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I am a religious feminist ethicist (Christian and interfaith), who has written a book on women and the global economy (Women Don’t Count: The Challenge of Women’s Impoverishment to Christian Ethics, Oxford University Press, 1994) and a more recent one on globalization (Globalization at What Price? Economic Change and Daily Life, Pilgrim Press, 2001; revised and updated version, 2007) The latter work led an invitation to participate in the work of the World Council of Churches responding to economic globalization. 

The World Council of Churches (WCC) is a transnational religious community, whose membership includes over 300 denominations (Orthodox, Protestant, and some Pentecostal) from 130 some countries. The WCC works cooperatively on some programs with the Roman Catholic Church, another transnational religious community. The WCC is open to and respectful of other religions and spiritualities. It has consultative status at the United Nations. The WCC is more than a transnational network; its members share a religious tradition and worship together which make it a community.  The WCC was founded in 1948, although organizational efforts began earlier in the 20th century. From its founding, there has been a women’s program. The WCC participated in the U.N. Decade for Women (1975-85), then launched the Ecumenical Decade for the Churches in Consultation with Women (1988-98). Regional consultations were held during the decade, and international teams delivered “Living Letters” to most regions. The Decade culminated with a celebration in Zimbabwe in 1998, preceded by “Women-to-Women” visits to several African countries. Over 1,000 women (and about a dozen men) from around the globe participated in the event. The participants sent a letter to the upcoming WCC Assembly, which identified areas of concern they hoped the Assembly would address. One of the concerns was the importance of the WCC attending to women’s experience in its work on economic justice. 

At the Assembly itself, delegates from the global south called on the WCC to engage economic globalization and the suffering it caused. A process began, which eventually was called the AGAPE process – Alternative Globalization Addressing People and Earth. (As some of you may know, agape is Greek word for a type of love that is unconditional; Martin Luther King often spoke of this type of love in his speeches and writings.) Key staff people were Aruna Gnadason from India, who directed the women’s programme and coordinated the Justice, Peace, and Creation team; Rogate Mshana from Tanzania, and economist who staffed the economic globalization work, and Athena Peralta from the Philippines, an economist who staffed the Women and Globalization programme. The AGAPE process included several regional and global consultations of church leaders, interfaith partners, and experts in law and economic policy; three women and globalization consultations; and four encounters with the International Monetary Fund and the World Bank. (I participated in these encounters, two of the women’s consultations, and several of the other consultations.)
This process culminated in the AGAPE Background Document (Geneva: World Council of Churches, 2005) and the AGAPE Call to Action, which articulated a theological rationale based on the central concern for social justice in Jewish and Christian scriptures. (Scriptural resources on women are more ambiguous given the partriarchal character of much of the text; feminist critiques and interpretations are necessary.) The document also presented elements of a life-giving economy. AGAPE proposes a reorientation of the purposes of international financial and trade systems. Finance should enhance justice, poverty eradication, and environmental sustainability. Trade should aim to serve just ends – “ethical, sustainable and equitable production, exchange and consumption of goods and services to meet the needs of all humankind and the earth.” Effective labor and environmental regulation is necessary for trade that protects human rights and the earth.

AGAPE also calls for cancellation of the debt of low-income countries, but goes beyond this to call for restitution and reparations for the social and ecological debt the global north owes the global south. Peoples and countries of the global south have suffered immensely from a global economic system that primarily benefits the global north. Examples of ecological debt include World Bank and IMF funded large dams, oil and gas pipelines, and other projects that severely degraded the environment of southern countries. One way to do this is for the United States and other developed countries to make good on prior commitments of 0.7 percent of GDP for development assistance – not as an act of charity but as an act of restitution.  

AGAPE also proposes an alternative paradigm which makes “people’s work, knowledge and creativity” the driving forces of economic activity, rather than capital owned and controlled by a small extremely wealthy elite. There is a place for markets in this alternative, but they are not the final arbiters of value. Water, for example, is a basic need and public good, which should not be reduced to a commodity to be bought and sold for profit. An economy of life seeks to promote cooperation between individuals, communities, and nations, rather than competition.

The Women and Globalization Programme (WGP) brings the perspectives of feminist economics and feminist ethics to the AGAPE process through its work on “Á Caring Economy.” Athena Peralta produced a document, “A Caring Economy: A Feminist Contribution to Alternatives to Globalization Addressing People and Earth” (Geneva: World Council of Churches, 2005), that drew on the women and globalization consultations to present a vision, analysis, and strategies. Our position is similar to that of Paula Banerjee (January 11 Insitute speech): the current form of economic globalization is patriarchal. Kavita Srivastva (January 10 Institute speech) spoke of feminizing government with a concern for justice, care, and nurture; we want to feminize the economy. WGP drew on the work of feminist economics and ethics to challenge “homo economicus” – economic man – as the subject of economics and to argue that care and nurture must be valued, not just production but social reproduction. This paradigm gives greater material and moral value to care work, and addresses the gender imbalances associated with care work. Peralta writes that “the major challenge for churches and feminist movements is not only to make the care economy visible and valuable, but also, and more importantly, to make justice, sustainability and caring for life the starting point for economic theory and practice.”
There was some debate among participants in WGP consultations about the emphasis on care and nurture. Are we essentializing women as caretakers when we raise this concern? Most thought not. WGP emphasizes the role of both parents and the community in care. The Global Family Project concluded from its ten year study that families around the world are increasingly “living on the edge.” It has become increasing difficult or impossible for employed adults “to care for themselves and their families’ health and well-being,” because of their working conditions. The movement of jobs from country to country “has spurred a downward spiral in working conditions.” This puts parents in a position where they are forced “to make untenable choices between caring for their children adequately and earning the income they need for their families to survive and have a chance at thriving.” Researches found that “these experiences are devastating common” world-wide. (Jody Heymann, Forgotten Families: Ending the Global Crisis Confronting Children and Working Families in the Global Economy (New York: Oxford University Press, 2006), 189-90.) One way to concretely support care is the Bolsa Escola program in Brazil, which gives stipends to poor families so that their children can stay in school rather than go out to work. There was a debate on the International Association For Feminist Economists listserv about Venezuela’s “wages for housework” program, which some saw as essentializing women. Bolsa Escola was presented as a program which supports care work without essentializing women. 
WGP also raised concern about the emphasis on micro-credit as a solution to women’s impoverishment. Although these programs do make credit available to poor women, they can also increase women’s burden by adding income-generating projects to care work. In her study of projects in Nepal, feminist economist Katharine Rankin discovered that without development of collective consciousness of subordination, income-generating projects can perpetuate “oppressive relations.” She contends that “micro finance demonstrates a clear gender dimension to this governmental function: here the transition from state-led to market-led approaches to poverty alleviation has been anchored to women’s capacity to leverage social capital on behalf of the financial sustainability of formal lending institutions.” (Rankin, Katherine N., “Social Capital, Microfinance, and the Politics of Development,”Journal of Feminist Economics 8(1), 2002, 1-24.) 
I am very interesting in what our presenters from India (Ms. Aloka Mitra and Jaya Sharma and Subhalakshmi Nandi) will say about micro-credit later this morning. 

I want to conclude by briefly mentioning some ongoing issues and challenges in advocacy for economic justice by women in transnational communities. Feminist economists have noted the ongoing marginalization of feminist economics within the discipline, the academy, and policy making organizations; bringing feminist economics into the mainstream is a continuing challenge. Other challenges are related more specifically to work within the World Council of Churches. The Women and Globalization Programme certainly empowered women by providing a space for women to gather and to speak, but at times the programme seemed marginal to the work of the AGAPE process. I think that WGP and the WCC worked effectively to ensure women’s participation in the AGAPE process as a whole, but mention this because I think it is important to be aware of ways in which distinct women’s programs may both empower and marginalize women in transnational communities. Although the WCC is committed to interfaith work, the hegemony of Christianity in much of the global north can make this difficult. This is exacerbated by the historical identification of Christian mission with European colonialism and U.S. imperialism. However, many Christians in the global south have made Christianity their own – dalit liberation theology in India is an example. It was women and men from the global south who urged the WCC to speak out for economic justice in the face of neoliberal globalization and who led the work on Alternative Globalization for People and Earth. 

