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‘Women

in the region:
major changes
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Women and Development
Unit of the ECLAC
Social Development
Division

This article addresses concerns relating to the promotion of the
advancement of women within the framework of BCLAC's
proposal for changing production patterns with social equity,
Virtually all the countries of the region have ratified the
mechanisms set up by the United Nations to help attain truly
equal treatment for women. Women have already been
integrated into society, but their position in it needs to be
improved, bearing in mind the social role which most cultures
assign to them as women. As a means of iliustrating some of the
ways in which the status of women in the region has changed,
the author analyses their participation in the spheres of
employmeni, education and health. It is noted that women’s
growing participation in gainful employment is part of a
structural trend that will continue to grow more marked in the
future, despite the striking differences between the contexts in
which women perform their productive and reproductive roles,
In the field of education, enrolment continues to rise and male
and female enrolment rates are starting to converge, bui the
distribution of women among the various fields of study has
changed very little. Wage discrimination persists (women need
to have had about four more years of formal education than men
to ¢arn as much) and most school textbooks continue to transmit
images that militate against participation by men and women on
a mote equal fooling, With regard to reproduction, the conscious
separation of sexuality from reproduction, which until recently
was not possible for women, is associated with free choice and
the search for more effective birth control metheds. Although
most women in the region do not have access to contraceptives
~due 1o lack of information and the cost involved— the average
sumber of children per woman has dropped from 5.9 in
1950-1955 to 3.4 in 1985-1990, The modernization process
inherent in today’s new development styles has opened up new
vistas for women through education, gainful employment,
shared codes of communication and the spread of pro-choice
models. The question which ariscs is whether all this will help
to alter traditional power relationships, permit the formation of
new types of links between the public and private spheres of
activity, and promote more equitable interpersonal relationships,
especially between men and women.
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I

Women and changing production

patterns with social equity

Strictly speaking, the status of women should no

longer be studied as a separate topic within the

broader subject of population, since all population
variables affect women and vice versa: human repro-
duction, population shifts, economic and social devel-
opment, and the cultural, ethnic and generational
aspects of population. In practice, however, there are
at least two reasons for doing so: to heighten concern
for Latin American and Caribbean women in areas
that are essential to the aim of greater social equity
and in which women occupy a subordinate position
despite theit obviously central role; and to ensure that
attitudes that take due account of gender begin to per-
meate all the various aspects of developmcnt includ-
ing population.

Today, in addition to sweeping technologlcal
change, we are witnessing thorough-going changes in
the way our societies —including, of course, women
and the roles they play- are being perceived. Our
thinking and the way we look at things are apparently
starting (o change. The weakening of the major ideo-
logies that had served up cosmo-visions of the world
and the secularization accompanying modern-day

life, at least in the Western model, are making room .

for new theories, cultural models and forms of inter-
personal interaction, for a different kind of relation-
ship between the public and private spheres and
between economics and ecthical considerations, and
for a notion of democracy that involves a broader
concept of citizenship. Within this new framework, it
is essential that we redefine the relationship between
gender, modernity and culture.

Any attempt to conduct research on the status of
women runs up against well-known problems with
regard to the availability of statistical information
and the persistent gaps in that information. As long
ago as 1979, C. Borsoiti asserted that the pivotal
questions involved in the formation of an appropriate
conceptual framework for analysis and action relating
to the status of women and their integration into de-
velopment were: the exact definition of the type of
social entity that women constitute; the links between

domestic units and the overall socioeconomic struc-
ture; sexual stereolypes, and cultural patterns (ECLAC,
1979). Although there has been a good deal of pro-
gress in each of these areas, much work remains to be
done in order to link them up to one another and
thereby get to the root of the problems associated
with the positions that people ~both men and womeri—
occupy in society, including their empowerment or
lack thereof within a context of changing production
patterns with social equity,

There is a great difference between the de jure
and de facto situations with regard to equality for
women in the region, despite the fact that the instru-
ments and mechanisms established by the United Na-
tions for the advancement of women have been
ratified by all the countries of the region except one.

By definition, BCLAC’s proposal for changing
production patterns with social equity, which advo-

-cates the concertation of strategies and consensus-

building as an avenue to development within a
democratic framework, incorporates the principle of
respect for individuals® civil rights, including, of
course, women’s rights to participate in society and in
the sharing of power on an equal footing and to have
children or not, according to their own personal con-
victions. The effort to change production patterns
with social equity, including cross-gender equity,
takes the most innovative schools of current thought

-and incorporates into them ethical considerations

which will contribute to the formation of the desired
types of societies.

In this setting, population policies and gender-
based considerations can play a new and different role
in the region whereby they may help ensure that the
long-standing tension —and even conflict— between
State policy and the rights of the individual gives way
to a form of complementarity. Progress in this regard
has not come easily. Although it is generally agreed
that rapid population growth hinders development,
policies designed to regulate that growth —and espe-
cially those relating to fertility— have always involved
certain political, ideological and religious values, In
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fact, human reproduction is perhaps the subject in
which we see the most complex entanglement of the
most intimate and private affairs of the individual
with the overall views of society.

The way in which women’s issues have evolved
has also entailed similar tensions at various points
along the way; at present, a debate is in progress on
the limitations of the concept of the “integration of
women into development”, which seemed a natural
framework for consideration of these issues. Some
contend that there has been no conceptual integration
and that women’s issues have, as a rule, been an
“add-on” to the main development issues. It is also
asserted that measures designed to “integrate” women
have often only increased the marginalization both of
the subject and of women themselves, and further-
more it is noted that, although the approach used thus
far has indeed brought out many essential aspects of
the situation, it suffers from major theoretical short-
comings: no matter how broadly the concept of devel-
opment may be defined, the economic indicators used
to measure it will invariably refer to the production of
goods, and women’s preponderant contribution to re-
production and to such other unpaid “services” as
health care, food preparation and child-rearing will
therefore remain invisible (Elson, 1991).

The predominant line of reasoning on this point
today is that women are in fact an integral part of
society, so that what must be done now is to improve
their status in it, not only in terms of the position they
occupy within society by virtue of the socioeconomic
stratum to which they belong, but also as regards their
culturally-assigned social role as women. It is now
recognized that it will not be possible to achieve de-
velopment, in the broad sense of the word (ie., in
ways that go beyond economic growth), unless an
improvement is made in the social status of women
(United Nations, 1992).

Although we cannot yet say that gender-based
analysis now constitutes an adequately systematized
body of theory, the large number and wide variety of
studjes conducted in recent years have generated new
information about the status of women and their posi-
tion within society, Studies specifically on women, as
well as the attempts being made (o formulate a theory
of society capable of describing and explaining subor-
dination as a cultural trait, have made significant con-
tributions (although much remains to be done) to our
pool of information on the status of women and our
understanding of this subject. For example, gender

concepts and categories are sometimes used with ref-
erence to both men and women alike, while on other
occasions they are used merely as synonyms for “sex”
or “women” rather than to refer to a complex social
construct. However, studies of social status from a
gender perspective as well as analyses of social rela-
tions or the theory of power structures have helped
not only to provide more information about women
but also to identify more significant types of links
between this subject and the more general aspects of
society and to delineate those links more clearly,
Today, the idea that development affects (¢ither posi-
tively or negatively) men and women differently is
much more widely accepted and easier to grasp
(Portocarrero, 1990).

Organizations within the United Nations system,
especially those with mandates that specifically con-
cern women, have also been making major theoretical
and practical efforts in recent years to incorporate the
gender dimension into their activities.

Emphasis has been placed on the above aspecis
here because they have played such an important role
in the conceptual maturation of the approach taken to
women’s issues and in the consensus that is being
built in this regard. The variety and depth of the pro-
posals put forward, the sum of the activities con-
ducted, the strengths and weaknesses of the concept
of women’s integration into development, the incor-
poration of the dimension of gender, and the idea that
women’s issues should be included in more global
processes provide a solid foundation for efforts to
begin designing more fully integrated policies. This
emphasis on the importance of examining the agree-
ments reached in respect of women’s issues and seek-
ing to strengthen them still further should not,
however, be construed as an attempt to play down the
theoretical, political, value-based, religious, ethnic or
other types of differences that undoubtedly exist and
will inevitably continue to do so in the future.

Finally, the great majority of women who are in
vulnerable positions within society should be ac-
corded priority attention. Women heads of household,
teenage mothers, refugee and displaced women,
women migrants and older women are perhaps the
most vulnerable of these groups, as they live under
conditions of poverty, are open to all types of harass-
ment and discrimination, and are unable —either in
relative or absolute terms— to obtain proper education,
suitable jobs or training or, in most cases, to exercise
their reproductive rights.

WOMEN IN THE REGION: MAJOR CHANGES
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II

The regional setting

The changes which have taken place in the region in
the space of just a few decades have totally trans-
formed Latin America’s economic, sociopolitical and
cultural profile as well as its patterns of personal and
political relations. We might say that there has been a
change not only in the objective situation but also in
the way we look at it. The long, severe crisis of the
1980s made it necessary to *re-think” the future,
which was seen to be fragile and uncertain, and to
interpret reality on a new basis, Within this context,
the BCLAC proposal for changing production patterns
with social equity has provided a framework that is
flexible enough to incorporate due consideration for
matters of concern to women, including the issue of
equity between the sexes and the need for more
solidly-based measures, mote fully integrated into
general and sectoral public policy (ECLAC, 1990b).
These changes have significantly affected the
status of women in Latin America and the Caribbean.
Women’s increasing presence in education and the
labour force, the legal consolidation of their citizen-
ship through women’s suffrage, and the growing so-
cial acceptance of women in politics and public life
are changes whose impact transcends economics and
politics and is beginning to be reflected in new cultu-
ral patterns. The increase in life expectancy —which
gives women what almost amounts to another whole
“lifetime” after their child-bearing and child-rearing
days are over— and the greater availability of birth
control methods have given Latin American women
new life choices and opportunities for exercising their
rights more fully than in the past. Although the Latin
American and Caribbean region is very heteroge-
neous and exhibits striking national differences that
have a significant effect both on the status of women
and on the pace of change, the direction of change
appears irreversible (ECLAC, 1990a), and its impact on
the women of the region goes far beyond what the
figures have to tell us. The possibility of separating
sexuatity from reproduction and choosing, with some
degree of certainty, whether or not to have children is
still a very recent development on the Latin American
scene. Although these changes are more apparent
among educated, urban middle- and upper-income

groups, the pro-choice model has begun to make its
influence felt in all sectors of society (CELADE, 1992).

The heterogeneity of the region and the implica-
tions this has for democracy pose on¢ of the most
formidable and urgent challenges that must be faced
today. Although the countries have certain elements
in common, each of them has gone through its own
particular development process. The coexistence of
different ethmic and cultural groups, the different
types of policies applied and the varying degrees of
modernization attained at more or less early stages of
the process have served to form individual profiles
and have created a wide range of situations in the
region which will surely have to be resolved in differ-
ent ways by each country. :

This heterogeneity is also reflected in varying
forms of participation by women. One aspect which
should be studied in greater depth is the type of rela-
tionship that must exist between women and democ-
racy in order to uphold the rights of the individual
and, hence, social equity. Time and time again, the
region has seen women band together in opposition to
authoritarian governments through social movements
and women’s organizations which, however, then
tend to become diluted in the course of the demo-
cratic process as it is channeled through political
parties,

Given the region’s structural heterogeneity, the
wave of modernization that is increasingly per-
meating the regional model is not necessarily linked
to democracy or economic growth. New options may
lead to more freedom or less freedom; they may
heighten economic problems and destabilize demo-
cratic processes. Nevertheless, the modermization im-
plicit in those options has at the same time triggered
the large-scale entry of women into education, gainful
employment, shared codes of communication and the
dissemination of pro-choice —or at least different—
models. The question arises, however, as to whether
modernity helps alter traditional power relationships,
whether it makes possible new types of links between
the public and private spheres, and whether it con-
tributes to the emergence of more equitable interper-
sonal rclationships, especially between men and
women.
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III

Women and employment

Employment, together with education and health,
has been one of the highest-priority issues for
women ever since the United Nations Decade for
Women. In addition to placing women within a more
global context, these issues influence women’s beha-
viour, conditions and position within society and have
a major impact on demographic variables, particularly
fertility,

The analyses conducted in recent years show that
women’s increasing participation in gainful forms of
employment has become a structural trend that will
continue its upward path in the future. During the
1980s, women’s participation in the labour market
jumped from 18.83% to 22.03%, and they accounted
for 37% of the growth in the economically active
population during that decade (CELADE, 1992),

The increased economic activity of women has
been a significant factor in the expansion of employ-
ment in lower- productivity activities, both in small
businesses and in informal enterprises; this is largely
a result of the big and mid-sized companies’ tendency
to subcontract work to small businesses, rather than
hiring permanent or temporary staff, as a way of get-
ting round labour laws.

In La Paz, for example, a growing number of
women are engaging in own-account commercial
microenterprises as part of their survival strategics;
these businesses are often run out of their own homes
or in open-air markets and city streets, and they
mainly involve the sale of products (especially food)
included in the basic shopping basket; the intense
competition within this sector tends to hold down in-
come levels, particularly in the case of most street
vendors (Silva, 1988). In Jamaica, a very large per-
centage of own-account workers are women who
work as vendors of farm produce, street vendors or
illegal traders; the women of Jamaica’s informal sec-
tor are generally middle-aged, of rural origin (al-
though they are becoming increasingly urbanized),
and work alone, with very little help from their
families (Mesa-Lago, 1990).

It is often said that employment influences
women’s fertility rates, gives them greater autonomy,
boosts their self-csteem, helps to make them

economically independent, gives them a sense of
their worth as individuals and permits them to exert
control over their own bodies, The foregoing is true in
conceptual, theoretical terms, within the context
of what Marshall Wolfe called “significant activities”;
but in the case of Latin American and Caribbean
women, the difficulties entailed in the types of em-
ployment to which they have access must not be
underestimated.

Moreover, some authors contend that in the de-
veloping world there are enormous differences be-
tween the environments in which women perform
their productive and reproductive roles, and this plays
a part in determining how they will interact. A
woman’s educational level —especially if it is high—
has a strong influence on the types of job oppor-
tunities open to her. In heavily biased societies,
women mainly participate at the two extremes of the
spectrum: in the modern sector, and in the most poor-
ly paid scgments of the domestic-service and informal
sectors. Another highly influential factor in terms of
the options open to women has been the fact that their
work outside the home must be compatible with their
child-rearing responsibilities, and this also continues
to influence (although to a diminishing extent as time
goes by) cultural attitudes to working women.

The work performed by women —whether paid or
not— continues 10 be underestimated by official statis-
tics because of the types of positions occupied by
women in the labour force, the way in which econ-
omic activities are defined, and certain aspects of cen-
sus-taking procedures, all of which are linked to
cultural assumptions regarding the sexual division of
labour. Although efforts have been made to rectify
this state of affairs since the very outset of the United
Nations Decade for Women, little has been achieved
in this connection except a greater awarencss of the
problem. A recent study on the subject found that the
types of censuses usually conducted in Latin America
provide reliable data on the male labour force but that
much of the information they supply regarding the
female labour force is unreliable, especially in rural
areas of the least developed countries. Using the same

WOMEN N THE REGION: MAJOR CHANGES
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definitions of economic activity as those used by the
censuses, but with certain procedural modifications,
this study was able to show that five-sixths of peas-
ant women and one-half of urban women were
under-represented, while only one-tenth of the men
were affected by this statistical flaw. Other studies
based on the number of houts worked have found that
women in developing countries work between 12
and 13 hours more per week than men (Wainermann,
1992).

On the subject of wage discrimination, the most
recent household surveys for six countries of the re-
gion indicate that during the second half of the 1980s
the incomes of women with nine years of schooling

IV

were lower than those of men who had attended
school for only five years. Another study found
that, although economically active women in Latin
America and the Caribbean have had more schooling
than their male counterparts, their rising levels of
education and of employment in non-manual acti-
vities have not brought any improvement in their
incomes (Sojo, 1992). The same author also asseris
that women’s higher employment rates should be
considered in the light of striking differences in
wages and discritnination, and that these factors are
more marked among older women and, in every case
studied, increase in severity as one moves up the edu-
cational scale.

Women and education

The region’s enrolment rates continue to rise, and the
male and female rates are tending towards parity. At
present, over half of the young women between 15
and 19 years of age have completed their elementary
education. In 1985, women accounted for about 45%
of enrolment in institutions of higher education, and
they outnumbered men in this respect in 45% of the
countries, but in contrast, illiteracy among the female
population in rural areas continued to fluctuate be-
tween 19.2% and 48% in that same year. The dis-
tribution of women among the various fields of study
has changed very little; although the petcentage of
wemen in  engineering-related courses of study
climbed to 8% in 1985, the figure for the social scien-
ces and teaching fields still ranged from 60% to 70%.
Women have less chance of attaining high academic
positions, and they must have had more years of for-
mal education than men in order to gain access to the
same jobs. As mentioned earlier, wage discrimination
is reflected in the fact that in order for a woman to
carn as much as a man, she will need to have about
four more years of formal education than her male
counterpart; this wage gap narrows as one moves
down the educational scale. Finally, despite the many
changes that have occurred, school textbooks con-
tinue to transmit images that highlight women’s role
in the home, thereby working against the formation of
a broader perception of women’s roles and, hence,

discouraging women from attempting to participate
on an equal footing with men.

The figures still show in no uncertain terms that
education exerts a very strong influence upon demo-
graphic trends, since it affects the variables which
produce demographic changes. The population’s ris-
ing level of education and the improvement of its
living conditions have played a pivotal role in bring-
ing down the rate of infant mortality, Studies on the
link between a mother’s educational level and the
variables of fertility and infant mortality have found
an inverse relationship in every case. It is generally
agreed that education affects reproductive behaviour
by, in particular, influencing the formation and spread
of attitudes, values and beliefs having to do with what
is viewed as being a desirable family size. In the re-
gion it has been observed that more highly educated
women tend to marry later and usually have fewer
children. Education must not, however, be regarded
as the only policy tool in this field, because its imme-
diate effects are not known, depending as they do on
the content of the instruction received and on interac-
tions with the rest of the social system.

There are some indications that the influence of
education may be declining, while at the same time
the significance of education in itself and its efficacy
as a factor of upward social mobility seem to be
changing. As the educational system’s coverage

WOMEN IN THE REGION: MAJOR CHANGES « MIRIAM KRAWCZYK
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expands, higher and higher levels of education are
needed in order to open the door to a better job and
standard of living. Education’s influence on fertility
may also have been weakened by such factors as in-
creased knowledge of and access to contraceptives
and the information provided by the social media, It
must also be borne in mind that the region has already
experienced a very substantial decrease in women’s
fertility rates, and that education has probably had a
great deal to do with that drop. What is happening
is that the fertility rates of less educated women are
now falling as well, which makes the differences of
magnitude seem less striking,

It should be remembered that, in the region, the
large-scale eniry of women into education took place
between 1950 and 1980. During this period, there was
a steady expansion of the formal educational system,
scientific and technological research capabilities, and
vocationa] training, side by side with rapid urbaniza-
tion and & huge increase in women's participation in
the labour market. Even though the expansion of the
formal educational system was a regionwide phe-
nomenon, it only heightened the existing heteroge-
neity and was not accompanied by any improvement
in the quality of instruction; this was reflected in
some of the highest repetition rates in the entire wotld
(46% in first grade). The decline in the quality of
education, which became even more marked in the
1980s, was due, inter alia, to poor living conditions, a
deterioration in the supply of teaching services, cuts
in government spending on education, and the use of
outdated curricula.

All this indicates that a major effort should
certainly be mounted to upgrade the quality of
education in the region. This initiative should go
beyond the mere question of coverage and seek to
determine just how suitable the type of education
being given today will be for the kind of society
that will take shape in the near future, Changes in
production paradigms and our increasingly glo-
balized world view call for a very different type
of education from that given today, which is
mainly geared to the needs of the past rather than
the needs that are likely to exist in the twenty-first
century. Flexibility, know-how, mental breadth,
continuing education, independence and creativity
will be essential components of this new kind of
education.

The new educational strategy proposed by ECLAC
and UNEScO calls for educational reform, the building
of a consensus among all the relevant actors in the
public and private sectors, strategic coordination in
combination with decentralization and, as regards
content, a guarantee that future generations will enjoy
universal access to the codes of the modem-day
world, the formation of an open institutional structure
and the promotion of creativity. In order to accom-
plish this, the whole of socicty will have to make a
financial commitment and accord high priority to the
promotion of regional cooperation in the field of edu-
cation (Ottone, 1991).

Within this context, education is a key factor
in helping women to gain a different kind of place
for themselves in society, and it is essential that
the substance of the educational process should be
redesigned so as to promote more equitable inter-
personal relations, The influence of women’s edu-
cational level on their fertility rates, the quality of
their children’s lives and their job opportunities
has been well documented. However, thus far
little thought has been devoted to the type of edu-
cation demanded by the models of the future —i.e.,
a participatory, flexible, non-hierarchical, non-
authoritarian form of education capable of elicit-
ing change and inspiring creativity, innovative
thinking and initiative. Latin American and Carib-
bean women have had experiences of this type
only in the context of women’s movements,
women’s organizations or psychological counsel-
ing. An education of the sort proposed by
ECLAC and UNESCO could prepare them much bet-
ter not only to obtain new types of jobs but also to
develop greater decision-making capabilities and
attain greater autonomy and freedom in all areas
of their civic and family lives.

In seeking to improve the status of women, two
very important aspects must not be overlooked: al-
though during its early stages the content of education
as it now stands does encourage the participation of
women by giving them access to shared, universal
codes, later on it reinforces existing stereotypes re-
garding women's role in society and distotts their role
within the labour market. Consequently, changing
the educational process so that it will not perpetuate
sexual discrimination is an essential step in improving
women’s place in society.

WOMEN IN THE REGION: MAJOR CHANGES + MIRIAM KRAWCZYK
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Health and women’s right to

- control their own fertility

Women’s health is influenced by their socioeconomic
status, biological factors and elements relating to their
position and role in society. Their rights should there-
fore include effective access to health services and to
reproductive health aid —i.e., the right to avoid un-
wanted pregnancies and, on the other hand, to be
pregnant and give birth under the safest possible con-
ditions. These rights, which relate to the most inti-
mate aspects of life, must be set forth in public
policies and, as part of the democratic process, provi-
sion must be made for the people who will be af-
fected by those policies to have a say in their
formutation. Demographic changes and a recognition
of women’s right to control their own fertility there-
fore have important implications when health is
defined as a harmonious balance of an individual’s
physical and psychological functions that is closely
related to the basic conditions under which that indi-
vidual lives,

1. Demographic change

Demographic statistics have perhaps been the clearest
indicators of one of the major changes that occurred
in women’s lives during the 1980s: notwithstanding
the existence of differences between and within coun-
tries, these figures show that, in general, during that
period women were in the midst of a phase of demo-
graphic transition marked by declining fertility and
mortality. The average annual population growth rate
during the 1980s was 2.0%, and estimates show it
falling to 1.7% during the 1990s; this means that the
average number of children per woman dropped from
5.9 in 1950-1955 t0 3.4 in 1985-1990, with the lowest
fertility rates being those of the most highly educated
urban women (CELADE, 1992).

Sharp differences have also been observed
among subregions. The lowest fertility rates overall
were found in the Caribbean, while the highest were
registered in Central America, although Central
America also experienced the steepest decrease in fer-
tility rates between 1965-1970 and 1985-1990. The
exceptions to the above were the rates for Costa Rica

and Panama in the Central American subregion, for
Uruguay, Argentina and Chile in South America, and
for Haiti in the Caribbean.

The incidence of pregnancy is becoming increas-
ingly concentrated (70%) in the 20-35 year age group.
The high-risk groups still form a significant propor-
tion of the whole (25%-30%), with a particularly not-
able increcase among adolescents but a reduction in
fertility among older women, In the Caribbean,
teenage pregnancies climbed from about 20% of the
total at the start of the 1950s to 30% in the early
1980s, but then declined to between 15% and 20% by
the end of that decade. It has not yet been determined
whether these figures constitute a trend or not, how-
ever (Boland, 1992). Multiparity has decreased in the
region as a whole, but 50% of all women still have
more than four children. There is little reliable infor-
mation on birth spacing, since figures on abortions
are not available (PAHO/WHO, 1990).

It is impossible to determine the precise causes of
these changes, since we do not have detailed informa-
tion about the unwritten rules governing preceding
models. The above figures are probably the outcome
of a number of different factors, including: i) the birth
control policies and programmes implemented in the
region over the past few decades; ii) the different sort
of cultural model that has been spreading throughout
the region since the introduction of television, in
whose programmes small families are portrayed as
the norm; iii) urbanization and the increasing incom-
patibility between women’s paid and unpaid work,
due to the lack of preschool child-care assistance and
infrastructure in almost all the countries; iv) new con-
sumption models which place greater importance on
the acquisition of material goods, and v) the needs
and desires of women themselves, who did not par-
ticipate, either as individuals or as members of or-
ganized groups or social movements, in the design or
implementation of these programmes.

2. Contraception

The changes that have occurred in respect of human
reproduction during the twentieth century have been
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overwhelming. Although all cultures have used some
form of birth control, it appears that efforts to address
this issue have now assumed an entirely new dimen-
sion, involving free choice for individuals (particular-
ly women), along with a conscious separation of
sexuality from reproduction (that is to say, for
women, since this separation already existed in the
case of men) and a search for more effective birth
contro] methods.

‘The possibility of engaging in sex with some de-
gree of certainty that it will not lead to procreation
has been an aspiration of people for a very long time.
There are a number of mostly qualitative anthropo-
logical studies which illustrate these practices in the
past. The thythm method, early withdrawal, abortion,
concealed infanticide, abstinence and some forms of
condoms were apparently the most commonly used,
or at least the best-documented, contraceptive meth-
ods in the past, but we cannot determine the scale or
significance of their use with any degree of certainty.
The large number of deaths (especially among
women and young children) caused by plagues, other
infectious diseases and childbirth-related complica-
tions was the most important, and most dramatic,
regulator of population growth. It is interesting to
note that, unlike modern methods of contraception,
most of which are designed for use by women, some
of the traditional systems placed the greatest share of
responsibility on the man.

Current figures on contraceptive use in the region
reflect striking differences from one country to the
next (from 7% in Haiti to 70% in Costa Rica and
Puerto Rico). The most recent statistics indicate that
over 60% of married women use contraceptives in
Brazil and Colombia but less than 30% do so in
Guatemala. The main differences stem from such fac-
tors as economic stratum, educational level, age, the
country’s level of development, and the prevailing
kind of health care policy, since contraceptive use is
categorized as a health issue. According to some esti-
mates, between the mid-1970s and the mid-1980s
contraceptive use rose from 36% to 49% in Latin
America.

In the beginning, the issue was highly controver-
sial. Some groups objected to the idea of the region
borrowing models of reproductive behaviour from de-
veloped countries; others took exception to the im-
plementation of family planning programmes that
were contingent upon funding from the “beneficiary”
countries themselves. In some circles, the debate re-
volved around the religious beliefs of the majority of

the population; in others, there was concern about
the diversity of reproductive behaviour patterns in the
region, the indiscriminate sterilization ol cerlain
groups of women, and many other questions. There
is now an international legal instrument —the Conven-
tion on the Elimination of All Forms of Discrimina-
tion against Women (United Nations, 1979)- which
voices a consensus on the need to ensure frec choice
for all individuals, In this context, free choice means
socially and politically free choice based on a partici- -
patory approach and unconditional respect for plu-
rality and differences on the part of all social actors;
in othet words, it is free choice based on a renewed
appreciation for the value of democracy as a political
model.

The World Health Organization (WHO) has said
that the fact that a woman can now control her own
fertility is probably one of the most important events
in the history of women (WHO, 1980, p. 13), and the
Nairobi Forward-looking Strategies state that a
woman’s ability to control her own fertility con-
stitutes an important basis for the exercise of other
rights. This is tantamount, at least in formal terms, to
an acknowledgement of women’s right to control
their own fertility (United Nations, 1985).

Thus, we have moved from a situation in which
women’s fertility was controlled in the name of a
“higher purpose”, and they played little or no part in
decision-making, to a situation where women are —at
least formally-- free to regulate their fertitity. They are
also given almost total responsibility for the repro-
duction of new generations, however. Granted, this is
not stated explicitly, but if we take a look at how
fertility is currently regulated in the region, we will
find that in nearly 80% of all cases it is women who
are responsible for contraception (PAHO/WHO, 1990).
In fact, more recent data obtained from population
and health surveys put the figure even higher (nearly
90%) in some countries.

It should be noted that although the litcrature on
fertility-related behaviour usually talks about the
“population”, almost all the available information has
actually been supplied by women, since all the health
and fertility surveys are directed exclusively at
women. It would be of interest at some future date to
analyse the significance of a body of information that
reflects solely the views of women on an issue which
is at once so private a matler, yet at the same lime
such a subject of public concem as is the reproduction
of human societies— a question which involves not
individuals, but couples.
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The contraceptive methods currently in use are
sterilization, medication, intrauterine devices (IUDs),
implants, condoms and vaginal methods. The tradi-
tional systems on which the most statistics have been
compiled are the thythm method and early withdra-
wal. Obviously, of all these methods, only early with-
drawal and condoms place the main responsibility for
avoiding pregnancy on men; all the others are the
woman’s responsibility. Another way of regulating
fertility that is used in the region is abortion, which
will be discussed later.

The most widely used of all of these systems in
Latin America, as well as in the other developing
countries, during the past decade has been the sterili-
zation of women, which as of 1983 was applied to
36% of the women with active sex lives who were
seeking to regulate their fertility (PAHO/WHO, 1990).
In fact, more recent figures indicate that in some
countries of the region the rates are now far higher
than that 1983 regional average, with the Dominican
Repubtic, El Salvador and Brazil registering steriliza-
tion rates of 65.8%, 63.8% and 40.4%, respectively,
of the total number of female contraception users.
Male sterilization has begun to have some impact, but
in Latin America (with the exception of Puerto Rico,
where the figure has teached 4%) the rates have re-
mained below 1%, so that they do not even begin to
measure up to female sterilization rates.

Given these figures, the question arises as to
whether sterilization as a means of limiting the num-
ber of children is a contraceptive method comparable
with those which only seek to space out births, It is
true that, in terms of risk and undet appropriate con-
ditions, sterilization is a relatively more economical
method, since it involves a single one-time cost; in
addition, it affords complete security and probably
has no physical side effects, However, in view of the
fact that this method’s use has become so widespread
among fertile women with active sex lives, we might
ask ourselves whether this itreversible decision —the
facts show that it is indeed irreversible for the great
majority of sterilized women— actually represents the
result of true freedom of choice. It is one thing for a
woman who is exhausted by the double workday
with which she is saddled when she is raising her
children -as is the case of the immense majority of
women in the region— to express her conscious and
definitive desire never to have any more children, and
quite another for her to give that “never” a concrete

expression, especially within the cultural and social
milien of Latin America and the Caribbean, where
these women will continue to live for many years to
come. If it were an option chosen only by women
whose age exposed them to possible high-risk preg-
nancies, it would be much more understandable, but
most of these women are quite young, in an age group
for which the future should hold many more “free
choices”. Tt is important for this phenomenon to be
analysed in greater depth; it is not simply a question
of examining the programmes that are set up or the
type of education and information given to women,
but rather of determining to what extent they could
perhaps envisage using other methods. The best
known methods are the so-called “modern™ ones,
among them the “pill” and female sterilization.

‘The use of traditional methods has been declin-
ing considerably in comparison to modetn methods.
Although in Bolivia and Peru traditional methods are
still the most widespread, in countries such as Colom-
bia and Mexico they account for only a negligible
percentage of total contraceptive use. The predomin-
ance of modern methods in such countries as Brazil,
the Dominican Republic and even Guatemala, which
has a low rate of contraceptive use, attests to the im-
pact of the campaigns that have been launched (o pro-
mote the use of particular methods.

According to recent figures, the demand for con-
traceptives on the part of women of childbearing age
ranges from over 80% (Brazil and Colombia) to
scarcely more than 50% (Guatemala). Although a
substantial part of that demand is not being satisfied
(in Bolivia, 35.2% of the women —mostly rural
women and uneducated women-— are not having their
contraceptive needs met (Westoff and Ochoa, 1991)),
the figures none the less indicate that the trend al-
ready is and will continue to be one of fewer births or
perhaps, in some sectors, even no births at all.

There appears to be a need for a more in-depth
study of the concept of demand so that we can deter-
mine how it is linked to class, ethnic group and cul-
ture and identify women’s actual needs. People
usually turn to what is most familiar to them, and in
order to exercise their right to free choice, women
should therefore have genuine access to all the infor-
mation that has been compiled on the various meth-
ods, as well as to the methods themselves. If it is
indeed true that a majority of the women in the region
wish to limit the number of children they have rather
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than simply spacing out those births, then the demand
for contraceptives should be greater. This desire is
also to be observed among young adult women, who,
rather than simply spacing out their pregnancies, want
to prevent any future births once they have had the
number of children they wish (Westoff and Ochoa,
1991). '

Although the subject of contraception has been
addressed in many different ways, involving a variety
of actors and numerous conlradictions ~which is why
the available information on the topic is so fragmen-
tary— there is clearly a very large and very explicit
unsatisfied demand for contraceptives. Contraceptives
are, in fact, inaccessible for a large majority of
women due to lack of information and the cost of
modern methods.

3. Abortion

Today it is generally agreed that abortion is not an
acceptable means of contraception; nevertheless, the
extent of this practice and its impact in terms of the
physical and psychological injury done to many
women who submit to this procedure under extremely
substandard conditions merit our concern. The out-
come of efforts to attain a suitable system of birth
control will Jargely hinge upon a better appreciation
of the complexities associated with decisions regard-
ing birth control options, along with assured access to
other possibilities. Sexual conduct and reproductive
behaviour have sources and implications that go far
beyond any single rationale, transcending ideological,
geographic, linguistic and religious boundaries
(David, 1974).

Induced abortion is one of the issues about which
there is least information and most ambivalence.
Some expetrts contend that abortion as a form of birth
control is as old as the human race and has probably
been practised in all cultures. Throughout - history,
women have chosen (o abort undesired pregnancies,
regardless of moral or legal sanctions and, frequently,
at. considerable - physical and psychological risk
(David, 1974).

At present, official statistics are available only
on legal abottions in countries that have passed laws
-starting, for the most part, in the 1930s- to lift re-
strictions on abortion. There are no reliable figures on
iliegal abortions, however, and this hinders the forma-
tion of informed opinions on the subject. The current
laws concerning abortion range from totat prohibition

to selective authorization at the request of the preg-
nant woman concerned. About 10% of the world’s
population live in countries where abortion is illegal;
18% live in countries where it is permitted only if the
life of the pregnant woman is in danger; and 39% live
in countries where abortion is permitted upon the
woman’s request,

Unconditional opposition to abortion is a position
taken by conservative groups, primarily on religious
and moral grounds. Although the Catholic Church
has perhaps been the strongest opponent to abortion
in the last few centuries, its position 18 shared by
some Moslems, fundamentalist Protestanis and or-
thodox Jews (David, 1974).

Cuba is the only country in the region where
abortions are performed as part of government-
provided health services. In 1974, Cuba recorded an
overall rate of nearly 70 abortions per 1,000 women
between the ages of 15 and 44; during the five-year
period from 1974 to 1980, that rate dropped by 21%
and the number of births fell by 33%, which would
seem to indicate increased use of contraceptives. The
abortion rate is believed to be higher in other coun-
tries and is thought to be on the rise, especially in
urban areas (Tietze, 1987).

The circumstances under which abortion is per-
mitted differ from country to country. In the Scandi-
navian countries, it is allowed primarily for medical,
cugenic (including mental illness and hereditary
discases), legal and medico-social reasons. Abortion
—during the first three months and under no circum-
stances after the eighteenth week- is also permitted
on demand for women over 38 - 40 years of age and
for women who have four or more children living. In
the rest of Europe, abortion was restricted until the
mid-1970s; thereafter it was permitted, and is now
complemented by personal, psychological and family
counseling. Interpretations in this regard tend to vary,
and the methods employed differ as well. The most
commonly used methods are instrumental extraction
through the vaginal canal, uterine surgery and medi-
cation-induced uterine contractions. In Latin America,
legal grounds for an abortion range from specific
medical reasons only (for example, if the woman’s
life is in danger), o narrowly-defined medical rea-
sons, broadly-defined medical reasons, eugenic con-
siderations and, in some countries, legal, social and
medico-social reasons (Tietze, 1987).

Interventions by persons with no medical training
are particularly common in countries where abortion
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is illegal; these include magic spells, traditional
medicaments (some of them toxic) and traumatic pro-
cedures designed to destroy the embryo or fetus, after
which its expulsion is left to nature. The most com-
mon method of all is the introduction of a foreign
body into the uterus (Tietze, 1987). This type of abor-
tion, usually performed with unsterilized instruments
under unhygienic conditions, leads to such complica-
tions as hemorrhaging and sepsis which, unless the
woman receives proper medical care, can result in her
death. Indeed, this is the cause of 54% of all maternal
mortality in Trinidad and Tobago, over 35% in

VI

Conclusions

Women’s issues and their relationship to develop-
ment form part of a sweeping process of change in-
volving modifications in the way the developed and
developing worlds relate to one another, a process of
economic internationalization of unprecedented pro-
portions, the breakdown of ideological polarization,
and a renewed appreciation of democracy as an al-
most inherent part of human development. All of this
is taking place at a time marked by widening dis-
parities between economic and social progress, the
exclusion of large contingents of the population from
the benefits of that progress, and the physical dete-
rioration of our planet. For women, the basic issue is
no longer their integration into development per se,
but rather what form that integration should take. This
calls for a thorough-going transformation of society,
cultural changes, and shifts in the power structure
(ECLAC, 1991).

It is inconceivable that a response to the needs of
the women of the region today could be given by any
one of the social actors on its own. The issues are
complex ones, and there is no organization or group
in the countries that has all the necessary human and
financial resources to do the job. In otder to incorpor-
ate these issues into global processes and design truly
effective policies in support of women, government
agencies (including national mechanisms targeting
women and sectoral ministries, particularly in the
areas of education, labour and health) must join

Argentina and Chile, and 25% in Uruguay and Vene-
zuela (PAHO/WHO, 1990). :

There is a clear lack of adequate legislation in
this area to protect women’s physical and mental
health, and this is reflected in the statistics on mater-
nal mortality, in the fact that the number of abortions
exceeds the estimated figures (illegal abortions are
concealed and induced abortions are recorded as mis-
carriages), and in a whole range of problems mostly
associated with certain socioeconomic strata, since
well-to-do women in the region are able to obtain
abortions under satisfactory medical conditions.

forces with non-governmental organizations,
women’s movements, research centres, universities
and others.

In order to exercise their rights to the full,
women need: i) genuine access to health services, in-
formation on reproduction and the means of planning
their reproductive behaviour in accordance with their
own beliefs; ii) consideration for the various stages of
their life cycle; iii) a type of education that prepares
them to participate in society on an equal footing as
full citizens; iv) changes in the content of formal edu-
cation and access to informal education, particularly
with respect to training; and v) employment free of
wage discrimination and of restrictions on access to
certain areas of production.

Policies that have population-related impacts are
more complex than other sotts of economic and social
policies because they affect the private lives of indi-
viduals. They have more intimate emotional and af-
fective components, and are heavily charged with
cultural elements having historical, religious and ide-
ological overtones. A process of change is therefore
needed in order to ensure that reproduction ~which
has obviously always been a shared endeavour for
men and women in biological terms— will also be a
matter of shared concern to men and women in re-
spect of the decision 10 have children and the care of,
responsibility for and rearing of those children.
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