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Engendered Relations in the Global South
 

Gender as a framework of understanding social relations represents 
multiple fields of struggles that bring into question the discourse 
of sexual difference as a natural condition. One possible way of 
viewing gender is by looking at it as a discursive arena of contestation 
animating the social landscape of the global south. In this context, 
sexual relations are at once implicated by hierarchies of power 
underpinning precolonial structures of belonging, colonial hegemony, 
and postcolonial imaginations. Such hierarchies and realms of power 
become driving forces that produce and reproduce the socio-political 
agents that engender the assumptions of men and women as descriptive 
markers of physicality and sociality in space and time. 

Gender, as seen through the global south experience, presupposes 
a division of human relations not necessarily defined by sexual 
difference or cultural expectations but by the instruments of inequality 
that influence epistemological and ideological positions. To some 
degree, gendered perspectives are by themselves presuppositions about 
social life that further complicate the circumstances of living as and 
being women. A case in point, Héritier Mesa brings to the fore a non-
government organisation program extending microfinance assistance 
exclusively for women on the assumption that such action promotes 
gendered-based empowerment in the poorer communities of Rizal 
province. In this issue, Mesa questioned how assumptions of fostering 
empowerment through developmental strategies exclusively extended 
to women and isolated them from their social and family context. 

Mesa’s case study suggests that better access to income does not 
necessarily transform pre-existing norms constraining women but 
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opens up new terms of relations. The narratives of women micro-
entrepreneur’s gathered by Mesa indicate that the financial assistance 
generated antagonisms between husband and wife as both articulate 
conflicting sets of expectations. The entrepreneurial engagements 
provided women better means to renegotiate their positions within 
the domestic space. Mesa’s study set in clear terms that the discursive 
formation of gender is indeed all at once marked by tensions and 
engagements rather than a straightforward affair of sexual divisions 
and distinctions. 

The fraught arena of domestic help employment illustrates how 
else social and political forces engendered particular skill sets not 
primarily because of stereotypical assumptions of the gendered roles 
of women, especially from the viewpoint of people with whom they 
are intimately connected. Cherie Alfiler’s essay examined these very 
conditions drawing from her ethnographic fieldwork in a remote 
hinterland area that many domestic helpers she had encountered 
working in urban Philippines pointed to as hometown.  

Alfiler inadvertently illustrates that the choice to work as domestic 
helpers is not necessarily and simply a form of passive acceptance by 
unskilled young women desperately escaping the claws of poverty. Young 
women are equipped with the skills for domestic work by generations 
of helpers inclusive of their own mothers, sisters, and network of kin 
working overseas. Alfiler’s work presents that employment as domestic 
helpers is not exclusively rooted to economics but also a political 
response to the protracted presence of a communist insurgency that 
has become an integral but conflicted element of their social lives. 
Alfiler situates the women’s choice to engage in domestic help work as 
an exercise of creativity and as embodied acts of resistance not only by 
the women but the wide ranging network of family relations against 
conditions that spawn insurrectionary ideals.

This discourse of gendered roles can be traced back to archival 
colonial photography and publications that are arenas enmeshed in 
gendered representations and by themselves sites of struggles. As 
Dorothy Jose noted in this edition, Filipino women were represented 
in colonial photographs in a manner that simultaneously presented 
their invisibility and visibility in the colonial typology of peoples in the 
Philippines. Women were obscured in the colonial representations of 
indigenous warriors even while the broader Philippine native societies 
rarely distinguish who engage in community defense and warfare. 
Women instead were made visible in the imagining of a section of 
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Philippine peoples as savages who are both frightening and frail, 
threatening the enlightened civilized lowland constituencies.

These multiple articulations of the gender imagination in contested 
fields of social engagement in the Philippines offer yet another frame 
by which to think about gender beyond the idea of it as a distinguishing 
marker of biological sex and even of sexual orientation. Gender, in 
these configurations, can be viewed as a realm of experience, space, 
consciousness, a representation, ideological, and a site of engagement 
that are all at once antagonistic but also a critical framework of social 
action. 

JOSE JOWEL CANUDAY 

Ateneo de Manila University
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