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Abstract: 

 As the newest of many varied approaches to the topic of international development, the postmodern approach offers valuable insights into the Westernizing project of development theory, not least of which is its insight into the dichotomies of modern/traditional and progressive/backward.  What the postmodern approach fails to do adequately, however, is uncover the specifically gendered dichotomies also resident in development thought, including male/female, public/private, and productive/non-productive.  The purpose of this primarily theoretical essay is not to enumerate Third World women's experiences with development, but rather to apply the postmodern tool of deconstruction from a feminist perspective, first to mainstream development theory, and subsequently to a practical example of development, the Mexican maquiladora project.  Through a feminist deconstruction, development theory is shown to be a fundamentally gendered – phallocentric – discourse that systematically applies Western notions of gender to "underdeveloped" societies and cultures, thereby undervaluing women's essential contributions to both public and private spheres.  

 Full Text:

 AS THE GOAL OF ALL HUMAN SOCIETIES, development, like democracy, has become a twentieth-century touchstone.  Development is a theory, a process, a project and a prescription that was conceived in the West for the Third World.  Touchstone though it may be, development as a theory has undergone substantive critiques, initially from the neo-Marxist dependency school(1) and, more recently, from a diverse group of theorists that can be broadly labelled postmodern.  Postmodern theorists level their critiques at the very concept of development, and take issue with what they feel has been its sustaining myth, that the West has reached a superior state of existence and possesses a privileged knowledge of what comprises the good life, this accompanied by a moral duty to share that knowledge (Sachs, 1992; Galli, 1992; Verhelst, 1990; Schuurman, 1993).  The rise of development, according to postmodernists, must be viewed in its post-World War II context, and linked ideologically with the origins of American global and economic cultural hegemony.  

 This varied group of postmodern thinkers employs the tool of deconstruction to critically evaluate – indeed, to peel back the discursive layers of – development's assumptions: capitalist economics, progress, modernity and rationality.  Their deconstructions reveal development's asymmetric dichotomization of the world into modern, Westernized societies on the one hand and traditional, "backward" societies on the other.  Moreover, postmodernists refute the universalizing tendency in development thought, rejecting one cause or solution to the Third World's "problems." As a body of theories meant to address development in this postcolonial age, an age in which colonialism has taken on new and more subtle forms, it appears that postmodern interpretations of development offer little to contemporary understandings of the widely recognized and glaring gender bias in development.  While postmodernists expose the sustaining assumptions of development, they leave unexplored, and therefore intact, the specifically gendered layers of development.(2) 

 It will be the purpose of this article to utilize the deconstructive tool from a feminist perspective, to carry the postmodern theorists' deconstructions one step further to unravel the elements of development theory that carry Western gender biases regarding proper roles for women and men based on their "true nature." This process of feminist deconstruction correlates with a contemporary trend in feminist analysis, that of deconstructing institutions such as the state and law, and discourses of democratic theory and international relations theory, to expose their reliance upon, and infusion with, gender.  Feminist deconstruction, then, is distinct from the earlier empirical project that enumerates women's experiences with development.  It uniquely analyses the paradigm of development itself, examining the reproduction of Western dichotomies such as man/woman and public/private.  This process reinforces Spike Peterson's contention that women's studies and feminist theory are not "peripheral to but transformative of men's studies" (1992: 9).  Feminist deconstruction is "not simply about women," but about the interdependent constructions of masculine and feminine, and about shifting feminist analysis from the margin to the centre.  

 This project seeks a space between the postmodernist literature and the women and development literature; in fact, it utilizes women's experiences with development to deconstruct this gendered development paradigm.  The creation of such a space is important not only to the feminist project, but to the postmodern development approach as well.  If the postmodernists wish to critique the dominant school of development for its universalizing tendencies, they must be consistent and recognize gender as an integral aspect of this universalism.  The first step in this exercise is to briefly describe the postmodern approach to Western development theory, following which a theoretical feminist deconstruction can be carried out.  It will be instructive, as well, to apply this deconstruction to an example of development in practice, the maquiladora project of Mexico.  Again, the purpose will not be to describe women's experiences in the maquiladoras, but to deconstruct the rationalizations often given by maquiladora owners and managers for targetting women as their "favoured" employees.  

 Postmodern Approaches to Development Theory 

 Consistent with postmodern theory in general, the postmodern development theories have sought to add nuance and context – historical, spatial, cultural – to understandings of Third World development.  Building upon, but also critiquing, dependency theory, postmodern theorists regard development as a Western construction replete with Western cultural values, a complex nexus of Western ideas and biases that needs to be deconstructed to be completely understood.  Deconstruction will be used here to refer to a critical method, a conceptual tool, with which the ideological layers of development are peeled back and examined.(3) The process of deconstruction is part of the larger postmodern project, which is to de-naturalize some of the dominant features of our way of life; to point  out that those entities that we unthinkingly experience as "natural" (they  might even include capitalism, patriarchy, liberal humanism) are in  fact "cultural"; made by us, not given to us (Hutcheon, 1989: 2).  

 Indeed, development has too often been taken as a timeless, universal and obvious goal, when it actually emerged out of the particular historical and economic circumstances of post-World War II Western societies (Arndt, 1987).  Postmodern development theorizing – or, better, anti-development theorizing – questions the sustaining assumptions of development theory and the lenses with which Western development theorists view the Third World.  

 Exemplifying the postmodern project, Wolfgang Sachs urges theorists and activists alike to "review the development model of reality and to recognize that we all wear not merely tinted, but tainted, glasses if we partake in the prevailing development discourse" (1992: 4-5).  The paradigm of development views the world as a series of binary opposites; societies are seen as either modern, urban and industrial (read: Western) or traditional, rural and subsistence-oriented (read: Third World).  This system of binaries is unable to account for any experience in between or outside the two extremes.  Modernity – or at least the Western version of it – is worshipped; all else is berated as backward, underdeveloped, primitive or exotic.  If Western societies are modern, and all other societies are "not-modern," then Westernization becomes the only route to modernity (Preston, 1985: 18).  Of course any "traditional" society is bound to fail the evaluation and to reveal its inadequacy in Western terms.  Indeed, to Sachs the failure of development is not nearly as frightening as its possible success and the concomitant end to cultural diversity it would represent.  

 Progress toward the goal of modernity and development is measured through the science of economics.  Although development theorists claim to have abandoned Rostow's stages of growth theory, which posited Europe as the model for all industrializing countries, the ideal of progress remains implicit, and at times explicit, in development.  The process of improving the human condition has become an unlimited and insatiable one; it justifies Western hegemony, as Western culture "remakes" the world in its own image.  This is not to imply that the West has been entirely successful in this effort.  In fact, Thierry Verhelst suggests there are many obstacles to the force of development that "are beyond the tools of analysis of economists and political scientists" (1990: 16).  Verhelst is referring to what he calls cultural resistance – what looks like passivity or acceptance to the West can be a culturally embedded form of resistance.  Trade unionism and human rights struggles are, to Verhelst, "Western remedies for Western evils!" (43).  It is for its understandings of what constitutes resistance, and for its inability to recognize individual autonomy and struggle on the part of Third World peoples, that the dependency school has been subject to criticism by postmodern theorists (see also Schuurman, 1993).  In essence, the question is not how Western ideals (or capitalist economics) have permeated every aspect of Third World societies, but, rather, how Third World cultures manage to resist Westernization to the extent that they do.  

 Postmodern deconstructions of development recognize that world cultures have always been mutually influencing and that there exists no such thing as a "pure" culture to be preserved and cloistered away.  But Verhelst and others use the concept of culture to demonstrate that development, like colonialism, topples the balance of interchange between societies and tends toward a large-scale export of Western cultural values.  This is the crux of the postmodern critique, and it should not be confused with, or collapsed into, a regressive cultural relativism.  A viable deconstruction of development can be commenced without relying on the binarism of universal/relative.  To put it another way, arguing that the development paradigm mistakes a Western vision of the good life for a universally held model of the good life is not tantamount to saying that all things are relative to one's culture.  What deconstruction does show is that development has, from its inception, posited a Western model as "the most successful way of life mankind [sic] has ever known" (Ayres, 1978: xxxii-xxxiii) and that the implementation of this assumption through development has proved destructive to viable and vital cultures and societies.  

 The deconstructive approach, represented only briefly here, calls for a paradigm shift in development thinking.  Where postmodern theory falls short, however, where it remains squarely within the dominant Western paradigm, is in its failure to recognize development as a fundamentally gendered paradigm.  There is little attention given in this literature to women's experiences with development and even less to the gendered character of the paradigm itself.  Just as development has been shown to rely on biased ideas of progress, that is, Western economics and reductive dichotomizations, it relies no less on gendered notions of economic and community life, on gendered ideas of what constitutes work, and on gendered dichotomizations of what should be considered public and what should be considered private.  It is this gap in postmodern theorizing that necessitates a specifically feminist deconstruction of the development paradigm.  

 Toward a Feminist Deconstruction 

 The gap in postmodern theorizing on development is attribuable at least partly to the failure of development theory in its entirety – women and development approaches included – to see gender as a central pillar of development theory.  Women and development approaches have generally been preoccupied with the tasks of integrating women into the development process and focussing on women's development experiences, and have been inattentive to the larger paradigm, which, if considered at all, is viewed as benevolent.  This shortcoming has now been widely acknowledged; according to Development Alternatives with Women for a New Era (DAWN): 

The limited success of the integrationist approach is due in part to the difficulties of overcoming traditional cultural attitudes and prejudices regarding women's participation in economic and social life.  However, an equally important but mostly overlooked factor is the nature of the development process into which women were to be integrated (Sen and Grown, 1987:16).  

 The failure has been not only practical but theoretical.  The object of this article is not to present a sustained critique of the various women and development approaches; however, their theoretical failures, and those of the postmodernists, can be addressed by achieving an understanding of the concept of phallocentrism.  Elizabeth Grosz uses this concept to explain how the "male bias" of Western philosophy and theory – and, I will suggest, development theory – is rooted in its very system of thought, its epistemology (1990: 149-150).  Rather then situating the bias at the superficial level of sexism, or at the structural level of patriarchy, postmodern feminism detects a phallocentric bias in the production of binary oppositions and dichotomies themselves, beginning with the compulsory heterosexual binary of man/woman (150).  

 Seeing the gender bias of development theory as central, as phallocentric, allows postmodern feminists to reflect differently on the issue of integration.  The DAWN suggestion that the success of integrating women into development depends upon the ability to transcend local biases against women's participation may still stand.  At the same time, however, it has become evident that the development discourse itself has Western biases toward the construction of the masculine and the feminine, and therefore, biases about the appropriate roles and functions of women and men.  Put simply, the development paradigm carries a gendered public/private dichotomy that is highly influential in determining the constraints of gender on women and men, and it is these biases that are of concern here.  In the context of the Western tradition, the man/woman, public/private dichotomies are reinforced by a whole series of dichotomies that help to present reality in neatly oppositional terms: knowledge/experience, culture/nature, rational/emotional, among others.  The first term in each of these dualisms is accorded primacy: man, public, knowledge, culture and reason are valourized.  The second term, woman, private, experience, nature and emotion, is always degraded and inferior.  Yet the two terms of the dichotomy are interdependent; the first term can only be defined in relation to the second.  Contrast is the only vehicle by which the dualisms have any meaning.  Moreover, the dichotomies produce a domino effect, one sustaining and creating the next – they are mutually reinforcing, that is, woman is excluded from politics and relegated to the private sphere because by "nature" she is predisposed to be less rational and more emotional, and therefore lacks the equipment to produce knowledge (culture, history) from her experience.  

 These antagonistic dualisms which comprise the ideological backdrop of Western theory order experience so as to consistently underrepresent and undervalue women's experiences.  Western development theory accomplishes the same thing when it views the Third World through its gendered lenses.  Certainly, Third World societies, for the most part, have their own dichotomizations of social life; although culturally variant, the man/woman, public/private dichotomies reveal themselves in most societies.(4) The point here, however, is to show that development views and projects onto the world its own versions of the dichotomies, its own determinations of the roles of men and women and their relationships to the economic, social and political sphere.  When layered atop local traditions, these Western phallocentric dichotomizations tend to exacerbate existing patriarchal conditions for women (Shiva, 1988:.3; Johnson-Odim, 1991: 321).  The method by which development variously supplants and appropriates local traditions to produce these exacerbated conditions is geographically and culturally contingent.  However, it is important to note that when development is deconstructed to expose this gendered public/ private dichotomy, the problem ceases to be women's insufficient integration into development theory.  A more accurate assessment would recognize that women have indeed been part of the development model from its inception; they have been presumed present, their labour marginalized and taken for granted.  As Haleh Afshar has explained, women are "integrated at the very lowest levels and into the unpaid or least well-paid occupations" (1991: 5).  Vandana Shiva aptly describes women's integration into development as an "enforced but asymmetric participation ...  by which they [bear] the costs but [are] excluded from the benefits" (1988: 2).  

 Some of the early writings on women and development alluded to the theoretical and practical existence of the public/private dichotomy.  In her book The Domestication of Women: Discrimination in Developing Societies, Barbara Rogers discusses the separation of social life into subsistence production and production for the market, and the effect this separation has had on Third World women.  Although Rogers does not explicitly outline the public and private duality, she does bring to light the ideology of domesticity that has shrouded women in the Third World as a result of development.  The "domestication of women," she explains, follows the separation of the modern economy and paid work from the "unpaid `domestic' or subsistence sector" (1980: 22).  Rogers links the domestication with "various forms of discrimination against women in the non-domestic sphere" – indeed, women's low pay in the public sphere is directly related to the belief that they belong in the private realm (24-25).  Ironically, women's subsistence work is not generally more highly valued than their work in the public sphere.  Careful to point out that domestication takes different forms in different economic and cultural settings, Rogers consciously avoids a "separate spheres analysis" in her formulation and emphasizes the need to examine the "powerful interactions" between the different sectors of the economy and social life that "help to sustain the momentum of inequality" (42).  However, she ascribes to a certain duality herself in portraying women's work in the domestic sphere as lower in productivity than men's because it is uncapitalized (43).  Nevertheless, in her writings, the public/private bifurcation is uncovered and is conceptualized as a Western imposition.  

 Ester Boserup also recognizes development's bias of confining women to the private realm.  Although Boserup does not advocate such a segregation in Woman's Role in Economic Development, she does legitimize it through her response, if backhandedly.  As an integrationist, she suggests that women be permitted to join the public sphere of production and become productive members of society.  Her analysis goes no deeper than to argue that some structural barriers should be removed so as to allow women to obtain the proper training, with which, she reasons, they could be as productive as men.  Like the modernization development theorists she was criticizing, Boserup characterizes women's subsistence labour as non-work.  Although when working together in subsistence tasks men and women operate at the same level of productivity, the gap in productivity between the two sexes widens considerably at the stage when boys get some systematic training in schools or workshops, while girls continue to be taught only by their mothers (1970: 213, emphasis added).  

 When the time came for women to make the transition from subsistence activities to public sphere work, Boserup surmises, women would have to learn to operate at a greater level of productivity.  Whereas employment in the modern sector requires the "capacity to work regularly and attentively," those who work in the family do not easily acquire this capacity, given that they are "accustomed to come and go, to work and rest as they please" (214).  Boserup's excoriation of development planners is limited to their sexist confinement of women to domestic roles; she seems to undervalue women's subsistence tasks just as much as they do, falling into the same trap as the development theorists, who could only view the Third World through their public/private conceptual prism.  And although she sees the dualism of public and private, her modernization and development plan seems to forecast that the private sphere would be swallowed up by the public sphere: the sphere of subsistence would wane so as to become almost inconsequential, and women and men would jointly occupy the public sphere.  

 Both Boserup and Rogers uncover the ideological and practical segregation of public and private, to which they are opposed.  Yet both judge women's subsistence activities by the same standards as the modernization theorists, labelling them "unproductive." From an alternative perspective, Vandana Shiva's Staying Alive: Women, Ecology and Development recognizes that placing a low value on subsistence work cements the public/private dichotomy and fuels development's systematic undermining of women's traditional place.(5) In her analysis of the public/private separation, Shiva is diametrically opposed to Boserup.  She calls into question the subjective definition of "productivity" forwarded by Rogers, Boserup and the modernization theorists.  Women, Shiva argues, are considered unproductive not because it has been demonstrated that in cooperation they produce less goods and services for needs, but because it is assumed that "production" takes place only when mediated by technologies for commodity  production, even when such technologies destroy life (1988: 4).  

 When women use a river for family water needs, they are not engaged in productive labour by development's standards, but "when substituted by the engineering man, water management and water use become productive activities" (4).  Shiva reveals the absurdity in segregating women's survival activities and men's market-oriented activities and recasts productivity in a light that does not classify a priori all women's domestic tasks as unproductive.  As well, Shiva's work in ecofeminism with Maria Mies both celebrates the knowledge that women possess about their ecological surroundings and links ecological degradation with the oppression of women.  Development planners, ecofeminists suggest, should listen to women because "M hey have the knowledge and experience to extricate us from the ecological cul-de-sac that the western masculinist mind has manoeuvred us into" (Shiva, 1988: 224).  

 From a postmodern feminist point of view, there are positive and negative aspects to Shiva's approach.  On the one hand, she levels the unequivocal charge that development is a project of Western patriarchy.  She asserts that the diffusion of Western patriarchal economics on previously existing patriarchal social relations in the Third World has led to "new and more violent forms" of gender oppression (3).  What Shiva calls "(mal)development" moulds and reformulates existing gender relations  – as fluid and diverse as they are – into conditions that are even more restrictive, and renders Third World women less autonomous.  She takes an anti-development stance that fully recognizes the particular – and variable – harm development does to women.  On the other hand, where Boserup embraces the public sphere at the expense of the private, Shiva does the reverse, and almost dangerously so.  In her efforts to reinterpret subsistence work as productive and elementary to survival, Shiva equates all that is female with goodness and regeneration; she celebrates women's private-sphere activities to the extreme, implicitly advocating the reversal of the public/private dichotomy.  Third World women, in her view, hold the key to ecological recovery because their minds "have not yet been dispossessed or colonized" (Shiva, 1988).  Shiva invokes a standpoint epistemology, placing a value on women's subjugated knowledge because they are subjugated: 

 Those facing the biggest threat offer the best promise for survival because they have two kinds of knowledge that are not accessible to dominant and privileged groups.  First, they have the knowledge of what it means to be the victim of progress, to be the ones who bear the costs and burdens.  Second, they have the holistic and ecological knowledge of what the production and protection of life is about (46-47).  

 A standpoint epistemology such as Shiva's has many problems, not least of which is the competition that necessarily ensues when determining whose is the purest knowledge, that is, who is most oppressed and has the most authentic truth (see Hekman, 1990: 126-128).  Moreover, this method of inverting phallocentric categories does nothing to eliminate the dichotomies themselves; rather, it entrenches them.  

 The above conceptualizations, although flawed, nevertheless provide a springboard for exploring the public/private dichotomy in development theory – for deconstructing development theory as it views the Third World through its gendered, Western lenses.  Development has created a Western-style public sphere through modernization.  From the activities of men, from industrialization and commercialization, development shaped a public realm, from which women were to be ideologically, if not practically, excluded.  Regardless of what men's and women's roles were prior to the development process, development determined externally that women and men should be treated differently, "not because of their different traditional activities and responsibilities, but because of a very specific Western (men's) model of what women in general should be, and what they should and should not do" (Rogers, 1980: 35).  Through these Western public/private lenses, women's roles in Third World societies "were seen as subordinate and peripheral, regardless of what they were actually doing" (Mosse, 1993: 5).  These Western lenses have been tinted so as to allow only men and men's activities to be seen, and to render women's tasks invisible.  

 Development is a theory about the public sphere – production, politics, men – but the public cannot be understood in isolation.  The work that women perform is necessary to survival – yet what development did not appropriate from women, it took for granted.  That is to say, after modernization appropriated certain tasks, most notably farming, from women for men and for the public sphere, the tasks with which women were left – those centred around subsistence and survival – were systematically undervalued and taken for granted.  The discourse of domesticity to which Rogers refers is predicated on this dual process of appropriating certain tasks from women for the public sphere and systematically devaluing the remaining subsistence tasks to be performed largely by women in the private sphere.  Maria Mies has more recently termed this process "housewivization" – a Western concept she applies more broadly in her discussion of global capitalist development (1986).  These may not be the most effective labels for this phenomenon, but the fact remains that development as a process has effectively "marginalized women and deprived them of their control over resources and authority within the household, without lightening the heavy burden of their `traditional duties'" (Afshar, 1991: 1).  Through this dual process or dichotomization, development prioritizes men's farming and men's industrial work and denigrates women's work, regardless of where it is performed.  Never meant to imply that development turned all women in the Third World into "housewives," the terms "housewivization" and "domestication" foster an understanding of how women's value came to be determined by their symbolic association with the private sphere.  

                    The central tenet of the public/private dichotomy, and the rationale for confining women to the private, domestic sphere, rests in defining women's primary role as mothering.  Women's capability to carry, bear and nurse children has been inextricably linked to their responsibility as the primary caregiver for children and for every family member.  And if it is a woman's natural role to mother, mothering is not work in the true sense of the word – by extension, neither are any of the associated domestic chores considered work: "Women's labour is considered a natural resource," writes Mies, "freely available like air and water" (1986: 110).  On the other hand, to locate women's experience on the private, and subordinate, side of the public/private dichotomy is not meant to infer that women are completely powerless, or that they experience no benefits or power within their roles as mothers, caregivers and coordinators of the private realm.  The private realm is not only a realm of oppression; individually, women manipulate their roles such that they both operate within and subvert the public/private dualism.  It is essential to see women's reproductive roles within the context of their cultures, as children can be one woman's financial burden and another woman's wealth.  The role of mother can allow women "their only opportunity for power and influence in societies which deny them other chances for autonomy" (Mosse, 1993: 34).  Once again, women's experiences defy easy categorization, as they simultaneously confront and reproduce, challenge and comply with, discourses of public/private separation.  

 If women are naturally mothers, they cannot also be farmers: that, at least, is the rationale of development theory, which is unable to view anyone but men as farmers, despite women's contribution to, and control of, farming in much of the Third World.  Classifying women as mothers and not farmers enables development theorists to appropriate women's roles in farming for the public sphere.  Yet women play an essential, if not dominant, role in growing food in the Third World.  Development usurps that role, as well as the farmland itself, and gives men the training and remuneration to grow cash crops.  Farming is transformed from a production enterprise often run jointly by women and men – and in some cases solely by women – for household consumption, to a production enterprise controlled by men and directed toward the market.  Men produce the cash crops, or hire themselves out as labourers, while women produce for consumption only.  This arrogation of farming from women and from the family parallels "the fragmentation of the once `whole household' into `private' and public spheres in Europe" (Bennholdt-Thomsen, 1988: 163).  Through development, women lose the autonomy and security of growing their own food, without necessarily gaining access to cash remuneration, and without relief from their primary responsibility for subsistence work.  

 If women's primary role is to mother and nurture, any other work that women do will be seen as supplementary.  Yet, economically, women have no choice but to engage in other work, as limited resources for subsistence and diminished farming possibilities force women to seek employment in the public sphere.  The redefinition of women's roles, however, has rendered their entry into the formal sector of employment even more difficult.  Once again, the low value placed on women's work in the domestic sphere, as evidenced even by Boserup, combined with women's limited access to formal training and education, furnishes them with few "marketable skills." For this reason, women flood the informal sector, performing tasks for money that are often extensions of their domestic work.  The male remains the symbolic primary breadwinner, and women, it is thought, need only supplement the family wage.  Clearly, reality defies such a reductionist portrayal, but the gendered discourse of public and private does not dissipate accordingly.  

 In fact, it must be emphasized that the public/private separation is a contradictory discourse, by which women are defined in relation to the private realm even as they produce for the market and participate in the "outside economy." As long as women are living this contradictory reality, they can be considered secondary wage-earners and paid less than their male counterparts.  Although they labour in the public realm, women are treated and paid as though their rightful place is in the home.  And this is the key to the public/private distinction in development theory: women may labour outside the domestic sphere in a practical sense, but their labour outside the domestic sphere is marginalized and devalued as much as their domestic labour.  As long as this dichotomous discourse prevails, women who do secure work outside the home will still be expected to perform the double day of labour, as their participation in the public sphere does not eliminate their primary responsibility for domestic work.  Further, women who do secure employment in the formal sector are also often regarded as having crossed the traditional boundaries of proper work for women – hence the social stigma attached to "factory girls" and other industrial labourers.  

 The contradictions of the public/private separation merit further attention.  In keeping with the postmodern approach, it must be stressed that the public/private dichotomy revealed in development theory should not be seen as a universal, rigid, "separate spheres" imperative.  Rather, the public/private separation is contextually contingent, manifesting itself differently across race, class, geographic location and culture.  Moreover, a feminist deconstruction of development theory takes as axiomatic the idea that women, in practice, transgress the border between public and private.  The fact that women occupy the informal sector by the millions but have far less access to the formal economy indicates the extent to which the practical lines between public and private are present, but blurred.  Again, recognizing that the "dichotomy between `domestic' activity and `work' simply does not exist for millions of women in the South" in a practical sense because the "line between reproductive and productive work is a fine one" (Mosse, 1993: 30) does not negate the ubiquity of the public/private discourse, but engenders the need for its contextualization.  It is undoubtedly true that the public/private dichotomy does not sufficiently describe the experiences of most women, and indeed, the majority of women – many Western women included – "have not had the benefit of the economic conditions that underlie the public/private distinction" (Hurtado, 1989: 849).  However, an understanding of the public/private discourse remains relevant, and crucial, precisely because Western theories retain their public/private distinctions even as societies undergo changes that blur the original distinctions.  The myth of women's rightful confinement to the private realm prevails long after practical circumstances are altered – and even their symbolic association with the private realm acts as a constraint.  

 The Public/Private Dichotomy and the Maquiladora Development 

 One method of contextualizing the public/private dichotomy is to examine a particular development project, in this case, the maquiladora development.  The maquiladoras provide an example of the contextualized and always contradictory public/private dichotomy in that even as women enter the paid formal-sector workforce, they continue to be treated as though their primary responsibility were domestic and their paid labour were of secondary importance.  Although the maquiladoras are located in the formal employment sector – the public realm – their profitability depends on the maintenance of a gendered discourse that separates the public from the private.  This may initially seem paradoxical, but will become clearer as the section proceeds.  

 To give a brief overview, the Mexican maquiladoras are foreign-owned factories that assemble parts manufactured in other countries under special free-trade conditions.  This development is part of the Mexican government's Border Industrialization Program (BIP), initiated in 1965 to develop the border region and solve its overburdening problem of unemployment.  For a region where the rate of unemployment and underemployment approached 50%, the export processing zone was described by the Secretary for the Promotion of the In-Bond Industry as "an integral part of Mexico's strategy for development" (Guillermo Teutli Otero, quoted in Fernandez Kelly, 1979:2).  Although all of Mexico is open to maquiladora investment, approximately 80% of such investment remains on the northern border, concentrated in Matamoros, Tijuana, Ciudad Juarez and Reynosa (La Botz, 1992: 162-63).  With 500,000 employees, the maquiladora zone is generally the site of labour-intensive, highly repetitive assembly work.  

 From its inception, the maquiladora development has recruited women as its favoured employees.  Young Mexican women comprise the majority – between 68% and 80% – of the maquiladora workforce (La Botz, 1992: 164; see also Kopinak, 1993: 146-48).  Since it is males who have typically had better access to employment in the formal sector, and who are included in unemployment statistics, maquiladora owners and managers have had to justify why it is that they target females.  Their justifications tend to rely on essentialist categorizations of men and women.  Owners unilaterally agree that women are biologically and emotionally better suited than men for the repetitive, low-skill, low-paid maquiladora jobs.  As a Ciudad Juarez personnel manager told anthropologist Maria Patricia Fernandez Kelly: 

 We hire mostly women because they are more reliable than men; they have finer fingers, smaller muscles and unsurpassed manual dexterity.  Also, women don't get tired of repeating the same operations nine hundred times a day (1979: 8).  

 Between their "natural patience," their passivity and their docility, women are thought to make ideal workers.  A Mexican primer for firms locating in the maquiladoras reads:  [F]rom their earliest conditioning women show respect and obedience to authority, especially men.  The women follow orders willingly, accept change and adjustments easily and are considerably less demanding (Fuentes and Ehrenreich, 1981: 30).  

 An electronics plant manager in Ciudad Juarez complements the image of passive and malleable woman with that of the aggressive man: "The man in Mexico is still the man.  This kind of job is not doing much for his macho image.  It's just a little quirk of a different culture.  They'd rather run a factory" (Fuentes and Ehrenreich, 1981: 30).  While men are likely to demand higher wages and better working conditions, it is argued that women are simply happy to have the jobs: "[T]he girls genuinely enjoy themselves.  They're away from their families.  They have spending money" (Fuentes and Ehrenreich, 1981: 15).  By maquiladora owner's standards, everyone benefits; the female workforce is more suited, is predisposed, to higher maquiladora output and the women workers gain the freedom that comes with spending power.  

 To suggest that women's only experiences with the maquiladoras are positive and affirming, however, obscures critical issues about the nature of maquiladora employment.  In addition to its low pay and lack of benefits and security,(6) maquiladora work also brings with it the experience of pervasive sexual harassment, which can range in severity from "being courted" to rape (Fernandez Kelly, 1983: 129-30; La Botz, 1992: 164).  Male managers use positions of authority to coerce and demand sexual favours, sometimes in exchange for job security (Fernandez Kelly, 1983: 129).  Far from being incidental to the labour process, sexual harassment of female employees has been shown to be a "fundamental aspect of control in the maquiladoras" (Pena, 1990: 82).  Pregnancy tests and the administration of contraceptives are also common in the maquiladoras, as the managers favour women who will be flexible and available for overtime work (Pearson, 1991: 149).  As well, the maquiladoras themselves have been likened to sweat shops.  High production quotas, poor ventilation and a general lack of precautions and safety standards on handling toxic chemicals combine to produce high rates of musculoskeletal and respiratory disorders, nausea, vomiting and stomach pain (Cavanagh et al., 1992; La Botz, 1992: 84).  Women's exposure to toxic chemicals and fumes has also caused birth defects in their children (Greider, 1993).  This is a mere sketch of conditions in the maquiladoras; in fact, conditions vary considerably depending upon the type of production, the age of the plant, and so on.  The maquiladoras are further differentiated by the degree of unionization and worker resistance they face.  One of the persistent problems remains that unions have not taken women worker's concerns into account in their organizing and, as a result, women have had to organize separately in many cases (Kamel, 1990).  

 From the managers' and owners' justifications – no different in Mexico than in any other free-trade zone – it might be deduced that foreign companies are simply respecting the customs and traditions of the local culture.  A more realistic characterization would be that the maquiladoras utilize and manipulate the social undervaluation of women's work and women's skills to their advantage.  The maquiladora development capitalizes upon the extant public/private dichotomy in Mexican culture while it imposes its own, quite similar, Western view of the gendered dichotomy.  Since the public/private separation prevailing in Mexico renders women's economic roles less visible, the maquiladoras benefit first and foremost from the categorization of women's work as non-work.  The data showing that only a minimal percentage of women are economically active are an indicator of the inadequate understandings of women's work.  Thousands of women "engaged in intermittent, precarious economic activities are considered `economically inactive,' when in fact they are active and are creating products, providing services, and thus generating revenue" (Lopez-Garza, 1990: 68).  This notion that women are not the primary breadwinners, and that they are therefore agreeable to lower pay, reflects the symbolic association of women with the private sphere.  Evidence indicates that this association is illusory: in Matamoros, 75% of women workers contribute to more than half of their family income.  Of Susan Tiano's sample of maquiladora women, more than a third lived in female-headed households, and most shared the responsibility of wage earning with one or two others in the household.  Tiano finds the conventional thesis that maquiladora women "are marginal to the family wage economy" to be "extremely unlikely" (1990: 221).  Still, maquiladora owners continue to argue that, for women, a worker's wage need not be a living wage (Baumann, 1991: 23).  

 Reflecting on the stock justifications, it becomes clear that, rather than natural patience and docility, it is the combination of Mexican women's disadvantaged position in society and phallocentric biases in development policy that determine women as targets for maquiladora work.  Women's compliance and ability to withstand the conditions result not from natural passivity but from financial necessity (Fernandez Kelly, 1979).  This is not to deny that push and pull factors are in flux within any individual, that is, a woman may feel she has to work in the maquiladoras to earn money, but she may also choose maquiladora work over other types of employment, such as domestic service or street vending (Tiano, 1990; Fernandez Kelly, 1983).  Nevertheless, as Tiano explains, maquiladora work does not transform women from non-workers into workers, from economic inactivity to activity.  Rather, it represents their transition from the informal to the formal sector.  Still, the factory symbolizes the public sphere, a place considered inappropriate for women.  To ensure the social acceptability of women working in the maquiladoras, the project has disseminated "an ideology that considers assembly work to be consistent with female gender roles and thereby serves to legitimate the employment of women" (Tiano, 1990: 218).  The ideology is aimed at convincing the Mexican population, including women, that women's "characteristics" – docility, patience and manual dexterity – "make them ideally suited for the painstaking tasks involved in assembly work" (Tiano, 1990: 218).  It is through the permeation of such attitudes that the maquiladora project accomplishes the dual task of facilitating women's entry into the formal sector while at the same time legitimating the cultural norms that prevented them from entering that sector in the first place.  This dual task is so effectively executed that many women maquiladora workers themselves do not consider factory work appropriate for women, and make the exception just for themselves (Tiano, 1990: 219-20).  

 The dissemination of such an ideology is not unique to the Mexican free-trade zone.  Naila Kabeer demonstrates that a similar ideology is necessary to encourage and promote the acceptability – among men and women – of Bengali women's employment in the free-trade zone (1991).  The experiences of Mexican and Bengali women differ in significant ways, however, as the tradition of Purdah (female seclusion) that hinders women's public sphere employment in Bangladesh is maintained as much as possible in the factories.(7) The maintenance of separate areas and tasks for women and men – the "desexualization" of the factory – is essential to ensuring that women's sexual reputations will not be "tarnished" (Kabeer, 1991: 152-53).  In the maquiladoras, this concern is absent, and sexual harassment, as stated, is routine.  Sexual harassment within the maquiladoras is instrumental in keeping the gendered dichotomy in place within the factory setting and maintaining women's disadvantaged position within the public sphere at large.  It ensures that the same constraints coinciding with women's confinement to the private sphere follow them into the public realm, even as they are supposedly transcending the division between the two.  Moreover, women who work in the maquiladoras often have an unfavourable reputation outside the factories, the message being that if they are crossing traditional boundaries where employment is concerned, they are also crossing the boundary of respectability.  

 Rather than representing a new permeability of the boundary between public and private for women, then, the maquiladora project represents more of a practical shift: women perform the same kind of work but perform it in the public sphere.  From an integrationist standpoint, maquiladora employment should represent a positive step toward the goal of women's liberation, as women are being admitted into the public sphere, into paid, formal-sector employment.  Entering the public sphere, however, is not the panacea that Boserup, among others, would suggest, since women's subordinate status is instrumental to the success of the maquiladoras; maquiladora managers "are arguably not so much enlightened as shrewd" (Chant, 1991: 104).  The perpetuation of the ideal of the female worker as docile, patient and nimble-fingered is the hinge on which the success of the maquiladoras hangs – maquiladoras, in fact, have invested in maintaining the association of women primarily with the private sphere.  It is crucial to profitability that women continue to be viewed through the public/private conceptual prism.  This way, their work in the maquiladoras can be seen as secondary and temporary – as a brief stint prior to their return to the domestic realm – and can qualify them for lower remuneration.  Their work continues to be devalued, just as it was in the informal sector and in the domestic sphere.  

 Conclusion 

 Seeking to reveal a gap in postmodern development thinking, this article identifies gender as one of the defining poles of development theory.  Just as postmodern theory finds the dichotomies of developed/underdeveloped, modern/traditional, and so forth to be central features of development thought, a feminist deconstruction reveals that development theory is phallocentric as it organizes social life along the lines of the dichotomies of man/woman, public/private, reason/emotion and knowledge/experience.  Rather than trying to reconcile these dichotomies, as women and development theory has tried to do, a feminist deconstruction recognizes them as instrumental to the Westernizing project of development.  This recognition forms a key part of feminist postcolonial, postmodern politics.  Prior to the advent of postmodernism in development theory, Barbara Rogers articulated what remains the crux of this politics.  Stating that the role of Western/Northern women should not be to determine the agenda of emancipation for Third World women, she writes that:  for Westerners, a more useful contribution is to tackle the problem of  the discriminatory processes in their own culture and society, which are being imposed on others through what we like to call development (1980:9).  
 Rogers' suggestion speaks directly to the contemporary debate within feminism on difference and diversity.  Development theory proves the inadequacy and ultimately reveals the imperialism in producing theory "for the Third World." Feminist deconstruction, then, must involve changing the parameters of who can know and who can produce theory; it must involve relocating the site of knowledge and theory creation.  The goals should not be to perpetuate the sins of development theory and thereby cause feminist theory to become "another area of colonization of the South by the North" (Parpart, 1993: 455), but should be to challenge the epistemologies and ontologies that sustain development theory as a colonizing practice.  

 It is important to reiterate that the remedy to the hierarchies in development thought is not found in their inversion or in the uncritical celebration of all that has been subjugated – all that is local and traditional – for its own sake.  This has been one of the faults of postmodern theorizing on development.  The danger in this uncritical anti-modernism is in "glossing over indigenous structures of exploitation and domination that were in place before the advent of development" (Braidotti et al., 1994: 112).  As I have argued, the uncritical acceptance of the feminine – or indigenous, or traditional – demonstrated by Shiva is not a necessary concomitant to levelling a postmodern critique.  This manifestation of relativism is politically paralysing and, as Mies and Shiva themselves point out, it does not service the cause of emancipation (Mies and Shiva, 1993).  Taking issue with development as a colonial practice means taking issue with the ontology of organizing all thought along hierarchically dichotomous lines.  And for postmodern development theorists, this critical practice cannot be undertaken effectively without an understanding of the central role that gender plays in development theory.  
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 (1.) The dependency school viewed development and underdevelopment as two sides of the same coin, both products of the world capitalist system that creates structural inequality between the First and Third Worlds.  The dependency school defined the dominant modernization approach as tantamount to capitalist economic imperialism, which perpetuated Third World dependency on the capitalist nations of the First World.  

 (2.) Postmodern development theory's lack of attention to gender in this context speaks to the larger issue of whether postmodernism as a theory and a practice is incompatible with, inimical to, or complementary to feminism.  My objective is to recognize the implicit tension between feminism and postmodernism and yet to utilize the postmodern approach to deconstruct the gendered component of development.  

 (3.) Derrida, who coined the term, refuses to define deconstruction, arguing that any attempt to define it is also subject to the process of deconstruction.  Nevertheless, postmodern and poststructuralist theorists do imply a meaning similar to the above when employing the "method." See Kamuf (1991).  

 (4.) Whether these dichotomizations are complementary and harmonious or always hierarchical and oppositional remains a contentious question.  

 (5.) Feminist economists have also worked against the characterization of women's work as inferior and inconsequential, arguing simply that work in the public sphere could not exist without work in the private sphere.  Marilyn Waring, for her part, has analysed the potential effect of incorporating women's work in the private sphere into GNP statistics.  See Waring (1988).  

 (6.) Maquiladora wages are on the decline: average wages per hour in the maquiladoras dropped from US$1.38 in 1982 to US$0.45 in 1990.  See La Botz (1992: 165).  

 (7.) Kabeer provides a sophisticated understanding of the complex relationship of women's agency to their oppression.  Bengali women at one and the same time broke with the purdah tradition by working in the factories and maintained it by claiming to carry purdah with them (in the form of a sphere of morality and virtue surrounding them at all times).  Once again, the dichotomy of public/ private proves adaptable and malleable, but its gendered character does not dissipate entirely.  See Kabeer (1991: 149).  
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