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When half the population is faced with wage discrimination, the development of any country suffers. From the looks of it, the wage gap between women and men in Latin America is alarming.
This was the central message of a new report released this week by several United Nations agencies (the International Labor Organization, the Economic Commission on Latin America, the United Nations Development Program and the Food and Agricultural Organizations) focusing on the women’s wage gap and other labor issues involving women.
Decent Work and Gender Equality discusses how development is compromised by “gender inequalities that are a direct consequence of traditional views on the place and role that women should occupy in society—views based on prejudice, discrimination and disregard for the progress the region has made and its effects on societies. Societies must set out to become more inclusive and egalitarian in order to overcome.”
While women’s economic status varies from country to country in the Americas, one feature in every country studied was that there are also huge inequalities among women themselves.
Women earn between 60 percent and 90 percent of men’s average income. At the same time, the percentage of women heads of households grew from 22 percent in 1990 to 31 percent in 2008, according to the United Nations.
Moreover, women in the region dedicate a greater share of time than men to unremunerated activities that are characteristic of transitional roles – 86 percent in Guatemala, 81 percent in Costa Rica, and 74 percent in Mexico and Uruguay, according to a World Bank report on gender.
In Latin America and the Caribbean, women’s experiences and prospects differ greatly based on their ethnicity (e.g. indigenous or Afro-descendant), their age (young or elderly), where they live (urban or rural areas), their citizenship status (residents of their own country or migrants) and whether or not they have children.
It is noteworthy that in the United States, Afro American and Latino women are still earning less than white women, although overall there is still a pay gap between males and females of all ages.
In the last decade there has been a mass incorporation of women into the formal workforce in Latin America and the Caribbean, with more than 100 million women now working It has been one of the most dramatic social changes in the region.
The Kinds of Jobs Women are doing
In spite of a tremendous increase in the number of women participating in the workforce in Latin America women still face wage discrimination in all sectors of employment.
The report noted that women were especially relegated to jobs in the informal sector. According to this study 54 percent of all women across the region were in this sector, compared to only 48 percent of all men.
Being in underpaying and menial jobs reflects certain trends, such as greater urbanization and fewer opportunities for girls and women to have access to education.
The higher barriers to employment for women – lack of education, isolation in rural communities with fewer jobs available – result in more women left the national economy of so many countries. Women are twice as likely as men to be unpaid workers.
In addition, women are still stuck in jobs that do not pay a wage, meaning that work is more informal and unprotected, especially when women are family workers.
How to Overcome the Women’s Wage Gap
So what can be done to overcome what this study calls the undervaluing of women’s work?
Ministries of Labor and the Women’s Commissions throughout the region must work to build a more just set of conditions for income equality for women.
The researchers noted that women in Latin America are not alone in this situation. Globally, women in the workforce are still heavily concentrated in the low-income occupations and even in jobs that pay less than the minimum wage.
But it is also important to note that the types of solutions to the problems of underpayment or informal sector work must be overcome through policies by governments that promote pay equity as part of broader social policies on economic inclusion.
It also means that both local and national governments will need to emphasize the connection between expanding educational opportunities and access to a better quality of life.
Furthermore, the study suggests that policies that permit freedom to create and sustain labor unions, and the right to collective bargaining can benefit women workers. Health insurance, social security and other services that allow women to remain active during their productive years can also help.
A finding the report highlighted was that workers of both sexes see a rise in income with years of education. The women’s wage gap has narrowed because of the higher earnings of women with more educational credentials.
This is important as it demonstrates the overwhelming importance of secondary and higher education for women wage earners. Yet for too many women in the region access to higher education is still more difficult because of economic barriers. In rural areas the challenge is getting a primary school education.
Latin America and the Caribbean faces a critical moment in terms of setting in place protection regimes and programs that help eliminate wage discrimination against women.
But creating new laws, let alone enforcing them, will be something that each country needs to ensure higher growth rates. If women remain at the bottom of the earning ladder progress in the decades ahead will be compromised.
This is especially significant since the Americas is a less conflictive region with a growing middle class that has helped to ensure a better futures for its citizens than many other parts of the global south.
What is possible is for countries to adopt international legal norms to their particular women’s income gap issues. The Convention on the Elimination of Discrimination of all Forms of Discrimination against Women or CEDAW (1979) can help end employment discrimination. All Latin American and Caribbean states ratified it.
In addition, the Inter–American Program on the Promotion of Women’s Human Rights and Gender Equity and Equality, prepared by the Inter-American Commission on Women in 1998 to urge member states to ensure women have full and equal access to work and productive resources.
Finally, the Brasilia Consensus of 2010 includes the recognition of women’s unpaid domestic work and care giving; it recommends legislation that extends rights to female domestic workers as it does to other workers, and also guarantees equal pay for equal work.
These form a good starting point for better protections and improved public policy that can help promote equality. The choice should be obvious if nations want to grow and prosper. Economic growth cannot be accomplished when one half of the workforce is held back.
If the progress of the early 21st century is to continue then gender must be factored into all national decisions related to expanding and maintaining a productive workforce.

Why has 'macho' Latin America elected more female leaders than the US?
Despite enduring high rates of violence and machismo, women enjoy levels of political representation second only to Scandinavia
In recent years Latin America has had more female presidents than any other part of the world. Yet none of these women during their triumphant electoral campaigns had to face as biased and derogatory propaganda, as close a scrutiny, as Hillary Clinton in her attempt to become the first woman to be president of the US.
Although public opinion has indeed changed and the latest polls suggest Clinton is favoured to win, a decade ago just 60% of Americans thought the country was ready for a female president – the same year that Chile elected Michele Bachelet as its first female head of state.
Argentina’s Isabel Peron was the first woman to become president in the region in 1974, and between 1990 to 2014, a record number of women were elected as political leaders. After Violeta Chamorro in Nicaragua, Panama elected Mireya Moscoso in 1999; in Chile, Bachelet in 2006 and 2014; Argentina elected Cristina Fernández de Kirchner in 2007 and 2011; Brazil elected Dilma Rousseff in 2010 and, in the same year, Costa Rica elected Laura Chinchilla.
But how is it that in a region which is home to seven of the 10 countries with the highest rate of female murder victims, a region that’s all too known for its reigning machismo, where only less than half of the female population makes an income, women have access to a level of political representation second only to the Scandinavian countries?
And why is it that in a culture like the US women have had so much trouble rising in the ranks, while in countries where machismo is the norm, men have been so open minded by comparison?
I believe that behind every macho man there’s an insecure boy in need of mothering, so in Latin America men in all their virile glory have not disputed the suitability of women for the higher office.
I believe that behind every macho man there’s an insecure boy in need of mothering
Machismo divides women into two categories: sexual beings to be conquered and possessed, and mothers as authority figures that embody everything that is virtuous, gracious and worthy of praise in female nature. And in Latin culture the mother archetype is very powerful. In the case of Cristina Fernández, she embodied the widow following the death of her husband, the former president Néstor Kirchner – a woman in pain that men are expected to defend and protect. While Laura Chinchilla, who suffered the most gender-specific attacks, being younger and attractive, was accepted as the chosen one because of the patronage of former president Oscar Arias.
My theory might be questionable and I have no way of proving it – it is based on my powers of observation as a writer and my feminine intuition. But having said that, there are two other objective factors: the extraordinary participation of women in the struggles of the 70s and 80s when dictatorial regimes in the region were confronted by popular uprisings, conspiracies and guerrilla groups.
In Nicaragua, for example, the first guerrilla force that managed to liberate a major city during the 1979 insurrection was composed entirely of women. We women joined revolts and became experienced in grassroots organising, political activism, diplomacy, and combat. When it came time to build democratic societies, we claimed a place in governments and power structures.
Nevertheless, the trend was still to have women resume their traditional roles. And because many refused to be relegated to status quo and go back to the kitchen or the practice of home economics, they focused their energy on organising powerful social movements, NGOs and feminist organisations. These strengths account for the quotas that have been adopted by 16 Latin American countries and allowed them to have one woman for every four legislators. Only the Nordic countries have higher ratios.
It is a big step to have women as presidents, but in the patriarchal structure of power we have all inherited, very often women are still forced to prove that they are as “tough” as the toughest of men. A woman president who would defy the masculine model of power and infuse it with the feminine ethic of caring and real equality is still in the making. Although women as Latin American leaders have many challenges ahead, they have managed to get to the right place, and now they have to be daring enough to seize or declare that it is the right time.
Follow-up tasks:
1. Summarize the main points of the article. Why are female political leaders on the rise in Latin America? How about the Czech Republic?
2. Try to capture the modern history of Latin America since the beginning of the 20th century.
3. What does the geopolitical landscape look like in today’s Latin America? Who vies for dominance? What are the challenges? Are there any international organizations?
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