussion-intensive seminar. What this means is that I will use the beginning of each class (sometimes 15 minutes, sometimes 45 minutes) to put a particular reading in context, provide background information that supplements the reading, or explain a particularly challenging part of the day’s assigned text(s). After that, we will have a general discussion in which all questions and contributions are welcome. Each week, one student will be designated to be the “discussion leader”; this job entails having a set of questions or observations about the reading ready, in case our discussion stalls or is slow to take off.

There are three books available for purchase at the CU bookstore: Spirits of Resistance and Capitalist Discipline by Aihwa Ong, Gender and the South China Miracle by Ching Kwan Lee, and Genders in Production by Leslie Salzinger. All other assigned readings will be available online or at the CULearn site for this course, so that you can access and print these materials on your own. We will view five films during class time over the course of the semester. These 

movies are an integral part of the learning experience provided by this course, so if you miss one, you will need to make arrangements to view the videos independently. 

Here are the components of the course on which you will be graded:

Attendance and participation (25% of final grade)

Attendance will be taken regularly. More than three unexcused absences will negatively impact your final grade. Also, please note that ten or more unexcused absences will result in an automatic failure of the course. While regular attendance is a necessary component of earning the maximum attendance and participation credit for this course, it is not a sufficient one: Students are also expected to actively participate in discussion and demonstrate familiarity with the readings. This doesn’t mean that I expect you to show up having understood everything in the assigned reading, but it does mean that I expect you to have read and engaged the material by formulating questions about what you didn’t understand and/or developing criticisms about what you did. 

If you’re not sure what I mean by “engaging the material,” here are some useful questions to ask yourself while you’re reading: What is the main argument or idea of this text?  How convinced am I? What kind of data or other evidence does the author use to illustrate her point or defend her position? Is a different interpretation of that data plausible? As the course proceeds, an important part of engaging the material will be thinking about the relationship between the week’s assigned readings and other course material—so, for example, how does Salzinger’s description of women workers in Mexico’s maquiladoras differ from Fernandez-Kelly’s? What are the similarities and differences between export-processing factories in Latin America and Asia? How is “pink collar” work (such as call centers) different from factory work? 

I hope that everyone will feel comfortable contributing to our class discussion, but there will also be opportunities to earn participation points via written as well as oral expression. I will periodically provide topics or questions for comment using the “journal topic” option in the discussion section of CU Learn. Your journal responses can either be submitted to me privately or shared with the class—either way, informed and thoughtful electronic contributions to our ongoing discussion will also count towards your participation grade.

Take-home midterm Exam (15% of final grade) 

This short take-home exam, which is due on March 2nd, will evaluate your understanding of the material up through the first half of the course and will also help prepare you for writing the short paper that is due during our last class meeting. 

Short paper (25% of final grade) 

You will be asked to write one short (maximum 6 pages) paper on a topic related to the readings and or/films. The due date for this paper, which is also listed below on the syllabus, is April 29. Papers are due at the beginning of the class meeting and will not be accepted after class begins. Please note that the paper must be submitted in hard copy format. No assignments will be accepted via email. 

Final Exam (35% of final grade)

The cumulative final exam, which will be open book and open note, is scheduled for the evening of Monday. May 4th. All students must take the exam on this date. Please be sure to keep this in mind when making your end of the semester travel plans.

Course Policies

Late work: No late papers will be accepted without a doctor’s excuse of illness or other documentation of legitimate emergency. (Printer problems do not qualify.) If you know ahead of time of a conflict, you may see me about the possibility of an extension. 

Disabilities and Accommodations: If you qualify for accommodations because of a disability, please submit to me a letter from Disability Services as soon as possible so that we can be sure your needs are addressed. 

Religious holidays: Campus policy regarding religious observances requires that faculty make every effort to deal reasonably and fairly with all students who, because of religious obligations, have conflicts with scheduled exams, assignments or required attendance. To the best of my knowledge, the due dates for assignments in this course do not conflict with religious holidays, but please see me as soon as possible if you have a question or concern about this. Students who may miss a recitation meeting for religious observance should inform the teaching assistant ahead of time.  

Honor Code: All students of the University of Colorado at Boulder are responsible for knowing and adhering to the academic integrity policy of this institution. All incidents of academic misconduct shall be reported to the Honor Code Council. Students who are found to be in violation of the academic integrity policy will be subject to both academic sanctions from the faculty member and non-academic sanctions (including but not limited to university probation, suspension, or expulsion). Serious violations of the honor code (e.g. plagiarism) will result in failure of the course.

Course Syllabus and Schedule

Part I: Gender, Globalization and Development

January 12: Introduction to the course

McMichael, Phil (2000) “Development and the Global Marketplace.” In Development and Social Change. Thousand Oaks, CA: Sage.

January 14: Thinking about the global economy

Film, “The Global Assembly Line”

January 21: What do we mean by globalization and what does gender have to do with it?

Fröbel, Folker, Jürgen Heinrichs, and Otto Kreyes (1978) “The new international division of labour.” Social Science Information 17(1): 123-142.

Moghadam, Valentine (2000) “Gender and the Global Economy.” Pp. 128-160 in Myra Marx Ferree, Judith Lorber and Beth Hess, eds. Revisioning Gender. New York: AltaMira Press.

January 26: Nimble fingers and other answers to the question, why women? Yesterday…

Elson, Diane and Ruth Pearson (1981) “Nimble Fingers Make Cheap Workers: An Analysis of Women’s Employment in Third World Export Manufacturing.” Feminist Review 7: 87-107.

Safa, Helen (1981) “Runaway Shops and Female Employment: The Search for Cheap Labor.” Signs 7(2): 418-433.

January 28: …and today

Carraway, Terri (2007) “From Cheap Labor and Export-Oriented Industrialization to the Gendered Political Economy Approach.” In Assembling Women: The Feminization of Global Manufacturing. Ithaca: Cornell University Press. 

Part II: Women in the Global Factory 

February 2 and 4: The Birth of Mexico’s Maquiladoras

Fernandez-Kelly, María Patricia (1983) For We Are Sold, I and My People: Women and Industry in Mexico’s Frontier. Albany, NY: SUNY Press, chaps 6 and 7.

February 9: Voices from the Maquiladoras

Iglesias Prieto, Norma (1997) Beautiful Flowers of the Maquiladora: Life Histories of Women Workers in Tijuana. Austin: University of Texas Press, chaps. 3-5.

February 16: Introducing gender, or from why women to how women

Salzinger, Leslie (2003 ) Genders in Production: Making Workers in Mexico’s Global Factories. Berkeley: University of California Press, chaps. 2 and 3.

February 18: The View from the Inside, part 1

Salzinger, chap. 4.

February 23: The View from the Inside, part 2

Salzinger, chaps. 5 and 6.

February 25: Meanwhile in the Maquila Capital…

Gapsar de Alba, Alicia (2003) “The Maquiladora Murders, 1993-2003.” Aztlán 28(2): 1-17.

Nathan, Debbie (1997) “Work, Sex and Danger in Ciudad Juárez.” NACLA Report on the Americas 33(3): 24-30. 

Thompson, Ginger (2002) “Wave of Women’s Killings Confound Juárez,” New York Times, December 10.

Take-home exam question distributed.

March 2: In Search of Juárez’s Missing Girls and Women 

Film, “Señorita Extraviada”

Take-home exam due.

March 4: Is there a Maquila Connection to Femicide in Juárez?

Fregoso, Rosa Linda (2000) “Voices Without Echo: The Global Gendered Apartheid.” Emergences 10(1): 137-155.

Volk, Steven S. and Marian E. Schlotterbeck (2007) “Gender, Order and Femicide: Reading the Popular Culture of Murder in Ciudad Juárez.” Aztlán 32(1): 53-86.

March 9: Indonesia’s “Factory Daughters” at work….

Wolf, Diane (1992) Factory Daughters: Gender, Household Dynamics and Rural Industrialization in Java. Berkeley: University of California Press, chaps. 2 and 5.

March 11: …and at home

Wolf, chaps 8 and 9.

March 16 and 18: Spirit Possession among Women Workers in Malaysia 

Ong, Aiwha (1987) Spirits of Resistance and Capitalist Discipline. Albany: SUNP Press, chap. 5 and chaps. 7-9.

March 30 and April 1: The New Workshop of the World

Krugman, Paul (1997) “In Praise of Cheap Labor: Bad Jobs at Bad Wages are Better than No Jobs at All.” Slate, April 27; available online at http://www.slate.com/id/1918.

Nagi, Pun (2005) Made in China: Women Factory Workers in a Global Workplace. Durham: Duke University Press, chap. 2.

Film, “Mardi Gras: Made in China”

April 6 and 8: The Role of Dagongmei in the Chinese Miracle

Lee, Ching Kwan (1998) Gender and the South China Miracle. Berkeley: University of California Press, chaps. 3-6.

Part III: Women in the Global Service Sector

April 13: From the factory floor to the call center

Patel Reena (2006) “Working the Night Shift: Gender and the Global Economy. ACME 5(1): 9-27.

Film, “Nalini by Day, Nancy by Night”

April 15: Data Processing in the Caribbean

Freeman, Carla (1993) “Designing Women: Corporate Discipline and Barbados' Off-Shore Pink Collar Sector.” Cultural Anthropology. Vol. 8 (2):169-186. 

April 18 and 20: What makes domestic work different?

Constable, Nicole (2002) Filipina Workers in Hong Kong Homes: Household Rules and Relations. Pp. 115-141 in Global Woman: Nannies, Maids and Sex Workers in the New Economy, Barbara Ehrenriech and Arlie Hochschild, eds.New York: Henry Holt & Co.

Parreñas, Rhacel Salazar (2001) Servants of Globalization: Women, Migration and Domestic Work. Stanford: Stanford University Press, chap. 6.

April 22 and 27: Migrant Workers and Transnational Families

Parreñas, chaps. 3 and 4.

Film, “Maid in America”

Short Paper due April 27.

April 29: Sex Work

Epstein, Helen (2002) “The Hidden Causes of AIDS.” New York Review of Books 49(8), May 9.

Shah, Svati (2003) “Sex Work in the Global Economy.” New Labor Forum 12(1): 74-81.

Final Exam on Monday, May 4th from 7:30-10:00 PM.
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