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Gendered Labour and Neoliberal Restructuring 

as Boundaries within Women’s Lived 
Experiences of Poverty 

market, which, alongside the gendered nature of 
household domestic labour,  had detrimental con-
sequences for women’s experiences of poverty. 
Developments within macro political-economic 
policy throughout this era recommended and im-
plemented free-market policies, trade deregulation 
and a lassiez-faire approach to government that 
encouraged a minimal state role in public service 
provision. Yet, in overlooking the disparity in the 
reliance of women in poverty and low-income en-
vironments on state provision of public services 
compared to men and undermining the impact 
these policies would have on women’s income-gen-
erating opportunities, this approach intensi!ed 
women’s lived experiences of poverty and exacer-
bated women’s vulnerability to becoming impov-
erished. "e interactions of gendered labour and 
neoliberal restructuring during this time created 
boundaries that ultimately limited women’s op-
portunities to escape poverty. Gendered labour 
refers to the gender constructions that tradition-
ally assign women a disproportionate share of re-
sponsibilities within the household, which conse-
quently taxes their time and labour and establishes 
constraints to women’s capacity for earning an in-
dependent income. As neoliberal economics im-
pose adjustment costs for poor households, an 
unequal proportion of these costs is imposed on 
women as they act as shock absorbers in times of 
economic hardship. Within the context of these 

eginning from the late 1970s onwards, 
the era of neoliberal restructuring 
altered the role of the state and theB
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political-economic transformations, it becomes 
clear how neoliberal restructuring, gendered labour, 
and the interactions between these form boundaries 
that detrimentally alter the ways women live their 
lives. Firstly, the era of neoliberal restructuring is 
explained before an exploration into gender roles, 
gendered responsibilities and the ways in which 
these constitute borders that disproportionately 
disadvantage women living in poverty, speci!cal-
ly throughout the era of neoliberal restructuring.
 "e process of neoliberal restructuring be-
gan as the American government shi$ed from the 
dollar-gold standard a$er the decline of the Bret-
ton Woods System and a new framework of inter-
national monetary regulation was created that was 
underpinned by liberal ideas of liberalised exchange 
rates, free international trade, and lassiez-faire gov-
ernment. Within this system, the International 
Monetary Fund (IMF) and the World Bank were 
created with the purpose of !nancing and lending 
money to member states to help their economic ad-
vancement and assist with economic adjustment. 
As the framework for these policies, neoliberalism 
can be de!ned as a political-economic theory that 
proposes societal advancement through ‘liberat-
ing individual entrepreneurial freedoms and skills 
within an institutional framework’, recommending  
private property rights, free markets and free trade1. 
According to this logic, the state’s limited role pro-
motes market expansion, and it is the responsibil-
ity of free individuals to engage with the market 
to escape poverty and %ourish.2 Within this neo-
liberal approach to global monetary governance, 
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structural adjustment programs (SAP’s) were in-
troduced which gave loans to support countries 
experiencing economic crises. However, the in-
stitutions providing these loans also required re-
ceiving countries to implement speci!c policies, 
including increased privatisation, liberalization 
of trade and reducing state public spending. De-
spite receiving widespread support at the time, 
this neoliberal restructuring is widely criticised 
for its impact on the social sector and pover-
ty within developing and low-income countries. 
 "e historical period of neoliberal restruc-
turing and the consequential implementation of 
SAP’s generated limitations to women’s ability to 
overcome poverty, ignoring the di&erence in men 
and women’s experiences and as a result, negative-
ly impacting the welfare of the women. Both the 
IMF and the World Bank have been decidedly male 
environments and in the period of the late twen-
tieth century there was a large overrepresentation 
of men in senior positions3. "e 1989 International 
Monetary Fund Annual Report has lengthy lists of 
its directors and senior o'cers, yet not surprisingly, 
the signi!cant majority are men4. Karin Lissakers, 
a former American executive director of the IMF 
testi!ed that the Bretton Woods institutions that 
founded the IMF and the World bank were bas-
tions of male supremacy, and that there lied an in-
stitutional problem of gender discrimination. Not 
only does the institutional element of this period of 
economic and historical change su&er from deep 
gender disparities of those in power, but also the 
theories that underpinned its implementation dis-
play a similar male-orientated bias. "eoretical un-
derpinnings of neoliberalism in the twentieth cen-
tury were founded and supported by well-known 
male academics, notably, Friedrich Hayek, Milton 
Friedman and James Buchanan. "ese scholars 
raised widespread support for lassiez-faire capital-
ism and neoliberal policies, and their in%uence led 
to a reduction in  state provision of social and pub-
lic services in an attempt to balance government 
debt. "e male majority in both the theoretical 
academia of neoliberal theory and its institutional 
implementation into the contemporary economy

led to the formation of boundaries in women’s 
lives that were not fully realised by the male-dom-
inated establishments that imposed them.
 "e approach taken by the IMF and World 
Bank in the implementation of SAP’s and their 
foundational neoliberal theory fatally ignores the 
signi!cance of the gendered di&erentiation of the 
allocation of labour, resources and societal re-
sponsibilities to individuals within the household. 
Relying on limited poverty studies that research 
poverty on a household income basis, overlooking 
intra-household di&erentiation, neoliberalism and 
its economic implementation resulted in economic 
hardship, increases in certain areas of unemploy-
ment and reduced public service provision. "is 
had detrimental consequences that both subjected 
more women to poverty and deepened the pover-
ty that many women already experienced5. Neo-
liberal institutions in the late twentieth century 
endorsed a neoliberal approach to poverty eradi-
cation that wrongly assumed whole households 
experience the same poverty, misunderstanding 
the di&erential gender identity-dependent experi-
ences of poverty within households. "e approach 
also assumed that all members within the house-
hold have the same means, resources, and oppor-
tunities to mobilise their labour to escape poverty. 
"ese assumptions disregard the fact that the his-
torical constructions of gender roles and histor-
ical biological determinism (the idea that social 
positions are informed by the biological and sex-
ual di&erence in the genders) have given rise to a 
disproportionate division of labour that renders 
women less able to earn an independent income 
and therefore has disproportionately subjected 
them to a higher chance of experiencing poverty. 
 "roughout history, human socialisation 
has created a gendered, hierarchical dimension to 
our social reality. Socialisation of this gendered 
hierarchy was, and continues to be, informed by a 
purported biological determinism that is grounded 
in the bias that there is a natural dominance of men 
over women, perpetuating the belief that allocat-
ing women the responsibility of the social repro-
duction of the family is a natural extension of the 
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biological division of labour within the house-
hold6. Social reproduction refers to the biolog-
ical reproduction of the species and conditions 
of motherhood, the reproduction of the labour 
force and the reproduction and provisioning of 
the needs of the family7. Historical transforma-
tions in the way that society is organised have 
given rise to a sexual division of labour that forc-
ibly separated and subordinated women’s labour 
in the social reproduction of the family to a val-
ue much less than that of the accumulative labour 
outside of the household that generated surplus 
value which was generally appropriated by men8. 
"ese gender roles facilitated the normalisation of 
simultaneously allocating women disproportionate 
household and procreative labour, whilst subordi-
nating this as unpaid labour because of its de!ni-
tion as a ‘natural’ extension of the female biology.
 "rough this division and hierarchization 
of gendered labour, signi!cant disparity is created 
between men and women’s opportunities, and the 
boundaries, to generate income within the context 
of poverty. For the poor, the mobilisation of the 
physical labour available to them is fundamental 
as a means of survival because o$en, physical la-
bour is the only resource at their disposal9. Howev-
er, the labour demanded by processes within social 
reproduction weakens the capacity of women to 
utilise the same means as men to escape poverty. 
Women, due to the patriarchal bias that de!nes 
women’s reproductive labour as ‘natural’ under 
capitalism, are assigned responsibilities of biolog-
ical reproduction, unpaid production in the home, 
social provision, reproduction of culture and ide-
ology and the provision of sexual, emotional and 
a&ective services required for intimate relation-
ships10. Due to the strict !scal policies of the neo-
liberal era, women were o$en forced to balance 

both mobilisations in the productive labour force 
to earn income and their gendered responsibilities 
in the household. "us, the societal norm that as-
signs women as the main caregiver for the family 
consequently taxes their time and labour, forming 
a limiting boundary to their ability for earning an 
independent wage11. In the balance of both !nd-
ing income to contribute to household needs and 
maintaining the labour of social reproduction, the 
demands of these unpaid responsibilities crucially 
impact women’s physical energy, time, and emotion-
al capacity to mobilise further labour productively 
through avenues that would provide a substantial 
income. "us, forced to expend a disproportionate 
amount of time and labour in the household, wom-
en are limited in their ability to generate personal 
income via a wage and overcome the conditions 
of poverty. In developing countries, women spend 
double the amount of time as men on household la-
bour, and four times as much time on caregiving12. 
 Despite already constituting a signi!cant 
boundary, women’s gendered responsibilities were 
reinforced and forcibly intensi!ed by the neolib-
eral project to restructure the government role in 
the public sphere in developing and low-income 
countries. As the debt crisis took hold of develop-
ing countries in Latin America and parts of Africa 
in the 1980s, the IMF and the World Bank manip-
ulated the economic direction of these states to-
wards free-market, lassiez-faire neoliberal systems. 
As a result, governments were tied into structural 
adjustment programmes which forcibly reduced 
the state’s role in the provision of social welfare 
services, limited public expenditure and encour-
aged the deregulation of labour and markets. "e 
shi$ away from the welfare state approach under-
pinned the neoliberal idea that state welfare pro-
vision disincentivises the poor and encourages
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laziness in the labour force13. Disregarding the 
inequality in intra-household relations in terms 
of income and labour, this approach contrib-
uted to the formation of even more boundar-
ies facing women in poor and low-income areas. 
 As state provision of social services is with-
drawn, women were forced to devote further time 
and labour to this unpaid area of domestic work 
because, as female-identi!ed labour, it is perceived 
as a natural extension of the women’s biological 
nature14 (Roberts, 2004). Having a double e&ect, 
the debt crisis within developing countries and the 
impacts of neoliberal structural adjustment pol-
icies in%uenced not only income levels, but also 
income distribution and consumption distribution 
within the household. Women, as the main care-
giver, created coping mechanisms in reaction to 
these shocks that deepened their poverty dispro-
portionately to men. Firstly, the quality and con-
sumption of food by women and children reduced 
to prioritise male consumption as household in-
come became limited due to increased unemploy-
ment levels15. Secondly, in his study Heltburg also 
found a rise in domestic violence against women 
that directly correlated with the emotional strain 
of reduced monetary incomes16. "irdly, house-
hold assets were o$en sold to generate money for 
survival and women’s property was generally sold 
!rst, reducing their independent assets for stabili-
ty in future economic shocks17. Finally, due to the 
economic hardship of privatisations, unemploy-
ment and currency crises, women were forced 
to expend even more of their time and labour to 
participate in the productive wage-labour force, 
harming their physical and mental well-being. 
 Furthermore, the income earning poten-
tial for women in poverty is further de!ned by 

the limits of the set of resources available, and the 
interactions they experience to acquire income 
which is consistently limited by gendered labour, 
and were exacerbated throughout the neoliberal 
era18. For women trapped in poverty, social capi-
tal and income potential are restricted by deprived 
neighbourhoods, scarce social resources, limited 
interaction with only their social class and restrict-
ed capacity for mobility. Women’s lives become 
an enclosed complex through which only limit-
ed, if any, low-income opportunities, connections 
and information could be derived. "erefore, ini-
tial inequalities between women’s capacity for 
independent income are constantly reproduced 
because of the constraints of living in poverty. 
 Analysis of women’s lived experiences in 
developing and low-income countries serves to re-
veal the damaging boundaries created by neoliberal 
restructuring and gendered labour, and the inter-
actions between these, on women’s lives through-
out this era. Women were demanded to extend 
their labour both in the household to substitute for 
the reduced state role in public services, but also 
in the labour market to contribute to the reduced 
household income as a result of contemporary eco-
nomic crises and strict !scal adjustments demand-
ed by SAP’s. Women’s lives saw extensive negative 
impacts as they became the central shock absorbers 
of new economic and political shocks. Ultimately, 
extensive boundaries were set that 
limited women’s ability to escape 
poverty. 
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