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Carla Freeman. 2000. High Tech and High Heels in the 
Global Economy: Women, Work, and Pink-Color Identities in 
the Caribbean. Durham, NC, and London: Duke University 
Press, 333 pp. ISBN: 0822324393.

This ethnographic study of two transnational corporations, 
located in Barbados, illustrates the importance of placing 

Caribbean culture and economy at the center of global gender 
studies. Freeman persuasively argues that this regional lens re-
veals several faulty assumptions in previous understandings of 
globalization. First, transnationalization is not new—Caribbean 
nations have been engaged in a global economy since European 
colonization made them a part of the mercantile capital circuit 
in the 1500s. Second, the archetypical profile of the young, single 
Third World assembly line worker simply does not apply to Afro-
Caribbean women who expect to be, and are, both mothers and 
workers. Third, Freeman reveals the formation of a new style of 
worker and a new type of international division of labor—one that 
is not modeled on the global assembly lines found in manufac-
turing-oriented export processing zones nor in the transnational 
service (reproductive) labor best-illustrated by the migration of 
domestic workers. Instead, computer-based clerical work, which 
Freeman labels “informatics,” is being restructured and “out-
sourced” from developed countries to developing countries like 
Barbados because of their cheaper labor, English speaking popu-
lations, relatively high education level, and political stability. 

Combining a transnational political economy perspective 
with one based in cultural studies, Freeman, a white American 
anthropologist, studied the work and the workers engaged in 
informatics using multiple research methods (open-ended inter-
views, semi-structured interviews, and participant observation) 
and carrying out ethnographic work at two firms that she dubs 
Multitext, a text entry operation providing keyboarding services 
to publishers, and Data Air, which processes airline tickets and 
insurance claims forms. 
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She observes two contending elements in this new work pro-
cess. On the one hand, the discipline and piecework organization 
of informatics companies resembles export processing-global as-
sembly line production and, in many ways, the work is organized 
like a blue-collar factory. On the other hand, the setting is air-con-
ditioned, and the workplace culture and identity of the workers is 
most similar to white-collar professional or clerical workers, and 
not to factory workers. Indeed, the informatics workers create a 
new image and mode of professional dress to distinguish them-
selves from factory workers. This requires careful design, shopping 
and sewing to create fashionable ensembles, and it often requires 
additional income to afford these clothes.

Freeman’s portrait of informatics workers not only under-
mines previous global work archetypes, it also makes several im-
portant contributions of its own. First, she demonstrates that there 
is no division between core country consumers and peripheral 
country producers, because the women informatics workers are 
simultaneously engaged in production and in reconfiguring their 
white-collar assembly-line production into pink-collar work, with 
professional identities, through their own consumption. Second, 
in doing so, Freeman challenges the dichotomous conceptualiza-
tion of work into a blue versus white collar. Third, Freeman shows 
us how employees reshape their transnational work experience, 
creating a pink-collar identity through professionalism in their 
work patterns and appearance. These Bajan women redefine the 
profile of the ideal transnational worker from a young unmarried 
woman to one based on the Afro-West Indian tradition of mother-
hood and paid employment going hand in hand. Finally, while it 
is not unusual for formal economy jobs to create informal factory 
outwork, in this case, women’s formal economy work generates 
their consumption of fashion, which in turn requires them to en-
gage in a wide variety of informal economy work to afford their 
new professional image.

I strongly recommend this engaging and important book 
to scholars interested in Caribbean Studies, political economy, 
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 gender and work, or globalization and transnational organiza-
tions, or as a supplementary text in similar courses.
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State University of New York
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