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ABSTRACT 

The establishment of the Border Industrialization 
program (BIP) between Mexico and the United states in 1965 
led to the creation of free-trade zone assembly factories­
or mâ9Yiladoras - along Mexico's Northern border and in the 
interior. Thousands of Mexican women have since entered the 
industrial export sector as maguiladora workers, and m~ke ùp 
the majority of unskilled and semi-skilled assemblers in 
electronic and apparel maquila plants. This paper argues 
that maquiladorg managers' preference for women is the 
result of an unquestioning belief in the gender-specifie 
traits of women - such al" dexterity, docility, patience­
and well-caleulated hiring and personnel policies, which 
have been designed not only to take advantage of the 
patriarchal system in Mexico and women' s weaker social, 
political and economie position, but to maintain and control 
women's qualities of "cheapness", "docility", and 
"productivity", to the advantage of business. 
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RÉSUMÉ 

La création du Programme d'industrialisation frontalier 
entre le Mexique et les États-Unis en 1965 a donné lieu à 
l'implantation ct' usines de montage ou maquiladgras dans Id zone 
de libre-échange - le long ùe la frontière nord du Mexique et 
à l'intérieur. Des milliers de femm~s mexicaines sont depuis 
lors entrées dans le secteur des exportations industr ielles 
comme ouvrières de maquiladoras et elles forment la majorité 
des manoeuvres et des ouvriers semi- q·.lalifiés qui b-availlent 
dans les usine~ d'électronique et de vêtements. L'auteur rte 
cet article soutient que la préférence des cadres de 
maquiladoras ~our ~es femmes est le résultat de leur croyance 
aveugle pour les caracté~istiques proprement féminines, comme 
Ja dextérité, la docilité, la patience - et de polit.igues de 
recrutement et de personnel bien calculées, conçues non 
seulement pour profiter du système patriarcal du Mexique et de 
la faiblesse de la situation sociale, politique et économique 
des femmes, mais également pour maintenir et contrôler les 
qualités de main-d'oeuvre "bon marché", "docile" et 
"productive" des femmes qui serve~~t les intérêts du mi lieu 
industriel. 
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Introduction 

Since the 1960 1 s, a new international di v ision or 

labour (NI'JL) has begun to replace the "classical" system 

which has dominated industrial development for the past 500 

years. Whereas in 'che past, raw matt:>rials were produced ln 

underdeveloped countr~es and transported to industr.ialized 

"Western" countries to be transformed into industrial 

products, in the NIDL, Third World countries have become 

sites for the production ot semi-processed and processed 

goods for world markets (Frobel et al. 1978). 

Free-trade zones, or feee-production zones, which are 

sites of production set up and managed by Third World hosts, 

are home to a new type of factory, the "offshore asselTlbIy" 

or "wor ld market 0' factory. Tnes9 factor ies are 

predominantly branches of large multinational corporations, 

but domestic businesses aiso carry out subcontracts for 

Western companies. Within both types of factor ies, the 

intermediary stages of production, those which are labour­

intensive, unskilled al"Q semi-skilled, are undertaken, with 

products being returned to the parent or subcontracting 

company for final assembly, finishing and sale. One of the 

key characteristics of these free-trade zone factories is 

their gender bias. Between 75-85 percent of employees in 

off-shore assembly factories world-wide are \oIomen, and the 

majori ty of these workers are young, single and childless 

(Elson and Pearson 1980: Ehr€,nreich and Fuentes 1981: lLO 

1985) • 

The focus of this thesis will be the offshore assembly 

factories, or rnaquiladoras, which have been built in free­

trade zones on the northern border of Mexico, specifically 

in the city of Juarez. Maquiladoras have become an 
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importal't component of the Mexican economy. In 1988 there 

were approximately 1,300 pla:"''t3 operating, T·,hich employed 

one-tenth of MexIco' s industrl.al workforce. These plants 

imported $8 billion worth of U.S. parts a]one, and ~dded $2 

bill ion in val ue (Baker et al. 198 '3b: 102: Grunwald and 

Flar:lm 1985). For th~ city of Juarez, maquiladoras have 

become L.he "economic lifeline". with 250 factories in 1988, 

Juarez factories employed one-third of the !IIaguiladora 

workforce in Me~ico, and an estimated 75-85 percent of these 

workers were wornen (Van Waas 1981). We will argue that 

given the vas~ number of unemployed Mexicans, both rnal~ and 

female, actively seeking work of any sort, and willing to 

accept minimum wage, the choice of particular sexual and 

demograph:i c ch . .1racteristics for a work force, in this case 

female, young, single etc., must be seen afj a conscious, 

assertive choice by maguiladora managers. 

The main questions this thesis seeks to answer are: 

Why are women, .. pecifically young women, rather than men, 

the preferred .Labour force in Juarez offshore assembly 

factories? Are women assembly workers hired as "women" or 

as "workers"? How does gender affect employrnent 

opportunities ? 

Many controversial theories as to why women predominate 

in unskilled assembly work exist in the literature. Answer~ 

range from arguments about nimble fingers and well-padded 

buttocks, docile personalities and cheapness, to economic 

theories about a segmented lQQour force, and feminist 

theories about the interaction of capitalism and patriarchy. 

In attempting to answer the above questions, this 

th •• ia will look at the demand and supply factors which 

intluence who is hired by, and who applies to the 

maguiladoras in one particular cultural and economic reqion, 

Ciudad Juarez. On this data base we will test a selection 

of theories to determine which are best able to explain the 

predominance of, and preference for, female workers in 
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.. assembly positions. By demand factors, we mean the hlrlng 

and personnel policie3 of management WhlCh, based on 

assumptl.ons about the physical, psychological, and economic 

makeup of Mexican men and women, preferentially employ women 

to f 111 lower eshelon a5sembl y pos i t ions. Ta understand 

supply / WE:. wi 11 look at the rale of the sex/gender system 

for clues in understanding how men ând women enter the 

labour force as individuals wlth different psychologlcal 

tra\ts, skills, ambitions, and life trajectorles. 

also examine family s..lrv':'val strategles, and 

available to men and women in Juarez. This will 

We wlll 

options 

include 

reasons why assemblers bath stay at the job and lcave. 

Why is it important to look at these issues? Consider 

the following: 

1) The provision cf jobs for wo~en is considered an 

important ~ay of integrating women into the process of 

industriali<!ation, with possibly far-reaching implications 

for their position in society in general. 

2) The growth rate of the offshore assembly electronic and 

apparel industries in Mexico as employers of women has been 

very rapid, and further growth ia believed te be high. 

3) Women' s concentrated employment as aSl;emblers in these 

industries has been subject to international concern and 

criticism. 

In sum, we need to underst.and the processes 1 bot:h cul t-.ural, 

po~itical and economic, of why and how women are selectively 

incorporated into certain forms of emplayment, and 

marginalized from 

will help us to 

these industries 

ethers. 

evaJuate 

in terms 

Understanding thesl.:: processes 

the employment opportunities of 

of improving the economl.C and 

social status of women in Mexico. 

Although a library thesis, and not a summation of 

original fieldwork, the thesis does make a contribut L-ln to 

the body of anthropological knowledge. In attempting to 

answer a seemingly simple question, "wtJy are women preferred 
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?", the paper focuses on sex segregatlon in one partlcular 

cul tural area, and thus prov ldes a better understand1ng of 

how, and to a certa1n extent why, sex segregation is 

malntalned ônd perpetuated. The uniqueness of this case 

study lS that lt attempts to understand sex segregation in 

an lnternatlonal arena, in other words, how gender 

selectlons for employees are made iD ~he context of ex~ort­

oriented productlon, and how the differing economic, 

political and cultural climates of Mexico and the united 

States interact to affect this selection. 

In research for this thesis, i t was discovered that 

very li ttle anthropological study has been conducted about 

the relationship between gender and rnaguiladora employment. 

As a result of this om1ssion, there is a paucity of data on 

male assembly \</orkers. Studies on f~male maguilado.li 

workers, while interesting, only present an incomplete 

picture of ~he processes at work between gender and labour 

force parti8ipation. We need to have comparative 

information on males to understand how the situation of 

females is different or unique. 

The thesis will be organized as follows. Chapter one 

will focus on the preconditions, in First World 

industrialized, and Third World industrializing and n"!wly 

industrialized countries, which have given rise ta export­

oriented production (EOP). The key points the chapter will 

stress are the imp~rtance of EOP for certain industries in 

the First Wor'd, and for the Third World countries such as 

Mexico which host foreign industries. The chapter will also 

emphasize how EOP has accelerated the entrance of women into 

the labour force of industrializing and newly industrialized 

countries, and, the major role that women have played as 

employees in export processing zone factories world-wide. 

In chapter two we will examine how, compared to import 

substitution which did not draw many women into the 

industrial labour force, the new international division of 
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labour has created factory jobs for mililons of Third World 

women. Global statistics dernonstrate how critical the 

labour force participation of Third World women has been in 

the growth of industry in industrializing countrles, and how 

countries wi th greater numbers of wornen in lndustry have 

grcwn more qUlckl~. 

The two main views about the effects of of fshore 

assembly plant ewployment on women, the integration thesis, 

and the exploitation thesis, will be presented. The chapter 

will conclude with a discussion of whether the two Vlews are 

mutually exclusiv,,::, and how the effects of EOP must vary 

according to count:ry i factory type, econom lc cycles and 

alternative emplcyment ~p~ions for women. 

Chapter three will intro-iuce the country setting for 

the study Mexico. The history of the border 

industrialization program (BIP) will be briefly summarized, 

and the nature of the agreement between Mexico and the 

United states will be examined. Fol 1 0 win g t h i s , 

statistics on the growth of the border zone factories will 

be presented, emphasizing the number and distribut lon of 

factories, the number of employees in the zone, and the 

gender breakdown of employees. 

The chapter will then foc us on the city of Juarez, and 

discuss the working conditions in the assembly factories of 

the two key industries - electronics and apparel. This will 

include a summary of each industry's expe~ience in Juarez, 

the nature of the industries, and their di ffer ing uses of 

technology. The key peints the chapter will make are how 

the nature of the twa industries, both being competitive, 

subject ta recessions and fluctuations in market demand, 

increases their need for flexible and cheap labour. 'rhe 

chapter will alsa emphasize how the hierarchy in these 

factories is a clear ..;exual division of labour. 

In chapter four, we will look at the demand-side 

fac.:tors which have determined who has been hired by both 
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multinational and domestic sUbcontracting companies. The 

chapter will present first-hand management explanations of 

why women and not men have been hired as the majority of' 

assembl y workers, and then criticize each of these 

explanations. The chapter will emphasize that the selection 

of maquiladora employees is not a haphazard affair, or a 

matter of simply following traditional hiring practices of 

the West, but a deliberate, well-calculated evaluation of 

the g.anders in terms of both perceived physical, 

social/cultural psycholoqical traits and market status in 

the local economy to determine suitability for factory work. 

Chapter five will examine the cultural backgrounds of 

the men and women who work in the assembly factories of 

Juarez. In particular it will look at the role that the 

sex/gender system in working class Juarez plays in reatinq 

"male" and "female" worker identities. This will help us to 

understand how capital perce ives men and women as qende:..-ed 

employees, who offer different advantaqes, and who can and 

must be managed differently to exploit the traits of each. 

In the second part of the chapter we will look at the 

economics and demoqraphics of the suppl Y of labour to 

maguilas. This will include lookinq at the vûryinq economic 

needs of men and women to work, and the employment 

alternatives available, to determine how attractive assembly 

work is in comparison to other options. Then we will look 

at the demographic profiles of male and female offshore 

assembly workers to determine who applies ta these 
factories. Included will be reasons why assemblera both 
stay in factories and leave. 

The last chapter will lock at a selection of theories 

which attempt ta explain the sexual division of labour in 

the capitalist labour market. Each theory or model will be 

briefly summarized, criticized, and applied to the Juarez 

data for its ability ta explain magyiladora ~ preference for 
young women. 

6 



'If. .. .. In the conclusion we will answer the questions posed in 

the introduction, and link these answers back to the 

theories on women in industrialization discussed in chapter 

two, to determine whether women 1 s employment in maguiladoras 

can be classified as development, exploitation, or both. 
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Chapter One. 

The Changinq International Division of Labour. 

In the last three decades the world capital ist systenl 

has undergone considerable changes. The old "classical" 

division of labour is beinq roeplaced by what economists are 

calling "the new international division of labour" (NIDL) 

(Frohel et al. : 1980) . Maquiladoras, free-trade zone 

factories in Mexico, which are the subject of this thesis, 

are manifestations of these global changes. 1 

The "classical" international division of labour which 

dominated industrial development for the pa st 500 years, was 

characterized by a divisior. between those countries which 

produced raw materials, and those which processed them into 

manufactured products. Raw materials were produced in the 

underdeveloped countries, qenerally colonies or ex-colonies, 

and then transported to Western Europe, the united states 

and later Japan, where they were transformed into industrial 

products. These items W'4re then marketed in, or between, 

the industrialized countries themselves, or exported back to 

the Third World (Frobel et al. 1978: 125-6). 

Since the 1960 's, the preconditions for the expansion 

and accumulation of capital have changed, such that for the 

first time in history, underdeveloped or Third World 

countries have increasingly become the sites for the 

production of semi-processed and processed manufactured 

goods tor world markets, rather than simply the suppliers of 

raw materials. Frobel, Heinrichs and I<reye arque that there 

now exists a trend towards a single world market for labour, 

and a single world m.-srket in industrial sites, which 

1 An approxiInate translation for maquiladora is "grist 
mill", where félrmers used to bring their grain for 
processing and have it returned to them (Fernandt:!z-I<elly 
1983c: 10). 
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eneompasses both the ~.raditional industrial, 

underdeveloped countries (Ibid.: 130, 140). 

and the 

Specifie types of industries in developed capitalist 

countries generally competitive, labour-intensive 

industries - have begun to take advantage of a new type of 

manufacturing site in developing eountries. Called H free-

production zones", or Hfree-trade zones", these new sites of 

production, which are set up and managed by the Third World 

hosts, are home ta a new type of factory - the "world 

market", or "offshore assemblyH factory (Ibid.: 138). 2 

There are two types of off-shore assembly factories. The 

majority are branches of large multinational corporations. 

However, domestie businesses, either owned by indigenous 

capi talists, or jointly organjzed by Third World businessmen 

and overseas customers, also subcontract for Western 

businesses. Both types of factories undertake the labour­

intensive, unsk1l1ed and semi-skilIed, intermediary stages 

of production of manufactured goods, wi th products being 

transported baek to the parent or contracting company for 

final assembly, finishing and sale (Safa 1986: 58: Elson 

and Pearson 1980: 6). 3 

2 Free-trade zones are specifie industrial sites 
offering "full infrastructural fac.ilities, including in sorne 
cases rentaI of suitable factory accommodation and 
permitting d~ty free acce.s of raw materials, components and 
capital equipment and similar facilities for exports" 
(Currie 1985: 1) • Worid market factories are factories 
which are establ ished in free-trade zones "for the 
industrial utilization of a labour force in manufacturing 
for the markets of the traditional industrialized countries~ 
(Frobel et al. 1978: 139). 

3 According to the ILO, "Multinational enterprises 
include enterprises, whether they are of public, mixed or 
private ownership, which own or control production, 
distribution, services or other facilities outside the 
country in which they are based" (1985: 5). Third World 
enterprises engaging in manufacturing fOI export to Western 
markets are generaIIy " smalIer, less capital intensive, and 
more labour intensive than multinational subsidiaries" (Lim 
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For certain industry types ln the Western world, the 

coincidence of the factors of international competition, an 

abundance of cheap Third WOl::ld labour, and developments in 

technology and communications, have provided the impetus to 

fragment prOduction (Frobel et al. 1978: 126). 

For numerous less developed countries of the world, the 

NIDL has represented a new hope for industrialization and 

economic growth. Export-oriented industrialization in free­

trade zones has replaced import-substitution as a key 

strategy for development in many count.ries. 

such example. 

Mexico is one 

The incorporation of 1ess developed countries into the 

NIDL was not however simply a matter of continued 

"exploitation" (Mies 1986: 113). Industrializing and newly 

industrialized countries actively sought out new economic 

relationships with Western governments and industries (Van 

Waas 1981: Fernandez-Kelly 1983a; Pena 1981: 160-1). 

Preconditions for Change: 

Accordinq to Frobel et al. there were three important 

changes in the wor1d economy which initiated the relocation 

of specialized types of Western manufacturing industry. 

These were: 1) The creation of an inexhaustible world-wide 

reservoir of cheap, easily-replaceable labour, partly as a 

result of failed development projects such as the "Green 

Revolution", and rural-urban migration. 2) Tha development 

and refinement of technology (Vt:lrnon 1 s "product cycle" 

theory), toqether with labour orqanization systems like 

Fordism and Taylorism, which facilitate the division and 

subdivision of the production process, such that most 

1983: 74). Domestic enterprises can include a variety of 
non-factory sites, includinq sweatshops, and have been 
associated with the increased use of domestic outwork or 
homework (Pearson 1986b: 68: International Labour Studies 
1984~ Berneria et al. 1987). 

10 
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fraqrnented operations can be accomplished with little skill 

L~ training. 4 3} New techniques of transport and 

communication which remove technical, organizational and 

cost barriers to production relocation (1978: 126-28; cf. 

Pearson (1986: 67J, Yc-d.:ng [1984: 387] and Van Waas (1981: 

54] ) • 

Two 

domestic 

other 

labour 

factors, 

shortages 

international competition and 

(particularly in the United 

states), were responsible for changes in the world market. 

In the 1960' s, growth in international trade intensified 

competition among developed nations. Japan's penetration of 

Western consumer markets led competing American and Western 

European manufacturers to relocate prOduction stages to 

developing countries as a means of reduclng costs. The 

4 Vernon's "Product Cycle Theory" looks to the 
"maturity" of a product to explain the establishment \Jf 
foreign subsidiaries. Vernon argues that when a product i& 
first dE'veloped and :.I.ntroduced, manufacturing will be k~pt 
in the United states. This enables the manufacturer control 
and flexibility over the production process. However, as 
the product "matures", the need for flexibility decreases as 
product design and inputs become more standardized. Export 
markets which demand production at cheaper economies of 
scale, and competition in production, eventually campel 
manufacturers te relocate production facilities to lower 
wage countries (Van Waas 1981: 54-5). 

"Fordism" is a system of industrial organization which 
uses the automated conveyor beIt, or assembly line to enable 
management to maintain near total control over the speed of 
work. The three principles of Fordism are: "division of 
labor - via increasing specialization and deskilling of the 
labor process, accuracy via standardization of manual 
operations and asselUbly components, and continuity - via 
mass production on a continuous basis" (pena 1983: 101-2, 
Pena 1986: 135). "Taylorism" is a system of managerial 
control over workers which utilizes time and mo~ion studies 
as a method for redesigning the skills content of work. Key 
components of TaYlorism are: a)~anagement control over the 
way production i3 to be fragmented and reorganized, D) 
rnanagerial hegemony over the knowledge needed to redesign 
the content of manual work (pena 1983: 98-99) • Both 
systems are part of what Braverman (1974) has called the 
process of "deskilling". 
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growth slump in Western and world markets in the 1970's made 

these competitive pressures even more intense. Indiqenous 

entrepreneurs in newly industrializing capitalist countries 

like Hong Kong and singapere aIse began manufacturing for 

export tù Western markets in the 1960' s. This further 

prompted competitive Western industries to relocate to these 

same countries in order to compete in their own home markets 

(Lim 1983b: 71). 

In the 1960' sand early 1970' s, the mature Western 

economies also experienced tight domestic labour markets 

characterized by "low unemploynlent rates, high wages, and 

chronic labo:,:" shortages in many industries" (Ibid.: 72). 

Scarce immigrant labour, and fringe and welfar~ benefits 

added to the labour costs (Safa 1983: 6). Labour-intensive 

industries such as those whicn produce garm~nts, toys and 

electronic components, and which employ large numbers of 

workers in generally unskil1ed or low-skilled jobs were the 

most affected losina their international ~omparative 

advantage (Lirn 1983b: 72). The cheap labour in developing 

countries' free-trade zones offered a solution to these 

enterprises to remain competitive. 

In summary, certain First World il"dustries re10cated 

selective production stages to developing countries' free­

trade zones in response to international competition and 

domestic labour shortages. This relocation was motivated by 

an abundance of cheap labour in the Third World, and was 

facilitated by new developments in labour management 

systems, production technology, 

communications. 

transportation and 

In the late 1960' s, numerous developing countries, 

including Mexico, were looking for new growth models as 

alternatives to the policy of import-substitution, which had 

dominated from the 1940's onward (Mitter 1986: 7; Landsberg 
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1979: 51). 5 Import-substitution, which involved producing 

goods which had formerly been imported, proved to be highly 

problematie as a strategy for economic growth. The poUcy 

tended to "pr.ovide luxury items for the urban-based elites 

at the expense of necessary investment in the infr~strueture 

of the rural areas, where the majority of the people Ijved 

in ... poverty" (Mitter 1986: 31). The combined factors of 

the narrownesu of the domestic market for locally 

manufactured lUAury goods, highly proteeted markets nnd 

expensive imported inputs resulted in eountries being left 

with "a disproportionate bill for essential imports of raw 

materials and par':s to make the "inessential" goods whose 

import was previously restricted" (Ibid.: 32). Therefore, 

for Third World countries with inward oriented import­

substitution polieies, the results included: 1) greater 

starvation for the majority of the people, 2) limited 

industrialization, 3) growing regional ine1ualities, 4) 

massive unemployment and 5) larger deficits and debt (Ibid.: 

51; Lim 1978: Duncan 1976: Van Waas 1981). These effects 

were severely debilitating. 

For the governments of countries in East, and South 

East Asia, and Latin America, export oriented 

industrialization (EOI) seemed like a potential answer to at 

least some of the se urgent p.·oblems. Western businesses 

were invited by Third World governments to invest their 

foreign exehange and technical expertise in the free-trade 

zones they had built, and take advantage of not only eheap 

labour, but a host of other economically attractive 

5 Not aIl countries now exporting manufactures to 
Western markets went through a stage of import-substitution. 
The World Bank argues that multil"lationals "have made it 
easi~r for sorne developing countries to begin exporting 
manufactures without going through an initial phase of 
import-substitution" (1987:46). 
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bene f i ts 6 Th is strategy completed a full circle. Once 

again, Third World development was closely tied to the 

external market (Mitter 1986: Landsberg 1979). 

The model of Eor received not only the blessing of, but 

was actively promoted by powerful Western-dominated 

international agencies. These included the World Bank, the 

International Monetary Fund (IMF) , the United Nations 

Industrial Development Organization (UNIDO), the 

Organization for Economie cooperation and Development 

(OECD), and bilateral international development agencies 

like the United states Agenr.y for International Development 

(USAID) (Mies 1986: 113; Sen and Grown 1987: 39; Frobel et 

al. 1978: 129; Ehrt,mreich and Fuentes 19B1: 58-9; Mitter 

1986: B; Joekes and Moayedi 19B7: 1). In the 1960'S, ~IDO 

establish~d a model for free-trade zones which is still 

being consulted. within their overall programme for the 

promotion of export orientud industries in developing 

countries, UNIDO has assisted in the planning and 

construction of free-trade zones, and lists the following 

three goals as attainahle through the instruments of free-

trade zones and world market factories: " 1) the creaticn 
of new jobs and consequent elimination of tlnemployment, :n 
the training of a skilled industrial work-fGrce and aCCf~SS 

to modern technology, and 3) access to increased foreign 

exchange receipts and a wider scope within which developing 

countries can conduct their foreign trade policies" (Frobel 

et al. 1980: 366). The World Bank has over the last two 

decades lent "several billion dollars to finance the roads, 

airports, power plants, and even the first-class hotels that 

multinational corporations need in order to set up business 

6 Although henefits vary between zones ancl cCluntries, 
they ca!" include anti-strike laws, no import quotas, no 
foreign exchange controls, unlimited profits repatriation, 
long tax holidays, cheap loans i subsidized utilities, no 
local provincial taxes, 100% foreign ownership, and no 
customs duties (War on Want 1988: 5). 
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.. 
in Third World countries" (Ehrenreich and Fuentea 1981: 58). 

And USAID bel ieves that EOI is "the optimal stra tegy for 

large and small developing countries al ike" (Joekes and 

Moayedi 19B7: 1). 

Given the dire problems that countries in the post 

import - substitution period faced, and the possibility of 

partial solutions that export oriented industrialization, as 

promoted by international organizations, offered, is it any 

wonder that Eor bec.'am9, for countries such as Mex1Co, the 

"new wisdom" of economic growth (Van Waas 1981: 52) ? 

The Impact of Export Oriented Industrialization: 

The impact of EOI on first world industries has been 

significant, but restricted to specifie types of industry. 7 

It is labour-intensive, competitiva industries, which hire 

large numbers of unskilled and law skilled wcrkers, that 

have established assembly factories in free-trade zones 

(Currie 1985: 206: Lim 1978: 4; Lim 1983b: 72; 

7 Almost all Western industrialized countries, to 
varying degrees, have foreign direct investment (FDI) - the 
channel for multinationals 1 investments in developing 
countries. The World Bank estimates that in 1987, 25-30 
percent of the world 1 s stock of FOI was in developing 
countries. About 40 percent of this was in the 
manufacturing sector. The United States is by far the Most 
active investor, followed by the United Kingdom, West 
Germany, Japan, France, the Netherlands and other sma11er 
investors (World Bank 1987: 117). 

Canada falls into the category of "others". Almost a11 
Canadian investments in the Third World are aimed at 
production for local markets, and there is limited 
transnational manufacturinq for export from developing 
countries (Adams 1980: 120) . It has been sugges'..:ed 
how8ver, that with the passing of the Canada - U. S. Free 
Trada Agreement in 1987, Canaoa will be forced ta take 
advantage of tree trade zone labour ~n order ta compete with 
U.5. products which are assembled in offshore factories. 
Al though the Free Trade Agreement stipulates tha t goods 
processed in a third country are not quaI i f ied for dut y­
free entry into Canada, experts argue that the entry of such 
products will be difficult to police (The cac 1988: 6, 
Canadian Government 1987: 15). 
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Fernandez-Kelly 1983a: 83). These industries can be 

classified into two groups, those using "traditional" or old 

establ ished technologies, for exarnple, garments, textiles, 

plastic toys etc; and those which use "modern" 

technologies, such as electrical goods and elcctronic 

assernbly industries 

distinguishing factors 

(Elson and Pearson 1980: 4). The 

of these industries is Ilot the type 

of technology they utilize, but that their product's 

assernbly is labour-intensive, and that their products are 

destined for a highly competitive market, subject to 

recessions, fluctuations in demand, and changes in design. 

Mu1tinationals have played a dominant, though not 

determinant, role in the changing international division of 

labour. The North-South Irlstitute has written that "without 

such TNC (transnational corporation) investment, the recent 

expansion of Third Wo=ld manufactured exports would have 

been substantially slower" (1985: 7). 8 In fact for ma!1y 

businesses, fa~ed with the pressures of competition, 

particularly from rivaIs utilizing free-trade zones, 

production relocation is becominq the key to survival. 9 

Duncan insists that "Because of the nature of global 

oligopolistic competition durinq a period of relatively 

free-trade, no mature industry can afford not to expand its 

production into the underdeveloped world" (1976: 8, original 

8 Van Waas argues that the participation of 
multina~ional corporations in off-shore assembly production, 
or what he calls "integrated transnational produC'tion", is 
simply the fourth historical phase of MNC operations abroad. 
This phase is characterized by a "tight integratio.Il, I! rather 
than "general autonorny," of the off-shore branch into the 
on-going production processes of the entire corporation (1981: 16) • 

9 In the words of one IBM executive, "Once mêlnagement 
understands and accepts this world economy, i ts vüew of the 
marketplace - and its planning - necessarily expand. The 
world outside the home country is no lonqf')r viewed as (a] 
series of disconnected customers and prospects for its 
products, but as an extension of a sinqle market" (Duncan 
1976: 6). 
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e."2lphasls) . And Frobel et al. write that "any company, 

almost irrespective of its siz~, which wishes to survive is 

now forced to ini tiate a transnational reorganization of 

production to adapt to these qualitatively new conditions" 

(1980: 14-15). 

The 

countries. 

NIDL has 

By mid 

also 

1987 

had 

there 

an impact on developing 

were 88 

",onec; world-wide, either in operation or 

(Centre for Caribbean Dialogue 1987: 3). 

export process ing 

being established 

10 Investment in 

these zones by First World industry, in the form of offshore 

subsidiary factories and subcontracting arrangements wi th 

indi~enous enterprises, has significantly contributed to the 

~rowth of manufactured exports trom developing countries. 

Although it is unfortunately not known what proportion 

of developing countries' total manufactured exports 

or ig inate in export ~rocess ing zones, the follow ing 

statistics support statements about the growth of 

manufactured exports from developing countries (Joekes and 

Moayedi 1987: 20). The top eight Third World exporters of 

manufactured goods to developed nations are Hong Kong, South 

Korea, Mexico, Brazil, India, Singapore, Malaysia and 

Arç;antina (Landsberg 1979: 52). According to 1972 data, 

thesEl' eight countries accounted for almost 60% of tot~l 

Third World exports of manufactures, and over 65% of total 

Third World industrial pl.:'oduction. In 1973 they accounted 

for an overwhelming percentage of all Third World exports to 

10 Area/Region Exist Seing Set Up 

Asia , the Pacifie 21 17 
Latin America & 
the Caribbean 20 6 
Middle East 8 1 
Africa 6 6 
Europe J 

Total 55 JJ -. 88 

(source: Centre for Caribbean Dialogue 1987: 3) 
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deveioped capitaiist countries in three product lines­

engineering and metai products, ciothing and miscellûneous 

iight manufacturing (Ibid.: 52). Between 1973 and 1985, 

the share of offshore assernbly products in total 

manufactured imports by the United States, as an example, 

increased bv 2.4 % for Hong Kong, 4.2 % for South Korea, 

17.1 % for Singapore, and a s.lgnificant 30.2 % for Mexico 

(World Bank 1987: 45). The further potential growth rate of 

Eor js generally believed to be high (North-South Institute 

1985: 1). 

Ta recapitulate, participation in the NIDL has been the 

key to survival for certain types of First World industry. 

For Third World countries hosting free-trade zones, EOI has 

becorne a small but significant part of their cverall 

development plans. 

The Gender Factor in Employrnent: 

Export manufacturing accounts for only about 1.5 

percent of total employment in developing countries11 

(North-South Institute 1985: 6). However, it is estimated 

that nearly 80 percent. of this number of export processing 

zone employees are women (Mitter 1986: 14; Frobel et al. 

1980: 344-5; Currie 1985: 3). 12 So heavily female-

11 Statistics on the total world-wide employment in 
export processing zones in developinq countries vary 
considerably, from one estimate of 1 million (ILO 1985), 
(Joekes et al. 1987: 20) to one of more than 2 million 
(Ehrenreich et al. 1980: 53). 

In 1984, Asia had 57 % of aIl known employment generated by 
zones, central American and the Caribbean had 29 % of known 
employment, South America had 8%, while North Africa, the 
Mediterranean and the Middle East were of relatively little 
importance (Currie 1985: 3). 

12 Women make Uli 80% of the work force in Mauritius, 
77% in Mexico, but ;0% on the. northern border of Mexico and 
in Taiwan. Sov~n Korean women make up 75% of zone 
employees, while ~ri Lankan women make up 88% in their zones 
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oriented are these offshore assembly factor ~es that they 

have been called "female-intensive" industries (Lim 1978: 

4) . Joekes dnd Moayedi have written, "Given that wornen 

represent only 32 percent of the total labor force in 

developing cQuntries and a slightly lower proportion of the 

labor Forc'2 in in'iustry - 26 percent, the disproportionate 

access that women have to export manufè.1cturing employrnent 

and their oven'~ulming importance as suppl iers of labor for 

the export manufacturing sector is quite phenomenal" (1987: 

17) • 

The reasons for this systemat1c preference for female 

labour will be examined in the body of this pape .• :. For no· ... 

i t is important to note not only the gender "bias" 01 

offshore assembly factories, but how instrumental the se 

factories have been in accelerating the entrance of Third 

World women into the industrial labour force (Joekes 1986: 

1). 13 

Ta summa.rize, since the 1960' s there ha::. been a global 

reorganization in the structure of employment involving the 

relocation of production assembly jobs in certain 

industries, from high wage countries in the west, ta low 

wage industrializing and newly industrialized countries. 

The major features of these transformations are the 

centralization of market and technology in the West, and the 

decentralizàtion of production to pools 

world-wide. Multinationals and Third 

of chea~ labour 

World womel1 have 

played a dominant role in the NIDL. Key points to remember 

(Currie 1985: 3) . 

13 In Singapore for example, export processing zones 
are attributed with helping increase the labour force 
participation rate of women from 10 percent in 1968, ta more 
than one third in 1978. While in Malaysia, "because of 
female-labor-intensive industries like electronics, garments 
and footwear, women forro slightly over half the total 
manufacturing labor force, and one third of the total labor 
forcel! (Lim 1978: 8). 
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are 1) The importance of offshore assembly plants for the 

survival of certain First World industries. 2) The major 

role wamen have played as employees in EPls \oVOrld wide. 
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Chapter Two. 
Theories of Women and Industrialization. 

Scholars interested in women in industrializing and 
newly industrializing countries have paid considerable 
attention to the changes that have come about in the global 
economy in the last 30 years, particularly to the way Third 
World women have been incorporated as a preferred labour 
force into the export manufacturing sector. Compared te the 
pOlicy of import-substitution which did not draw many wornen 
into the industrial labour force, the new international 
division of labour (NIDL) has created factory jobs for at 
least one million Third World women (Elson and Pearson 1980: 
1: Sassen-Koob 1984: 1146). In fact in 1985, women's 
employment in free-trade zones was the fastest-growing 
sector of employment in the world (Taylor et al. 1985: 39). 

Third World women's role in industrialization has, 
however, been limited to a sub-set of industries, and a 
particular set of occupaticns. Most female industrial 
work~rs are concentrated in industries producing light 
consumer goods such as garments, toys and electronic 
components (Joekes 1986: 1-5). These jobs tend to be low­
income and low-skilled, in industries which are "labour­
intensive, sensitive to market fluctuations, and have a low 
level of technology, poor working conditions and safety 
measures and little security of employment" (North-South 
Institute 1985: 2: UNlDO 1980: 7-9: UNlOO 1981: 39-40, 

50). 14 Women are poorly represented in other sectors of 

14 Joekes explains that the sexual divisions present in 
all societies are responsible for the way that female labour 
is channelled into a sub-set of "light" industries and into 
particular types of "unskilled" and "semi-skilled" 
occupations (1986: 1). 

She argues that there are two main types of 
consequences from the crowding of women into these 
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manufacturing industry where "production processes tend to 

be more advanced technologically and more heavily 

capitalised" (Joekes 1986: 1). 15 
While in the rnid 1970's to 1980's the concern of 

sCholars, economists, and developrnent experts was how to 

"integrate il women into development, the growing 

participation of Third World wornen in the industrial sector 

has shifted focus to investigating and analyzing the vay 

women are being selectively integrated into the developing 

economies of industrializing countries (Scott 1985; 

Charleton 1984; Sassen-Koob 1984: 1146-7). There are two 

key theories about the effects on women of employment in 

offshore assembly factories. These are the lntegration 

thesis and the exploitation thesis. Both of these will be 

examined below. 

Integration and Exploitation Theses; 

The integration thesis is essentiall" modernization 

theory applied to women. Advocates of the thesis share with 

liberals, marxists and liberal feminists the view that 

industries: "l)The crowding has helped to keep female wages 
even lower than the relatively unskilled nature of the work 
warrants; and it has probably also .•• militated against 
irnprovernent in workinq condi tiens for women; and i t has 
entrenched a low level of expectations about the quality of 
ernployment for women among men and women alike. 2) It 
makes it possible that changes in international market 
conditions in recent years have had a differential impact on 
'male' industries and 'female' industries" (Ibid.: 2). 

15 Sassen-Koob argues that the distinction between 
"traditional" and "modern" forms of manufacturing 
erroneously shows that women's share of jobs have declined 
as an industry modernizes. She suggests that a better 
formulation would be a distinction between labour-intensive 
and capital-intensive forms of production, given the 
continued viability, indeed growth of the "traditional" 
labour-intensive forms of manufacturing such as apparel 
industries in Third World free-trade zone factories (1984: 1147). 
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incorporation into the industrial sector is beneficial to 

women (Jaquette 1982: 268-275; Ruiz and Tiano 1986: 6-7; 

Joekes 1986: 3; Tiano 198Gb: 158-9; Eison and Pearson 

1980: 24). According to this view, 

export-oriented industrialization leads to promote 
liberation and sexual equality by providing wage 
employment and integrating women into the modern labor 
market. Working in the export sector for 
multinationals not on1y provides women with a regular 
income and greater economic security, it also provides 
productive skills that give women a chance of upward 
mobili ty within and among industrial firms. 
Further, rational social organization of modern 
industriàl firms can stimulate development of liberal, 
egalitarian values which undermine traditional sex 
roles (Joekes and Moayedi 1987: 24). 

Em~lotment in free-trade zone factories i5 also believed to 

offer women economic alternatives to early marriage and 

childbearing (Grossman 1979: Il), and enhances a woman' Il 

self-image by increasing her self-automony (Lim 1981: Il; 

1983b: 83). In short, the process of modernization, or 

industrialization, is perceived as sex-neutral, and 

particularly beneficial to women "who have been more hemmed 

in than men by tra.ditional values circumscribing their 

roles" (Jaquette 1982: 269). 

Supporters of the exploitation thesis share with social 

feminists and dependency theorists the view that 

modernization is not a neutral process, but one that obeys 

the dietates of capital (Beneria and Sen 1986: 150). 

Tracing the historie use of women in industry, crities 

stress that women, like children and immigrants, have been 

pulled into industry during certain periods of capitalist 

expansion, and that the incorporation of Thlrd World women 

into export-oriented industries is simply the latest 

manifestation of this pattern (Safa 1986: 59-60: Nash 1983: 
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7-9; Fernandez-Kelly 1983a: 73-93: Charleton 1984: 138-9). 16 

According to this view, women in the Third World 

provide multinational corporations with a cheap and easily 

expendable labor force because of "discriminatory hiring 

practices, sex-segregated labour markets, and inadequate 

preparation which weakens their position within the labor 

market" (Tiano 1986b: 159) . The intense competition for 

factery jobs, it is argued, keeps wages low, and workers 

docile and vulnerable to sexual explei tation (Ibid.: 159; 

Chapkis and Enloe 198j: 2). The jobs that are available to 

these women are seen as dehumanizing, threatening te women's 

physicai and mental health, unskilled, dead-end and unlikely 

to provide them with any transferable skills (Jeekes and 

Moayedi 1987: 24-5). The general Iack of unionization is 

seen as a further inhibitor to women changing their 

circumstances (Tiano 1986b: 159). 

critics also charge that multinationals take advantage 

of, and r-einforce women' s structural vulnerability wi thin 

the labour market and the family (Tiano 1986c: 78; 

Fernandez-Kelly 1983a: 220; Lim 1983b). Company-sponsored 

beauty pageants, makeup demonstrations, cookinq classes and 

sex education seminars which reinforce workers' t:raditional 

notions of femininity, and supervisors' close monitorinq of 

not only the workers' output but personal lives, are seen to 

16 Charleton writ •• , "For Third World women, there is a 
strong historical precedent for workinq in, and beinq exploited 
in, factories. The movement of women out of the home and/or 
out of agriculture into mechanized manufacturinq industries was 
one of the central characteristics of industrialization in 
Europe and North America" (1984: 139). 

According to Fernandez-Kell~, women, like children and 
immiqrants, are used to max~mize the growth and profit 
potentiai of firms at times of early industr.ializatien or when 
industries begin to explore new areas of production and 
markets. In operations such as EOI, which ale labour­
intensive, the employment of women is a way of keepinq costs 
down (1983: 84) . 
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"deepen obeisance to authority and acquiescence to 

tradi tional sex roles ... rather than encouraq [e] autonomy, 

independence, and self-reliance" (Tiano 1986c: 80). 

In sum, while advocates of the exploitation thesis do 

acknowladge that EOI absorbs many women into the world 

capitalist system, they arque that the priee paid ls 

econolilÎc exploitation. Tiano writes, "The exploitation of 

women is particularly pronounced in the Third World, where 

racism and dependency exacerbate gender inequalities" 

(Ibid.: 16Q). 

A False Dichotomy ? 
Scholars such as Tiano (1986b; 1986c) and Elson and 

Pearson (1980) have suggested that the two perspectives of 

the integration and exploitation theses are not polaric. 

Tiano makes three points. Pirst, she argues that 

industrialization' s effects on 'f'hird World women di ffer 

across social classes and cultur;tl and geographical areas, 

and that therefore, industrialization "may enhance options 

for educated, middle-class women while closing doors for 

poor and unskilled wamen." Second, integration and 

exploi tation are relative, and "'what might be 'exploitation' 

for one person might be '1 integration' for another. " 

Finally, she suggests that the effects of industrialization 

may he considered "liberat~nq" in some areas of women' s 

lives, and counteractive in others (1986b: 169). 

Elson and Pearson elaburate on Tiano' s third point­

the concept of possible multiple effects of 

industrial ization on women. They distinguish three 

tendencies in the relationship between factory employment 

and the subordination of women as a gender: 1) A tendency 

to intensif y the existing forms of gender subordination. 2) 

A tendency to deco.pose existing forms of gender 

surordination. 3) A tendency ta reco1llpose new forms of 

gender subordination (1980: 27). The authoI'S clarify that 

these are not mutually exclusive tendencies, given that 
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"There is evidence of all three tendencies at work in the 

case of Y/amen employed in world market factories" (Ibid.: 

2 7) • 

Rather than ending women' s subordination, Elson and 

Pearson suggest entry into waged labour tends to transfora 

i t. In sorne cases, existing forms of gender subordination 

are intensified. The authors cite the example of Malaysia, 

where "Instead of undermining the father' s author i ty over 

the daughter by encouraging 'modern' 'Western' behaviour, jt 

(the multinational company] pursues a policy of 

reinforcement by voluntarily installing ~rayer rooms in the 

factory and lettir.g the girls wear their traditional attire, 

and en forces a strict and rigid discipline in the work 

place" (1980: 28). Elson and Pearson write that 

While there i9 a tendency for the decomposition of some 
existing forms of gender subordination, such as the 
control of fathers and brothers over the life styles of 
young wornen, there is also a tendency towards the 
recomposition of gender subordination in new 
forms ... such as that of women employees to male factory 
bosses (1980: 28-31). 

Thus, while the proc::ess of decomposition can bring women 

sorne independence, the process of recomposition can make 

them vulnerable in new ways, such as to job 10ss as a result 

of the instability of world market factories, or to sexual 

harassment and/or exploitation because of the "lack of 

respectability" reputation attached to "factory girls" 

(Ibid.: 29; Lim 1981: 189). 

In conclusion, the effects of Third World women' s 

participation in free-trade zone factories do not seem ta be 

either clearly beneficial or detrimental, but vary according 

to type of industry and economic cycles. Neither thesis can 

be evaluated without historical data to provide a baseline 

for compë.ring the situation of women before and after 

industrialization, or considering women's alternative 

employment options (Tiano 1986b: 168; Tiano 1986c: 82). 
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1 Chapter Three. 

The Mexican Border Industrialization Prograa. 

This chapter will be divided into three sections. 

Section one will briefly suntrndrize sorne of the Key socio­

econcmic characteristics of Mexico. section two will 

intrcduce the northern border area, and the Mexican Border 

Industrialization program (BIP). The discussion will 

include an assessment of the impact BIP has made on Mexico, 

and the advantages it offers to the United states - BIP 1 S 

best customer. In section three we will look at the city of 

Juarez, and the free-trade zone factories that it hasts. 

This will include a discussion of the electronie and apparel 

industries whieh predominate in the zones, and their 

employment practices. 

Mexico: The Setting. 

In 1987 Mexico's national population was estimated to 

be 81,900,000. Half of these people were under the age of 

15. with an annual rate of growth of 2.5 percent, the 

population is expected ta reaeh 112.8 million by the year 

2000 (Grolier Academie Encyelopedia 1988: 359). The 

distribution of the population, 70 percent urban and 30 

percent rural, is a reflection of the high unemployment 

rate, particularly in rural areas, and the search for jobs 

in cities, by the estimated 800, 000 new workers who reach 

employment age each year (Ibid.: 356). The distribution of 

the labour force in 1985 was as follows, 26 percent in 

agriculture, forestry and fishing, 13.9 percent in commerce, 

12.8 percent in manufacturing, 9.5 percent in const~uction, 

and 31.4 percent in services (Ibid.: 356). 

Economically, Mexico is considered to be a newly 

industrialized country (NIC), and is ranked by the World 

Bank in the upper middle-income category (Beneria and Roldan 
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1987: 17). In 1985, the country' s c;ross national product 

(GNP) was $164 billion U. S., and Mexicans had a per capita 

incorne of $2,080 U.S. Fernandez-Kelly argues however, that 

this per capi ta income "is more of a fictitious indicator 

rather than a true expression of development" (1983a: 22). 

Like many developing countries, Mexico has a structured 

system of inequality. originally instituted according to 

skin colour - white European, brown indigenous Indian, and 

black African - the caste-l ike "pigmentocracy" was replaced 

by a semi-rigid class structur.e which ernerged in the post 

Mexican revolutionary period (Stoddard 1987: 3). In the 

contemporary structure, only a smal1 percentage of the 

population, the small but powerful upper-class of 

industrialists and wealthy politicians, and the rnidd1e-class 

marchants and professionals, enjoy acceptable living 

conditions. The rest of the population, peasants, indigenous 

groups and the urban poar, are impoverished (Fernandez-Kelly 

1983a: 22: Hellman 1978: 86). According to World Bank 

statistics, in 1977, the lowest 2 ° percent of housp,holds 

received 2.9 percent of total household income, while the 

highest 10 percent received over 40 percent of the total 

(World Bank 1983, in Beneria and Lourdes 1987: 18). In 

addition, Forbes writes, "despite steady growth in per 

capita GNP since World War II, the material well-being of 

the poorest 40 percent of the Mexican population has changed 

little since 1910" (1984, in Young 1986a: 15). 

This system of inequality is perpetuated by the 

autocratie, centralist qovernment, the Institutional 

Revol utionary Party (PRI) , which has dominateci national 

poli tics since the 1930' s, and not only supports, but is 

highly influenced by the bourgeois "ruling class" (Hellman 
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197 B: 14). 17 Stoddard argues that Mexico' s structural 

inequal i ty and central ization nf power have contributed to 

the countries' economic problems in three ways. 

1) Nationalist goals have placed a high priority on 
Mexican oW1~ership, not control - the wealthy reflect 
national ownership but do not contribute their share to 
national budget; 2)Feudal-like loyalties within the 
political and economic systems work through 
personalistic relations which eventually become 
institutionalized as "mordida" and corruption; 3)This 
accumulation of wealth by those in power and trust ls 
often transferred out of the country , a ph~nomenon 
known as "capital flight (1987: 5, original emphasis). 

Thus for Stoddard, the structural inequality in Mexico 

"reflects a small and powerful class in control of Mexico' s 

political and financial policies which cite nationalist 

goals but are desügned for i ts own interest" ( Ib id.: 6). 

Mexico' s financial woes are compounded by two other 

factors, a staggering public debt, estimated in 1987 to be 

$103 billion U.S., and a combined underemployment and 

unemployment rate of between 55 to 61 percent of Mexican 

workers (Baker et al. 1988a: 49; Stoddard 1987: 2; Van 

Waas 1981: [note 253] 195-6). Now, in the post import­

substitution era, and experiencinq difficulties with 

economic efficiency, equity, income distribution and 

unemployment, Mexico looks towards export-oriented 

industrialization as a potential answer to some of these 

17 Hellman writes that the bourgeois class, made up of 
industrialists, landowners, aqriculturalists, professionals, 
and pre-revol\ltionary elite, is the roost influential 
pre •• ure group in Mexico. Responsible for a large 
percentaqe of the GNP, and supported by foreign 
industrialists, the chamber of commerce, and other clubs 
organized to protect their interests, the national bourgeois 
class is able to exercise significant power over the 
government and its policy 1 to the extent of overriding 
decisions of the official party. "National development 
policies reflect the interests of the national bourgeois and 
its foreign business partners" (1978: 51-4). 
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problems. 18 The northern border cities are crucial to this 

plan (Van Waas 1991: 64-5). 

The Northern Border 

The Mexico-U.S. binational 

twenty mi les wide, and extends 

from the Pacific ocean to the 

border region, which is 

nearly two thousand miles 

Gulf of Mexico, has been 

described as economically atypical for both countries. On 

the U.S. side, the border reflects the " greatest poverty 

cesspool" in America, and has an unusually high population 

growth rate (stoddard 1987: 8). On the Mexican side, the 

standard of living 1s relatively high, by Mexican standards, 

and also has a high population growth rate (Ibid~ 8). 19 

Mexican border cities are characterized by the high~st 

minimum wage earned in the country, but the advantages of 

this are undercut by a high cost of living (Fernandez-Kelly 

1983b: 212). 

In 1988, the six Mexican states on the border were home 

to sixteen percent of the nation 1 s population (Baker et al. 

1988a: 48). In fact, after Mexico City, the border cities 

constitute the most rapidly growing, and densely populated 

region in the country (Bustamante 1983: 225). The reason 

behind both the growth and population concentration is not 

only the elevated birth rate, but also the very high rates 

of migration to the border ci ties, particularly by young 

18 In 1986, the dlrector for industrial promotion for 
the Secretariat of Commerce and Industrial Production 
declared, "We cannot afford to be caught napping and left 
out ot the rapidly increasing changes in technology, 
indu.trial processes, and the world market", and urged 
Mexico to use the maguiladoras as a transitional stage to 
expand Mexican-owned export industries (stodda~d 1987: 2). 

19 In the decade 1960-70, the population growth rate in 
the border region was 5.25 percent, compared to 3.04 percent 
for the nation as a whole (Bustamante 1983: 225-6). 
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.. women. 20 In the year of 1970 for example, migrants made up 

29.3 percent of the border residents (Ibid.: 231; Fernandez 

Kelly 1983a: 20-1). 

From their earlie5t days, Mexican border cities have 

been significantly shape~ by the proximity of American 

cul ture, and labour opportun! ties offered by V. s. 
enterprises. Mexican men have worked as agricultural 

labourers in the V.S. sunbelt, and as labourers in Mexican­

based, U.S. distilleries and fibre transformation 

operations. Mexican women have planted and picked cotton, 

and worked in Mexican-based American food transformation 

industries (Stoddard 1987: 15). In fact Northern Mexican 

labour and conunodities have been so thoroughly integrated 

into the V.S. economy, that growth has been directly related 

to the demands and circumstances emanating from the United 

states (Fernandez-Kelly 1983a: 20). 

For the millions of under - and unemployed people in 

Mexico, border cities are seen as "havens of opportunity" 

(Kramer 1985: 738). The possibilities of employment as 

migrants, both legal and illegal, in the United States, in 

American enterprises, or in the informal and service sectors 

catering to the demands of tourists, continue to attract 

millions of Mexicans to the Northern border region each year 

(Monsivais 1978: 57-62). The Border Indu~trialization 

program, which was established in 1965, can be seen as i\ 

continuation of these trends. The BIP has strengthened the 

economic ties of the border cities ta the American eeonomy, 

20 According to Tiano, women aged 10 to 29, the age 
eateqory from which maguiladoras recruit their workers, make 
up the largest proportion of migrants to the border states. 
The data on women' s reasons for migrating to the north are 
however seant, and cannot support the c1aim that the BIP 
augments border unemployment by increasing the labour 
supply. Tiano writes, "it is clear that the steady 
northward flow of young women helps maintain unemployment 
levels in the face of job shortages and replenishes the 
supply of potential maquilado-ra workers" (1984: 9). 
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and has made the "prosperous" northern region seem even more 

attractive to Mexicans seeking employment. 

The Border Industrialization Prcgram: 

The Border Industrialization program (BIP) was the 

product of a bilateral agreement between the United states 

and Mexico, which established the northern border area of 

Mexico, approximately 12 1/4 miles wide, as a free trade 

zone. within this zone, items could be manufactured, 

assembled, and transported across the binational border 

without being charged normal import duties (Stoddard 1987: 

17). As a product of the collaboration of the capitalists 

and governments in both the United states and 

BIP offered advantages to both countries 

169). 21 We will examine the implications of 

each country. 

Implications of the BIP for Mexico: 

Mexico, the 

(pena 1981: 

the BIP for 

Wi th the creation of BIP, Mexico entered into a more 

formalized relationship of dependent development with the 

United states. By dependent development, we Mean a 

condition of dependence combined with development in the 

form of export-manufacturing for American-controlled 

industries. 22 This form of dependency emerges from the 

21 More specifically, the BIP was created in response 
to the problem of Mexican .ale unemployment at the border, 
as a result of the United States terminatien of the Bracero 
Program, which had regulated the seasonal migration of 
Mexican male agricul tural workers te the U. S. South West. 
with the program's demise 200,000 men returned to the border 
region (Fernandez-Kelly !983a: 26). According to Van Waas, 
"the use of women as a primary labor force in maquilas was 
neither foreseen nor intended by the Mexic.:an government in 
the design of the BIP" (1981: 346 [footnote 431]). 

22 According to Evans dependent development refers to 
cases where "capital accumulation and diversified 
industrialization of a more than superficial sort are not 
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creation of a "triple alliance" between international 

capital, in this instance U.S.capital, local capital and the 

Mexican State apparatus (Evans 1979; Cardoso and Falleto 

1979). From the point of view of both the Mexican 

government and the Mexican capitdlist elite on the northcrn 

border, the BIP was a vehicle to take advantage of the 

wealth and proximity of the United states. 

According to article 321 of the Mexican Customs Code, 

two types of industrial enterprises are classified as 

maguiladoras, the free-trade zone factories which are the 

corner ~tone of the BIP. First, these include those 

enterprises (general!y multinational subsidiaries) which, 

with temporarily imported machinery, whatever the 

manufacturing costs, export their total production. Second 

are those enterprises (generally indigenous businesses) with 

a permanent industrial plant originall'l meant to supply the 

domestic market, which later on direct part or aIl of their 

production for exportation, and for which the direct 

manufacturing cost of their product at the time of 

exportation does not reach 40 percent (Bustarnante 1983: 

241) • 

The three main objectives of the government of Mexico 

for the BIP were 

1) The creation of new jobs, larger incornes, and 
better standards of living for workers in the border 
area, 2) The improvement of labor skills levaIs through 
the acquisition of t.echnology and training suppl ied by 
assembly plants, and, 3) J:he reduction of Mexico' s 
trade deficit by increasing the consumption of Mexican 
components in maquiladora operations (Bustamante 1983: 
235-6) • 

only occurring in a peripheral country, but are dominating 
the transformation of its economy and social structure" 
(1979: 32). It is " a special instance of dependency, 
characterized by the association or alliance of 
international and local capital. The state also joins the 
alliance as an active partner, and the resul ting triple 
alliance is a fundamental factor in the emergence of 
dependent development" (Ibid.: 32). 
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Mexican laws pertaining to export processing zones were 

designed to be as accommodating as possible to foreign 

investors, to both attract u.s. capital, and ensure that its 

objectives for the BIP were met. Initial legislatic)n 

permitted customs-free import: a"d export of raw material, 

machinery and spare parts, one hundred percent foreign 

control over investment as long as total production was 

exported, 23 a thirty year right to possession over la,nd 

destined for the maguiladora establishment, and a duty-free 

environment (Ibid.: 241; currie 1985: 15; Fernandez-Kelly 

1983a: 32). Additional concessions were later made to 

allow foreign investors more latitude. In 1972, the Mexican 

government adj usted i ta legialation which reatricted the 

establi;..hment of mag)1iladoras to the border zone, permitt.ing 

them anywhere in the country except major industrlal centers 

which are considered saturated. In 1973 BIP import 

procedures were IJimplified, allowinq import per.mit 

applications ta be élpprovec' locally, rather than in Mexico 

City. spot checks l:,ather th an total unloading of incoming 

and outgoinq shipments, and the posting of an annual bond by 

firms, rather thon individual shipment bonding aiso became 

permissible (Ibid.: 32-3; Sandera 1986: 3). '-.11 of these 

allowances illustrate the growinq importance of the S'IP to 

the Mexican government. 

By 1985 maguiladora industries had become Mexico' s 

second Most important source of foreign exchange, after 

petroleUM, but ahead of tourism (Stoddard 1987: 2). Their 

23 Fernandez-l(elly claims that this is an extraordinary 
cone ••• ion on the part of the Mexican government, qiven that 
und.r normal circumstances, industries in Mexico are not 
allovea more than 49 percent foreiqn control (1983a: 33). 

In 1983, the government decided that some foreign companies 
could sell as much as 20 percent in the domestic market if 
national production was not sufficient, or if there is no 
domestic producer of the product (Sanders 1986: 4, Currie 
1985: 15). 
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importance i5 likely to increase, since they are central to 

the economic revival plan of President Salinas de Gortari. 
(l3aker et al. 1988a: 48). 24 

Implications of the BIP for the United States i 

From the point oi' view of American businesses, the 

utilization of free-trade zone assembly factories in Mexico 

offers distinct advantages over free-trade zones in other 

developing countries. 25 Two key benefits are lower wages, 

in cC'1mparison to United states workers, and cheaper 

transportation costs. Van Waas has calculated that by 

operating in the BIP, American capital (in 1981) was saving 

over $1 billion annually over comparable U.S. wage costs, 

and estimated that this would rise to $1. 7 billion annually 

by 1983. In addition, the productivity rate of BIP workers, 

which is estimated to be between 15 to 40 percent higher 

than comparable U .5. workers, increases the wage savinqs 

cost (1981: 87-9). A 1984 U.S. study estimated that in 

1985, companies moving to Mexico would save $20,000 annually 

per employee (U.S.-L.D.C. Trade Link Project 1984: 87). 

Although wage. in Mexico are slightly higher than in 

other EPZ countries, they have been strongly offset by 

24 In 1987, President Salinas said he believes 
maguiladoras can be a "crucial lever for economic 
expansion", qiven low oil priees and Mexico's debt (Baker et 
al. 1988b: 102). 

25 Provisions 806.30 and 807 of the U. s. tarift 
legislation were critical to the development of the BlP. 
The •• two items "permit the basing of import duties on the 
valu. added outside the United States when the products are 
not aubstantially altered in character Li' manufacturing 
activities in foreign countries" (Fernandez-Kelly 1983a: 
29) . Item 806.30 has been important in promoting the 
expansion of electric and electronie offshore production 
plants, while 807 has aided apparel, toy and other light 
industry operation (Ibid.: 29). 
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26 cheaper transportation costs (Oillman 1983: 51). 

Mexico 1 s proximity to the United states permits goods to be 

transported by trucks, rather th an trucks and ships as would 

be required for Asian and Caribbean countries (Sanders 1986: 

li Dillman 1983: 51). 

The BIP also offers less quantifiable advantaqes to 

American businesses. Fernandez-Kelly writes that the border 

cities house labour and technicians of various grades and 

skills, excellent infrastructure and bankinq services, and 

"a social cl imate that guarantees uninterrupted production 

and a high level of output" (1983a: 28). The high 

unemployment rate guarantees not only a large pool of 

"fresh" labour to choose from, but one willing to do shift 

work 6 days a week. The hiqher productivity of Mexican 

labour compared to U. S. workers ls seen as extremely 

attractive. In addition, adjacency to the U.S. makes it 

possible for American management to work in Mexico, but 

reside in a U.S. border city, thus enabling them to retain 

"the American way of lite" (Ibid.: 28-9). 

In sum, the advantages the BIP ofters to the members of 

the triple alliance, U. s. capitaliste, the Mexican 

qovernment and northern Mexican capitalists, are numerous, 

and have been responslble for the siqnificant growth of 

Mexico' s assembly operations. Out ot all the countries now 

participating in offshore manutacturinq tor the U.S. market, 

Mexico ls leëtding in terms of growth and absolute value 

added by overseas processing (Ibid.: 34). From 57 plants in 

1966, the maguiladora industry has expanded to a total of 

approximately 1,300 plants in 1988, with about 250 new 

maquiladoras scheduled to open (Stoddard 1987: 24; Baker et 

26 Since the 1982 peso devaluation, Mexico' s waqes are 
much more similar to those paid in Asian NICs (Baker et al. 
1988a: 49). 
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al. 1988a: 48-9) . 27 A 1981 study concluded that U.S. 

companies control 90 percent of all maC[uila operations in 

Mexico (Grunwald and Flamm 1985: 149-50). However, non-U.S. 

multinational interest is growing. Japanese, Korean and 

European corporations have opened plants in 1988, and the 

Japanese have about 100 more planned (Baker et al. 1988a: 

49: The Fifth Estate 1988: 1). Mexican capital is still 

somewhat limited and concentrated in the interior. In 1978, 

there was substantial indigenous capital in half the 

maquiladoras located in the interior, and Mexican capital is 

also involved in border industrial parks designed for 

maquiladoras. Most indigenous capital however, ia tied up 

in assembly plants which subcontract for foreign 

enterprises, particularly apparel industries (Grunwald and 

Flamm 1985: 150). 

The BIP then, has become an important component of not 

only the northern border economy, but for the whole of 

Mexico. Although there has been some expansion of 

maquiladoras into the interior, it i9 still the northern 

cities which ho st the majority of assembly factories. The 

economy of Juarez, a city in the north, has been transformed 

by the introduction and growth of the maquiladora industry. 

The Maguiladoras in Ciudad Juarez 

Ciudad Juarez, located haIt way between the Pacific and 

the Gulf of Mexico, and ar:ross from El Paso, Texas, has been 

described as the "shininq success story" of the BIP (Van 

Waas 1981). prior to the establishment of the 8IP, Juarez 

wa. a border town with a traditional economy based on small­

scale processing of cattle and agricultural goods, and 

27 Although legally, maquiladora plants can be situated 
throughout the country, in 1979 only 10,7 percent of the 
total were situated in the interior. The majority ar~ 
concentrated in the five northern cities of Tijuana, 
Mexicali, Ciudad Juarez, Nuevo Lar,edo, and Matamoros 
(Se1igson and Williams 1981: 149, Dillman 1983b: 146). 
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specializations in a s~amy side of tourism from the O.S.: 

gambling, prostitution, and quickie divorces (Van Waas 1981: 

116) . 

Since the early 1960 1 s and the arrival of the rnaguila 

industry, it has grown to Decome a metropolis of aD out 1. 2 

million people, with the highest per capita incorne of any 

urban center in Mexico other than Mexico city (Garcia 1982: 

26; Sanders 1986: 1; Baker et al. 1988a: 49; Stoddard 

1987: 13). In 1988, Juarez was home to 250 maguiladoras, 

which were spread out through four maj or industrial parks 

(Van Waas 1.981: 122). These factories employed an estimated 

110.000 people, which represented approximately one third of 

the total maquiladora work force in Mexico (Baker et al. 

1998a: 49-50). Women made up an estimated 75 - 85 percent 

of these magyila employees (Fernandez-Kelly 1983a: 71: Van 

Waas 1981: 197: Seligson and Williams 1981: 25-7). 28 

The growth of Juarez's maguiladora industry is largely 

the result of investment from two types of assembly 

industries, electronics and apparel. Sixt Y percent of 

Juarez 1 s assembly factories specialize in electric and 

electronic cornponents, while 30 percent are dedicated to 

apparel assembly. The rest are involved in the manufacture 

of toys, asbestos yarn, ornamental products, and coupon 

sorting (Fernandez-Kelly 1983a: 4, 48). The two dominant 

industries are t:1xamples of the light and competitive 

industries, described in chapter one, which have found it 

necessary to take advantaqe of free-trade zones in 

developing countries. They are also the industries which 

have hired a large number of Mexican women as workers. 

Examining their employment practices in Juarez will lay the 

groundwork for understanding why women have predominated as 

28 Sorne arque that Juarez has reached its maguiladora 
saturation point, and is experi.encinq chronic shortages of 
electricity, water, roads and even skilled labour (Baker et 
al. 1988a: 49). Their numbers however, keep on inc.reasing. 
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maquila employees. 

Electronic and Apparel Industries: 

Electronic and apparel manufacturing industries share 

structural similari ties in th~ international market which 

make them ideal candidates for offshore assembly. 29 As 

"light", competitive industries, they exhibit the following 

two f ea tures • Both industries occupy a vulnerable position 

in the international market because of changes in the demand 

for their products. New advances in techn010gy quickly 

render e1ectronic produc:ts obsolete, and fashions change 

seasonally. This need to rapidly change designs 

necessitates low operation costs in order to remain 

competitive on the international market (Fernandez-Kelly 

1983a: 102). The second feature shared by both industry 

types is a high capacity for labour absorption, as a result 

of labour-intensive production 

themselves, technically or 

technology (Ibid.: 104). 30 

processes, which do not lend 

economically, to automated 

29 Not aIl types of industries are qualified to 
trans fer their production operations abroad. In the U. S. , 
political and legislative restrictions, and tariff barriers 
prevent certain capital-intensive, monopolistic, "heavy" 
industries from exporting manufacturing processes 
(Fernandez-Relly nd.: 20). 

30 For the electronic industry, manufactures belleve 
that rapid changes in the market render automation of 
product lines uneconomic:al. Manual labour ls preferred 
because of the "smaller yield losses .. , and the fact that 
manual workers can be ret::rained whereas rapid technological 
chanq. can make auttlmatetd equipment obsolescent in a few 
montha" (Lim 1981: 182, Frobel et al. 1980: 335). Within 
the apparel industry, highly mechanized equipment is being 
incorporated in the U.S. based centralized service unit 
(CSU) where cloth is cut and prepared prior to sewing, and 
finished and distributed after assembly. However, 
production technology in offshore sewing operations has not 
changed significantly, because of the complexity of the 
sewing operation, and the continually changing sizes, 
shapes, and fabrics of qarments (Van Waas 1981: 72-5). 
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Despi te these structural similari ties, i t is po,:tsible 

to differentiate between the two types of industries. l~e 

majority of electronics factories operating in Juarez are 

direct subsidiaries of U.S. parent firms. The majority of 

garment manufacturing businesses are small Mexican-owned 

enterprises wi th subcontr.'\cts from large U. S. companies 

(Ibid.: 104; Stoddard 1987: 25). These differences 

indicate various levels of capital investment, and differing 

employment policies. 

Subsidiary electronic factories in Ciudad Juarez are 

characteristically located in modern industrial parks. 

Managements have generally committed part of their 

investments to the training of middle-level personnel, the 

improvement of the skills of some af their workers and the 

promotion of the BIP. Workers consider employment in this 

sector highly desirable, though it is considered difficult 

to be hired for a job because of the highly selective 

employment policies utilized (Fernandez-Kelly 1983a: 105-6). 

Apparel manufacturing plants, in contrast, are smaller, 

have less capital investment, and are often housed in older, 

renovated buildings with inadequate heating and cooling 

systems. Jobs in apparel factories are considered less 

attractive from the workers' point of view than those in 

electronic plants, given that "working conditions [are] 

inadequate, equipment old-fashioned, labor requirements 

arbitrary and comparatively more rigoroua, demands on 

productivity steep, and abuses not infrequent" (Ibid.: 107). 

However, the combination of high turnover rates and the need 

of companies to maintain a flexible work force, make it 

comparatively easy for Mexicans with a weak position in the 

local labour market to obtain employment. 

Although some employment practices are standardized by 

Mexican government policy, there are variations between the 

two types of assembly factories in Juarez. There are two 

standard recrui tment techniques used by the two types of 
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factories. The most common method is ta advertise job 

openings only to current employees, asking their help ta 

fill them. The workers then recommend relatives and friends 

for the vacant positions. The advantages for management of 

this method include minimized recruitment costs, and a more 

"controllable" work force, as the "recommender" is 

frequently held partially responsible for the new employee's 

behaviour and productivity (ILO 1985: 38; Van Waas i981: 

206-7). In addition, workers who acquire jobs through 

personal recommendation, feel a personal debt to the 

individual or personnel manager who hired them. These 

feelings can be utilized by the hiring individual ta exert 

control or ta demand special services (Fernandez-Kelly 

1983a: 111) . This method of recruitment geems ta 

predominate in the electronics sector, which, given its 

greater capital investment, prefers to keep a tight control 

over the workers hired. 

The alternative recruitment strategy is to advertise in 

the mass media. The advantage of this method is that 

management accesses a much larger pool of potential labour. 

The disadvantage is that the majority of people seeking 

employment this way are not part of tightly woven informal 

networks, and background information is difficult to obtain 

(Ibid.: 11: Van Waas 1981: 207). This strategy tends to be 

used more in the apparel industry, which wi th i ts poorer 

working conditions and lower levels ot capital investment, 

is in less of a position to be highly selective about the 

workers that are hired (Fernandez-Kelly 1983a: 112). This 

method is also utilized by companies which are newly setting 

up, and during periods of labour short age (ILO 1985: 39). 

These recruitment strategies reflect companies' hiring 

policies. Electronic plants have very selective criteria by 

which they choose thair assembly workers. It is preferred 

that applicants have no less than 6 years of formaI 

education, be young - between 17 to 25 years - and be single 
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and childless (Fernandez-Kelly 1983a: 4). 31 Many factories 

also require that workers be available for day and night 

shift work, and be able to document a minimal residency in 

the city of one to two years, so that they do not "take the 

money and run" after a brief period of employment (Van Waas 

1981: 207). 32 Background checks are a standard practice of 

these establishments to ensure the accuracy of applicants' 

statements (Ibid.: 207). Before beinq hired, potential 

employees are required to take manual dexterity tests, and 

in the case of women applicants a medical examination to 

determine if they are pregnant, so that companies are spared 

payinq maternity benefits (Fernandez-Kelly 1983a: 105; 

Fernandez-Kelly 1983d: 31). 

In sum, these criteria ensure that the majority of 

workers hired by electronics plants are well educated by 

Mexican star;.tiards, young and enerqetic, stable, flexible, 

and unencumbered by domestic responsibilities. Eighty to 85 

percent of the time, these workers are female. Although 

some factories do place gender-specific job advertisements, 

the majority do not (Catanzarite and Strober 1989: 21). 

The hiring practices of the apparel industry are quite 

different. Although managera of locally owned apparel firms 

claim that they would prefer to recruit the calibre of 

employees that electronics mul tinationals do, the inferior 

working conditions of apparel factories do not attract such 

prospective workers, and they are left to select employees 

from those women who do not qualify for work in electronics 

factories (Tiano 1986c: 85). These establishments then, 

tend to emp10y workers who are older, are recent migrants, 

31 Factory managers believe that high levels of formaI 
education enable workers to be trained easily in a short 
period of time (Fernandez-Kelly 1983a: 52). 

32 The demand for shift work discouraqes the 
application of, and participation of women with full time 
domestic responsibilities. 
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and who have a weaker position in the local labour market. 

The majority of these workers are women who have returned to 

the workforce after years of domestic responsibilities, and 

single mothers who must support children. However, younger 

women who do not me et the stringent demands required by the 

larger foreign maguilas, are also found working in the 

appare1 industry (Fernandez-Kelly 1983a: 51, 106). 

According to 1981 data, Mexico has no effective laws on 

sexual discrimination in the workplace, and U.S. 

multinationals are not subject te U.S. restrictions in this 

are a when operating abroad (Van Waas 1981: 347). As a 

result of this freedom, a strict sexual division of labour 

has been established in Juarez magui1adoras. ''l'C. is the 

women who do the '1ight' werk of assembly or sewing, men who 

do the 'heavy' work of warehousing, material movement, 

maintenance, and running heavy presses, and the technical 

jobs su ch as machinery repair and engineering" (Van Waas 

1981: 347; cf. Pearson 1986: 82, Dillman 1983b: 149). 

Although there are some female line supervisors in the 

apparel industry, and female group chiefs in the electronics 

industry, in bath industries, technical, engineering, and 

administrative jobs are the monopoly of men (Ibid.: 348). 

Pena found that a typical electronics maqui1a has 12 basic 

shop f100r positions, the highest being departmenta1 

superintendent, the lowest beinq assembly 1 ine opera tors. 

within these position~, he discovered that all female 

workers were at or below the quality control inspector 

position (position 8 in the hierarchy), and that males are 
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the only ones in the top 7 positions (1983: 421). 33 pena 

found that the group chief position (number 9) was 

predominantly held by women (50%), while the tirst 1ine 

supervisor position, the next up in authority, was normally 

held by a male. This relationship, he concluded, functioned 

in such a way as to avoid conf1ict between majority female 

unskilled labourers and the male management, which would in 

turn underline internal divisions on the basis of sex, and 

the differentiation of power on the basis of sex (Ibid.: 

423). Pena writes, 

By exerting pressures on a group-chief to conform to 
the male-dominated supervisory system, first-line 
supervisors extract control over the assembly 1ine 
operators without resortinq to direct contact with 
them ••• This patriarchal system of indirect control 
resu1ts in two major dynamics: (l) It reduces the 
degree of "vertical" conf1ict, that is, direct conflict 
between 1ine operators and male management. (2) It 
increases the degree of "1ateral" conf1ict, that is 
between 1ine operators and group-chiefs. In a word, 
group-chiefs occupy a "~uffer space" between female 
1ine workers and male first-line supervisors (1986: 
140-1). 34 

33 !lgQ EQ51tl,m. , [gmAli % Male 
departmental superintendent 0 100 
production engineer 0 100 
quality control supervisor 0 100 
mechanical supervisor 0 100 
first-line supervisor 0 100 
1ab technician 0 100 
mechanic 0 100 

quaI i ty control inspector 20 80 
group-chief supervisor 60 40 
technical operator 50 50 
soldering operator 100 0 
assembly operator 80-95 5-20 

Source: (pena 1983 : 422) Based on Il Juarez electronic 
operations. 

34 A similar situation occurs in North American 
factories ~hich hire large numbers of immigrants. The 
uti1ization of foremen or forewomen who are of emp10yee 
ethnicity functions to reduce contact and conflict between 
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Pena and Van Waas both concluded that the sexual 

division of labour established and maintained in Juarez 

maguiladoras, specifically female workers and male 

management, reproduce:; the traditional pattern of 

female/male relations in Mexican culture, and as such 

functions as a form of control (1983: 424; 1981: 348). 

This May be part of the answer to the ~lestion of why women 

predominate as assembly workers. 

There is very limited mobility for workers in maguila 

factories, and little chance for increased earnings and 

technical advancement. Since the y are only "assembly" 

facilities, approxirnately 87 percent of the jobs are for 

operatives, and there is therefore a short ladder for job 

promotions. The rigid sexual hierarchy in the plants 

generally ensures that the few managerial, technical and 

supervisory jobs available, are occupied by men. Horizontal 

mobil i ty among firms in the sarne industry is sev~rely 

restricted because of an inter-rnaquila blacklist, and an 

anti-piracy policy maintained by fa.ctories (Lim 1981: 187; 

Van Waas 1981: 349: Pearson 1986: 82). 

Mexican legislation determines factors such as legal 

work week, wages, contracts and severance paye The standard 

work week in both types of factories is 48 hours (Sanders 

1986: 4; Pena 1983: 376). According to Mexican law, all 

factory workers in Juarez, regardless of industry type or 

gender, who wark at jobs defined as "unskilled," are paid 

the same minimum wage. 35 Thus men and women employed at 

"white" supervisors and management, and "non-white" workers. 

35 There is an "anti-piracy" agreement amongst foreign­
owned and Mexican maquiladora managers not to compete for 
workers by offering wages above the legislated minimum wage. 
This is not only ta keep wages law, but to avoid paying 
marginal tax rates on \1ages abova the minimum (Catanzarite 
and Strober 1989: 11-12, Van Waas 1981: 260). 

According to Van Waas, the evasion of minimum wage payment 
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( the same levei assembly job receive the same wage. This 

minimum wage is considered a wage floor, and in 1988, $3-5 

U.S. a day was considered an average (Baker et al. 1988a: 

49). 36 Maguiladoras are aiso required by lvlexican law ta 

register their employees in the National Security System, 

and the National Housing program (Fernandez-Kelly 1983a: 

123; Sanders 1986: 4-5). As a result of these requirements, 

the total company investment per work hour rises. In 1988 

i t wa!J approximately 81 cents U. S. per worker, par hour 

(Baker et al. 1988b: 102). 

Under Mexican law, labour contracts are by defaul t 

permanent. Temporary contracts are permitted for determined 

periods of time and labour. Under temporary contracts, no 

severance pay is owed to the worker. Temporary con tracts 

may be renewed, but its "temporary" nature must be 

justified. After the first renewal, the workers' contract 

is assumed to be permanent. Contracts are also assumed to be 

permanent after 30 days on the jOb (Van Waas 1981: 236-7). 

The issue of severance pay is closely linked to that of 

contracts. Mexican law stipulates that workers under 

permanent contract are entitled to severanr.e pay if laid off 

by the employer for other than a few reasons. 37 This means 

that 1ayoffs of permanent employees are extremely expensive 

(Ibid.: 236). 

Because of ~he high costs ta lay off permanent 

ls common in a number of smaller maguilas, but not frequent 
in larger multinationals, who have too large a politicai 
profile and workforce ta succeed at such a practice (1981: 237). 

36 This minimum wage is not considered a living wage, 
as it has not kept up with the inflation rate which has 
occurred since the 1982 peso devaluation. 

37 Severance pay includes a basic payment of three 
months wages, plus a seni.ority premium equal to 12 days pay 
per year worked, plus 20 days pay per year worked for 
damages to the worker for the loss of his/her job (Van Waas 
1981: 236). 
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, emp10yees, maguiladoras utilize a dual system of temporary 

contracts and forced resignations to cut costs. In h~g 1980 

study of Juarez, Carrillo found that 8.2 percent of his 474 

person sample had not signed contracts, and 41 percent had 

temporary contracts (in Pena 1983: 70). These temporary 

contracts function to prevent workers from acquiring 

seniority, and thus earning wage increases (Fernandez-Kelly 

1993d: 31). with regards to severance pay, Van Waas argues 

that forced resignations appear to be a standard operating 

procedure in Juarez;. He writes, "managers qui te openly 

admitted their power ta force such "voluntary" departures 

through techniques [such] as frequent changes in job 

assignments, frequent shift rotations, and general 

harassment by superiors" (1981: 219). One manager stated, 

"You can get a.ny turnover rate you want here" (Ibid.: 22). 

Companies a1so force negotiations with laid off workers 

about the percentage of severance pay they will be paid. 

The average w'orker received one-third to one-half the full 

lega1 amount (Ibid.~ 262). 

The use of temporary contracts and forced resignations 

seems to be a standard practice in both types of factories. 

Though it is seems probable that these manoeuvers are more 

frequently utilized in electronic factories, which, because 

of their higher profile, need to use legal loopholes, rather 

than outright abuses of the law, ta ~ut costs. With these 

tactics. they are able 'lo get rid of workers no longer 

hitting quotas, and maintain a younqer and more productive 

work force (Van Waas 1981: 263). These operating practices 

are however extremely stressful for workers. One 

electronics assembler confid,ed in Fernandez-Kelly, "Every 

three months, the personnel manager calls some of us into 

his ~fficel and he asks us to sign resignation sheets. l 

always si'~n immediately, because 1 want to stay out of 

trouble. The next morning he rehires me for another three 

months. l'm a nervous wreck, l never know when my 
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resignation will be final!" (1983a: 161). 
In sum, employment in maguiladoras is hi'ghly unstable 

for a large percentage of workers, and worke'" turnover is 
high. Sorne plant~ record a 100 percent turnOVf!r a year, but 

the average is approximately 2-3 percent per month (Van Waas 

1981: 218). These methods of worker exploitation and 

manipulation are largely permitted because (lf the virtual 

lack of labour unions in Juarez. Juarez, according to Van 

Waas, is union weak, with open inter-union battles over 

plant contracts (1981: 272). Decisions in favour of 

unionization are determined by the "needs and preferences of 

the firm rather than the requirements of wor'kers themselves" 

(Fernandez-Kelly 1983a: 145). Fernandez··Kelly concluded 

from her research that the number of workers a company 

employed was a deciding factor. She fOl.1nd that smaller 

firms were less likely to unionize, fearing the unions would 

generate conflict. betw •• n workera and maJ'l.agement, whereas 

larger maquiladoras were more likely to utilize unions as a 

tool in labour-management interactions (Ibid.: 145). 38 

The provision of non-wage benefita v~ries according to 
industry ownership. In Mexican-owned plants, benefits are 

ei ther rare or non-existent. However, in mul tinational 

plants worker benefitR are considered a priority. Stoddard 

claims American maquiladora owners budget 110 percent of 

worker minimum wage to provide benefits such as cafetaria 

and transportation subsidies, medical arld savings plans, and 

an assortment of company-sponsored social events (1987: 43-

5) . Non-wage benet'its are the means by which companies 

compete for top quality employees, qiven their agreement not 

to co.pete with wages (Catanzarite and Strober 1989: 12). 

To recapitulate, two competitive light industries have 

come to dominate maguiladora production in ,luarez. These 

38 The implications of gender and unions will be 
discussed in chapter four. 
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industries, however, differ signifieantly in their levels of 
capital investment, and this affects both hiring practices 
and employmp.nt polieies. Both industries maintain a strict 
sexual division of labour which replicates patterns or male 
authority found in Mexican culture. Women make up the 
majority of unskilled workers, and men occupy the majority 
if not totality of skilled jobS and management positions. 

\~e will argue that women did not randomly become the 
majority of unskilled assembly workers, and men did not 
randomly come to monopolize management positions. 
Additionally, eleetronics magyiladoras did not randomly end 
up with a young, educated etc. workforce, nor did apparel 
randomly end up with an oldez', responsibility-encumbered 
one. Deliberate selection processes are at work on the part 
of bath management and workers: managers in terms of who 
they hire, qiven their perceptions about wno makes the best 
assembly workers in the eontext of the economies of off­
shore production in Mexico, and workers in terms of where 
they apply, given th8ir perceptions of the differing 
qualities of employment in the two factory types. 

49 

1 

.. 



Chapter Four. 

Management Demand for Female Assembly Eaployees. 

In this ehapter, we will look at the demand-side 

factors which have determined who has been hired by both 

multinational and Mexiean sUbeontracting companies. We will 

examine how managers emphasize gender traits or 

eharacteristies attributed speeifically te men and women as 

a means of explaining or rationalizing the hiring of a 

specifie gender for certain jobs. It is important to keep 

in mind that gender traits may not be actual, but perceived, 

without any real basis for difference between men and women 

(Beneria and Roldan 1987: 50). Beneria and Roldan write, 

In a hierarchical labor process ..• criteria need to be 
designed to assign workers to different eehelons of the 
labor structure •••. [The) ..• use of gender ..• is viewed as 
diseriminatory unless accompanied by some form of 
rationalization. This is the funetion that the use of 
gender traits can play; i.e., they provide a basis for 
this rationalization by suqgesting an association, even 
if a socially constructed one, between specifie jobs 
and the skills attributed to men and women (1987: 53). 

There are essentially four types of management 

explanations about why women have been preferred over men 

for assembly work. Each argument will be presented, and 

then critically evaluated. 39 

39 Arguments about managers preferring women do not 
apply to other Mexiean industries such as the oil or 
automobile industries which hire men. Information about why 
women are not also preferred in such "heavy" industries is 
limited and unsatisfaetory. The ILe suggests that women are 
not seleeted beeause they do not have the physical strength 
required for Many jobs in this sector, and because the 
industries in question have traditionally been dominated by 
males (1985: 28-9). We could hypothesize that jobs in heavy 
industries, whieh are generally better paid and more stable 
than those in light industries, have been monopolized by men 
because they are the culturally legitimate breadwinners who 
require a "family wage", and, because men are considered to 
be serious, eonunitted, leng-term employees. This is an 
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1) A Universal Practice: 

Although there are sorne companies which insist that 

there is no sex bias in their hiring policy, and that Il i t 

[their sex ratios) just turned out that way", most managers, 

80 percent in one study, when asked why women make up the 

majority of assembly workers answered "that's the way its 

always done in assembly plants" (Van Waas 1981: 349 

[ footnote 435). Catanzari te and Strober were told by 

spokespersons in electronic plants that "they had come in 

[to Mexico) with the plan to hire young women because the 

parent companies employed young women for the same types of 

jobs in the Far East or in the home country" (1989: 13). It 

is not clear whether Mexican-owned assembly plant.s hire 

women on their own initiative, or if they are responding to 

the demands or employment practices of contracting 

industries in the United States. Stoddard claims (refer to 

chapter three) that unequal sex ratios among workers are not 

a recent border phenomenon created by maguiladoras, and that 

gender-specific work has existed in the border region since 

the early 1900's (1987: 58). Although it is possible that 

Mexican :managers are simply continuing employment trends 

started by early Mexican and U. S. businesses, i t ia more 

probable that they have hired women for the same economic 

and political ureasons" that foreign-run factories have. 

Critigye: 

There exists in the li terature a debate about whether 

Mexican maquiladoras hire the equivalent, or a higher 

important consideration for heavy industries which have high 
levels of capital investment, and cannot afford te turn 
machinery off because of em~loyee absence. These are, 
however, tentative conclusions. More research about the 
implications of gender in "heavy" industries must be 
conducted to better understand how women are evaluated by 
the different industry types. 
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proportion of women on assembly lines, to factories in the 

United states. Stoddard writes, "Taking a functional 

view •.. it is reasonahle to assume that when companies export 

jobs from U.S. factories which are mainly filled with 

females, these would likely he filled by female employees in 

the new "offshore" location" (1987: 60). He argues that 

similar assembly or production plants within the United 

states have an average of 90 percent female assembly workers 

(Ibid.: 60). The UNIDO concurs with this statement, writing 

that women form over 90 percent of all production workers in 

U.S. electronic and apparel industries (1980: 5). 

In contrast, Van Waas arques that apart from the 

apparel industry, companies in Mexican fr.ee trade zones use 

more women workers, proportionally to men, than do 

equivalent operations in the United states (1981: 199). The 

ILO (1985: 29) has similor findings, as does Green, who 

claims that in 1978, 76.4 percent of electronic operatives 

in the United states were women (1983: 284). Statistics on 

Canadian industries show that in 1982 women made up 81.2 

percent of clothing manufacturing employees, and 47.8 

percent of employees producing electrical products (North­

South Institute 1985: 24). These figures are lower than 

those for comparable industries in Mexico. 

In sum, the data are not clear. There seems to be some 

evidence than Mexican magyiladoras do hire proportionately 

more women than do operations in the United states. This 

may simply be a reflection of the nature of the unskilled, 

labour-intensive production tasks which are exported to 

free-trade zone factories. These tasks are undertaken to a 

large degree by women in factories all over the world, and 

as such have acquired the label "women 1 s work". However, 

even if it is true that maguiladora management i5 following 

what it perce ives is a universal hiring practice, we still 

do not know vby women are preferentially hired as assembly 

workers. As Humphrey says, "the fact that the work is 
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unskilled does not explain why women are found performing it 

to such a disproportionate extent" (1987: 141). 

2) Physical suitability: 

The majority of managers, at both foreign and domestie 

enterprises, back up their statements about the universality 

of hiring women to fill assembly positions, with an 

explanation of women's "natural" superior physical 

suitabilitl' (Van Waas 1981: 349; UNlDO 1980: 14; Pacifie 

Researeh 1980: 14). Stoddard found that plant managers and 

top-level administrators in both American and Mexican plants 

believed that "females al::,e born inherently superior to men 

in tactile dexterity" (1987: 59). A personnel manager, when 

asked why women made up 90 percent of his faetory's workers, 

explalned to Fernandez-Kf!lly "We hire most1y women because 

they ••. have f iner f ingerls, sma11er muscles and unsurpassed 

manual dexterity" (1983a: 181). 

It has a1so been .!l.rgued that young women are more 

suited to detai1ed asselllbly work, because of their higher 

percentage of body fat "hich enables them to sit for long 

periods of time with 1.'18 discomfort t.han men (UNlDO 1980: 

14; Fernandez-Kel1y 1983,d: 32; Anderson 1984: 87). 

The literature then, indicates that there exist 

widespread preconceptions about women's "feminine" 

attributes. Managemen't in both American and Mexiean 

factories elear1y belieava that women possess "natural" 

physical abilities whieh make them more productive than men 

in routine assembly wor14: (Humphrey 1987: 141; UNlDO 1981: 

~3; Tiano 1984: 17). 

Critique: 

critics of managemfent argue that the physical traits 

which supposed1y make "'omen superior assemh1y workers are 

not natura1 at a11, but cultural, and aequired through 

women' s social experienees (Young 1984: 394; The North-
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South Institute 1985: 12). 

Elson and Pearson stress that female dexterity is not a 

natural female quality, but the result of the social 

construction of gender, and the diffeI'entiated "training" 

that women and men receive (1980: 15). Food processing and 

needlework such as sewing, weaving, and embroidery are 

"feminine" activities which ensure that manual dexterity and 

hand-eye co-ordination are passed on to successive 

generations of women (ILO 1985: 30; Beneria and Roldan 

1987: 51). 

The ability of women to sit for long periods of time is 

not, critics argue, a function of their greater fat ratios 

on their lower extremities. Beneria and Roldan explain that 

housekeeping activities which are tedious and repetitive, 

and are often in poor households done in crowded spaces, 

require discipline, commitment, persistence and the ability 

to deal with frustration. This they explain, conditions 

women to be less restless than men, and therefore enables 

them to sit for long periods of time (1987: 51). 

Elson and Pearson arque that maguiladora managers are 

likely to see these traits as "natural", and the jobs that 

make use of these abilities "unskilled" or "semi-skilled," 

because like so Many other female activities coming under 

the heading of "domestic labour" , they are socially 

invisible and privatized (1980: 15). Elson writes, 

"Employers tind girls quict to achieve proficiency because 

they are already tralned in the art of manual dexterity. 

But because this training hasn't cost employers anything, it 

tends to go unrecognized. It ls attributed to nature - and 

it's not reflected in any higher pay" (1983: 6-7). 

The Cultural Construction of productivitYi 

Researchers such as Van Waas and Anderson have 

questioned whether there are iri fa ct empirical differences 

in dexterity and thus productivity, be ::ween men and women. 
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Van Waas explains that prior to 1970, Mexican labour law 

prohibited the employment of women on night shifts. Maquila 

managers interv iewed by Van Waa 3 who Viere invol ved in 

production at that time, reported little or no quantitative 

difference in the productivity of male and female line 

workers (1981: 200, 350). Anderson conducted a study of 36 

electronic and 20 apparel maquiladoras in Mexicali and 

Tijuana. From her findings she concluded that the 

proportion of women in the f irm 1 s work force had no 

significant impa~t on its efficiency or productivity (1984: 

92). How 

findings ? 

can we explain these seemingly contradictory 

On the one hand management clearly bel leves 

women have superior manual dexterity, and studies have shown 

that women do score higher on dexterity tests given by 

factories when hiring (Stoddard 1987). 40 On the other 

hand, there is evidence that 

situation, there is little 

productivity of male and female 

and Flamm 1985: 167). 

in the actual production 

difference between the 

assembly workers (Grunwald 

Lim and Humphrey have suggested that the nature of 

"productivity" itself must be examined. In her studies of 

free-trade zone factories in Singapore and Malaysia, Lim 

found that women workers were considered better than male 

workers not because they worked any faster, but because the 

work they produced was ot a higher quality. She suggested 

that this was not the result of better manual dexterity, but 

greater care and patience, and attention te detail, perhaps 

conditioned by domestic training such as needlework (1978: 

23) • 

In his examination of Brazilian factories, Humphrey has 

questioned why men in general do not display as much care, 

patience and attention in assembly tasks as do women. He 

40 Stoddard has questioned whether the tests are 
designed to suite smaller female fingers (1987: 59). 
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hypothes i z es that this di fference is related to the 

perceptions that men and women have of the jobs in 

particular, and the careers they involve. Men he suggests, 

lack care for assembly work partly because of the nature of 

the work, which ls repetitive and offers no room for 

initiative, and because of the definition of the work as 

"female", which means it has low status and wages, and a 

lack of promotionai opportunities (1987: 141-2). Humphrey 

aiso links differences in attention to quality between the 

genders to the varying degrees of supervision and cc:mtrols 

that men and women will accepte He argues that male workers 

are generally more resistant than female ta the levels of 

supervision and control required to maintain high 

productivity on assembly lines. He writes, "male workers 

present a number of problems for management when performing 

... routine work. The quality of production would be 

relatively law, there would be resistance to close 

supervision, and turnover rates would be high, because 

workers would leave in search of better jobs" (Ibid.: 143). 

In short, Humphry 's study suggests that management 

evaluates productivity not simply in terms of numerical 

output, but in terma of consistent quality, and the 

manageability of workers. 

The research of Lim and Humphrey sheds light on the 

seemingly contradictory situation in Juarez. Perhaps 

Mexican women are prized by maauiladora management not so 

much for their manual dexterity which results in superior 

numerical productivity compared to men, but because of the 

increased care and attention they pt'ly to assembly tasks. 

Thi. ability to pay attention to detail May be a result of 

the social training women received in domestic tasks, but 

there are addi tional underlying economic reasons we have yet 

to look at. 
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3) Psychological Suitability: 

In addition to the physical characteristics mentioned 

above, maquila administrators also make references to 

women' s personal i ties and attitudes, which are seen as well 

suited to assembly work. The two most highly prized 

qualities are women's supposed docility and patience 

(Fernandez-Kelly 1983a: 1B1; Tiano 1984: 17). Managers 

claim that women are "naturally more docile and willing to 

accept tough work discipline, ... and naturally more suited 

to tedious, repetitious, monotonous work" (Elson and Pearson 

1980: 14). One manager explained to Fernandez-Kelly, "We 

know that in aIl cultures ... women ... don't tire of the same, 

monotonous operation .•. are patient ... and are highly 

productive" (in Pen a 1981: A-62). Another elaimed that 

"Girls are hired because they are 'easy to control', 

'pleasant', 'nice' and 'cooperative'" (UNIDO 1980~ 15). 

Mexico' s male-dominated "macho" culture was frequently 

given as the reason for the comparative ease of supervising 

women compared to men. One manager said that machismo "made 

the maquila the easiest plc,nt l Ive ever run" (Van Waas 19B1: 

351). Another, in an extrema example, explained that 

Mexican women "were used to being supervised, and supervised 

hard ..• They' re more comfortable [than men] with exact rules 

and swift and brutal punishment tor violations" (Ibid.: 

351). Although some plant managers in Van Waas's study did 

not perceive any difference between Mexican maguila workers 

and assembly workers in other countries, the majority found 

them to be easily disciplined, and inclined to develop a 

spirit of loyalty and reapect towards the company similar lo 

that which the y have for their families (Ibid.: 351-2). 

Explanations of why men are not considered the most 

appropriate gender for assembly work fall into the realm of 

male psyeholog ieal/personal i ty tra i ts whieh are not 

compatible with the demands and nature of factory assembly 

work. 0,1e electronics plant manager in Juarez explained 
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that men make much more troublesome employees. "The man in 

Mexico is still the man. This kind of job is not doing much 

for his m,~cho image. It' s j ust a 1 ittle quirk of a 

different culture" (Fernandez-Kelly 1983d: 30). Some other 

examples are, "Young male workers are too restless and 

impatient to do monotonous work with no career value. If 

displeased, they sabotage the machines and eveh threaten the 

foreman. But girls? At Most, they cry a little" 

(Ehrenreich and Fuentes 1981: 55). "Male workers ... [are] 

insubordinate and restless, unable to sit still for eight 

hours a day doing one boring repetitive task. Men tend to 

be troublemakers while women are obedient" (Ibid.: 56). 

What these managers claim then, is that women enjoy doing 

the very jobs that drive men to assaults and sabotage. To 

quote one factory manager, "the girls like this routine work 

because it is not mentally demanding" (Ibid.: 56). 

Although there seem to be some managers who think that 

docility and patience are innate, natural characteristics of 

wornen, the majority of administrators in both American and 

Mexican plants believe that these female "characteristics" 

are the result of differing socialization processes for 

females and males in Mexico, where women are taught to be 

more passive, docile and obedient to authority than men, and 

hire with this in mind. 

Critique; 

Researchers such as Tiano (1987), Eison and Pearson 

(1980), Joekes (1985) and Humphrey (1985, 1987) question the 

stereotype that Mexican women who work in assembly factories 

are patient, docile and submissive to the needs of capital. 

They acknowledge that women are socialized to play a 

subordinate role in domestic and public situations, and that 

Mexican culture requires them to be deferential and obedient 

to male commands. They also recognize that women' s youth 

and lack of experience in the work force, particularly for 
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those employed in the electronics sector, reinforces this 

socialization, making Many women hesitant to resist factory 

policies (Joekes 1985: 189-90; Pearson 1986: 82). They 

argue, however, that women's 

maguiladoras, enduring harsh 

experience working 

working conditions 

in 

and 

discriminatory factory policies, undermines this 

socialization process. 

Elson and Pearson suggest that the appearance of 

docility women present to management is more of a "facade", 

or a "mirage", than a reality. They write, "In the 

conditions of their subordination as a gender, this is the 

appearance that women often present ta men, particularly men 

in some definite relation of authority to them, such as 

father, husband, boss" (1980: 19-20). This is not perceived 

as a natural state, but one which requires the self­

repression of inner rebellion and subversion. Elson and 

Pearson claim that the modes of resistance, both informal 

and formaI, that women take, and managements' elaborate 

efforts to impose strict control over women, are evidence of 

this process (Ibid.: 20). 

The informal modes of resistance female assembly 

workers have implemented range trom mocking and ridiculing 

supervisors behind their backs, sabotaging conveyor belts or 

components and tools in order to slow down the work process, 

and output restrictions and verbal threats against rate 

busters during time & motion studies and production speed­

ups (Elson and Pearson 1980: 20; Pena 1983: 302, 424; pena 

1986: 144). More formaI resistances have included wildcat 

sitdowns and walkouts, and plant-closing strikes (pena 1983: 

29; Young 1986b: 111; Elson and Pearson 1980: 20). 

Critics argue that the range of techniques maquiladora 

managers utilize to control female assembly worker~ 

illustrates how unwilling they are ta trust completely in 

the "natural" or even socially canditioned docility of 

women. The rigid sexual division of labour in the factory, 
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which replicates patterns of male dominance in working class 

Mexican society, is seen as a key strategy for keeping women 

in line (Pearson 1986: 82-3: Pena 1983). Company hosted 

events such as beauty contests, and sewing and makeup 

courses are seen as deI iberate attempts te emphasize the 

women' s Il feminini ty" and accepted feminine characteristics 

(Ibid.: 83). Other management techniques to maintain 

productivity include, th~ placement of a scattering of men 

on positions aiong assembly lines, supposedly to make the 

women "better behaved" as they compete to impress the men 

(Van Waas 1981: 356), and line and workshift reassignments 

to break up workers' networks carrying out resistance 

planning and activities (pena 1986: 142-3). 

Women then, it is asserted, are not 111 docile, 

defenseless and unorganized, but in Many cases are highly 

capable of impeding management's efforts to increase 

production quotas. Maguiladora administrative personnel are 

weIl aware of women' s informaI tactics, and have devised 

techniques to counteract their effectiveness. If women are 

not docile, what then do maguila managers mean when they say 

that they are? 

Humphrey has suggested that we look at the "docility" 

of women compared to the "non-docility" of men. From his 

study of factories in Brazii he concluded that women appear 

more "docile" to management than men because 1) they are 

more wiIIing to tolerate assembly working conditions over 

long periods of time, and, 2) are less likely to strongly 

resist supervision and controls. Humphrey attributed this 

first difference to the differential skills and work 

experience men and women have, and the different labour 

market conditions and alternatives available to them (1987: 

135). with regard to the second difference, Humphrey found 

that males perceived close supervision and controls as an 

attack on their masculinity, and often responded with verbal 

and physical rebuffs. Women on the other hand, it was 
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argued, tolerated such supervision because the y thought they 

were unlikely to find alternative employment which did not 

involve su ch intrus ive control (1987: 136). 

In summary, Humphrey conciuded that women' s "docil i ty" 

was the result of the economic limitations they experience 

as women in the labour market. He writes, "Although 

management may interpret the results of these factors as d 

'preferfmce' for monotc,nous work ... i t might more accurately 

be considered as wornen's only realistic alternative" (Ibid.: 

143) • 

Humphrey's work in Brazil suggests possible answers to 

the "dc)cility" question in Juarez. Perhaps maauiladora 

managers' statements about female docility and patience are 

based not so much on a fantasy of women' s unquestioning 

obedience, given the reality of women's informal and formaI 

resistances, but on a comparative basis with men, and refer 

ta economic rather than psychological conditions. 

Managem.~nt prefer to hir.a women as assembly workers because 

they re(~ire a workforce which will be highly productive and 

manageahle, in other words, "docile". Women satisfy these 

requirements because they have pressing financial 

obligations, and limited (lptions. This is particularly true 

for female heads of households who make up a large 

percentage of apparel workers, and even single and married 

women who, because of thEI inability of their male kin to 

find work, are key income provlders. 

4) secondary Labour Market Statusi 

In addition to the physical, social and cultural 

characteristics described above, factory administrators 

explain that Mexican women's weaker position in the labour 

market makes them more productive, cheaper and less likely 

to unionize than Mexican men. Productivity is believed to 

be higher for wornen, not only because of their supposed 

superior manual dexterity, but because of their gratefulness 
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at having, and fear of 10sing their job. One manager 

exp1ained ta Van Waas, "The workers are very grateful they 

do hav~ a job and very very anxious to please 

management ... You ask them to do something and they don' t 

walk, the y run" (1981: 215). A manager of a Juarez 

electronics plant noted that "wornen, particularly migrants, 

are easier ta train, work harder and accept discipline more 

easily because of their awareness of high unemployment and 

the few job opportunities outside the maquilas" (Ibid.: 

216) • Managers realize then, that the combination of 

high1y selective hiring criteria in a market of high 

unemployment, and the constant possibility of unemployment 

boosts worker productivity. 

Many maguiladoras employ women on the grounds that they 

are not only· more productive than men, but that they are 

cheaper to employ. The definition of cheapness in this 

instance has to be clarified, given that Mexican labour laws 

guarantee the same minimum waqe for employees of either 

gender in the same category of unskilled jobs in the same 

reglon (Catanzarite and Strober 1989). Women are considered 

"cheaper" than men by factory managers because it is 

believed that they do not mind dead-end jobs, that they have 

limited career aspirations, and financial obligations. In 

other words, they are merely working ta supplement the male 

breadwinner's waqe, and earn a little extra money for 

personal luxuries, rather th.an supportinq a family (UNlOO 

1980: 17: Joekes 1985: 183; Lim 1981: 187). As su ch , 

marmila administrators feel justified in hirinCj women for 

assembly jobs which have no prospect for advancement, and 

excluding them trom training for more skilled jobs with 

better promotion possibilities (UNIDO 1980: 17). Theyaiso 

feel no remorse in hirinq women for short-term contracts, or 

laying 'tl1em oft in periods ot economic decline, qiven that 

it is assunled that they will only work for a short time, and 

that their work is "an interest to get them out of the 
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house" (Ibid.: 17). Women are also considered cheaper than 

men by management because it is understood that many female 

p.mployees, particularly young women in electronics plants, 

will eventually leave work to marry, have children, and 

attend to domestic responsibilities. This 11igh turnover 

rate is financially beneficial to maguiladoras for a number 

of reasons. Firstly, workers who voluntarily resign are not 

eligible to receive severance pay, which as described in 

chapter 3, is a substanti4l cost for employers. 

Additionally, a high turn over rate enables plants to adjust 

to fluctuations in the business cycle, it save companies 

from having to pay seniority wages, and it maintains a 

constant influx of fresh workers to counteract decl ines in 

productivity, which tend to affect workers after their 

second year of work (Young 1984: 393: Fernandez-I<elly 

1983a: 67-8). From the point of view of management then, 

women "forro a reserve labor force that the maguiladoras can 

hire, rehire, or replace with relative ease" (Young 1984: 

393). Short term contractl:l and forced resignations are 

simply additional methods utilized by factories to maintain 

cost effectiveness. 

It is also understood that Mexican women' s precar ious 

position in the job market makes them less likely than men 

to unionize. Juarez is union-weak with only approximately 

one-third of assembly workers unionized. The decision to 

unionize or not has remained to date in the hands of company 

administra tors, based on corporate needs rather than worker 

demands (Fernandez-Kelly 1983a: 145). Employing women, who 

are not in an economically secure enough position to push 

for union representation and changes, ensures that 

management maintains a tight control over workers and 

working conditions. Catanzarite and Strober were informed, 

"We ... hire young women because .•. [they are) less likely to 

organize and press for better working conditions and wages" 

(1989: 13). Men, in contra st , have a marginally better 

63 



posi tion in the labour market, and would therefore, it is 

balieved, have more bargaining power to push for unions and 

improved working conditions (Fernandez-Kelly 1983b: 219). 

critique: 

with regards to the concept of cheapness, maquiladora 

managers are criticized for their belief that they can pay 

women low wages because they only suppleJIent household 

incornes. On the contrary, women need to work to ensure not 

only their own, but their families economic survival (Young 

1986b: 108). Fernandez-Kelly writes, "the majority of women 

who work at ciudad Juarez's maquiladoras ... enter the labor 

market as members of households for whose subsistence their 

wages are fundamental" (1983b: 217). Baerrsen concurs, 

"Loss of a woman's factory job can represent a serious 

financial blow to her family" (1971: 34). Women's need for 

stable employment is then not any less than that of men. 

However, managers' belief that it is, justifies their hiring 

and personnel policies. 

From the point of view of business, women' s status in 

the Juarez economy, and cultural ideas about the 

appropriateness and kind of employment suitable for women 

translate into a flexibility which is highly adaptive to the 

competitive market, and makes women more economical Ol: 

cheaper to employ. For example, women are considered easier 

to lay off during recessions and market declines, because 

Mexican culture considers women's income as secondary, and 

their employment a temporary deviation from their domestic 

role and responsibilities (Ibid.: 393~ Fernandez-Kelly 

1983.: 67-8; Young 1986: 108). 

Men, in contra st 1 are percei ved by management as mu ch 

less flexible, and much less willing to accept monotonous 

work with little career value (Ehrenreich and Fuentes 1983a: 

13) . Because it 15 believed that men are much more likely 

to stick with a job, push for promotions, and less likely to 
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leave voluntarily, they are considered less tractable, more 

expensive and therefore less suitable assembly workers 

(Catanzarite 1989: 14-15: Fernandez-Kelly 1983b: 219). 

Managers have thus learned to take advantage of women' s 

weak economic position because it is financially 

advantageous. Young explains, "Multinational corporations 

operating in the BIP do not themselves create conditions of 

low wages for \!Vomen workers... They do however, exploit 

characteristics of Mexican women as workers, as well dS the 

... cultural characterlstlcs of the reglon such 

as ... traditional values regarding women - to achieve their 

goals" (1984: 393). This treatment of women, by maguiladora 

managers, as sUPf" l 'l'~ntal workers who can be hired and fired 

according to company needs, both takes advantage of, and 

undermines their already weak market status, and reinforces 

outmoded concepts about women' s need to work, despite the 

reality of their economic. need (UNlDO 1980: 17). Pearson 

stresses that women' s lèibùur ia not "naturally" cheaper, but 

that it has to be "constructed directly by the recruitment, 

selection, management and personnel policies of individual 

companies and indirectly by the intervention of the state, 

and negotiation within local and traditional modes of gender 

control" (1986: 93), From her research in Singapore and 

Malaysia, Lim writes, "it ls patriarchal attitudes te 

women' s work in both hast societies and among ... employers 

which justify both the payment of relatively low wages for 

women and lack of compunction in offering them unstable jObs 

with short tenure" (1981: 186). Ironically, it is these 

highly exploitable characteristics of women workers whJ,ch 

have made them appear sa attractive ta maauiladora 

employers. 

Managers' statements that women make more productive 

assembly workers than men suggest a linkage between women' s 

need to work, the levels of supervision and control they are 

willing to tOlerate, and managers' perceptions of them being 
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easier ta control, more docile, and therefore more 

productive. We could hypothesize that qiven the weak labour 

market position of women i.n Juarez, female assembly '~orkers 

would be willing to tolerate strict fact~ry supervision and 

control to keep their jobs. Is it possible that women are 

considered more productive because they are willing to put 

up with management policies and techniques designed to 

increase productivity ? 
with regards to management' s statements about women 

being less l ikely to unionize than men because of their 

fears of losing their jobs, critics stress that although 

there is validity in this statement, and many women cannot 

afford to push for unionization for fear of losing their 

jobs, many women also choose not to participate in union 

drives because of their beliets that unions in Juarez are 

corrupt, and do not consider the specifie needs of women 

workers, such as child care. Van Waas writes, "permeating 

aIl levels of the major unions in Mexico is the charro"­

the corrupt, sold-out union leader .•. the majority of Mexican 

workers are nonplussed, if not actually hostile, to unions 

and union leadership" (1981: 108-9). With regards to 

qender, Fernandez-Kelly explain., "The taet la that unions 

in general have been retieent to include in their agenda 

issues that are particularly relevant to women •.. The faet 

that ... most union leaders continue to be men, even in placds 

where a large part of the work force is female, has 

contr ibuted to deflate the potential for unionism in 

maquiladora plants" (1983a: 148). It ls also possible that 

women who are juqgling the double burden of 

dcmestic/childcare responsibilities and full-time 

employment, do net have the time or energy to partieipate in 

union meetings held after the workday. Women's low levels 

of unionization May therefore be related to their fears of 

10sing their jobs, their perceptions about Juarez unions 

being corrupt and unlnterested in the specifie needs of 
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female workers, and ti~~ constraints. 

These explanations aIl describe why administrators 

preler vo.en for assernhly positions over men. They do not 

however, explain why young WOlDen are considered the Most 

desirable labour force in both types of industries. 

Young Women: 

Both foreign and Mexican maquiladoras pre fer to hire 

young, single, childless women (Tiano 86: 84-5). These 

preferred characteristics are illustrated by the following 

ad from a M~xican newspaprr. "We need femaie workers; oider 

than 17, younger than 30; single and without children: 

minimum education primary school, maximum education one year 

of preparatory school: available for aIl shifts" 

(Ehrenreich and Fuentes 1981: 55). 

Managers give four basic reasons for their preference for 

young women. 

Firstly, managers are convinced that single, childless 

women make better employees than married women with 

children. Tiano writes, "Domestic and childrearing 

responsibilities, employers believe, often Interfere with 

optimal on-the-j ob performance. Lack of concentration, 

absenteeism, and frequent resignations, the y told me, are 

common among wives and mothers, who put their family's 

welfare above their job-related responsibilities" (1986: 

84) . 

other managers insist that i t is not so much women' s 

youth, but their recent entrance into the job market which 

makes them so attractive. As "virgin" or unexperienced 

workers, these women, 1 t ls clalmed, are easier to train 

because they have not acquired any previous set work habits 

(Ibid.: 84; Fernandez-Kelly 1983a: 117). Th~'y are also 

usually "untainted by past encounters with labor unions, and 

thus less likely than more mature workers to be 

'troublemakers'" (Ibid.! 84). In other words, young women 
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are considered to make more docile, or malleable employees. 

As one personnel chief commented "the 'more seniority, the 

more non-conformity" (Carrillo 1980: A59). 

Thirdly, it is believed that yc'mng women are even 

easier to train than older women because of their experience 

as young daughters in a subordinate position in the male­

dominated households from which they c:::ome (UN1DO 1980: 16). 

Lastly, the employment of young women is seen as 

cheaper than that of older women. The reproductive life 

cycles of young women, specifically the likelihood of their 

resigning from factory work to marry and/or raise children, 

neatly intersect with the corporate needs of most 

maguiladoras for flexible labour. In addition, young women 

with no prior experience do not cornrnand top salaries. As 

one manager explained, "When sc:miority rises, wages ri se" 

(Ehrenreich and Fuentes 1983b: 6). Thus managers prefer to 

train a new group of young WCJmen, rather than pay higher 

wages to experienced women. 

Critiguei 

Analysts agree with most of the explanations provided 

by management as to why young women are specifically 

selected as assemblers. Critics do suggest however, that 

there are advantages reaped by maguiladoras for hiring young 

women which managers have failed to mention. The 110 argues 

that by hiring young women factories secure employees who 

will have better health, eyesight and physical reflexes than 

on average older married women, factors which are important 

in both electronic and apparel industries (1985: 32). In 

addition, by hiring young women who are not pregnant when 

they commence work (ensured by pregnancy tests before 

hiring), but are likely to leave factory work voluntarily 

when starting their families, maquiladoras are exempted from 

paying both materni ty benefits and severance pay (Ibid.: 

32) • 
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Joekes believes that young women's reproductive cycles 

play an important role in removing workers from the factory 

environment before their productivity begins to fail because 

of a work-related deterioration in their health (1985: 195). 

Others have argued that the use of young women enlarges the 

pool of available workers from which factories can draw (Van 

Waas 1981~ 210, Ehrenreich and Fuentes 1983a: 28-9). Tiano 

writes, 

youthful women constitute the largest proportion of the 
industrial reserve army. Not only do they have the 
highest unemployment rates of aIl age-sex categories in 
the region, but they are Most likely to enter the 
migration stream that continually replenishes the labor 
reserve. The excess of young female labor relative to 
their opportunities for paid employment creates a pool 
of potential maquiladora workers with few job 
alternatives (1984: 13). 41 

The preferential hiring of young women represents then, 

a deliberate effort by maguiladora management to select the 

category of worker who will offer business the Most 

advantages. 

Statements or explanations about young women's 

41 Using 1979 ddta from the Encuestra Continua Sobre 
Ocupacion, Secretaria de Programacion y Presupuestra, Tiano 
compiled the following rates of open unemployment for the 
"Northern" region. The rates do not include the "discouraged 
worker", and are thus underestimates. 

Age Cat. Total 12-19 20-24 25-34 35-44 45-54 55-64 

Men 3.50 8.27 5.68 2.59 1.33 2.67 2.32 

Women 4.59 12.06 4.34 1.59 3.23 1.83 
(Tiano 1984: Table 3) 

Once again it is important to note that not aIl of these 
young women have the qualifications re~aired to work in 
large foreign mul tirational factor ies. A.'5 l.·ecent migrants, 
and/or with limited education the y will not be hired by Most 
electronics plants. Those who are not accepted into the 
"desirable" maq,uilas end up working in domestic apparel 
factories, working as domestics, or in the informal sector etc .. 
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dexterity, docility, and patience are simplifications, but 

not necessarily inaccurate. There exists evidence that such 

gender traits are real or true for a percentage of 'Women. 

However, it can be argued that it is 'Women's weak economic 

position which is responsible for the manifestation of these 

characteristics, either by reinforcing them in women where 

they were weak, or by creating the conditions for the 

appearance of them in 'Women where they did not prev iously 

exist. 

To summarize, it is difficult to determine to what 

extent cultural condi tioninq resul ts in real or assumed 

gender traits in women. Therefore it is much more likely 

that economic factors, such as women's need to work, family 

responsibilities, and the labour climate in Juarez for both 

women and their male kin, are responsible for making women 

appear dexterous, docile and patient. This economic 

climate, although not crealed by the maquiladoras. is 

perpetuated by their hirinq practices and overall system of 

management. For magyilas, by hiring 'Women and placing them 

in "unskilled", unstable jObs, help to maintain the ec~nomic 

conditions partly re.pon.ible for the creation and 

maintenance of women' s de.irable gender "traits". 

What critics emphasize is that the selection of 

employees in multinational and Mexican factories is not a 

haphazard affair, but a deliberate, well-calculated 

evaluation of the genders. Beneria and Roldan have called 

this an integration between ideological and material 

processes (1987: 52). 'rhey write, "men and women do not 

have an identical relationship to the means of production 

because gender has an impact on the conditions under which 

wcrkers are incorporated into the labor process and these 

condi tions, in turn, have an impact on gender" ( Ibid.: 52). 
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Chapter Five. 
Supply of Maquiladora Assembly Workers. 

In the first part of this chapter, we will look at the 
cul tural backgrounds of the women and men who work in the 
assembly factories of Ciudad Juarez. In particular, we will 
examine the sexjgender system which functions in working 
class Mexico, for clues to understanding how women and men 
enter the labour force as gendered individuals. 

In the second part of this chapter, we will look at 
profiles of assembly workers in an effort to understand the 
economic and demographic details of electronic and apparel 
workers. 

Section One: The Sex/Gender System. 
The sex/gender system, in any culture, determines the 

ways in which biological sex becomes cultural gender. The 
system has been defined as a process which creates "sets of 
expectations, norms, and obligations for women and men 
concerning their behaviour and also their desires" (Rubin 
1975 quoted in Humphrey 1987: 5). In a male-dominated 
society such as Mexico, the sex/gender system 

defines two contrastinq types of life and behaviour for 
women and men and also def Ines t.he general tenor of 
relations between them .... lndividuals are forced in~o 
gender strait-jackets through the repression of 
'unsuitable' traits, and the two categories are defined 
as opposites .... lt [the system] assigns primary 
parenting functions to women, limiting their access to 
activities outside the home while allowing men much 
qreater scope for such activities. Much more than just 
a division of tasks, the sex/gender system establishes 
male control and power w thin the home and gives male 
activities greater value than female ones(Ibid: 5). 

In addition to influencing control and power in the home, 

Sokoloff argues that the gender identities generated by the 

sex/gender system are an important part of the social 
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relations of male-dominated society and capitalism. She 

writes, "The... ideology surrounding the work women do is 

not simply a set of cultural beliefs attuned to the 

biological or social needs of men and women. Rather it is 

an ideology, a whole culture or a justificatory world view 

for patriarchal capitalism" (1980: 211). The gender 

identities generated by the sex/gender system are not 

ideological categories of gender-related expectations and 

behaviours, but are actually grounded in the material world 

of work in a male-dominated capitalist society. There thus 

exists an integration between ideological and material 

processes. 

There are two explanations for the sex/gender system as 

it exists today in Mexico, one historical, the other 

cul tural. The historical approach traces the origin of 

Mexican family patterns to the conque st of Mexico, and the 

subsequent sexual exploitation of Indian women by Spanish 

men (Paz 1961; Sanders 1976). We will examine the second 

explanation which analyzes Mexican male/female gender 

identities in the context of the cultural conce.pts of 

machismo and marianismo. 42 Both machismo and marianismo 

are considered New World phenomena with roots in old world 

cultures, in part imported from colonizing Europe, but 

interacting with indigenous beliefs and practices to form a 

new hybrid (Stevens 1973). Machismo can be defined as the 

cult of male virility which is characterized by "exaggerated 

aggressiveness and intransigence in male-to-male 

42 The data on Mexican sex/gender systems is both 
antiquated and general. Studies tend to make sweeping 
generalizations about Mexican "men" and "women", without 
always specifying which class of society, or location ie .. 
urban or rural, they are focusing on. Ta the best of my 
knowledge, no study on the sex/gender system of working 
class Juarez exists. 1 have therefore been obliged to use 
those older studies which specify they refer to working 
class communities in Mexico to discuss gender identities in 
Juarez. 
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interpersonal relationships and arrogance and sexual 

aggression in male-to-female relationships" (stevens 1973: 

90). Marianismo, which is Just as prevalent as machismo, is 

the cult of feminine spiritual superiority, which teaches 

that women are "semi-divine, morally superior to and 

spiritually stronger than men" (Ibid: 91). 

By looking at patterns of early socialization, we can 

document how men and women learn the roles of machismo and 

marianismo respectively. The majority of employees in the 

maquiladoras of Juarez belong to what has been called the 

urban lower working class. 43 This categorization is 

important, for it is understood that the acquisition of 

gender traits, for both men and women, can vary within 

differing social classes (Beneria and Roldan 1987). 

Both women and men learn about, and to an indeterminate 

extent internalize, gender identities,. through the process 

of socialization in the home and society at large. From a 

young aÇie, Mexican women learn to be submissive to the 

demands of men and their family needs, and to repress self-

assertiveness. By caring for family members, particularly 

male, and the home, from cbildhood women learn to associate 

the domestic sphere as the center of female activities and 

resonsibilities (Penalosa 1968: 684-7). 

Mothers are the Most important role models in the lives 

of young women, and from them women learn of the religious 

and spiritual superiority of women, and the difference 

between "good" and "bad" women. "Good" women are those who 

are disinterested in, and/or dislike sex, and restrict th~ir 

43 A study by the United states Army concluded that 
"The urban lower class ..• has increasingly become 
di fferentiated in skills, income, and status. For 
analytical purposes, its members could be situatert Along a 
continuum that ranged from the skilled, unionized, blue­
collar worker who were '!'lIployed by the large industrial, 
service, or extractive industries, to the unemployed or 
underemployed very poor masses" (1985: 107). 
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« contacts outside of the family and home (LE!ahy 1986: 61). 

Il Bad" women are those who enj oy sexual pleasures, and have 

numerous interactions with non-familial men (Penalosa 1968: 

683; Elmendorf 1977: 145). Daughters thus learn that "to 

be a good woman is to be a good mother and wife and that 

their identi ty and self-realization depend exclusively on 

the family" (Meyer 1977: 120; Penalosa 1968: 687; stevens 

1973) . Self-sacrifice and self-denial for the sake of the 

family and the children are key elements of this model. 

In contrast, young Mexican boys are taught by their 

fathers and male kin, about the biological, intellectual and 

social superiority of males. An ideal of "manliness" which 

is "devoid of elegance, beauty or sentimentality" is 

fostered, and any signs of feminization are quickly 

repressed (Penalosa 1968: 684). Boys are pampered by female 

family members, and accorded much greater personal freedom, 

and less responsibility th an girls, thus learning 

independence and irresponsibility from an early age (Ibid.: 

686) • 

Schaals also play an important raIe in socializing 

girls and boys to aspire ta different roles. From 

elementary school texts, little boys learn that they must 

provide for the family through some type of employment; 

little girls are taught that a woman's role is that of wife 

and mother (Leahy 1986: 58). The media and the church also 

act to reinforce these concepts that women and men have 

different roles ta play in life (Ibid.: 60). 

Ideally, within the marriage relationship (both legal 

and d.facto) the woman's place is in the home looking after 

her husband and children. Work outside the home is frowned 

upon for it not only reduces the woman's financial 

dependence upon the man (a component of the machismo 

complex), but cuts back upon the amount of time she (:::an 

dedicate to satlsfying his needs (Ibid.: 685). The married 

man is the absolute master, and sole breadwinner in his 
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household. 

Children play an important role in the lives of both 

women and men. It is in the role of mother and child-bearer 

that the woman is accorded the greatest respect and status 

(Sanders 1976: 48; Sanders 1975: 2). To become a mother is 

in many ways a rite of passage to adulthood. Masculinity ls 

demonstrated by a man largely through sexual conquests, and 

the true proof 

preferably male 

685) • 

of virility is to have lots of children, 

children (Stevens 1973; Penalosa 1968: 

To summarize, the ideal gender identities for men and 

women in the working class are those which confonu to the 

cultural concepts of machismo and marianismo. The ideal 

woman i~ spiri tually pure and devout, disl ikes sex, is 

dependent, and places the needs of her husband, children and 

home above all else. The ideal man is sexually aggressive, 

and virile, inde~endent, the sole breadwinner, and the 

master of his household. 44 

Despite having one of the world' s Most progressive 

constitutions which provides ~omen with equal rights to men, 

and despite the changes of the last 50 years including 

revolution and lndustrialization, Mexico' s perception of 

working class men's and women's social roles remains 

virtually unchanged (Leahy 1986: 52-60). These desc~iptions 

are, however, stereotypes, or idealizations of Mexican men 

and women. In day-to-day living and 1nteractions, men and 

women function with multifaceted personas. Women, 

particularly if they are heads of households, or working, 

44 There is some evidence that these sex role 
stereotypes are recp-nt phenomena, a result of the process of 
colonization, and n~t a product of Mexico's indigenous pasto 
For example, a study of the Isthmus Zapotecs concluded that 
the roles of the sexes tended to be mutually dependent and 
complementary in the economic division of labour, and other 
areas of the social system (Chinas 1973, in Elmendorf 1977: 
143) • 
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often hold decision-making prerogatives in the home 

(Elmendorf 1977: 140). In addition, the culturally ideal 

model of women dedicating all of their energies to the home, 

and of men being the sole breadwinners, is not possible for 

the majority of working class urban households in Juarez, 

because of male under- and unemployment. However, in aiming 

to achieve this ideal, men'$ and women's decisions and plans 

are affected. Thus bocQ the psychological conditioning of 

the sex/gender system and the social pressure to conform to 

appropriate gender roles may influence attitude~ about 

appropriate labour force participation. 

The Sex/Gender system as it Affects the Supply of Labour to 
Assernbly Factories; 

It has been suggested that because of the socialization 

proce~s, wornen in Juarez accept the stereotype that their 

prirnary roles are those of wife and mother 1 and that wage 

work, is a temporary though necessary deviation from their 

proper "natural" place in the division of labour (Ruiz and 

Tiano 1987: 8). These concepts about woman' s role in the 

domestic sphere, and the appropriateness of paid employment 

for women influence to a certain extent the supply of women 

to maguiladoras. Because women are not conditioned to have 

career aspirations, and do not expect to have to work for 

long periods of time, factory work, which offers little hope 

for promotion is not considered unattractive. Women May not 

take offense at the high levels of supervision and control 

implemented by factory personnel, generally male, because 

they have been socialized within the family to follow male 

orders, and satisfy male needs. 

While these factors May encourage women to seek out 

factory work, the stigma of "looseness" attached to female 

factory workers is likely to discourage those who have 
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internalized concepts or: "good" and "bad" female behaviour. 45 

One factory worker conf ided in Fernandez-Kelly, "I 

constantly worry about this because many people, especially 

men, treat you differently as soon as they know you have a 

job at a maquiladora. They surely think that if you have to 

work for money, there is also a good chance that you' re a 

whore. But l assure you that my friends and lare decent 

women" (1983a: 135). While it ls likely that sorne women 

will decline ta apply for factory work because of fear of 

damage from this reputation, for others, either the assumed 

short ducation of their term of employment, or their severe 

economic need overrides their fears and discomfort. 

It is difficult ta determine, without conducting field 

work, to what extent gender identity conditioning via the 

sex/gender system influences w",men' s decisions regarding 

employment outside of the home. To a certain extent 1 this 

is determined by a woman' s lite cycle. That is to say, 

women' s participation rates vary according to whether they 

are single women living with their parents, married women 

living with husbands and children, or older women with grown 

children who May still be married, or alone. At each stage., 

women's responsibillties and options change (Safa 1984: 

1174; Fernandez-Relly 1983a: 69). 

It is reasonable to assume that the role model of the 

"good" 1 spiritual wifejmother is a strong one, and a "nonn" 

from which women judge their own behaviour and actions. 

45 The reputation of moral looseness and promiscui ty 
among maguiladora workers is, accordinq to Fernandez-Kelly, 
based on ambivalent feel ings towards female employment and 
its consequences on the traditional family and patterns of 
male authority (1983a: 134-5). The evidence cited by 
critics for this growing phenomenon is a large number of 
single mothers, and a growing number of illegitimate births 
among women working at maqyila plants. This mythology is 
kindled by stories about indiscriminate sex, venereal 
disease and forced abortions among maquiladora workers which 
are reported periodically in the Juarez newspapers (Ibid.: 135). 
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However, women are not simply unthinking or unquestioning 

products of social conditioning. Neither are they "victims" 

of a male-dominated society. We will argue that women very 

carefully weigh the benefits of their options within the 

cultural çontext of their class and society. Women aspire 

to the role of motherhood because it is the role that 

accords them the highest social status in their cultural 

contexte In contrast, women May resign themselves to what 

they believe will be a short stint in a factory for economic 

reasons, but will not aspire to factory work, because as 

explained above, such work is ''"lot highly valued. According 

to Fernandez-Kelly, "maquiladora workers 1 • •• perceptions, 

atti tudes and aspirations ... conform to tradi tional feminine 

definitions. Women often see their working status as 

temporary. They eagerly anticipate the prospect of marriage 

and motherhood linked to their retirement from the work 

force" (1983a: 140). Beneria and Roldan write, 

"motherhood. .. represent[s] an emotionally fulfilling, 

rewarding experience, whereas 

alternatives do not" (1987: 150). 

their occupational 

Thus, although 

participation in the labour force is becoming an economic 

necessity for a large number of Juarez women, they continue 

to aspire to the higher status role of wife and mother. 

Men in contra~t, are socialized to think of themselves 

as family breadwinners, and therefore feel a responsibility 

to seek out stable, long-term, well-paid employment to the 

best of their capabilities and skills. They are not likely 

to see j ob& in maguila,dora5 which pay mlinimum wage, and are 

relatively static as attractive, unles5 they have very 

limited options. In addition, the nature of assembly work, 

which is highly structured, and intensely supervised, i5 

unlikely to be appeëüing to men who hj~ve' been conditioned to 

expect and value their independenc(!. Factnry work, 

particularly light asse:cbly work, i5 con5idered "wom(~\I' 5 

work" . It is therefore also que!lOtio,nable whether men' 5 
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macho disdain for anything "feminine", whieh robs them ot 
tneir maseulinity and virility, would affect their 

applications to apparel and electronics factories. In their 

1989 study of Juarez, Catanzari te and Strober found sorne 

evidence that men did not apply to maquilas because they 

knew that "women worked there", and perceived of the jobs as 

female (1989: 14). 

work 

In summary, i t 

with different 

is arqued that each gender approaches 

responsibilities, needs, and ideal 

models of eonduct they attempt to conform to. As a resul t 

of these differences, women in Juarez are much more likely, 

theoretically, to apply for maguiladora jobs than men. In 

both cases however, men and women must counter social 

"ideals" with economic reality, and their need to work. 

section Two: The Economics and Demographies of Supply. 46 

The Need to Work: 

The Mexican cultural model of the male as the sole 

bread°,J5.nner has been described as a qenerally unattainable 

"ideal", which distorts the reality of family life for the 

urban poor of Juarez. 

class familles cannat 

wives and daughters 

Tiano 1986d: 20). 

In reality, Most men who he ad 

afford the luxury of preventinq 

from working (Elmendorf 1977: 

lower 

their 

148 ; 

There exists in the literature however, a debate about 

women' s need to work, particularly whether maqulladora 

factories have hired women who otherwise wouldn't have 

worked. Researchers such as Safa (1980), Fernandez-Kelly 

(1983a), Ehrenreich and Fuentes (1983) and Grunwald and 

46 It is important to note that data on male assembly 
workers are severely limited. This ls partly because of 
their small numbers, but also because the majority of 
studies whlch have been conducted on maquila~Qrds in Juarez, 
or Mexico for that matter, have focused on women rather than 
gender. 
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Flamm (1985) have argued that maquiladoras have hired women 

who were nei ther employed, nor actively seeking employment 

prior to the establ ishment of free-trade zone factories. 

Fernandez-Kelly has called these women members of the 

"inactive population", and states that they were components 

of a formerly unemployable sector (1983a: 45). She writes, 

"Maquiladoras have thus created a nev vorkinq contingent, 

expanding, in fact, the size of the potential labor force 

while at the sarne time disfranchising from its rank and file 

the majority of male workers" (Ibid.: 45, emphasis added). 

Fernandez-Kelly does not, however, provide any data ~o 

support this clairn, or define what she means by the term 

"unemployable". We are left wondering whether these women 

were in need of. but unable to secure employment, and, if 

they were supportad by fathers and husbands, how have 

conditions changed in such a way that these wornen are now 

seeking work? Grunwald and Flamm write, "What seems to be 

clear is that maquila vorkers in Mexico are not drawn from 

the traditionally unemployed or underemployed but from a 

sector of the population that never vorked or 100ked for 

work" (1985: 167, emphasis added). 

offer no proof of this arqument. 

The authors, however, 

This view leads to two related conclusions, firstly 

that prior to the establishment of the magyiladqu program 

wornen had little or no need for paid employment, and 

secondly that unemployment in northern Mexico was and i5 

primarily a male problem. Others argue that these 

statements are inaccurate. 

Stoddard stresses that women in Mexico must work, and 

throughout their history have always worked because they 

cannot rely on males for their own support, and that of 

their children (1987: 62). Tiano insists that the belief 

that vornen do not need to work outside the home for wages 

because the y are supported by a male breadwinner, is belied 

by the fa ct that a large number of women are in the work 
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force (1986d: 35). Using 1970 Mexican census data, she 

demonstrates that throughout Mexico, the border states 

included, 21.5 percent of women aged 12 and over worked 

outside of the home. Ind.~ed, contrary to the assumption 

that women drop out of the labour force to attend to full­

time domestic responsibilities as the y enter their thirties, 

Tiano showed that the labour force participation rate did 

not drop below 20 percent until women were in their mid­

forties. These facts she concludes demonstrate that many of 

these women continue to work weIl into their married, child­

rearing years, either because their spouse is unable to 

adequately support the family, or they are single heads of 

households as a result of death, divorce or abandonment 

(Ibid.: 24). Tiano insists that these statistics on female 

labour force participation do not reflect a post-maquiladora 

phenomenon, but rather that it was the eX~.stence of a large 

pool of female labour which lad to the establishment and 

growth of maquiladoras (Ibid.: 37). 

With regards to the second conclusion, that 

unemployment is a male rather than femaie prob1 em, once 

again, Mexican statisticB demonstrate otherwise. 47 Tiano 

cites 1979 Mexican data which illustrate that women in each 

of the three northern regions are more likely to be 

unemployed than comparably aged men. Al though the survey 

neqlected the "discouraged worker", and the figures are thus 

underestimates, even these underestimates show unemployment 

to be a problem for women. For example, in the Northern 

47 The ICRW has suqgested that the assumption that 
women have lower under and unemployment rates than men is 
supported partly by inaccurate census data, the number of 
active job seekers and labour utilization. They argue that 
femaie unemployment is not given adequate attention because 
of the beliefs that a) woments work i5 not important, and, 
b) that because female participation rates are low, the 
absolute number of unemployed women must therefore be 
considerably lower that the number of unemployed men. Bath 
of these assumptions they stress are incorrect (1980: 63). 
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( region, the total male unemployment rate is 3.50, compared 

to the total female rate of 4.59 percent. In the 

Northeastern reg 5.on, the total male unemployment rate is 

3.12 compared to the total female rate of 6.48 percent. 

While in the Northwestern region, the total male 

unemployment rate is 2.45 percent compared ta a 2.85 total 

female rate (Ibid.: 30-1). Interestingly, the highest rate 

of joblessness was reported amongst women between the ages 

of 12 to 24, exactly the age group trom which maguiladoras 

prefer to hire (Ibid.: 29). 48 

In summary, the men and women of Juarez both have a 

strong economic need to secure paid employment. 

Unemployment affects both genders and aIl age groups, and 

competition for scarce jobs ls severe. It is under these 

conditions of economic hardship that family survival 

strategies come into play. 

Given mule underemployment, the three Most commonly 

utilized strategies for increasing a family's income involve 

deploying an adult female family member ta seek paid 

employment hopefully in a maquiladora. The Most 

frequently used strategy is for the adul t woman - wife, or 

single hend of household to seek employment. T~e 

underemployment and unemployment of male kin, specifically 

their spouse, is the Most commonly given reason why adult 

women selak paid work (Tiano 1986b: 168; Fernandez-Kelly 

1983c: 11). 

Adolescent girls are also sent out to find work, and 

are expf!cted ta contribute aIl or MOst of their earnings to 

48 Tiano' s paper does not clarify how "unemployment" 
for thfl 12 to 24 age group was defined or calculated. 

This c!lge group of women, 10 to 29, makes up the largest 
number of migrants ta the border areas (Tiano 1986d: 32). 
Although the data are not clear, it seems likely that this 
constant addition of migrants contributes to the high 
unemployment rate of women in this age group, despite the 
job opportunities that maguiladoras offer. 

82 

1 



supplement the family income (Elmendorf 1977: 148) . In 

Juarez, they have a good chance of securing a maguila!i\ora 

job, and thus become important, if not key income earners 

for their families. The literature is not clear about 

whether or if adolescent boys experience the same pressure 

to make f inancial contributions to the family. Fernandez­

Kelly has brief quotations from Juarez families which stress 

the comparative lack of importance of education for young 

wornen rather than men, and referenees to young girls, whose 

assembly faetory incomes will enable younger brothers to 

attend secondary school (1983a: 181, 183). It is therefore 

possible given the cult'U.ral importance placed on education 

for male but not femai. children, and more specifically, the 

possibility of maguiladora employment for young women, that 

female children will be dispatched into the workforce belore 

male. 

A third, and somewhat less common practiee is to take 

in female family memb.rs, for example, nieces, cousins etc, 

in the hopes that they will secure maguiladora jobs, and 

contribute to the household income pool (Young 19860: 90-1). 

Young writes, "Sinee the maquiladoras show a strong 

preference for women workers, female household memhers, 

especially those who are young and single, represent a real 

eeonornic asset Il ( lb id.: 90). 

In sum, it becomes evident that the working class wom~~ 

of Juarez, both young and older have become increasingly 

important income earners. The possibility of employment in 

mA~ilador4s, which pre fer to hire women, especially young 

wCllIlen, makes women a significant asset te families 

struggling te survive. 

~mployment Options Availablei 

We have determined that the majority ot working class 

tM'omen and men in Juarez need to work. Below, we will 

examine the employment alternatives available ta each 
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gender. This will enable us to deteI1Illne not only the 

comparable number of alternatives available to women and 

men, but how magyUadoJ;:a factory work is evaluated and 

ranked by the population. 

Womeni 

The most common work options available to working class 

women in Juarez include domestic work, informaI sector jobs, 

maquiladora assembly work, white collar employment as retail 

clerks, secreta ries or hairdressersjbeauticians, and 

prostitution. We will look at each option separately. 

statistically, one out of every three Latin American 

women who works for a wage does so as a domestic (Fernandez­

Kelly 1983b: 215). Ruiz has calculated that at least 15-

20,000 homes in El Paso hire domestic help. The majority of 

these workers are women from Ciudad Juarez who are employed 

as both daily maids, and live-in household workers. Some of 

these employees have work permits, but the majority are 

undocumented workers who cross the river into El Paso Monday 

morning, and return to Juarez on the weekend. In 1986, the 

former were paid an average of $15 per day, the latter 

earning $30 to $60 per week. This salary represented 

approximately five times the average wage of factory work in 

a maguiladora (1986: 63). Despite the appeal of a high 

wage, problems such as fear of frequently crossing the 

border, employer abuse and child-care problems discourage 

Many women from pursuing domestic work (Fernandez-Kelly 

1983b: 212: Ruiz 1986: 74). One woman told Fernandez­

Kelly, "AlI l wanted was a job. But they [immigration 

officiaIs] made me feel like a criminal. Crossing the 

border was simply not worth the priee: it is better to stay 

here and struggle" (Ibid.: 212). Mexican men, who are 

culturally freed from domestic and childcare 

responsibilities, tend to migrate alone, and stay for long 

periods of time. In contrast, most women who are employed 
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as domestics return to Mexico each weekend to attend to 

their children and visit Kin, and thus increase the 

likelihood that they will be detained and harassed by 

immigration officials (Ibid.: 212). only those women who 

are single and have one or no children migrate alone and are 

able to remain in the United states for an extended time 

(Ibid.: 212). 49 When compared to factory work, 

particularly in foreign multinational electronic plants 

which offer a host of social service benefits includinq 

Medical coverage, domestic work is considered less 

attractive (Ruiz 19B6: 63). However, for tho~e women who do 

not meet factory hiring criteria, domestic work represents 

the naxt best alternative (Ibid.: 63). 

Informal sector work, 

tiny businesses, such as 

which invol ves the running of 

laundry services, and street 

vending of food and craft items, is an option for women 

which offers more flexibility in terms of time commitment. 

This is an advantage for those women wi th children. 

However, i1"come is generally low and irregular, and such 

employment offers no social security such as that which is 

provided by contractual wage labour (Taylor 1985: 40; 

Charlton 1984: 133). For those, however, who are unable to 

secure factory or domestic work, informaI sector employment 

offers a means to earn some income. 

Work in maquiladoras, specifically foreign-owned 

electronics factories ls considered the best employment 

alternative for women in Juarez (Fernandez-Kelly 19B3b: 217; 

1983a: 188). Jobs in domestic-owned apparel factories, 

49 Bossen has suggested that childcare responsibilities 
strongly influence the choices women make with regards to 
work location. Calling this the "locational model", she 
argues that the compatibility of work tasks with the care of 
children ls a major consideration for women (1989: 324-5). 
The data from Juarez confirm that women May reject the 
option of migration because of the difficulties involved 
with the care of their children . 
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where working conditions are inferior, and benefits Iess 

generous, are considered second best (stoddard 1987: 66). 

One maquiladora worker of 10 years told Fernandez-Kelly 

factory work "has given us, women with few options, the 

opportunity for honest employment. For many it me ans not 

having to work as domestios in the U.S. or in disreputable 

places" (1983d: 32). 

with regards to electronics plants, even though wages 

are not exceedingly high, the benefits offered by factory 

employment, specifically medical coverage for the worker' s 

children, are considered very important. Fernandez-Kelly 

documented cases where young girls actually planned their 

entrance into maquilodora employment. She wri tes, "Many 

find jobs as maids. In the meantime they try to acquire the 

qualifications necessary to become assembly workers (mainly 

more years of schooling at night) and wait for their chance 

to get a job as a moguilodora" (1983b: 216). In SWll, 

factory work is highly desired, and for many women, 

represents a "step up the occupotional ladder" (Ibid.: 216). 

Al though there is a large service sector in Ciudad 

Juarez, the majority of white collar jobs found in it laok 

"stability, adequate earninqs and benefita" (Fernandez-Kelly 

1983a: 54). In fa ct most secretaries, receptionists, 

salespersons, and beauticians earn Iess than moquila 

assembly workers, while the more prestigious and better-paid 

occupations are only available to those who are highly 

trained and/or speak English (Ibid.: 54). Fernandez-Kelly 

has documented cases in which white-collar workers such as 

nur.es hod resigned to take up factory work because of i ts 

superior woge (Ibid.: 126). She concludes that to a certain 

extent, the generalized services and clerical jobs ovailable 

to most women (those that do not require specialized 

training) are interchangeable with woge domestic work 

(Ibid.: 54). 

Prostitution is considered the least attractive, and 
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last alternative for most women. In her fieldwork in Juarez 

Fernandez-Kelly found that sorne women combined prostitution 

with factory employment to supplement their income. She 

suggests that "rarely ia prostitution a full-time 

occupation. Frequently it is an alternative chosen by women 

at times of personal economic crisis" (1983a: 143). In 

brief, women who work as prostitutes do 50 out of economic 

necessity, when their wages are insufficient, or when all 

other venues of work have been exhausted. 

To recapitulate, there are limited options for the 

working class women of Juarez. Young, single, relatively 

well educated wornen, with no children have the bast job 

opportunities, 

factories and, 

the service 

and are frequently able to secure jobs in 

if they are willing to accept lower wages, 

sector. Rural migrants, who have le9s 

education, and/or are Indian in origin and may be subject te 

discrimination, generally become domestic servants (if they 

do not have many children), or find work in the informaI 

sector. elder wornen, who have children and heavy domestic 

responsibilities, may find ernployment in apparel factories, 

as domestic servants, or in the informal sector (Tiano 

1986a: 56). Above all though, women's changing needs and 

responsibilities influence the way they select and apply for 

jObs. The advantages and disadvantages of each option are 

evaluated, along with their knowledge of the hiring 

practices involved which will affect the likelihood of their 

being hired. 

The information on employment options for men in Juarez 

is not as rich as that for women. A limited list of 

occupations for men includes unskilled construction work, 

trade apprenticeships, informaI sect or seif-ernployment, 

assernbly facb:1ry work, work in services such as 

restaurant work, and migration to the United sta'C.es 
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(Fernandez-Kelly 1983b: 217). 50 

The building of free-trade zone industrial parks and 

factories has provided considerable employment opportunities 

for men in Juarez to work as unskilled construction workers. 

Apprenticeships in trades such as bricklaying, carpentry, 

mechanics, electrics etc., have also been available to small 

numbers of men, allowing them to Iearn valuable and useful 

skills. As explained above though, the construction 

industry in Juarez i5 experiencing a slowdown, and skilled, 

and even unskilled jobs are becorning more difficult to 

secure (Catanzarite and Strober 1989: 23). Displaced 

workers and tradesmen may now look to other alternatives, 

such as maguiladora work, or migration to the united states, 

or the y may well seek out construction work in the interior 

of Mexico where new free·-trade zone industrial parks and 

factories are being rapidly built (Baker et al. 1988: 102). 

For men and women alike, informal sector employment is 

considered one of the last alternatives when other options 

for wage work have been exhausted. It is the older, 

unskilIed, poorly educated, and recently migrated men who 

tend ta end up in this sector. . 
Unskilled dssembly work in maguiladoras is not ranked 

very highly on men's list of options. This is partly 

because it is considered "woman's work" , and because there 

is a common understanding within the city that companies 

rarely hire men (Ibid.: 15). Catanzarite and Strober did 

however find evidence in mid 1989 that men, out of economic 

necessity and a decline in other alternatives, were 

50 This list of male occupations was derived from data 
collected about men who live in maguila households, ie.: 
households which had at least one female maguiladora 
employae. As such it is in no way to be taken as a complete 
list of all employment options available to working class 
men in Juarez. 
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beginning to appJy for mggy~ jobs (1989: 23-7). 51 Men, 

like women, must however sëltisfy the entrance requirements 

of maauiladoras. If selected, however, there is a much 

better chance that men, rather than women, will be trained 

by management, and moved up into more skilled and 

authoritative positions. 52 Pena writes, "Male workers who 

assume first-line supervisory positions are either promoted 

from the ranks of line operators, technicians, and quality 

control inspectors or they are recruited into the positions 

- usually right out of engineering school. Few female 

workers break into the first-line supervisory ranks" (1986: 

140) • 

Work in the service sector, for example in restaurants, 

bars, retail etc., is considered an acceptable employment 

alternative which generally pays minimum wage, but involves 

long hours and offers fewer benefits than maquila work 

(Catanzarite and Strober 1989: 23-4). 

Migration, specifically to the United states, but aiso 

te other are as in Mexico, is ~ frequently-chosen male 

option. It is generally young, productive males who migrate 

across the U. s. border as undocumented or illegal aliens, 

lured by high wages and by the requirements of U.S. 

51 The size of this survey was limited, only 12 
assembly workers were interviewed. The authors did however 
find preliminary data which indicate that as a resul t of 
changes in the Mexican economy, and a decline in employment 
options available to men, men in Juarez are now considering 
maguila work more attractive. We have yet to see, however, 
whether this increased male supply results in cha.nges in 
management demand patterns. 

52 The ILO writes that a woman is less likely to be 
promoted than a man because of prevailing sex stereotype3 
and prejudices which make males the legitimate breadwinners, 
and females responsible for domestic matters. In addition, 
many company polieies deliberately prefer men in superv;s()ry 
positions because it "maintains external social relations of 
female subordination to male authority, and thus serves to 
enhance discipline in the factory" (1985: 57). 
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agribusiness (Sanders 1986: 5). In fact, the frequency with 

which working class men from Juarez migrate to the U.S. has 

helped to create a numerical imbalance in Jua:cez, where 

there are more females than males (Fernilndez-Ke.l.ly 1983a: 

139) . For example, out of the 510 female maguil~dQr~ 

workers Fernandez-Kelly interviewed, more than half had one 

or more male illegal aliens amongst their immediate 

relatives, particularly fathers and brother~. In addition, 

numerous married and common law wives, in her study, had 

been deserted, both temporarily and permanently, by men who 

were both frustrated by their inabilities to satisfy the 

economic neeès of their families in Juarez, and eager to 

start a new life in the United states (1983b: 218). 

The general impressions from the llterature are that 

male employment options are limited, and that employment is 

often temporary and insecure in nature (Tiano 1984, 1986d). 

Over and over it was stated that women, daughters and wives, 

sought out jobs because of the difficulties their male kin 

experienced in finding work. At the time of Fernandez­

Kelly's study, 11 % of aIl males co-residing with 

maguiladora workers were unemployed (1983a: 56). Li ke 

women, age and skill level, but not so much marital status 

and nl.1mber of children, play an important role in affecting 

the employment options of men. Young men, married and 

unmarried, are culturally freed from domestic and 

childrearing responsibilities, and are able to seek out 

opportunities in the United states and other regions of 

Mexico which will enable them to support their families. 

Construction, factory, and service jobs are al~~ 

possibilities for such productive males. Older men, like 

women, who are unskilled, or unable to meet hiring 

requirements for desirable jobs, have fewer alternatives, 

and may resort to informaI sector work. In all cases, men 

and women must be prepared to continually adjust to changing 

market needs and opportunities. 
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An e~lrnination of the reasons male and female assernbly 

wQrkers give for both remaining in maquiladoras, and for 

resigning, helps clarify both the perceived advantages and 

disadvantages of such employment. f~en asked why the y stay 

in assembly work, men refer to their need for a stable wage 

incorne given the limited options in Juarez, and a hope that 

they will both receive training to move beyond the assernbly 

line, and be prom(,ted to better wages. Women also refer to 

their financial need, and the benefits accrued from faetory 

work. But they also mention improved living conditions 

(Seligson and Williams 1981: 47-49: Young 1986a: 102-106), 

and particularly in the case of young single women, some fun 

and freedorn as a result of earning small amounts of 

discretionary income (Ehrenreich and Fuentes 1983a: 25: 

Young 1984: 396). 

The most common reasor.s listed by men for resigning 

from maguiladoras include the tediousness of the work, 

frustration because of a lack of promotion out of the 

assembly area, dissatisfaction with salary whi~h is 

attributed to lack of promotion, disputes with management 

and supervisory personnel, lack of unionization in faetory, 

and the securing of a better job elsewhere (Stoddard 1987: 

47). Women also list many of the above reasons as men, but 

also claim fatigue, and physical illnesses whieh result 

from the strain of factory work and, in the case of women 

with children, the pressures of the double burden of 

dome~tic/ehildcare responsibilities and work (Fernandez­

Kelly 1983a: 137, 162: ICRW 1980: 54-7). Female life 

cycles also play a role in women t s deeisions to leave 

factory work. Marriage, pregnancy, and a desire to dedieate 

their attentions to their domestie responsibilities are also 

common reasons why women resign (Fel~nandez-Kelly 1983a: 68; 

ILO 1985: 33). 

Demographie Data on Maqyiladora Assembly Workers: 
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Those 

factories 

according 

statistics 

possible. 

who 

fall 

to 

on 

apply to and are hir~d by offshore assembly 

into '1uite distinct demographic categories 

factory type, electronic or apparel. 

male assembly workers are included where 

Most studies on northern border maquiladoras have 

confirmed that there exists a significant difference in the 

ages of wQrkers in electronic versus apparel industries. In 

her study of female factory workers in Juarez, Fernandez­

Kelly found that the median age of electronic workers was 20 

years, and that of apparel workers was 26 (1983a: 50). 

Similar statistics have also been reported by Pena (1983), 

Seligson and Williams (1981), and Tiano (19B6d). Seligson 

and Williams, in their survey of 6 border cities (Juarez 

illcluded), aJ.so collected data on male assembly workers, and 

f~und slight differences in age patterns. The average age 

of women from bath factory types was 23.8 years, while that 

for men was 25.2 years (1981: 33). Whilst they do not break 

this inforn,~tion down into categories of age, sex and 

industry type to allow us to determine if age patterns diso 

exist for males, they do however provide a table "howing 

data on percentages of workers (undifferentiated by factory 

type) by sex in three key age cohorts. This is summarized 

below. 

BIP Workers. Percentage of Workers by Age. 
(15-19) (20-24) (25-29) 

Male 45.5 32.4 20.8 

Female 54.5 67.6 79.2 

(Seligson and Williams 1981: 33) 

Interestingly it is in the younger two age cohorts, 15-19, 

20-24, that men are most strongly represented. It is 

precisely these age groups which are preferred by 

maguiladora management. In the older age category, 25-29 

years, into which most apparel workers fall, men are much 
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less well represented. From this information, we could 

deduce that the sma11 numbers of men who are hired by 

~agui1adoras are more 1ikely to work in electronics 

factories th an appare1. 

With regards to female factory worker's marital status 

in Juarez, Fernandez-Kelly discover9d that 61 % of 

e1ectronics workers were single, compared to 54 % of appare1 

workers (1983a: 52). se1igson and Williams provide a table 

of data which breaks down BIP workers' marital status by sex 

and age for aIl industries combined in the 6 cities studied. 

The authors disccvered that the overall percentage of 

ma.rried male EIP workers was almost ident ical to that of 

males in the general population, but that fema1e BIP 

workers, were less 1ike1y to be married than non BIP females 

(1981: 35). Seligson and Williams believe this difference 

is partia11y explained by age, in that married BIP workers 

are genera1ly older théln single workers (Ibid.: 39). As we 

saw above, male assembly workers are on average older than 

female. We may aiso hypothesize that the marital status of 

male asslarnbly workers il; not as important as the status of 

female workers, to m~.adQra managers. 

When examining fertllity rates, seligson and Williams 

concluded that BIP females were like1y to have fewer 

chi1dren than the genera1 population of fema1es in al1 age 

groups 20 years and older (Ibid.: 37). They suggested that 

this lower fertility rate lN'as related to BIP women' s lower 

1ikelihood of marrying, comp.ared to the general population, 

but a1so to BIP women' s higher educational 1evels (which 

tend to influence ferti1ity leve1s), and to the 

socialization process of factory work. which contributes to 

the "independence" of female workers (Ibid.: 39-41). 

The average educational 1evel for Mexican workers is 

approximate1y 3. a years. In comparison, most maguiladora 

workers have cornp1eted at least \'5 years of schooling, and 

many up to 11 years (Fernandez-Kelly 1983a: 215). In her 

93 

~- ---------------------------



- -------------------. 

study of female workers in electronic and apparel factories, 

Fernandez-Kelly found that the former were generally better 

educated. Fi fty-nine % of apparel workers had comp1eted 

only fi years of school ing in comparison to 38 % of 

electronic workers, while 59 % of electronics workers had 

completed 7-11 years of education in comparison to 33 % of 

apparel factory employees (1983a: 52). 53 ln comparing the 

educational leveis of their 739 male and female assembly 

workers, 5e1igson and Williams found that males had a 

slightly higher mean than females, 7.5 ye.ars, versus 7.3 

years respectively (1~81: 41). In sum, BIP workers, both 

male and female, are much more highly educated than the 

general public. The relatively similar levels of education 

between male and female BIP workers rules out the 

possibility that females have been preferred because of 

euperior educational qualification. 

Differences were also discovered between the work 

experiences of fe-.ale assemblers. within the electronics 

industry, 60% of employees had not had any previous work 

experience. By contrast, in the clothing sector, less than 

30% of those studied had not hé ~ other jobs (Fernandez-Ke1Iy 

1983a: 53). Of those who had previous experience from botn 

factory types, approximately 40 % had worked in the service 

sector as clerks, cashiers, office personnel etc., by far 

the largest percentage, 60 % had worked as domestics, 

generally undocumented aliens (Fernandez-Kelly 1983b: 216). 

These datêt illustrate to what extent electroni,=s maquilas 

prefer te hire 'Nomen \vith no prior experience, so called 

53 Many of these women, 20 % of FernRndez-Kelly's study 
of 510 wOMen, had taken courses in commercial academies 
where they acquiT.èd skills such as typing, accounting, and 
11% of her st.udy have training as nurses, secretaries, 
computer technicians, beautician::; and seamstresses (1983a: 
52) . However, many women with these skHls end up working 
at maguilaëoras because assembly jobs pay more, and offer 
superior benefits, and white collar service jobs are hard to 
secure. 
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"virgin workers", though this is also a reflection of 

electronics workers younger average age (Tiano 1986c: 86). 

No information is available on employment histories of male 

maguiladora workers. 

A profile of assembly workers i5 not çomplete without a 

discussion of household co~position ind income dis~ribution. 

There i5 unfortunately almost n information on the 

household composition ~tc., of ma'e assembly workers. 

Fernandez-Kelly's Juarez study of 

makes interesting links between 

fe.nale assembl y workers 

hClsehold composition, 

family size, male unemployment and female employment. 

seventy-nine percent of aIl single naguiladora workers 

interviewed were daughters living witt their parents and 

siblings; another 3 % lived with friends and the remainder 

were heads of households living with the_r children (1983a: 

54) • AlI 

households 

married women interviewed li" ~d in independent 

with their husbands and chi dren. 54 with 

regards to industry types, 76 % of electro,~ics workers were 

single daughters living in their nuclear households, in 

comparison to 59 % of clothing workers. Only 6 % of 

electro~ücs workers were single heads of households, whereas 

an impressive 31 % of clothing workers were (Ibid.: 54). 55 

Fernandez-Kelly arguAs that employment in the maquiladora 

industry seems to be related to the proliferation of female-

headed households. It has been slggested that factory work 

is the cause for the rise in the number of female-headed 

households. The argument is that "[working] women ... press 

to obtain greater participation in familial matters, thereby 

threatening the authority of fathers and husbands. At the 

54 Fernandez-Kelly does not clarify whether women 
cohabitating with men were classified as "single" or "married". 

55 In her study of maguiladora households in Juarez, 
Young found that women heads of households in maguila 
households ranged from almost double to eight times the rate 
of women headed households in non-maquila families (1986a: 108). 

95 

• 



same time, they may be accused of n~glecting their proper 

role. < •• both factors may cause the fragmentation of "intact" 

famil ies and the formation of households headed by women" 

(Ibid.: 55). However, Fernandez-Kelly ins j s'Cs that 90 % of 

the female headüd households in her study were in existence 

before t.he women began working in magu;l1.~do;=as, and that the 

women she interviewed insist-ed that it was precisely the 

absence of male support, as a result of death or desertion, 

that forced them to look for work (Ibid.: 55). Thus 

although in some cases the independence wcmen acquire as a 

resul t of paid employrnent may contribute to the breakup of 

families, these data indicate that the majority of female 

headed households were formed as a response to a lacK. of 

male support, rather than changes in status as a resul t of 

factory ~mployment. 

Fe~nandez-Kelly discovered that the average maquiladora 

worker's family was larger than most in Juarez, with a mean 

of 7 members compared to 5.3 for non-maquila households. 

Humber of Child~en ge~ Househo1d b~ Age. 
Children 14 
Years or Younger E1ectronics (t) Appa:""el (\) 

1-3 59 50 
4-7 15 23 
8 or more 4-
none 26 23 

------- -------
100 100 

(Fernandez-Kelly 1983a: 56) 

The table above illustrates that a large percent~g~ of these 

family members were children under the age of 14, and that 

apparel workers \\rere likely to have larger numbers of 

children. Fernandez-Kel17 suggests that the se statistics, 

when combined with data on male under and unemployment, 

provide us with a better understanding of how familial needs 

converge wi th market conditions to propel women into the 

labour market. 
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Information on incorne distribution highlights just how 

cri tical female maquiladora wage contributions are to many 

families (Tiano 1986c: 90). 

---------------------------------------------------------
Maguiladora Workers' Partici~ation in Household support. 
Humber of 
Providers Electronics (t) Apparel (%) 

- Interviewee 
only provider 
- 2-3 maquiladora 
workers as only 
providers 
- 2 or more provide=s 
(mag. workers and 
others) 

15 

15 

70 

27 

9 

64 
----------------~----------------------------------------

(Fernandez-Kelly 1983a: 57) 

The table summarized above illustrates that most maguiladora 

workers can hardly be considered as supplementary wage 

earner~. When comparing single and married workers, it was 

discovered that 20 % of the single workers living with their 

parents and siblings were the primary providers. The 

rnajority combined their earnings with those of other 

household members. Four percent of married workers were the 

sole supporters of their household, while 73 % reported 

using aIl of their income for family and work related 

expenses (Icid. 57). 

What conclusions can be drawn 

Firstly, there exist patterns which 

employees in the two factory types. 

from t.his section ? 

differentiate female 

Electron:"cs workers 

tend to be younger, single, childless or have few children, 

weIl educated, have a longer residency in Juarez, and have 

littl~ or no prior work experience. These workers are also 

likely to be single daughters living with their families, 

and contribute their incomes with other working family 

members. In contrast, apparel workers are on average, 

older, married, less weIl educated, have a shorter residency 

period in Juarez, and have extensive prior work experience. 

Many are single heads of households, and their households 
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are more likely ta contain large numbers of children under 

the age of 14. 

Differencés between male and female maquiladora workers 

are not as clear. rn average, male workers are slightly 

older than female. Males are also more l ikely ta be 

married, and are slightly better educated than females. The 

higher incidence of males being rnarried can be explained by 

the fact that men are on average oider than women, but we 

can aiso wonder whether male maritai status is nat such an 

important hiring issue for maquiladara managers, who perhaps 

assume that men have no domestic responsibilities to 

Interfere with their work performance, or who perce ive of 

married mc:1~es as equivalent to "virgin" female workers­

m01:-e docile, sUbmj.ssive, manageable. It is not clear that 

education is an 1mportant variable ln the selection and 

supply of males versus feruales. 

What conclusions can we make abuut the supply of labour 

to maguiladoras? We do not know to what extent the 

sex/gender system influencf':s male and female decisions to 

seek out employment at assembly factories. A direct causal 

relationship can only be hypothesized, and this 

relationship, if it indeed exjsts, must be tempered with the 

economic reality that men and women face. 

Economic and demographic dat.!\ confirm that the large 

maj ority of working class women and men in Juarez need to 

work, but their options are limited. Demographics on 

assembly workers demonstrate that patterns exlst between 

industry types and employee statistics. These patterns are 

particularly strong with regard to female employees. These 

patterns obviously predominantly reflcct management hiring 

and personnel policies, but must aiso reflect the labour 

pool from which ~aquiladoras select their employees. 
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Chapter six. 

The Sexual Division of Labour in Juarez Assembly Facto~ies. 

In this chapter we will look at a selection of 

theories, mainstream and feminist economic, which have sorne 

explanatory value of the sexual division of labour in the 

capitalist labour market. We wUl try ta highlight those 

theories which best make sense of the sexual division of 

labour in offshore assembly factories in Juarez. This will 

be a three part process. Each theory will be briefly 

presented, criticized, and then applied to the Mexican ~ata. 

The ~eo-Classic~l Model: 

There are two differing schools of thought in the neo­

classical approach, the "'Jvercrowding hypothesis", and the 

"human capital theory" . .ccording to the f irst approach, 

the position of women workers in the labour (oree ls 

explained by the excl usionary practices of employers which 

force women into a relatively small numbf!r of occupations, 

and the low capital-labour ratio associated with these 

occupations (Blau and Jusenius 1976: 184). Because women 

are restricted by demand factors to a limited set of 

occupations, women receive lower wages, and men receive 

higher wages than if such restraints to female opportunity 

did not exist (Ibid.: 183-4). It is believed that this forro 

of di~crirnination within the labour market will eventually 

dü.appear through the combined forces of competition, and 

the process of capitalist relations of production, because 

it is econornically irrational (Fernandez-Kelly 1983a: 92). 

In contra st , human capital theory argues that women' s 

productivity is low because wornen have lower stocks of 

accurnulated human capital (Ibid.: 183). This approach 

stresses that wornen and men are not interchangeable, and 
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that wom6n accumulate Iess human capital through work 

experience, beCduse proportionately they spend fewer years 

in the labour force than men (Ibid.: 185; H~mphrey IS87: 

3) . Because of the uti lit Y of women 1 s non-maL-ket work ln 

the dc..Iestic sphere, famllies make the rat.ional decision 

that women should not work continuousLy (ELau and Juseniu~ 

1976: 186). As a result, "wornen tend ta concentrate in 

occupations requjrlng less skill and consequently will 

receive lower wages when ent,~ring the labour market" 

(Fernandez-Kelly 1983a: 91). 

Cri tics of the "overcrowdinq hvpot!lesis" point out thdt 

employer tastes are not sufficient causal factors ta explain 

occupational segregation, and that structural constra lntz 

affecting the organization of production within the labour 

market must be considered. Blau and J~senius argue that "It 

is not clear why 50 many empleyers would have such tastes 

against women in certain occupations, nor is i t cl ear why 

employers' aversion Sllould be so 'strong' that they are not 

compensated for their disutility by the prevailing male­

female pay differential" (1976: 184). The model ls also 

criticised for overlooking decision-making processes at the 

househùld level which may affect labour supply and thus 

segregation (Fernandez-Kelly 1983a~ 93). 

critics of the "human capital theory" argue that the 

framework is static, and fails to explain discrimination in 

employment i.lnd wages (Ibid.: 93). Fernandez-Kelly asserts 

that the theory cannot explain why wemen, although few, are 

found in skilled jobs and sorne men occupy unsk~lled jobs, 

and why women tend to concentrate in speci fic occupations 

within each skill ca~egory, unless external factors such as 

personal tastes ale considered (Ibid.: 94: Blau and 

Jusenius 1976: 187). The model asst.mes freedorn of choice 

for individuals, and as Blau and Jvsenius remark, there i5 

"no concern exprf~ssed over the constralnts imposed by 

society which limit women's freedom to make their own 
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decisions or influence the way in which others, such as 

employers, make decisions for them" (1976: 187). The model 

must aiso be considered weak for its failure to take into 

cO'1sideratlon demand-side (employer) factors which affect 

occupational distributIon. 

In sum, the lirrdtdtlons of the former model which 

overlook labour supply are not compensated for by the latter 

model wh ieh tai 1::> ta cons) der ernpJ..J 1er demand for labour. 

Both household suppl y and market demand m\..lst be studled to 

understand the process dt work. 

The lIiCaknes!,8S of. the two models become eVC?1l more 

apparent when we apply them to the Juarez data. with 

regards to the overcrowding theory, Juarez data conf irms 

that demand-side factors, such as the hiring and personnel 

polieies of assembly factories, play t'l large role in the 

placing of women into assembly pOSl tions, and that the 

crowding of women into a relatively srnall group of 

occupations comblned with a large number of worn~n seekl.ng 

such employment keeps wages low. However, we cannot ignore 

supply factors, such as the large pool of female labour, and 

inadequate male support, which roake women willing and easily 

exploitable workers. Contrary to the argument that it is 

economically irrati0nal to selectively hire women, and that 

market forces will eventually restore a gender equil ~ brium 

in the work force, in the case of maquiladoras, we have 

clearly seen how the hirjng of young Mexican women is 

econornically pr0fitable, and the result of rational 

decision-making. 

Human capital theory accurate:Ly reflects how Mexican 

women spend less time in the labour force, and also how the 

decision of whether or not a woman works is a family one 

based on family need. However, beyond this, the theory is 

not able to expIal.n why so rnany of those women who seek out 

work choose to work in maguiladoras. Our discussion of 

women' s employment options in chapter five illustrated how 
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highly factory assembly work is evaluated by women in 

comparison to other options. Nonetheless, the demogrdphics 

of electronic and apparel factories reveal clear patterns. 

Electron ics plant s tenc. to hire young, 

well-educated WOTIlen who have resided 

single, chiidless, 

in Juarez for a 

relatively long time. Apparel pldnts hire predominantly 

oider, ma=ried wcmen who have children, less educdtion, and 

are more cecent migrants to Juarez. In other words, 

specifie "types lf of women end up in specifie "types" of 

assembly in:1ustr ies, and these patt:erns cannat be explained 

without referring to demanci factors. 

In SUffi, bot~ varieties of neo-classical theory rely too 

heavily on the p(:..n;onal castes of employers and employees 

respectively. The beljef that ~he market is, or will 

eventually be pE:!rfec:tly competitive causes theoreticians to 

overlook social ar.d political forces which contrib~te to the 

perpetuation of gender-based segregation and discrimination. 

Marxism: 

According to classlcal Marxists, the causal factor 

explaining the position of wornen, like men, in the labour 

market i5 capitalism, and wornen who work in the paid labour 

force are considered producers of surplus value just as men 

are. Occupational and sex stratification in the labour 

market are "surface manifestations" of the underlying social 

relations of production in a capital ist society (Sokoloff 

1980: 191). 'l'he occupational strat:ification which adses 

within a capitalist society is not perceived as causing 

women's inequality, but rather is a retlection of the manner 

in which the capitalist system operates (Ibid.: 71;. While 

it is acknowledged that sex discrimination on the part of 

employers does exist, it is believed that these practices 

are "antithetical to the logic of capitalist development", 

and that once women become a full part of the industrial 

Vlork force, market forces will force employers ta change 
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their discriminatory ways (Humphrey 1987: 4). 

Marxists acknowledge that women function as a large 

segment of thle reserve army of labour, and are used in the 

lowest paying jobs because they are a cheap source of 

labc:)Ur, and because their unpaid domestic work as housewives 

and mothers is of benefit to capital (Sololoff 1980: 192). 

Because women' 1; work is of benefi t to capital, in that it 

acts to decrealse wages generally, and keeps other workers, 

specifically men, in line from the fear that women could be 

substituted to do thp.ir jobs, the sexual division of labour 

and the economic subordina'tion of women wh~ch help maintain 

such conditions are perpetuated (Mackintosh 1984: 6-7; 

Sololoff 19csO: 77). 

Monopoly capital Marxist theorists are a 20th century 

branch which see the monopoly stage of capitalisll' as the 

causal factor of the seqmented labour market which has 

arisen, and of women's unfavorable position within it 

(Sokoloff 1980:: 192) • Accordinq ta this school, 

unders:tanding how the segmented labour market is established 

under th~ power of monopoly capitalism, leads to analyses of 

how the labour market ia used to div ide the working class 

(including men against women), why certain jobs and economic 

sectors emerge and are trans formed, and how women 

specifically are integrated into the newly developing and 

changing economic sectora (Ibid.: 192). These theorists 

focus on how scientific management principles, the 

deskill.ing of labour power, and the creation of new 

industries and markets have contributed to the incorporation 

of women into wage labour (Ibid.: 84, 91). 

Criticisms of the classical Marxü;;t analysis are 

varied. J'oekes takes aim at the idea that capitalists 

employ L:tborers without regard to gender. She writes, "Any 

notion of the value of labour in the abstract is outweighed 

by the idea that men and women are significantly different 

when it cornes to supplying labour" (1985: 183). We might 
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add that capitalism is not sex/gender blind, even if in some 

respects Marxist analysis is. 

Hartmann argues that Marxist analyses of capitalism 

the different "places" provide an excellent theory of 

required by capital ist production, but do not begin to 

explain why women end up at the bottom of such a hierarcl'.y 

(Hartmann 1979, in Phillips and Taylor 1986: 56). 

Mackintosh agrees with Hartmann, arguing that analyses 

which show tha t women' s work, as cheap labour and housew ives 

is beneficial ta capitalism are insufficient as an 

explanation of sex segregat.ion, for they cannot explain why 

it is women who consistently perform these tasks (1984: 8). 

She suggests that we have to advance bey and an explanation 

which revol ves around the advantages of women' s work for 

capital, and that the sexual division of labour cannot be 

explained simply 

production system. 

determined that 

in terms of the requirements of the 

She stresses how feminist analysis has 

women' s subordination within society 

predates capitalism, and that "it cannot be explained solely 

in terms of the inherent 10gic of the capitalist system" 

(Ibid.: 9). Beechy concurs, writing, 

Marx is unable to provide an adequate explanation of 
the specificity of female labour since his work lacks a 
theory of the family and the sexual division of labour, 
and hence cannat address the ways in which patriarchal 
ideology functions to reproduce the sexual division of 
labour within the capitalist mode of production (1978: 
158). 

Critics of the monopoly capital school argue that 

theorists overlook 

gender identities, 

moth erhood in 

the importance of supply factors such as 

and the institutions of homemaking and 

participation. 

determining women's 

Sokoloff complains that 

labour force 

the influence of 

patriarchy is not discussed, but assumed to be a function of 

capi talism, rather than a social factor which functions 

independently 1 and is often in conflict with the needs of 

capital (1980: 193). 
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When considering the data gathered on the hiring 

p~actices of maguiladoras in Juarez, it is quite clear that 

contrary to classiC'al Marxist theory, capitalists do 

consider gender when selecting employees. Workers, male and 

female, are not considered interchangeable, and maquila 

managers go to great lengths to hire specifie genders of 

emp10yees for specifie positions. Additionally, Marxist 

theory is not able to help us understand why i t is that 

women predominantly fill the unskilled assembly positions of 

these factories. The argument that women are hired by 

capital to fill 

to capi talists, 

the work force 

certain positions because i t is advantageous 

is not an explanation. Women 1 s position in 

is not simply a product of the logic of 

capitalism. In the case of Juarez, we have seen how women 1 s 

role in the family and home, and the importance of the 

domestic role for women, come into contact with, and 

frequently conflicc with the economic pressures women face 

to make financial contributions. In short, we must not 

forget that women and men have different qualities of labour 

to offer employers as a resul t of their differing domestic 

responsibilities. 

The monopoly capital approach is weakened by i ts lack 

of analysis of supply factors, particularly the role of 

motherhood and homemaking for women. By simply assuming 

that such roles are a function of capitalism, they overlook 

the possibility of conflict. For example, in the case of 

Mexican women, there exists for many a conflict between 

their desire to stay at home, and their need to work. Such 

conflicts can influence women to limit their choices of 

employment al ternati ves • The strength of the monopoly 

school approach lies in its acknowledgment of the changes 

which have taken place in the world capitalist system over 

the last 30 years, and its understanding that these changes 

must be considered when examining women 1 s status. 
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Dual Labour Market Theory: 

The general hypothesis of this theory is that over time 

there have corne to exist two distinct labour markets in 

industrial ized countries. These are termed uprimary" and 

"secondary" labour markets. The "primary" market is 

characterized by high wages, good working conditions, 

stability of employment, and opportunities for advancement. 

The "secondary" labour market 1.S made up of much less 

attractive jobs, which are poorly paid, with dirty and often 

hazardous working conditions, they are unstable, and 

generally dead-end (Fernandez-Kelly 1983a: 94; Humphrey 

1985: 218). Mobility across the boundaries of these sectors 

is considered severely restricted, even non-existent by sorne 

(Sokoloff 1980: 36). 

With regards to women's labour force activity, the 

theory argues that men and women are recruited into 

different occupations and labour markets, and that in terms 

of wages and status, women are treated unequally in 

comparison to men (Ibid.: 35, 190). The dual structure of 

the labour market is explained as the causal factor for 

women' s disadvantaged position socially, economically, 

politically - in the labour market. 

Women are mainly recruited into the "secondary" market. 

Men on the other hand :ire much more l ikely to be hired by 

the "primary" market (Ibid.: 35) . When attempting to 

explain su ch a division, theorists suggest that occupations 

are defined without reference to the gender of those who 

fill them, but that women lack access to the "productivity 

enhancing opportunities" which would allow them te improve 

their wages and move up te the "primary" sector (Humphrey 

1985: 219; Humphrey 1987: 151). In short they argue that 

"whan distributing jobs of different skill, training 

requirements, and levels of productivity, managements prefer 

to give men the chances to move up mobility chains, leaving 

women in the low-pay, de ad-end jobs" (Ibid.: 219). Why? 
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Barron and Norris suggest that women are mainly secondary 

workers because of five characteristics which employers 

believe women possess: dispensability, clearly visible 

social differences, little interest in acquiring training, 

low economism and lack of solidarity. These characteristics 

are the resul t of both the women 1 s labour market experience, 

and aspects of the social structure outside of the labour 

market such as domestic responsibilities (1976 in Walby 

1986: 81). It ls ac::knowledged that hiring, training and 

promot ional practices of comp~nies may reinforce and 

increase these initial disadvantages, but the market takes 

no responsibility for causinq them (Humphrey 1987: 3-4). 

Radical economics i5 an offshoot of the dual labour 

market approach which focuses on the divisions which are 

created in the workforce as a resul t of the process of 

accumulation in the monopoly capitalism stage. According to 

this perspective the goal of capital is to ext::-act the 

greatest surplus value possible from the working population. 

This is accomplished by increasing the rate of productivity 

more quickly than real wage rates are increased, and 

requires capital to create divisions in the workforce on the 

basis of sex, racial or ethnie origin, and language ta 

prevent Norkers from organizing class protests. These 

divisions are furthered by technologies which provide 

capitalists with greater control over employees (Green 1983: 

278-9). It is argued that employers have taken advantage of 

discrimination which preexisted in society, to develop 

segmented occupational categories which preserve and 

encourage sexually and l'acially discriminatory social 

patterns (Ibid.: 281). 

In both versions of dual labour market theory, the 

structure and importance of the two labour markets are seen 

to be determined by technology and work content, and not the 

"human capital" characteristics of workers (Fernandez-Kelly 

1983a: 95). The most common cri ticism of classical dual 
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labour market theory is that it is basically descriptive 

(Sokoloff 1980: 63: ICRW 1980: 37). Others argue that the 

approach does not explain the sex segregation which takes 

place within each sector, or the differentiation which takes 

place within the female sector (Blau and Jusenius 1976: 197: 

Fernandez-Kelly 1983a: 96). 

The most serious charge made against these tr.eoreticians is 

that they perce ive the labour market to function accordlng 

to non-gendered principles. Walby writes, 

They do not see the structure of the market as being 
determined or even shaped in any way by sexual 
divisions. It is seen as a consequence of the 
employers' needs both to retain skilled labour and to 
buy off the better organized workers ... Sexual 
differentiation is seen as largely determined outside 
of the labour market in the sexual division of labour 
in the home (1983: 155 in Humphrey 1987: 151). 

The radical model has also been found wanting. Green 

argues that the model's dependence on the concept of 

economic class conflict as the single dynamic factor which 

determines the n;,ture of social relations renders it weak, 

for the differences between the roles of men and women are 

"blurred" (1983: 316). 

One of the most seemingly use fuI contributions of dual 

labour market theory is its suggestion that men and women do 

not competE:! wi th each other in the labour market, and in 

fact that they are recruited to different labour markets and 

occupations. This aspect of the theory may have some 

explanatory potential with regards ta employment practices 

in Juarez factories. It is possible that men simply do not 

compete with women for assembly positions, because they 

possess different characteristics which are determined 

outside the labour market. The data from Juarez indicate 

that gender, and not necessarily differences in 

productivity, i9 a key consideration in the hiring of 

maquiladora assembly workers. In Juarez there are as many 

unskilleCi men as women who lack "productivity enhancing 
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experience". The model is unable to explain why unskilled 

women, as oppos~d to unskilled men end up in assembly 

positions. In sum, it becomes d':'fficult to believe the 

model' s statement that places in the market are defined 

before gender ls considered. 

The radical model seems te make advances by its 

understanding of how employers take advantage of preexisting 

discriminations in society to create segmented occupational 

cûtegories, which are then beneficial to capital. However, 

the model is incorrect ~n its assertion that it i5 capital 

alone which is responsible for the preservation and 

perpetuation of these patterns. The data from Juarez 

clearly indicate that the sexjgender system within 

patriarchal Mexico continues to functicn to create distinct 

types of gendered workers. 

Braverrnan's Deskilling Theory: 

Braverrnan is a Marxist analyst of monopoly capital ism 

who describes the process of "deskilling" which has taken 

place in the global labour force over the last 30 years. 

His argument can be broken down into three parts. 

First, Braverrnan argues that technical changes in 

industrial production have generated an increasing number of 

narrowly-specified, repetitive, dead-end jobs, and have 

diminishp.d the number of supervisory and managerial jobs 

available. This process he calls "deskilling". 56 

Secondly, Braverman stresses that employers rapidly 

incorporate these new technologies, which affect the 

56 Braverman explains that the process of deskilling 1 

or homogenization has been masked to a certain extent by the 
numerous labour categories utilized by government officiaIs 
and academics. rhe terms blue-collarjwhite-collar, skilled, 
semi-skilled ç unskilled etc., preserve the impression that 
there remains a great deal of skilled work, while in fact he 
argues the reality is one of growing convergence (Phillips 
and Taylor 1986: 60). 
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composition of their workforce, because of the economic 

advdntages reaped su ch as an oVAral1 lower wage bill f 

greater control over production processes and more surplus 

value (Van Waas 1981: 25-6; Phi 11ips and Taylor 1986: 59; 

Frobel et al. 1978: 128). 

Finally, the author concludes that these new 

technologies and concurrent deskilling result in an 

increased der.land from employers for female laborers to fill 

the growing n,lrnber of low-skilled jobs created (Ibid.: 188). 

Women, Brave~an explains, form the ideal reservoir for the 

new mass occupations because the barrier which confines 
women to mucn lower pay scales is reinforced by the 
vast number.s in which they are available to capital. 
These vast numbers are in turn guaranteed, for a 
considerable period of time by the lower rate of 
participation in the working population with whieh 
women entered into the era of monopoly capital (1974: 
385) . 

There are a number of criticisms of Braverman's theory 

as it relates to female employment. Joekes points out ~hat 

while technological changes have taken place thrcughout 

manufacturing, and there has been a widespread increasE: in 

the demand for unskilled labour, the specifie demand for 

female labour has been restricted to a limited nurnber of 

industries. She argues that the deskilling argument is not 

able to explain the selectivity of the increased employment 

of Women worldwide (1985: 188-9). 

Joekes also criticizes Braverman's logic that the 

dem~nd for unskilIed labour comes first, and that this 

demand is met by taking on women workers because they are 

characterized as unskilled. She questions why employers 

should favour women when there is such an abundance of 

unskilled male labour available, especially in developing 

countries (1985: 189). 

Phillips and Taylor (1986), Walby (1986) and Sokoloff 

(1980) take Braverman to task for failing to understand the 

patriarchal nature of both the monern labour market and the 
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deskilling process. walby insists that the model is overly 

fu~ctional, emphasizing a self-reproducing process, whereby 

the needs of capital are inevitably satisfied (1986: 80). 

Phillips and Taylor argue that while Braverman is 

content simply to demystify skill categories, th6y find 

them i lluminating of the sexual hierarchy which penetrates 

capitalism. The authors ask, "If skill distinctions are not 

necessarily about real work differences, what are they about 

?" (1986: 60-1). In response to this question, Phillips and 

Taylor suggest that skill has become to a certain extent 

saturated with sex. They write, 

the equations menjskilled, womenjunskilled - are so 
powerful that the identif;cation of a particular job 
with women ensured that the skill content of the work 
would be downgraded. It is the sex of those who do the 
work, rather than its content, which leads to its 
identification as skilled or unskilled (Ibid.: 63). 

3raverrnan' s description of the deskill ing process, which 

creates a work force which requires little training, is 

cheap to replace, and has an abundant pool of reserves, 

seems to describe the maquiladora work force quite 

accurately. Wi th regards to women, Braverman 's theory 

cannot explain why the deskilling process has resulted in 

the hiring of Juarez women in export oriented industries 

specifically, and not aIl Juarez industry. with recent 

changes in the Mexican economy, there are plenty of males in 

Juarez who meet Braverman 1 s criteria of being willing to 

work for low wages. Why have they not been hired by 

maguiladoras? In sum, Braverman's theory cannet 

incorporate the ramifications of gender relations in the 

functioning of the labour market. 

Hartmann's Theory: 

Although Hartmann is a feminist, we will not categorize 

her theory under the heading feminist econom:i.cs, because she 

perceives the spheres of gender and work as separate rather 

than interconnected. Hartmann • s argument starts out wi th 
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the premise that capitalism simply creates vacant places in 

tbe labour market, and that it is gender and racial 

hierarchies, such as patriarchy, which determine who will 

fill them (Phillips and Taylor 1986: 57). utilizing ths 

concepts of primary and secondary labour markets proposed by 

dual labour market theory, she stresses worker-Ied 

segregation which results in men overwhelmingly occupying 

the primary labour market and women the secondary, but 

criticizes economic models such as dual labour market theory 

which envision labour markets as being structured oolely by 

capitalists. Men, she insists - male workers of aIl classes 

including capitalists "limit the type and extent of 

women' s participation in waged work .•• above aIl, they 

exclude women from the better jobs in order to increase the 

benefits to their own sex" (1977: 72). In this way, 

Har'Cmann suggests that thu category of gender opposes the 

logic of capitalismi men enfcrce job segregation in order 

to maintain male superiority in both the factory and the 

home. She writes, "economic phenomena, such as skill 

classifications and wage levels, are not determined by 

purely economic factors ... On the contrary, they are 

structured systematically by the hierarchy of gender, a 

hierarchy in which women as a gender are subordinate to men 

as a gender" (1982 in Humphrey 1987: 5i. 
In sum, Hartmann proposes that capitalists are forced 

by powerful male workers, supported by labour unions to 

adopt pclicies which do not necessarily make sense in terms 

of their own economic rationality. 

Humphrey acknowledges that Hartmann' s approach makes 

advances over purely economic theories by placing patriarchy 

and male workers at the center of analysis, but argues that 

it is still not satisfactory because it views the factory 

from outside, and maintains the link between wages and 

productivity (1987: 154). First, Humphrey insists that the 

conception of the secondary labeur force i8 too abstract. 
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He writes, nIt comprises aIl the bad jobs •.. [but] there is 

no basis for considering how divisions May be constructed 

differently a10ng racial and gender lines, and the 

considerable degree of sex segregation within secondary 

labour markets is left unexplained Il (1987: 154). Secondly, 

Humphrey argues that Hartmann' s model cannot explain how 

labour markets adapt to the nature of the available labour 

force. "In other words she cannot theorize how occupations 

can be constructed around the characteristics (race or 

gender) of those occupying them, and this means that the 

flexibility with which types of workers can be matched to 

types of jobs is seriously underestimated" (Ibid.: 154). 

Lastly, it is suggested that the model is analytically weak 

in determining how gender identities for men and women are 

constructed in the work place. It is not enough, Humphrey 

argues, simply to suggest that patriarchy challenges 

capitalist principles, for gender and work are not separate 

and distir=t spheres (Ibià.: 154, 197). 

Hartmann's model has limited explanatory potential with 

regards to Juarez'~ ~~iladoras. We can criticize Hartmann 

for allocating too much power to men, capitalists and 

workers. She overlooks the importance of cap talist power, 

and the need of capj,~calists to control labour, female and 

male. Given the process of deskilling which Braverman 

explains has affgcted male and female workers, i t is not 

logical that male workers, who are also victims of 

deskilling and in essence "depowering" s~ill have great 

ability to influence capitalists' decisions. We can 

perce ive of Hartmann's theory as a complete reversaI of dual 

labour market models which placed aIl focus of blam~ on 

capital ist labour markets. Her parception of gender and 

work as separate spheres in conflict, rather than a feed­

back system, is not much of a compromise or improvement upon 

the purely economic theories she had hoped to replac~. 
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Feminist Economies; 

Unlike the previously described theories which perce ive 

the spheres of gcnder i'ind work as separate, feminist 

economists believe that a dialectic relationship exists 

between the home and the market. Pr imary causal power of 

women's subordination is attributed ta the sexjgender system 

and patriarchy, but, the work place is seen as a site of 

further suoordination (Ruiz and Tiano lq87: 7). 

Humpta.rey's work on gender in Brazilian factories 

provides an exr.:ellent model with explanatory potential for 

understanding why young women in Juarez have been preferred 

for unskilled assembly functions. 

Women' s and men' s positions in the labour hierarchy of 

the factory are. 

the way gender 

identi ties and 

he argues, derived from two factors: 1) 

is constructed in society, creating male 

female identities, 2) the way the gender 

system permeates and affects the construction of gender 

identities in the factory through both management hlrjng and 

peroonnel pollcies, and male factory workers' desire to 

maintain tneir superior position in the factory hierarchy. 

This is seen as a feedback system (1987: 6-7, 54, 156). We 

will examine each of these factors separately. 

Part One: Gender Construction in Society: 

The female "motherhood myth" and the male "breadwinner 

myth" are two products of the sex/gender system which affect 

male and female identities and hence, work opportunities and 

experienc~. The "motherhood myth" stems from the idea that 

because women bear children, child-bearing and child­

rearing should be women 1 s primary social role, and they 

should be relieved of the responsibility of being (\ 

"bread\linner" (Elson and Pearson 1980: 14). Women' s lower 

wages and secondary status in the labour force are seen by 

patriarchal society and the capitalist labour market, as a 

natural consequence of women 1 s primary role in the family 
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(ILO 1985: 30; Sokoloff 1980: 170). Sokoloff argues that 

aIl women entering the labour market are treated as mothers 

- past, a~tual, or potential. She writes, 

If a woman is single or newly married and without 
children, she uill not be given a responsible job with 
hiqh wages since, it is said, she will probably leave 
when she has a chance to marry and have children. If 
she has children, the ratianalization given is that she 
will be unreliable because of the need to be absent if 
her children are sick (1980: 219-20). 

Tiano clarifies that this tendency to define aIl women as 

wives and mothers has littie basis in reality, and reflects 

cultural definitions of women's "ideal" roles rather than 

actual situations (Tiano 1986a: 70; Sokoloff 1980: 220). 57 

In contrast, the male "breadwinner myth" defines aIl men 

as actual or potential breadwlnners (Humphrey 1987: 53; War 

on Want 1988: 9). Sokoloff writes, "the family wage, given 

to men only, ls based on the idea that the wage should be 

sufficient to support the man and his family. This is true 

even if a man does not have a family" (1980: 173). It is 

important to note that the male "breadwinner myth" has 

meaning only in relation to the female "motherhood myth". 

Joekes elaborates, "the t breadwinner t ethic ... encapsulates 

the concept of wom~~n as 'second':iry' workers ••• This idea is 

enormously power fuI in reinforcing sexual stratification and 

it legitimises women's ir.ferior treatment in industrial work 

in both men's and women's eyes" (1986: 7-8). 

Thus, prior to entry into t:he labour market, men and 

women are differentiated by their domestic situations. As 

Humphrey argues, these gender differences permeate and 

affect the construction of gender identities in the factory. 

57 We calI this an ideoloqy of differentiation for 
while it is true that there exist real differences in the 
characteristics of women and men as potential worker, these 
differences are not natural, but the prodl.lct of t .. e social 
construction of go: nder. While it is biologlcally natural 
for women to give l,irth, it is not natural to assign primary 
responsibility fo: child care and rearing to women. 
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Part Two: Gender Identi ties wi thin the Factol."y: 

According to Humphrey, patterns of g'3nder relations 

established in society are reproduced in the fdct0ry. 

Following this theory, work categories incorporate gender t 

and become a sexual division 0f labour. This takes plac~ in 

a three part process where concepts of whdt is man's labour 

and what is women's labour take sha~e. First, patterns of 

gender ill :."ociety as a whole are reproduced wi thin the 

factory, sur.h that men and women are divicted into two 

distinct and homogeneous groups (Ibjd.: 93, 119). 

Secondly, male trdits and male work are given ~ higher 

value than femala equivalents. This is done by both d~nying 

women access to many genuinely skilled jobs, and by 

devaluing any work done by women (Ibid.: 91). Thu& ln 

Humphrey's Brazilian research factories, the male capacity 

to perform heavy work was valued higher than the female 

manual dexterity, punct.ùality, discipline and readiness to 

follow or.ders (Ibid.: 161: Humphrey 19B5: 221). 

Finally, job hierarchies are constructed in such a way that 

women neither have authority over men, nor occupy comparable 

or superior pos~tj~ns to them within manual work. In short, 

women's traits and work are given lower value than men's, 

and they are never allowed to be "better" than men (Ibid.: 

92) . 

Humphrey concludes that as a resul t of this three-part 

process, women are both marginalized from prcductive and 

prestigious work and training which is reserved for men 

because they pressure management for i t, and, even where 

women have skills or the required training, their 

occupations are not classified as having skills, for their 

stability in low paid jobs encourages management not to 

notice and reward women (1987: 163, 175ï Humphrey 1985: 

223: Pearson 1986: 92). These processes, which work to 

women's disadvantage, arise from the construction of gender 
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identities in factories, and from male workers' political 

pressure. 
Humphrey cautions that the sexual division of labour in 

the factory is nct static, but is a flexible, active 

structure, adaptable to changing economic and techno1ogica1 

conditions. He writes, "Within each of the [male and 

fema1e) spheres, which are divided by a division of labour 

by gender between ski11s, jobs, occupationa1 categories, 

departments and functions, managements' construct patterns 

of recruitment, wage 1evels, wage forms, tr.aining and ski11 

recogni tion which are systematica11y different for fema1e 

and male workers" (1985: 228). Thus, even if women move to 

different jobs, the jobs will acquire "fema1e" 

characteristics, and be deva1~ed (1987: 175). Humphrey 

writes, Women's problem is not the types of work they 
do as much as the things which go with the occupations 
- pay, status, promotion ..• Through segregation, 
margina1ization and deva1uation, women are confined to 
subordinate positions, and entry to new areas of work 
may just change the position of the boundary 1ine 
without changing the nature and effect of the boundary 
itse1f (1987: 201). 

In short, male and female identities as workers have to be 

defined and maintained in the course of everyday factory 

1ife (Ibid.: 5). 

The functions of the sexual division of labour are both 

to maintain male superiority in the factory and beyond, and 

to impede malejfema1e comparisons which would destroy 

management's lucrative system of unequal reward to male and 

fema1e workers. This i5\ facilitated by a high degree of 

segregation of male and female workers, because thê work men 

do, which involves better wages and promotional 

oppnrtunities, is not always based on superior skil1, 

productivity, etc. (Humphr(~y 1987: 107, 118, 157; Humphrey 

1985: 222). J'ob segregation is therefore very difficult to 

fight, as it is structured around, and reinforces the 

subordination of women (Humphrey 1985: 228). 
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Humphrey convincingly demonstrates that gendered 

divisions of labour are established and reproduced in the 

work environment, and are not simply reflections of 

divisions in the larger socIety. He emphasizes that the 

sexual division of labour in factory settings is 

deliberately created and regulated by managers to control 

both male and female labour. This sexual division of labour 

functions to maintain male worker superiority and, sinee the 

gender hierarchy of the wider society i5 reproduced in terms 

of work categories, peace within the factory and the wider 

patriarchal society. Humphrey writes, "[men] have to 

incorporate gender into work hierarchies, devaluing, 

marginalizing, and segregating wemen as workers. This 

requires considerable attention to the internaI organization 

of enterprises. Gender has to be incorporated into work 

categories themselves if men are to succeed in dominating 

women at work" (Ibid.; 90-1). 

Huphrey' s model could be cri ticized for being overly 

functionalist in its emphasis of a feedback system between 

gender construction in the society at large and the factory. 

This approach tends te overlook possible conflicts between 

workers and managament, particularly women. For aB we saw 

in chapter four, Mexican women who werk as maguiladera 

assemblers are net docile and ignorantly accepting of 

management' s policies to both control them and increase 

production. 

The Application of Humphrey's Model to Juarez; 

Applying Humphrey's model to the maguiladoras in Juarez 

helps us to understand the sexual division of labour which 

exists in these factories. We have determined in chapter 

five that the sex/gender system which functions in Mexico 

generates extremely distinct gender identities for Mexican 

men and women. The cultural concept,s of machismo and 

marianismo are associated with the rcles of "breadwinner" 
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and "mother" respectiveIy, which Humphrey determines as key 

factors in the way men and women both perce ive themselves 

and their r~::ipective "proper" roles, and how society and 

business interpret the working "potential" of each gender 

"type". 
Maguiladora managers' statements in ch,:tpter four 

regarding the differing suitability of men and women as 

assembly workers reveaied how managers seem to have 

internalized stereotypical assumptions about men and women. 

It is clear from managers' comments about the suH:.ability of 

women and the non-suitability of men for assembly work in 

terms of perceived physical, psychological and economic 

eharacteristies, that they have placed men and women into 

opposing categories, whlch Humphrey cla~ms are criticai for 

the segregation of the genders in the factory. 

A careful examination of the data gathered by Pena 

( 1983) (discussed in chapter three) reveal a very clear 

sexual division of labour in the maguiladoras of Juarez. 

Men occupy the top 7 positions in the factory hierarchy 

involving "heavy" and technical work. Women dominate in the 

lower 5 positions, where they specialize in "light" work of 

assembly or sewing, and are very rarely in positions of 

authority over men. 't'hus, the higher ranking jobs which 

management classifies as "genuinely skilled", ie., those 

such as mechanic, lab technician, supervisors are completely 

monopolized by men. In contrast, lower and lowest ranking 

semi-skilled and unf;killed jobs such as group chief 

superv isor, soldering, sewinq and assembly operators, are 

predominantly the lot of women. Penals work therefore seems 

to confirm Humphrey's hypothesis of management's perceptions 

of the importance of gender "differences" in the workpiace. 

This sexual hierarchy of production whieh perpetuates 

patterns of male superiority in the factory is, Humphrey 

argues, regulated and maintained by management polieies and 

notions of work suitability for men and women, and p~essure 
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placed on management by male workers to maintain their 

superior position in the factory hierarchy. 

Once a sexual division of labour is established through 

hiring practices (demonstrated in chapter four) management 

personnel polieies function to maintain sueh a division. 

Pena G\r.gues that maquiladoras use a synthesis of "imported" 

Fordist and Taylorist production principles with "local" 

patriarchal traditions to control female assembly workers, 

and maintain the sexual division of labour (1986: 148-9; 

1981: 423-4, 512-3). He lists as an example the utilization 

of young, handsome male supervisors, given management's 

understanding that women will work harder for and obey such 

bosses (Ibid.; 495). 

and 

Additionally, the combinat ion of 

temporary contracts which are 

forced resignations 

utilized in both 

electronics and apparel maguiladoras, and the laek of 

promotional opportunities available to assembly operators, 

function in such a way that female assembly l ine workers 

have little chance to either gain experience and/or be 

promoted, both of which could potentially undermine the 

factory gender hierarchy. 

There is some evidence that male workers are able to 

pressure management to give them jobs which are ranked as 

"skilled" • One electronics factory personnel manager told 

Pena, 

It's just too much trouble. l can move women up a 
notch or two. You know, from operator to group chief 
and maybe even quality control inspection. But, if l 
was to promote women into higher supervisory levels, 
weIl, the men, the Mexican males, would be terribly 
upset. l'm not against the idea of women doing that 
type of work, but my first dut Y is to maintain order in 
the plant. The attitudes of the men here, let me just 
say that it does nct give me a lot of room to move in 
(1981: 266). 

Such comments suggest that male workers have some power to 

influence management decisions, however, the unemployment 

situation in Juarez for both men and women means that 
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factories have the ultimate control over whom they hire, and 

hCJW they manage their personnel. Although as a result of 

the Mexican sex/gender system, and possibly the educational 

system itself, there are fewer qualified female engineers, 

management personnel etc. ~vailable to be hired by 

maquiladoras, the rigid sexual hierarchy which most 

factories maintain must ultimately be explained by the 

policies of the administrators themselves, which suit the 

economic and political needs of the factories as capitalist 

enterprises (Van Waas 1981: 352). 

It is likely that maquiladora administrators are 

prepared to allocate the majority of "skilled" and career­

orientated positions to Mexican men because it satisfies the 

men' s cul turally-determined need to be "breadwinners", thus 

maintaining peace, and the support of the male dominated 

cul ture wi thin which the factories both function, and are 

being hosted. This is particularly important given the 

number of men who are under and unemployed in Juarez, and 

the strong male breadwinner ethic. 

Male (non assembly) and female workers are expected 

to believe that the jobs they perform are skilled and non­

skilled respectively. Given that it is the Mexican 

government who determines the wage levels to be paid to 

varying skill categories, it is in the interest of 

maguiladoras to keep their assembly workers, who make up 87 

percent of employees, in the "unskilled" category (Van Waas 

1981, Fernandez-Kelly 1983b). 

The sexual division of labour also works to the benefit 

of maguiladoras in that it replicates the gender hierarchy 

which exists in Mexican society, and as we saw in chapter 

three, functions as a form of control in conjunction wi th 

more traditional methods of supervision and discipline (pena 

1981, 1986). 

Does Humphrey's model help us to understand how and why 

women have come to dominate as assembly operators in the 
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maguiladoras of Juarez? We can conclude that, given the 

ec~nomic constraints of offshore production and 

maguiladora's need for cheap unskilled and semiskilled 

labour to maximize profits, the seJeual division of labour 

established and maintained in Juarez free-trade zone 

factories was a deliberate creation on the part of 

management. This sexual division of labour, whereby women 

comprise up to 80-90% of assembly workers, was instigated 

partially because of maguila managers understanding of the 

specifie gender "traits" of Mexican men and women and their 

varying "suitabill ty" te perform assembly tasks. More 

specifically, management, at both domestic and multinational 

pl~nts, appreciated how such a sexual hiararchy of positions 

could be utilized to both control, and demand high levels of 

production from workers, while maintaining the support of 

males who are the socially sanctioned breadwinners in Juarez 

society. In short, segregation on the basis of gender ls 

utilized in maguiladoras for economic and political reasons. 
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Conclusions 

We will now answer the questions that were posed in the 

introduction. From our research and discussion it seems 

evident that wornen, specifically young women, have been the 

preferred assernbly labour force over men, for a variety of 

social, political and economic reasons. Maquiladora 

managers genuinely believe that Mexican women possess 

"natural" physical abilities, such as dexterity, which make 

them highly suited to assembly production work. Managers 

also value women's docility and patience, which they 

understand to be the result of differing socialization 

processes for females and males in Mexico. It is women' s 

secondary labour market status however, which renders women 

cheaper than men, and pressures them to make higher quality 

products, that makes them truly attractive employees. The 

high demand for Y"'UIlCJ, single, childless women can be 

explained by management· s perceptions of them 

unencumbered by domestic responsibilities, easier 

less likely to rebel against factory policies 1 

cheaper to employ than older women. 

as being 

to train, 

and even 

There are further political and economic reasons for 

hiring young women. For example, by choosing such 

employees, managers have access to a much larger labour 

pool, given that young women make up the largest percentage 

of migrants to urban areas. The practice of giving the 

majority of "skilled" factory jobs to males and "unskilled" 

factory jobs to females replicates the gender hierarchy in 

patriarchal Mexico, and as such provides administrators with 

a form of labour control which works in conjunction with 

traditional methods of supervision, to ensure high 

productivity and hence profits. This sexual division of 

labour in the factory has the added advantage of "keeping 

the peace," or maintaining the support of Juarez males, who 
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are the socially sanctioned breadwinners. 

In short, maguiladora managers 1 selecti vi ty is the 

result of an unquestioning belief in the gender-specific 

traits of wornen, and well-calculated policies, which have 

been designed not only to take advantage of the p~triarchal 

system in Mexico and women' s weaker social, political and 

economic position, but to maintain and control women' s 

qualities of "cheapness", "docility" and "productivity". 

with regards to our second question, it seems clear 

that female assembly ,."orkers have been hired for their 

qualities as "women" rather than as "workers". AlI of our 

data indicate that factories are able to exploit, or take 

advantage of the characteristics of women workers as wo.en, 
for example their weaker labour market status, to extract 

greater output at lower costs than would be possible with a 

predominantly male assembly work force. Although 

preliminary data has indicated that some men in Juarez are 

now considering maquil~ work as a more attractive option r 

and consider the minimum wage offered acceptable given 

limited alternatives, maguiladora management has not yet 

responded by significantly increasing the number of men 

hired as assembly workers. It will be interesting to see in 

the future, whether the lowering of men's wage expectations, 

offsets - from the point of view of factory administrators-

the other advantages female workers offer. 

In order to answer the third question, "How does gender 

affect employment opportuni ties ? ", we must take into 

consideration both supply and demand factors. The 

sex/gender system influences male and female perceptions of 

themselves in terms of appropriate roles and working 

trajectories. These gender stereotypes, which are 

reinforced in the culture at large 1 function in such a way 

as to influence the type of employment men and women search 

for, and the working conditions they are willing to 

tolerate. 
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Demand side factors are also heavily influenced by 

gender considerations. As Humphrey argues, 

When men and women enter a factory •.. they f ind thé'. t the 
principles of gender construction established in 
families and prevalent in society as a whole are also 
operative at work. Far from subverting male dominance 
and the rigid division into two genders, the 
organization of work incorporates it (1987: 53). 

In SUID, gender is imbedded with work and the hierarchical 

structure of production. 

Wh.:lt conclusions can we make with regards to women's 

employment in maguiladoras? Our data do not conclusively 

support either the integration or exploitation thesis put 

forth in chapter two. While our study of Juarez confirms 

integrationist claims that employment in the export sector 

has pr.ovided women with a regular income and greater 

economic securi ty than other al ternati ves offer, and has to 

varying degrees provided young women with an economic 

alternative to early marriaqe and childbearing. The study 

also supports exploitation thesis arguments that women in 

Mexico have been selectively hired because maguiladora 

managers are able to take advantage of and reinforce women's 

weak market position to their own benefit, and that the jobs 

they are offered are unskilled, dead-end and unlikely to 

provide them with transferable skills. 

We must therefore concur with Elson and Pearson's 

(1980) thesis that industrial employment can have multiple 

effects on woman, and that rather than endinq women's 

subordination, waged labour tends to transform it. 

The information from Juarez confirms that certain forms 

of qender subordination are intensified, others are 

decomposed, while others are recomposed when women are 

employed in export-oriented industries. For example, the 

sexual division of labour which is established in factories 

as a means of labour control, whereby males generally have 

at..thority over women, intensifies and preserves traditional 

Mexican patriarchal patterns of the domination of women. 
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Additionally, the hiring and personnel policies of 

maquiladoras, whereby women are hired for unskilled, dead­

end and unstable jobs, and males for more skilled, secure 

jobs, must be seen as contributing to the intensification of 

the sexually segregated labour market. 

We also find evidence of the decomposition of forms of 

gender subordination. For example, wage labour has provided 

young women with an alternative to early marriage and 

motherhood, and the ability to contribute to household 

finances has lessened the control that male kin ha. e 

exercised over women. The potential for economic 

participation has also offered women a new kind of 

companionship with the women with whom they work. 

Other types of gender subordination have howevar been 

recomposed. Unprotected by the domestic sphere and male 

kin, women are now vulnerable to sexual harassment and 

exploitation by male superiors, and also to harassment 

outside of the factory environment as a result of the stigma 

of "looseness" attached to being a f~ctory worker. In 

addition, traditional forma ~f patriarchal control have been 

combined or synthesized with modern techniques for 

maintaining factory discipline and production (Taylorism, 

Fordism) to generate an even more powerful tool to control 

female assembly workers. 

Maguiladora employment, like aIl forms of employment, 

has i ts advantages and disadvantages. From the point of 

view of external observers and analysts, there is much to 

criticize. However, for the women of Juarez who have 

secured jobs in free-trade zone factories, and their 

families who rely on their incomes, maguiladoras offer the 

best alternative in the midst of few working options. They 

are, in the words of one electronics worker, "the best thing 

that ever happened ta Ciudad Juarez" (Fernandez-Klelly 1983a: 

183) • 

The future of the BIP looks promising, particularly in 
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light of the free-trade talks that Mexico, the united states 

and Canada are now engaged in. The use of cheap Mexican 

labour may soon become a common practice for numerous 

Canadian industries too. The nature of maguilado~ is 

such that their very existence relies on the continued 

supply of cheap and productive labour. If labour supply 

becomes short, or wage rates increase substantially in 

Juarez, factories will relocate ta the interior of Mexico, 

or to other countries' free-trade zones. Globally, there is 

no shortage of cheap Third World labour. 

Sugl}estions to improve the working condi tions in 

maguiladoras are in many ways futile. The Mexican 

government, dependent upon the foreign exchange generatej by 

these factories, is unlikely te pressure domestic and 

foreign companies to improve working conditions, increase 

wages etc. Uni ted states and other countries 1 

multinationals will not alter worklng conditions unless they 

are legally obliged to by the Mexican government. Given the 

weak and often non-existent union representation of assembly 

factory worke~s, it becomes evident that maguila workers 

have no one who represents their interests. 

Given that we have determined that women are preferred 

over men as assemblers, because they are more easily 

"exploited", or taken advantage of, should we recommend that 

maquiladoras be abolished? Although working conditions for 

women in these factories are not ideal, given the shortage 

of other alternatives, we must respond - no. Such a large 

percentage of the population of Juarez, workers and their 

families, have become dependent upon a factory wage, that to 

remove them, without first providing other alternatives, 

would be economically disastrous. One of the groups hardest 

hit would be female heads of households. 

In the long-term, the situation of working-class women 

can only be improved with greater access to higher 

education, access to training programs, and admission into 

127 



• 
other areas of industry. This of course will require 

modificat ions in the sex/gender system, and the way that 

female labour is evaluated by business. For b rder cities 
such as Juarez which have become dependent upon foreign 

investment jn their free-trade zones, a diversification of 

industry must be established to offer employment alternative 
to both men and women. 
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United Nations Industrial Development 
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