
m e n who sexual ly h a r a s s a n d t a k in g del iberate go-
slows. They are protect ing their d igni ty a n d respect. 
Tha t is the bot tom l ine. 

O u r h e a l t h a n d d i gn i t y 
s h o u l d not be c o m p r o m i s e d 
j u s t because the pe rson we 
work for wants to p u r c h a s e a 
new Mercedes Benz . O c c u ­
pat iona l hea l th is about h u ­
m a n r ights, m e a n i n g we a l l 
have the r ight to hea l th a n d 
we a l l have the r ight to leave 
the work place i n the same 
cond i t i on we entered it. 

O c c u p a t i o n a l h e a l t h i s 
about soc ia l just ice . It is how 
I c a n most c learly express my 
own interest a n d belief i n soc ia l jus t i ce . Beyond 
say ing " O h , isn ' t th is terr ible , " 1 a m ac tua l l y able to 
do some th ing to redress some of the imba lance . " 

BLURRED LINES 
W o m e n w i l l work ins ide a factory a n d may get a 

very concent ra ted dose of a pa r t i cu l a r nas ty so l -

Industrialization is 
not a theme park 

out o f Disneyland. 
It hurts and 

injures people. 

vent. At the end of the work ing day, they wi l l go 
home to a c o m m u n i t y that is quite often next to the 
same or another factory. Usua l l y , if a factory per­

f o rms b a d l y i n o c c u p a t i o n a l 
hea l th terms, invar iab ly , they 
are also poor i n env i ronmenta l 
protect ion. W o m e n are there­
fore suscept ib le to the fal lout 
from that factory a n d the pol­
lut ion wh ich enters the c o m m u ­
n i t y ' s water s u p p l y . In t h i s 
case, d isease factors are very 
b lu r r ed and the env i r onmenta l 
factors overlay those from the 
work place. 

As far as I a m concerned , 
there is no separat ion between 

a worker 's phys i ca l hea l th and their o c cupa t i ona l 
hea l th . If y ou are i l l , if y ou have paras i tes , if y ou 
are pregnant , if you have chest disease, y o u are 
going to be more suscept ib le to th ings at work. If 
you have a s t h m a , you are going to be more suscep­
tible to cotton dus t or wood dust disease. If you 
have anaemia , you are going to be more suscept i -

w o m e n ' s p a r t i c i p a ­
t i o n i n s e a s o n a l 
a g r i cu l tu r e is wide 
sp r ead . T h e i r p a ­

t ience, dexter i ty a n d speed m a k e 
them p a r t i c u l a r l y competen t for 
h a r v e s t i n g a n d p a c k i n g expor t 
c rops . In L a t i n A m e r i c a , employ ­
ment i n s easona l a g r i cu l tu r e is 
one of the mos t c o m m o n ways of 
m a k i n g a wage. 

B u t u n e m p l o y m e n t , referred 
to as " m o n t h s of s i l ence " i n C e n ­
t ra l A m e r i c a a n d "b lue m o n t h s " 
in C h i l e , form the o ther s ide of 
the co in i n s easona l f a rm work , 
e s p e c i a l l y i n a r e a s w h e r e few 
other j ob op t i ons exist . B u t j ob ­
l essness is not seen as a factor 
af fecting women ' s hea l th . 

S t u d i e s o f u n e m p l o y m e n t 
demons t ra te how be ing w i thou t 
work c an damage hea l th . Not only 

Unemployment: 
An Occupational Health Problem 

does u n e m p l o y m e n t b r i n g eco­
nomic consequences. It generates 
men ta l h e a l t h p rob l ems as wel l . 
One r eason for th i s is that the 
unemp loyed person loses her role 
i n society. The j ob l ess pe r son is 
denied par t i c ipa t i on i n pub l i c life. 

Yet, u n e m p l o y m e n t a n d i ts 
consequences are cons ide r ed a 
ma l e p r o b l e m , desp i te the fact 
that it a lso affects women . S t u d ­
ies on th is topic focus on men who 
are s t i l l seen as p r i n c i p a l p rov id ­
ers for the fami ly . 

At the same t ime, a l t hough 
u n e m p l o y m e n t affects bo th m e n 
a n d women , it differs i n s igni f i ­
c a n c e . T h e ro les a s s i g n e d by 
society to each sex give different 
va lues to the u n e m p l o y m e n t of 
each sex. Fo r m e n , emp loyment 
or u n e m p l o y m e n t are viewed as 
the o n l y p o s s i b l e a l t e r n a t i v e s . 

W o m e n , i n con t ras t , are given a 
th i rd op t i on—to s tay at home as 
ful l - t ime "housew ives , " a n o c c u ­
pat ion that d r aws a c u r t a i n over 
the i r need to be emp loyed . Do­
mes t i c wo rk , w h i c h is la rge ly 
inv i s ib l e a n d soc ia l l y u n d e r v a l ­
ued , iso lates w o m e n . 

" W h e n 1 a m w o r k i n g , 1 feel 
rel ie f , e c o n o m i c a l l y a n d i n a l l 
other ways , " says Pa t r i c ia , a C h i l ­
ean worker interv iewed by Ch i l e ' s 
Cen t r o de E s t u d i o de l a M u h e r 
(CEM) researchers . "At home, I'm 
alone or w i th the c h i l d r e n . W i t h 
my h u s b a n d , 1 ta lk about the c h i l ­
d r en , money , p rob l ems . At work , 
it 's dif ferent. Y o u get the prob­
l ems off y o u r back . " 

C E M ' s inves t i ga t ion into the 
s i tua t i on of seasona l worke rs on 
Ch i l e ' s v ineya rds showed the ex­
tent of u n e m p l o y m e n t . W o m e n 

74 Women in Action No. 2, 1996 



ble to benzene. If you are a cons t ruc t i on worker 
r i d ing on a scaffold h i gh u p on a cons t ruc t i on site, 
a n d y o u are weakened by severe d i a r r h e a , y o u r 
chances "o f fa l l ing off that scaffold are very h i gh . I 
t h i n k the d iv i s ions that the technocrats make in 
the developed wor ld are very false. 

Occupat i ona l hea l th has a long 
t rad i t i on , some of it honourab l e , 
some of it not. The founder of oc­
cupa t i ona l hea l th is a 15th century 
I ta l ian phys i c i an ca l led R a m a z i n i 
who f irst d e s c r i b ed i l lnesses re­
lated to occupat i ons . Parace l sus 
i n the 16th cen tury then pu t together the first de­
tai led notes on the na ture of poisons. He was in 
fact the world 's first toxicologist. S ince then , o ccu ­
pat i ona l hea l th h a s a lways been domina ted by men , 
ma in l y male doctors a n d engineers. It is only i n the 
past 10 years that women have started to make their 
m a r k . 

B e c a u s e of ma l e d o m i n a t i o n , o c c u p a t i o n a l 
hea l th in format ion base has been b iased towards 

Occupational 
health is about 
social justice. 

the male experience. Exposure s t andards were es­
tabl ished based on the experience of hea l thy white 
males . 

B u t as a woman , 1 a m m u c h more interested in 
what happens to women. On ly recently has research 

begun to look into the different 
experiences that women have of 
occupat iona l injury a n d diseases. 
1 couldn ' t believe my eyes when 1 
was i n P e r t h r e s e a r c h i n g the 
t echn i ca l l i t e ra ture for a book. 
When 1 looked u p breast cancer 
on the C D R O M system, I f ound 
that 85 percent of the 20 or so 
recent r e f e r ences were a b o u t 

breats cancer in males! 

A WOMAN'S CONCERN 
h e n I f i rs t c a m e i n t o o c c u p a t i o n a l 
h e a l t h , 1 w a s u s u a l l y t h e o n l y 
w o m a n in any t e c h n i c a l c o n s u l t a t i v e 

meet ing. 
B u t my father taught and gave me the techni ­

ca l conf idence in a mascu l ine wor ld . My father was 

W; 

To be a mother and unemployed is to be anguished. 

w o r k e r s were e m p l o y e d for a n 
average of s ix to seven m o n t h s a 
year d o i n g va r i ous t a s k s . Ha l f of 
the w o m e n interv iewed were u n ­
employed for the rest of the year 
a l t h o u g h they h a d sought work . 
O n l y 14 percent of the women 
interviewed combined agr i cu l tura l 
a n d other j obs to be employed a l l 
y ear r o u n d . 

T h e p e r c e p t i o n s o f t h e s e 
w o m e n c o n c e r n i n g the i r h e a l t h 
var i ed s ign i f i cant ly between the 

work season a n d the unemp loyed 
p e r i o d . W h e n w o r k i n g , t h e 
women feel exhausted , experience 
aches , p a i n s a n d other work-re ­
la ted i l lnesses . They c o m p l a i n of 
b a d re la t ions w i th the i r bosses , 
long shifts a n d the add i t i ona l bu r ­
dens of domest i c chores . They 
fear exposure to tox ins a n d d i s ­
missa l . Fifty-two percent of those 
in terv i ewed sa i d they felt poor ly 
or b a d whi l e w o r k i n g . 

H o w e v e r , t h e n u m b e r o f 

women who judged the i r 
hea l th to be poor rose to 
65 percent d u r i n g per iods 
of unemp loymen t . Wh i l e 
compla ints related to work 
cond i t i ons decreased, the 
women reported a d rop i n 
the ir moods. B a d h u m o r , 
l ist lessness and feelings of 
depress ion increased w i th 
unemp loyment . W i thou t 
j o b s , the w o m e n c o m ­
p l a i n e d o f r e d u c e d 
i n c o m e , i s o l a t i o n a n d 
lonel iness. 

T h u s , despite the poor 
condi t ions that wage work 

br ings , women laborers value the 
soc ia l space a n d f r i endsh ip that 
work offers. Hav i n g hea l th h a s 
hea l th benefits. It l essens s t ress 
and increas ing feelings of self-suf­
ficiency a n d self-esteem. 

Source: Women's Health Journal 
1-95, Latin American & Caribbean 
Women's Health Network 
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