Oil and women —Rafia Zakaria 
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While the presence of some elite women in politics may give women better symbolic visibility, the real work of women's empowerment can only be done when large numbers of women are attracted to the workforce

In a recent study titled Oil, Islam and Women, published in the most recent issue of the American Political Science Review, UCLA professor Michael Ross makes some interesting claims regarding the relationship between an oil-based economy and gender equality. Simply put, an export directed oil-based economy shuts women out of the workforce consequently lowering their capacity for political influence.

Ross’s argument goes against several commonly upheld theories regarding economic development and gender equality. In their famous study published in 2003, Ronald Inglehart and Pippa Norris suggested that economic development automatically leads to an improvement in gender equity. Other studies have suggested that the reason this precept does not hold true for oil-rich Gulf states is because of the patriarchal structures of Muslim countries.

In his article, Ross exposes both these fallacies by putting forward the following explanation:

When a developing country suddenly experiences an oil-boom, the demand for locally produced goods diminishes and is diverted toward non-tradable goods such as construction and heavy industry. Given the occupational segregation of labour present in most developing societies, women are consequently shut out of jobs for two reasons. One, the rising male income makes women’s’ jobs superfluous in terms of economic contribution; and two, because the light industry jobs attracting women to the labour force are eliminated as the increasingly rich state begins to import goods instead of developing local industry to produce them.

To explain his point, Ross presents the case of South Korea, which at the turn of the century was a severely segregated society. In the 1930s, women in South Korea were forbidden from walking the streets of Seoul during the daytime and female illiteracy stood at 90 percent.

All this changed drastically with industrialisation in the 1960s and 1970s, and the new demand for manufacturing garments, electronics and plastic goods for export purposes. The purveyors of these industries sought out young unmarried women for jobs because they proved to be good workers, and also because the physical demands of these jobs did not require men.

With the incorporation of women into the workforce, similarly situated women were provided a platform where they could interact and organise, with the consequent emergence of women’s groups that worked for more rights, better education and more legal equality for women. The result is a society where women have successfully reformed the legal system and continue to wield significant influence over politics.

The South Korean case illustrates how industrialisation and the entry of women into non-agricultural jobs can pave the way for gender equality.

In oil rich states, the process is stunted. Because of the oil boom women have few incentives to enter the workforce; immigrant labour can cheaply be hired to do even those jobs that were traditionally given to women. The result, proven by Ross’s statistical correlation of oil rents and lack of gender representation, is that the most oil-rich countries — specifically Oman, Saudi Arabia, Qatar and the United Arab Emirates — have the fewest women in their workforce, are the most reluctant to grant women the vote, are least likely to give them representation in parliament and score the lowest on the gender development index. 

In these countries, it could be said, then, that the oil boom has served to drive women out of the workforce leading to an increase in fertility rates, a failure to increase literacy rates and a stagnation of the level of political participation.

The particular pertinence of Ross’s findings to the status of Pakistani women is not his finding regarding the effects of the oil boom on oil-rich nations, but a collateral explanation regarding those countries that did not have oil wealth but still did not show the expected level of gender equality.

Discussing why countries like Yemen, Egypt and Jordan who have no oil wealth but still show low levels of women in the workforce, in parliament and other sectors, Ross suggests that the effect of foreign worker remittances maybe just as harmful to attracting women into the workforce as an actual oil boom itself. Ross argues, “labour remittances tend to have the same economic effect as oil: they constitute a large influx of foreign exchange, hence making it harder for countries to develop low-wage, export-oriented manufacturing and they give less incentive to women to work outside the home.”

Like Egypt, Yemen and Jordan, foreign remittances from oil-producing nations are a huge percentage of Pakistan’s GDP. According to the latest figures available, the inflow of remittances from July 2007 to November 2007 from Saudi Arabia, the UAE and GCC countries topped over 1.3 billion dollars. The recent 7 percent GDP growth can also be attributed to a near fourfold increase in the amount of remittances being sent from these oil-producing countries.

In other words, while Pakistan may not itself be an oil-producing nation, the collateral effects of the oil boom in terms of the entry of women into the workforce could, with additional research, also be applied here.

Eager to grab whatever employment benefits are available due to the oil boom experienced in the Middle East, Pakistanis (as well as other labour-exporting nations) are often horribly uncritical of its long-term effects. Economic booms fuelled by finite natural resources are fragile and short-term and, as Ross’s study proves, have harmful effects beyond the mere commodification of human labour.In this particular case, increased reliance on foreign remittances could be considered at least partially responsible for the failure to attract women into the workforce hence consequently the failure to empower them politically.

At the its core, the lessons to be learned from Ross’s study in the Pakistani context is this: while the presence of some elite women in politics may give women better symbolic visibility, the real work of women’s empowerment can only be done when large numbers of women are attracted to the workforce and build a movement on their collective strength.

Unfortunately for them, the current direction of Pakistan’s growth, predicated as it is on exporting male labour,holds little hope.
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