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Global Woman by Barbara Ehrenreich: A Deep Dive into the Lives of
Working Women Worldwide

Barbara Ehrenreich's seminal work, "Global Woman: Nannies, Maids, and Sex Workers in the New Economy,"
offers a profound and often unsettling exploration of the lives of low-wage female workers across the globe.
This critically acclaimed book, co-edited by Ehrenreich and Arlie Hochschild, pulls back the curtain on the
often-invisible labor that underpins affluent Western societies. Through a collection of essays written by and
about these women, the book sheds light on the immense sacrifices they make, the precariousness of their
existence, and the complex global economic forces that shape their destinies. Readers will gain a deeper
understanding of the human cost of globalization and the often-unacknowledged contributions of women in
roles such as nannies, maids, and sex workers. This article will delve into the key themes, impactful narratives,
and enduring relevance of "Global Woman by Barbara Ehrenreich," examining its analysis of class, gender, and
the international division of labor.
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The Unseen Workforce: Defining "Global Woman"

At its core, "Global Woman by Barbara Ehrenreich" aims to illuminate the experiences of a specific, yet
widespread, group of women whose labor is essential but frequently overlooked. Ehrenreich and Hochschild
coined the term "global woman" to describe women who migrate from poorer countries to wealthier ones to
perform low-paid service work, often in the domestic sphere. These women are typically mothers and wives who
leave their own families behind to care for the families of others. They fill roles that are increasingly devalued
or unavailable within the destination countries, such as nannies, housekeepers, and caregivers for the elderly.
The book argues that these women are not simply individuals seeking employment but are integral components of
a new global economic order, creating what is termed an "international division of reproductive labor." The
concept challenges conventional notions of work and citizenship, highlighting how economic disparities drive



profound personal and social dislocations.

Nannies and Maids: The Invisible Hands of Affluence

The essays within "Global Woman by Barbara Ehrenreich" offer granular detail into the daily lives of these
service workers. Many are employed as nannies, entrusted with the upbringing and care of children in affluent
households. This role, while seemingly nurturing, often involves long hours, low pay, and a profound
emotional detachment from their own children. The maids, meanwhile, are responsible for maintaining the
cleanliness and order of homes, performing tasks that are often physically demanding and emotionally draining.
Their labor, while directly contributing to the comfort and lifestyle of their employers, remains largely
invisible and unappreciated. The book meticulously documents the mundane yet crucial tasks these women
perform, emphasizing the essential nature of their contributions to the functioning of many households.

Sex Workers: A Different Form of Global Labor

While the book prominently features nannies and maids, it also addresses the experiences of sex workers within
the context of the global economy. Ehrenreich and Hochschild acknowledge that for some women, particularly
in regions with limited economic opportunities, sex work becomes a means of survival and remittance. This
aspect of "Global Woman" is handled with sensitivity, recognizing the complex factors that can lead women
into this industry and the inherent vulnerabilities they face. The inclusion of this topic underscores the broad
spectrum of low-wage, often precarious, work undertaken by women in the globalized world.

Migration and the Search for Opportunity

A central theme woven throughout "Global Woman by Barbara Ehrenreich" is the phenomenon of labor
migration driven by economic disparities. Women from countries in Latin America, Asia, and Eastern Europe are
frequently drawn to wealthier nations in North America and Europe in search of better-paying jobs and the
opportunity to send remittances back to their families. This migration is not undertaken lightly; it involves
leaving behind children, spouses, and familiar communities, often for years at a time. The book highlights the
immense courage and resilience required for such journeys and the difficult adjustments that await these women
in their new environments.

The Push and Pull Factors of Migration

The essays explore both the "push" factors that compel women to leave their home countries and the "pull"
factors that attract them to specific destinations. Economic hardship, lack of educational and employment
opportunities, and sometimes political instability at home act as powerful pushes. Conversely, the promise of
higher wages, the demand for domestic workers in affluent societies, and established migration networks serve
as pulls. Understanding these dynamics is crucial to comprehending the root causes of the "global woman"
phenomenon. The book illustrates how global economic policies and inequalities create these migratory flows,
framing individual choices within larger systemic structures.

The Remittance Economy and Its Human Cost

A significant motivation for these women is the ability to send remittances – money earned abroad – back to
their families. These remittances are often vital for the survival and well-being of households in their home
countries, contributing to education, healthcare, and improved living standards. However, "Global Woman by
Barbara Ehrenreich" also underscores the profound personal cost associated with this remittance economy.
The physical and emotional distance from children can lead to feelings of guilt, anxiety, and a sense of missing
out on crucial developmental stages. The book compels readers to consider the complex trade-offs involved in



this transnational arrangement.

The Emotional Labor of Caregiving

Beyond the physical performance of domestic tasks, "Global Woman" delves deeply into the concept of
emotional labor, particularly in the context of nannying and elder care. Ehrenreich and Hochschild emphasize
that these roles require not just efficiency and cleanliness but also the management of emotions – nurturing,
comforting, and instilling values. This emotional work is often invisible and unpaid, even within the context of
paid employment. The "global women" are expected to be nurturing figures to the children they care for, forming
attachments while simultaneously maintaining a professional distance and suppressing their own maternal
feelings for their absent children.

Nurturing Other People's Children

The essays provide poignant examples of nannies who develop deep bonds with the children they care for, often
becoming surrogate mothers. Yet, they are also acutely aware that they are temporary figures in these
children's lives, facing the inevitable separation when their employment ends or when the children grow older.
This duality—forming deep emotional connections while being paid for services—is a defining characteristic of
their work. The book highlights the psychological toll this can take, as they must compartmentalize their own
maternal desires and anxieties.

Caring for the Elderly in Affluent Societies

Similarly, the care of the elderly is a significant area where "global women" are employed. These women often
provide essential companionship and support to older individuals who might otherwise be institutionalized. The
work can be emotionally demanding, requiring patience, empathy, and the ability to handle the physical and
emotional challenges of aging. The book portrays these caregivers as often providing a level of personal
connection that is increasingly absent in Western societies, where family structures may be fragmented and
intergenerational living is less common.

The Double Burden: Work and Family Separation

The "global woman" often faces a "double burden" – the demands of their paid employment in the destination
country and the ongoing responsibilities and emotional ties to their families back home. This dual commitment
creates a constant juggling act, fraught with challenges. The physical separation from their children is a
pervasive source of pain and anxiety, often exacerbated by limited communication channels and the inability to
be present for important life events.

Parental Absence and Its Impact

The book’s narratives powerfully illustrate the impact of parental absence on children. While remittances can
provide material support, they cannot replace the emotional presence and guidance of a parent. Ehrenreich and
Hochschild explore the ways in which children cope with the prolonged absence of their mothers, and the
potential long-term consequences for their development and sense of security. This highlights a significant
social cost of the global labor system, affecting not just the women themselves but also the next generation.



Maintaining Connections Across Borders

Despite the physical distance, many "global women" strive to maintain strong connections with their families.
This often involves reliance on technology, such as phone calls and video chats, though access and
affordability can be barriers. The emotional weight of these connections, coupled with the pressures of their
paid work, creates a unique set of challenges. The book effectively captures the constant negotiation between
earning a living and nurturing family bonds across vast geographical distances.

Exploitation and Vulnerability in the Global Economy

"Global Woman by Barbara Ehrenreich" does not shy away from the exploitative aspects of the global labor
market. The women featured in the book often find themselves in vulnerable positions, susceptible to low wages,
poor working conditions, and a lack of legal protections. The precariousness of their immigration status can
further compound these vulnerabilities, making them hesitant to report abuses or seek recourse.

Low Wages and Poor Working Conditions

The economic model that drives the demand for these services relies on keeping wages low. The "global women"
are often paid less than minimum wage, work excessive hours, and have limited or no access to benefits like
health insurance or paid leave. The book provides stark examples of these economic realities, illustrating how
the pursuit of affluence in one part of the world can be directly linked to the exploitation of labor in another.
The affordability of childcare and domestic help in wealthy nations is often directly subsidized by the low
wages paid to immigrant women.

Lack of Legal Protection and Social Support

Many "global women" operate outside formal legal frameworks or are unaware of their rights. This lack of
protection makes them easy targets for unscrupulous employers. The essays detail instances of wage theft,
unpaid overtime, and even physical or sexual abuse, with little recourse for the victims. The absence of robust
social support systems in destination countries further isolates these women, making it difficult to find
assistance or community. The book emphasizes how immigration policies and labor laws often fail to
adequately protect this segment of the workforce.

The Role of Class and Gender

Central to Ehrenreich's analysis in "Global Woman" is the intersection of class and gender. The book argues
that the demand for the services of "global women" is fueled by the increasing economic disparities between the
global North and South, and by the changing social structures within affluent societies. Women in wealthier
nations, often facing their own career pressures and demanding work lives, outsource domestic and childcare
responsibilities to women from poorer countries.

Global Capitalism and the "Third World Woman"

Ehrenreich links the rise of the "global woman" to the broader phenomenon of global capitalism. As
manufacturing jobs have moved from developed to developing countries, many women in the Global South have
been left with few options but to seek work in the service sector of the Global North. This creates a dynamic
where the "third world woman" becomes essential for maintaining the lifestyles of the "first world woman,"
highlighting a stark global class division. The book frames this as a new international division of labor, with
women increasingly occupying the lowest rungs of the global service economy.



Feminization of Poverty and Migration

The book also explores the feminization of poverty and how this disproportionately affects women's migration
patterns. Economic vulnerability often pushes women into roles that are socially devalued and poorly
compensated. Furthermore, the increasing participation of women in the paid workforce in affluent countries has,
paradoxically, created a demand for domestic labor, which is then filled by immigrant women. This creates a
complex interplay of gender roles and economic necessity on a global scale, highlighting how gender inequality
can be both a cause and consequence of global labor flows.

Critiques and Continuing Relevance of Global Woman

While "Global Woman by Barbara Ehrenreich" has been widely praised for its insightful and empathetic
portrayal of marginalized workers, it has also faced some critiques. Some scholars have argued that the term
"global woman" itself might homogenize the diverse experiences of women from different backgrounds and that
the book could have paid more attention to the agency and resistance of these workers.

Arguments for Increased Focus on Agency

Critics suggest that by focusing on the sacrifices and vulnerabilities, the book might inadvertently portray
these women solely as victims. While the evidence of exploitation is undeniable, many of these women actively
negotiate their working conditions, build support networks, and find ways to resist oppressive structures.
Future analyses could further explore these acts of agency and resilience. The book, however, does provide
examples of women organizing and advocating for their rights, albeit within significant constraints.

The Enduring Legacy of the Book's Themes

Despite any criticisms, the themes explored in "Global Woman by Barbara Ehrenreich" remain remarkably relevant
today. The global economy continues to be shaped by labor migration, and the demand for domestic and care
work remains high in affluent societies. Issues of low wages, precarious employment, and the emotional toll of
work on families are ongoing concerns. The book serves as a crucial reminder of the human face of globalization
and the ethical considerations that must accompany economic development.

Conclusion: The Enduring Legacy of Global Woman by Barbara
Ehrenreich

In conclusion, "Global Woman by Barbara Ehrenreich" stands as a powerful and indispensable examination of
the lives of low-wage female workers in the globalized economy. Through compelling narratives and astute
analysis, the book illuminates the intricate web of economic forces, social changes, and personal sacrifices
that define the experiences of nannies, maids, and sex workers worldwide. Ehrenreich and Hochschild masterfully
reveal the often-hidden labor that sustains affluent societies and the profound emotional and physical costs
borne by the women who perform it. The book's enduring legacy lies in its ability to foster empathy, encourage
critical thinking about economic inequality, and highlight the critical need for greater recognition and
protection for these essential, yet often invisible, members of the global workforce. The insights offered by
"Global Woman by Barbara Ehrenreich" continue to resonate, urging us to confront the realities of global
labor and advocate for a more just and equitable world for all women.



Frequently Asked Questions

What is the central thesis of Barbara Ehrenreich's 'Global Woman'?

The central thesis of 'Global Woman' is that globalization has created a global caste system where affluent
women in developed nations benefit from the low-wage labor of less affluent women from developing nations,
particularly in service and care work.

What specific examples does Ehrenreich use to illustrate the concept of
'Global Woman'?

Ehrenreich uses examples like nannies, maids, and caregivers from countries like the Philippines and Latin America
working in the homes of wealthy women in the US and Europe, highlighting the often invisible and undervalued
nature of their labor.

How does 'Global Woman' critique the feminist movement?

The book critiques a form of feminism that focuses primarily on the issues of affluent women in the West, while
largely overlooking or failing to address the exploitation faced by working-class women globally who
provide essential services.

What are the social and economic implications of the 'Global Woman'
phenomenon?

The implications include the feminization of poverty, the separation of families as women migrate for work, the
potential for exploitation and abuse of migrant workers, and the perpetuation of global inequalities.

What is Ehrenreich's proposed solution or call to action in 'Global
Woman'?

While not offering a single, simple solution, Ehrenreich calls for greater awareness of these global labor
dynamics and advocates for policies and social changes that recognize the value of care work and ensure fair
treatment and wages for all workers, regardless of their origin.

How has the concept of the 'Global Woman' evolved or been debated since
the book's publication?

Since its publication, the concept has been debated regarding the agency of migrant women, the complexities of
economic interdependence, and whether the focus should be solely on exploitation or also acknowledge the
opportunities migration can provide for some women.

What is the significance of 'Global Woman' in contemporary discussions
about immigration and labor?

'Global Woman' remains highly relevant in contemporary discussions about immigration, care work shortages,
the ethics of outsourcing domestic labor, and the broader impact of economic globalization on gender and
class inequalities worldwide.



Additional Resources
Here are 9 book titles related to Barbara Ehrenreich's Global Woman, with descriptions:

1. Nickel and Dimed: On (Not) Getting By in America
Barbara Ehrenreich goes undercover to experience firsthand the lives of low-wage workers in America. She takes
on jobs as a waitress, maid, and retail clerk, revealing the harsh realities of poverty, the constant struggle
for survival, and the indignity of the service economy. This book directly complements Global Woman by
providing an American context for the economic forces that drive global care chains.

2. The True Cost: The Indecent Reality of Fast Fashion
This book explores the devastating human and environmental costs of the global fast fashion industry. It
uncovers the exploitation of garment workers, many of whom are women in developing countries, who face low
wages, dangerous working conditions, and long hours to produce cheap clothing. Like Global Woman, it
highlights the gendered nature of global labor and the precariousness of work for many women.

3. Disposable People: New Slavery in the Global Economy
Kevin Bales investigates the pervasive and often hidden problem of modern-day slavery across the world. He
details how millions of people are trapped in debt bondage, forced labor, and human trafficking, with women and
children being particularly vulnerable. The book's focus on exploitation and the commodification of human
beings resonates strongly with the themes of Global Woman.

4. Maid in the U.S.A.: Service Work, Race, and the Feminization of Labor
This academic work examines the historical and contemporary experiences of domestic workers in the United
States. It analyzes how race, immigration, and gender intersect to shape the conditions of this labor, often
performed by women of color. The book provides a crucial look at the domestic work sector that is a
cornerstone of the global care work discussed in Global Woman.

5. The Other Half of the Sky: Stories of Women in the People's Republic of China
While older, this collection of short stories offers a glimpse into the lives of Chinese women during a specific
historical period. It showcases their diverse experiences, struggles, and aspirations within a rapidly changing
society. Understanding the origins and social contexts of some of the women discussed in Global Woman can be
illuminated by such narratives.

6. The Price of Inequality: How Today's Divided Society Weakens Our Future
Joseph Stiglitz argues that extreme economic inequality is not only morally wrong but also detrimental to
the health and prosperity of societies. He details how the wealthy capture a disproportionate share of
economic gains, leaving many behind. This book provides the macro-economic framework that underpins the
individual struggles of the women described in Global Woman.

7. No Logo: Taking Aim at the Brand Bullies
Naomi Klein critiques the rise of powerful global brands and their impact on labor, culture, and the
environment. She examines how corporations often externalize production to low-wage countries, frequently
employing women in precarious conditions to maximize profits. This work provides a critical perspective on the
corporate structures that benefit from the labor migration discussed in Global Woman.

8. The Precariat: The New Dangerous Class
Guy Standing defines and analyzes the "precariat," a growing global class of people characterized by insecure
employment and unstable livelihoods. He discusses how this insecurity disproportionately affects women, who
often juggle paid work with unpaid care responsibilities. This sociological concept directly relates to the
precarious existence of many migrant domestic workers featured in Global Woman.

9. Global Gender and the Experience of Care: New Perspectives
This edited volume brings together scholarly essays that explore the intricate connections between gender,
globalization, and the provision of care. It examines how care work is shaped by international migration,
economic policies, and cultural norms. The diverse perspectives offered in this collection provide a deeper
academic understanding of the complex issues raised in Global Woman.
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