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Seafaring has, until very recently, been an overwhelmingly male dominated industry. The feminisation of labour in shipping did not take place until well into the 1990s, a decade after the trend identified as the ‘feminisation of labour’. In shipping, as in many service sector industries, this move came in the context of economic liberalisation, deregulation and the casualisation of employment. It thus became not a feminist triumph of equality, but was a search for income that could help support families in a world that was increasingly stratified into rich and poor.

Until the 1990s women seafarers in general and women employed on cruise ships have been ‘missing from history’. Historical sources focused mainly on dependent relatives or mentioned women’s employment aboard only in passing. Some authors became preoccupied with the displacement of seafarers from the developed world by those from developing countries, particularly those employed on cargo ships. Some trade unions and maritime museums looked into the working and living conditions of women seafarers, but this research was confined to workers of a particular ethnic origin and did not reflect the global nature of the maritime labour force. Ship owners and world trade unions also initiated studies on the business or labour conditions of world cruise shipping, but these were seriously biased not only with their respective commercial or political interests but also with strong male prejudice. Female academics also started to see maritime history as a fruitful area for their endeavours. Informed by feminist discourse and cultural theory they deliberated about a small number of women seafarers in the past with little reference to recent developments. The Seafarers’ International Research Centre (SIRC) widened the research net by studying female seafarers in the European fleet in recent times. This presentation is based on research that expands this work to include women employed in the world cruise fleet.

The background for this specific research is the growth in world trade and the consequent expansion of world shipping. Taken together with the globalisation of the world seafarers’ labour market in the 1980s and 1990s, this led to an increase of women’s shipboard employment. This trend started to take clearer shape when both the industry and unions became increasingly frustrated with the growth in cases of sexual harassment on cruise ships. It was then thought that a more balanced sex ratio among the crew could help build a positive atmosphere aboard, and this is turn would generate a more constructive atmosphere among both passengers and crew. The growth of the women’s participation in the world shipping became especially marked in the cruise sector. Here up to 60% of the work force was female, was of diverse nationality and served in a variety of roles and positions. Such a relatively dense concentration created a major impact on the structures and processes of shipboard social organisation. While the shipboard socio-technical system has remained highly hierarchical, the introduction of gender as a new source of both lateral and vertical differentiation affected the ‘traditional’ social division of labour. 

The objectives of this presentation are threefold. Firstly, it analyses the socio-economic background of women employed on cruise ships. Secondly, it examines the recruitment practices of crewing agencies - especially in some key labour supply countries. Thirdly, it explores how gender and ethnicity 'map' onto the status hierarchy of cruise ships operating in world waters and speculates about some major theoretical findings. It then assesses the implications of women’s advances in the world cruise shipping by identifying the main opportunities and barriers for their further participation in the industry and it also suggests what strategies should be taken to promote women’s further participation in this part of the world maritime economy.

