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5 | The invisible heart: care and the global
economy

Nancy Fol-bre

Studies of globalization and its impact on people focus on incomes, employ-

ment, education and other opportunities. Less visible, and often neglected, is

the impact on care and caring labour - the task of providing for dependants,

for children, the sick, the elderly and all the rest of us. Human development

is nourished not only by expanding incomes, schooling, health, empowerment

and a clean environment but also by care. Care, sometimes referred to as

social reproduction, is also essential for economic sustainability.

Globalization is putting a squeeze on care and caring labour, Changes in the

way that men and women use their time put a squeeze on the time available for

care. The fiscal pressures on the state put a resource squeeze on public spend-

ing on care services. And the wage gap between the tradable and non-tradable

sectors puts an incentive squeeze on the supply of care services in the market.

Gender is a major factor in all these impacts, because women the world over

carry the main responsibility for these activities, and most of the burden.

Human development, capabilities and care

The role of care in the formation of human capabilities and in hutnan

development is fundamental. Without genuine care and nurturing, children
cannot develop capabilities and adults have a hard time rnaintaining or ex-

panding theirs. But the supply of care is not merely an input into human

development. It is also an output, an intangible yet essential capability - a

factor of human well-being. A clear manifestation of this is the positive effect

of social support and social relationships on life expectancy. The difference
that care makes for child health and survival is also well documented.

In almost all societies the gender division of labour hands the responsibil-
ity for caring labour to women, much of it without remuneratiou - in the
family or as voluntary activity in the cornmunity. The hours are long and
the work physically hard - fetching water and fuel - especially in rural areas
of developing countries. These inequalities in burden are an important part
of the obstacles women face in their life choices and opportunities. Women
also make up a disproportionate share of workers in domestic service and in
Þtofessions such as childcare, teaching, therapy and nursing.
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[ncl.: rhis clÌapter is an excerpt from Chapter 3 of the t?n: nu:o" Developnent

Report.The cornplete report can be u"*"i""u"u from hclr'unclp'org/en/reports/

global/hdn999/'l
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ó | Feminist political ecology

Gend-er and- Environment Series Ed-itorial
Committee (GESEC)1

lntroduction
Feminist Political Ecology (FPE) is an interdisciplinary academic field and a

critical framework to challenge uneven power relations in everyday ecologies.

It is based on a strong but not exclusive focus on ger-rder aud an assumption
of intersectionality and interrelationality. fnn continues to engender debates

on political and economic development, agricultural transformations, tech-

nologies and environmental change. It highlights the importance of gendered

knowledges, rights and politics in the analysis of environmental issues and

addresses ecologically based political struggles at the intersection of multiple
levels from individual to global.

A brief positioning of the FPE approach

Framed in the context of debates over ecofeminisrn (Shiva rgBB) and social-
ist feminism (Warren r9S7), nen ernerged as a viable third analytical position
in the r99os. Critical meetings and debates that frarned FPE were positioned
within critiques of sustainable development. While political ecology provided
a strong and useful critique of corporate and state-driven sustainable develop-
ment in the r99os, FPE advanced a series of ferninist critiques and innovations
(Rocheleau et al. 1996). It built on the work on women, euvironment and devel-
opment (WED) (Harcourt 1993; Braidotti et al. 1994), feminist environmer-rtalism
(Agarwal 1986), post-structuralist and social movenìent literature (Alvarez et al.
1998) and post-colonial writings on environment, post-development, science,
gender and culture (sundberg zoo4).

FPE draws on all these approaches, to critique rampant and accelerating
processes of modernization. These include privatization of land, water and for-
ests; eviction of rural communities; and state and corporate projects of social,
environmental and production engineering under the umbrella of clevelopment.
The FPE approach recognizes gender differeuces in interests, knowledges,
abilities and labour, based not in biology but in socialization ancl everyday
experience of socially constructed spaces, work and social life. It joins theory,
politics and practice by working from case studies, with a focus on cornplex
hterlinl(ages anìong gender, environment, culture ancl economy ,in place,.
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