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Editorial

The existence of money is such a given
in contemporary human life that
most of us - whether rich or poor -

never stop to question its nature, or the
functions that it performs in society. Nor
do we give much time to consideration of
why we pay for some commodities and
services, but not for others, and the impacts
that these choices have on women or men.
This collection of very different articles
explores these issues, in relation to the basic
concerns of gender and development - that
is, to ending poverty and inequality
between the sexes. Of particular interest to
gender and development researchers,
policy-makers, and practitioners are the
complex links between money, wealth,
power, and status. Understanding the
nature of these links in the different
situations where we work is of critical
importance in ensuring that our work
supports women and men living
in poverty in their efforts to achieve
prosperity and freedom to make choices in
their lives.

Money enables society to place a shared
value on the different goods and services
each of us produces. In this way, we can
exchange those things we produce
ourselves for other commodities, without
the need to negotiate the terms of each
individual exchange separately. The
earning and spending of money enables us
to satisfy our material needs - and often

our desires - to own things we do not
produce ourselves.

Women are less likely to possess money
than men. At a global level, you are most
likely to be wealthy (whether this is held as
money or as assets with a high monetary
value) if you are a white, northern man.
The statistics that bear witness to this
reality are so often-quoted as to be cliches -
for example, that women still make up
70 per cent of the world's poor (UNDP
1995, iii)1, and that women own around
one per cent of the world's land, although
they produce half of the world's food
(O'Connell 1996, 5). The share of wealth
within all countries is skewed in men's
favour, although the degree of inequality in
terms of property and income varies
considerably according to other aspects of
people's identity.

Why is gaining possession and control
of money so critical for women? In addition
to its practical function in enabling people
to agree a value for commodities and
services and to exchange these, money is
connected to concepts of wealth, power,
and status. Money is often conflated with
wealth, yet people can be wealthy through
owning other assets such as land, buildings,
or ownership of a business, instead of, or as
well as, cash. The possession of any of these
things in sufficient quantities moves us
beyond a life of day-to-day survival to one
of security. Money confers power on those
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who decide how it is used, within the
family and more widely at community and
national level. Partly because of the power
and freedom to make choices that it confers
on those who possess it, money is a symbol
of status in society. Of course, status is not
only to do with economic standing; it can
come from social standing - for example,
aristocratic blood or a personal achievement
which is socially valued - or political
power. However, we live in a world in
which fewer and fewer people are not
linked into a cash economy, and where
unless we own money, our well-being is
compromised.

How can women gain
access to money?

There are three ways of gaining access to
money in one's own independent right:
inheritance, earning, or borrowing.

Inheriting money
Many traditional inheritance practices are
biased in favour of men, with either all or
a large proportion of a family's money and
property being inherited by sons rather
than daughters or wives. While these
traditional practices have been replaced by
inheritance laws that are gender-neutral in
most cases, these new laws are frequently
circumvented, and women do not necessarily
have adequate knowledge of the law, or
adequate resources, to claim their rights.

For women and men who are critical of
economic inequality between individuals,
households and communities, the idea that
individuals acquire large sums of money
through inheritance is morally question-
able. In her article on the work of the Dutch
funding organisation Mama Cash, Lilianne
Ploumen argues that one way of challenging
inequality is for wealthy individuals to
plough their money into social trans-
formation. Mama Cash was founded by one
wealthy Dutch woman who chose to
confront her own discomfort with her
inheritance in a positive way, though using

her money to fund women's businesses,
study, and projects in the Netherlands and
in developing countries.

Earning money
What is women's experience of paid work,
and how does this change their day-to-day
living conditions and social status? For the
vast majority of women worldwide who do
not have access to money or other assets
through inheritance, the only way to
acquire money in one's own right is to
earn it. According to the UNIFEM report
The World's Women 2000, women now
comprise at least one third of the world's
labour force2 in all regions except North
Africa and western Asia.3

Despite this high rate of activity, women
face a range of barriers to earning money
themselves, which have their roots in
gender stereotypes about men as producers
and women as reproducers. A basic
foundation of gender analysis is that
stereotypes about women's and men's roles
do not tally with the reality of life anywhere
in the world. The vast majority of women
have a huge workload of productive work
(whether paid or subsistence), in addition
to their workload within the home.
However, the 'flip side' of the stereotype is
much more accurate. Men still leave women
to perform all or most of the housework,
and most of the caring for dependent
children and others, throughout the world.

Women's access to money is affected by
their association with unpaid reproductive
work in several ways. First, the hours that
reproductive work take up each day limit
the time women have to earn money.
Second, the idea that it is men's role to be
the main breadwinner leads to women
being paid lower wages when they do
manage to get employment. Women's
money is not acknowledged widely enough
to be essential for their own survival, and
the survival of their dependants. Where
women do manage to get out of the home
and into paid employment, another gender
stereotype - that all women are able to



depend on male breadwinners for most of
the household income - results in them
being paid less than men for the same
work, in addition to being offered terms
and conditions that are less secure. The
issue of unequal pay is not resolved
anywhere in the world. In 1997, women
employed in industry and services earned
an average of 78 per cent of men's wages in
the same sector (UNIFEM 2000,11).

Finally, the fact that women's work
within the home does not attract a wage
leads to a failure to acknowledge this work
as a huge contribution to national accounts.
In 1995, it was estimated that women's
unpaid 'invisible' work is worth around
US$11 trillion per year (UNDP 1995, 97).
Because this contribution goes uncounted
by conventional economic statistics,
women's work is undervalued, and macro-
economic policies are designed that assume
women to be free to take on other economic
activities. In her article, Irene van Staveren
examines these issues, and asks why global
and national economic policies continue to
ignore the reality of women's economic
contribution. Biases and misunder-
standings about women's role in financing
the survival and stability of our societies
result in inefficient economic policy that
perpetuates poverty and inequality.
Meanwhile, as Irene van Staveren
emphasises, international and national
financial stability relies on women to prop
up society in times of economic crisis,
through increasing the time they spend in
both paid and unpaid work. Women are
forced to bolster family income by finding
more hours in their working day, and
subsidising the cost of government cut-
backs in service provision.

Borrowing money
While, in theory, self-employment may
sound an attractive option, women face a
series of barriers concerned with the
finance of their ventures. As Irene van
Staveren shows in her article, an example of
the male biases in the current global

financial system is the attitude of banks and
mainstream financial institutions to
women's requests for credit. Women face
significant obstacles in gaining access to
money to help them to start a business,
and to enable it to thrive and expand.
Lenders are often extremely unwilling to
lend to women, since they do not meet the
standard requirements for borrowers.
Because women lack independent property
rights in many countries, they lack capital,
or collateral on which they could raise
capital. They are also more likely than men
to be illiterate in most contexts. In addition,
the responsibilities women have because of
their position in the sexual division of
labour colour their financial decision-
making. Women's rational decisions about
how to use loans or profit are often
misunderstood by mainstream financial
institutions, which assume borrowers to be
able to make business decisions unfettered
by concerns about responsibility for
dependants. For example, a woman who
makes a small profit would be expected
by a financial institution to re-invest
it in her business. However, family needs
may force her to use the profits for food,
fuel, or school fees. As a result of the
refusal of mainstream financial institutions
to lend money to women, their businesses
are characterised by their small scale, fast
and modest turnover, and the fact that the
goods or services they offer do not require
complex equipment or high overheads.

Is money really power?

If women are able to get hold of money
through earning it or starting a business,
this is only the start of the story. In many
contexts, the principle that women should
not earn cash has been overcome, yet the
belief that it is a male head of household
who controls cash income and other
important resources remains. Much
attention has been given by feminist
researchers over the past thirty years to
investigating how, and under what
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circumstances, women's contribution to
household income leads to a change in
patterns of decision-making on what to do
with the money.

If you have no money or other assets,
you are entirely dependent on your
relationship with someone who has. If a
woman's survival and stability depends on
the goodwill of her father, husband, or son,
she has much less power to determine her
behaviour. If her relationship is a difficult
one, she is condemned to fit into their
vision of what she should be and do,
whatever this may entail. If this means
confinement to the home, coerced sex, or
regular beatings, she must submit. If a
woman owns economic assets independ-
ently, she has more freedom to choose to
break away from poor living conditions and
abusive or unhappy relationships.

The desire to end women's powerlessness
within abusive relationships and give them
an alternative is the rationale behind many
development programmes that promote
women's involvement in earning income.
Obviously, the hope is that the majority of
women will not actually have to leave, but
that men will see women's income as
useful, respect their input into the
household budget, and that women's
position will change.

It is very dangerous to assume that if
women earn money they will be able
to keep it and decide how it is spent, and
even more dangerous to equate earning
money with the much-discussed aim of
'empowering' women. The connections
between earning, controlling, and partici-
pating equally within one's household and
community are different for each woman
and each community. Nevertheless, despite
this problem, many development prog-
rammes that focus on credit-provision or
income-generation do state one of their
aims as being to 'empower' women. In her
article, Joyce Endeley explores these issues
in the context of two communities in
Cameroon. In both communities,
desperation is driving families to seek new

ways of getting money. In one, despite
men's - and some women's - objections to
women earning and controlling cash,
women are now earning. They do appear to
be gaining power within their marriages
and the wider community as a result. Some
are controlling the income they earn and
participating much more equally in
decision-making. However, in the other
community, the story is different. Fewer
women actually want to earn money, and
social restrictions on their behaviour are
much stricter. Power does not only come
from money and assets, but from one's
status within the community. Joyce Endeley
argues that in a society that is strongly
patriarchal, marriage is an achievement in
itself, and confers status and respect on a
woman. This is risked if she defies her
husband to begin paid work.

Employment
Many women in poverty gain an income
through factory employment, although as
stated earlier the pay is much worse
than that of men. In the 1970s, industrial
production started to move from North
America and Europe, in search of cheaper
labour in developing countries. Women in
many regions - notably East and South
Asia, and South and Central America -
have been employed as factory workers.
Typically, they are young and unmarried,
without the 'distraction' of child-care
responsibilities. This dramatic shift in the
sexual division of labour, and the
associated rise in female earnings has been
much studied by feminist economists and
sociologists, and the impact of women's
earning on their status and daily lives has
been hotly debated. Daphne Jayasinghe and
Peter Hancock both consider factory
employment from a gender perspective in
their articles.

Daphne Jayasinghe discusses the latest
chapter in the story of gender and
industrialisation in her article. In some
countries, including parts of the Caribbean,
economic policy-makers are recommending



a shift away from labour-intensive
assembly-line styles of production, towards
highly-skilled production of goods and
services. Women may lose their employ-
ment as a result. In Barbados, St Lucia, and
Trinidad, women are currently losing their
employment in labour-intensive work, and
are not being employed in the new
ventures. Jayasinghe argues that this is due
to prejudice about women's work being
unskilled, based on the same tired gender
stereotypes discussed above, and the fact
that women lack access to the right
opportunities for training. Despite the fact
that women are employed in factories
because they command lower wages, and
despite the harshness of the conditions, the
loss of an occupation, and the loss of the
wage that accompanied it, are clearly
disastrous for women. In the Caribbean,
where a high number of women are lone
parents, employing men instead of women
will also have a crushing impact on
children's welfare.

In his article, Peter Hancock looks at the
importance of young Sundanese women's
earnings as a contribution to family income
in Indonesia. After the Asian economic
crisis of 1997, women's contribution from
factory employment rose significantly, and
both they and their families began to see it
as essential to survival. They report that
their say in household livelihood strategies
and budgeting has increased as a result.

Credit programmes
Clarity is needed on the part of all
development workers about the context-
specific, complicated effects of lending
capital to women. Over the past fifteen
years, some development organisations
have tried to meet women's needs for
capital investment by providing an
alternative to the mainstream lenders.
In their article, Juliet Hunt and Nalini
Kasynathan draw on their experience as
development practitioners, and fieldwork
in India and Bangladesh, to discuss credit
programmes for women in poverty.

Although a great deal of attention is
being paid by researchers to the question
'does credit empower women?', compar-
atively few practitioners are asking this.

It is relatively clear that money coming
into the household and being controlled by
women is likely to have tangible benefits
for women's families. There is much
evidence from contexts all over the world
that women are more likely to spend
money on staple foods and other essentials
than men. To put it another way, women
seem to spend money more wisely than
men - on 'good' goods rather than 'bad'
goods (Kabeer 1994). This fact is extremely
important for any development organ-
isation, since it makes such a clear rationale
for supporting women in income-
generating activities, and finding ways of
encouraging a shift in gender power
relations to ensure that women remain in
control of them. However, the evidence that
lending women money leads directly to
their 'empowerment' is scanty and fiercely
contested (see Kabeer 1998 for a discussion
of the evidence). It is not the case that
women who borrow credit are auto-
matically able to remain in control of any
profits, or to decide how the money is
spent. In some contexts this may happen; in
others, loans may be passed directly to male
relatives, or profits may be handed to a
male household head. In contexts where
women's credit is interpreted by men as a
challenge to male power within the
household, it may result in increased
domestic violence. The ultimate question of
how borrowing credit affects marital
power relations, and gender relations
within the wider community, cannot be
seen in isolation from norms about
marriage, power, and status in a particular
community, and the individual details of
good or bad relationships between
husbands and wives.

The clear message is that the links
between money and power cannot be
assumed, and that it would be much more
honest for development planners and
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community workers to admit that credit is
not, after all, a 'magic bullet' that always
hits two targets - poverty alleviation and
women's empowerment - simultaneously.

Domestic work, value,
and pay
The connection between paying for
something and valuing it is not always
simple and straightforward. (In recent
years, much has been said about the need to
recognise, and hence start to 'value',
women's unpaid work, but nothing about
remunerating it.) Most feminists would
argue that in a world that is male-
dominated, it is no accident that work that
is performed in the public sphere of the
office or factory, and paid, is seen as 'men's
work', while work performed for no pay at
home is left to women. In her article,
Bridget Anderson asks what happens to the
value attributed to domestic work, and the
status of the worker, when she receives
payment. One might think that the fact that
the work is paid for indicates that it is
valued more than unpaid domestic work.
However, Bridget Anderson argues that, in
reality, the lack of value attached to
reproductive work is carried over into the
contexts in which this work is actually paid.
While domestic workers are usually
managed by female employers, the fact that
both employer and employee are women
does not lead to recognition of common
interests, because of the more important
differences between them - their relative
wealth and poverty. Gender power
relations can never be understood in
isolation from the other power relations
that intersect them. All too often, domestic
workers are abused, bullied, and exploited.
Hundreds of thousands of domestic
workers are migrants to urban areas or to
other countries. Living in their employer's
house, with extremely low rates of pay and
unregulated working conditions, they trade
overwork and exploitation for a wage to
send home to their families.

However, domestic workers are not
passive victims. Instead, domestic work is
deemed by many domestic workers to be a
worthwhile strategy because it meets the
needs of their families and may to some
extent improve their status within their
family and community. In addition to
discussing the abuses that many suffer,
and the work of support organisations,
Bridget Anderson traces the ways in which
Filipina migrant workers to the UK say
their relationships with partners and
families have changed as a result of their
employment.

Alternative financial
systems: valuing and
'paying for' reproductive
work

The idea of 'wages for housework' - much
discussed by feminists in Europe and North
America 20 years ago - is not widely
supported nowadays. Is it possible to find
an alternative way to reward the enormous
and valuable workload undertaken within
the home and with dependants?

Most of the following articles focus on
the realities of development practice and
policy. In contrast, Ingrid Robeyns
discusses a vision, a radical idea of state-
funded basic income for every woman and
man, which has not yet materialised
anywhere in the world. Ingrid Robeyns
calls this her 'favourite vision for a
gender-just society'. If everyone received a
basic income, this would ensure that
reproductive work is truly valued, and that
the women - and men - who do it are able
to exchange their labour for other goods
and services. Carers would have the same
rights as 'economic citizens' as those in
paid employment. The article discusses
ways in which such a proposal could be
funded. It argues that a basic income is
attractive not only to countries that need to
reform their existing welfare systems, but
also to countries like Brazil, seeking an



alternative way of ensuring security for all
their citizens.

For those to whom the idea of a
universal basic income seems too far-
fetched, Gill Seyfang describes a practical
strategy - that of 'alternative currencies'.
Communities have developed alternative
currencies in a response to poverty,
economic instability, and vulnerability.
Alternative currencies do not distinguish
between different kinds of work as
'productive' and 'reproductive', so all tasks
and all workers are rewarded at a flat
rate. Domestic and caring work is not only
spoken of with respect, as is the case
in most societies, but this rhetoric is linked
to a tangible benefit.

Conclusion

As suggested at the start of this editorial, a
key concern for gender and development
policy and practice is the connection
between money and power. Money is not
power, but it is a vital element in enabling
women, and men, to take advantage of
opportunities and choices. Without
independent access to assets that can be
exchanged, women are dependent on the
goodwill of relatives, a precarious situation
in which to find oneself.

The aim of 'women's empowerment'
has been embraced wholeheartedly by
organisations seeking to alleviate poverty,
in the hope that if women control
household spending, more money will be
spent on food, shelter, health, and
education, and less on non-essential and
entertainment-related items such as
alcohol. But many misunderstand
empowerment as a concept, equating it
either with women's access to money, or
with their control over it. People need to
control resources, including money, to be
able to take control of their lives, but
power is not only about economic
security; it also has social and political
dimensions. Feminist economists, and

women's organisations that employ their
perspectives, emphasise the link between
poverty and powerlessness, and focus on
the ways in which both are perpetuated by
male biases within macro-economics, and
within financial institutions. Their message
goes beyond promotion of women's access
to money at household and community
level. Integrating gender analysis into all
economic policies and programmes is
equally essential, if biases about women's
status and function in society are to be
eradicated, and women are to have the
chance to make choices about their lives.

Notes

1 In fact, this estimate is not based on firm
calculations, due to the fact that 'none of
the indicators commonly used to track
the incidence and severity of income
poverty are gender-sensitive.... It should
be a priority to make these
calculations....' (UNIFEM 2000,12)

2 This excludes the unpaid labour that
women perform at home.

3 See http://www.un.org/Depts/unsd/
ww2000/work2000.htm
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Gender biases in finance
Irene van Staveren

This paper discusses some of the relationships between gender relations and finance, particularly at
the meso- and macro-levels1 of financial transactions and trends. I focus on gender-based inequalities
in finance, and the gender-based inefficiencies in finance that are created as a result. I argue that
these gender biases in finance perpetuate both inequalities between women and men, and poverty.

Before I start, I want to emphasise that
caution is needed. The discussion on
these issues is at a very early,

exploratory stage. So far, only a very few
studies have been undertaken on the
relations between gender and the meso-
and macro-levels of finance (see van
Staveren 2001). The majority of the existing
studies of gender and finance have focused
on the micro-level questions of how women
and men benefit differently from credit
programmes, and how they face different
constraints. The few studies that focus on
the higher levels of finance are very recent.2

The research on which this discussion draws
has limitations. It starts from a recognition
that distinctions exist between men's and
women's roles, but without enough
information on the precise nature of gender
role differences within different countries.

A major problem for researchers who
want to study gender issues in the field of
finance is the lack of gender-disaggregated
data. Data on financial markets, and
evaluations of the effects of financial
policies on poverty and development, tend

to be completely gender-blind. It is still
difficult to find data on women's savings
rates compared to men's savings rates, or
on women's investments compared to
men's investments, or any indication of the
difference between interest rates charged to
women and men. In contrast, other sets of
economic data, for example on labour
markets, are increasingly likely to have
been disaggregated for men and women.
Almost every labour market statistic
around the world now presents data on
male and female labour force participation,
and many countries have indications of the
extent of the gap between men's and
women's earnings. Because of this problem
with data, this paper makes use of all
data available, of many different types,
including case studies, annual reports, and
modelling exercises performed with
secondary data.

Micro-, meso-, and macro-
levels of finance
We know that finance and gender are
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closely inter-related at various levels of the
economy. At the micro-level, women and
men in households have different levels of
savings and investments; this is mainly
attributable to lower female incomes, and
the fact that considerably less property is
registered in women's names. Therefore,
women's access to, and benefits from,
lending and saving through credit institu-
tions differ significantly from those of men.
This affects their demand for financial
services. On the supply side, the staff of
banks and credit programmes often have
different attitudes towards female and
male borrowers, and can be less willing to
supply women with financial services. In
addition to banking systems often not
being prepared to respond to women's
needs for finance, financial markets tend to
ignore the role of women in the supply and
demand of finance, and government
financial policies often suffer from inherent
gender biases. Finally, at the macro-level,
these gender-based inequalities affect a
country's gross domestic product (GDP),
its levels of investment, its interest rates,
and even the stability of financial markets.

Gender-based inequality

Financial trends and policies affect both
women and men. However, they do this in
different ways, since women and men have
different roles in economies and societies.
Although the gender division of labour
differs in every cultural context, there are
some widespread general patterns. Women
tend to be active in unpaid work in the
household, providing care for household
members and the wider community,
purchasing consumer goods for the
household, and managing household living
standards. As employees, women are
disproportionately concentrated in low
paid, insecure, 'flexible' work, and in work
that is - or is perceived to be - low-skilled.
Women are more active than men in the
informal sector, including home-based

work, and in the lower ranks of the
public sector. Men concentrate on paid
work outside the home, and are
disproportionately numbered in paid
employment, particularly in the private
sector, and in the higher ranks of the
public sector. On average, men earn more
than women, are likely to have more secure
contracts with better conditions, and to
enjoy more leisure time. As a consequence
of these facts, men do pay more income tax
than women.

Global financial trends and policies
affect women particularly adversely. They
have an impact on unpaid labour, and
in the labour market they particularly
affect the public sector - mainly the lower-
end jobs - and the export industry sector
(these issues will be explained in more
detail later). Women often have to find
ways to mitigate the effects on their
households of reduced government expendi-
ture on public goods and services. For
example, reduced public expenditure can
lead to fewer and lower subsidies on food,
higher prices for energy, transport, and
drinking water, and increased fees for
schooling and health care.

Finally, there is a fiscal (public revenue-
related) component of finance that has
differential impacts on women and men.
Whereas income taxes are often low, value-
added tax (VAT) and local tax (for example
fees for informal sector operators, levied by
municipalities) tend to increase if
governments are forced to increase their
revenues in a financial crisis. While income
tax falls most heavily on wealthier people,
VAT and local taxes hurt the poor more
than the rich, and hence, women more than
men. In contrast with major tax revenues
from income taxes in developed countries,
income tax revenues are less than VAT tax
revenues in developing countries. While
men have higher incomes, they pay more
income tax than women. However, men
also receive tax reductions, dependent, for
example, on the number of children they
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have. Women often do not enjoy such tax
reductions, even when they are made
responsible in the household for
expenditures for the children. At the same
time, women are made responsible for the
purchase of household consumer goods,
which includes VAT. Poor women who
work in the informal sector have to pay
local taxes to the municipality, for example
for the space they use in the street for their
food stalls. Moreover, women and the poor
often lack political power to demand a shift
of the tax burden from the poor to the rich,
and from women to men.

The next two sections give examples of
the ways in which international trends and
policies in finance have had negative
consequences for women, compared to
men.

The impact of economic crises on
women's work
Women's lives and livelihoods are affected
by economic crises in particular ways,
rooted in the gender division of labour
and attitudes about women's role in the
household. Recent trends show women
increasing their participation in formal
and informal paid employment, and
simultaneously being more vulnerable than
men to employment losses in the formal
sector. This results in statistics showing
higher levels of female unemployment
compared with male unemployment.
However, labour market statistics and time
studies in developing countries indicate
that during economic crises, and
immediately afterwards, the amount of
time that women spend doing both paid
and unpaid work increases.3 In contrast,
men's time doing paid work, and their
contribution to household and community
tasks, remain fairly constant.

1. Increases in the time women spend earning
money for their families
Female labour force participation rates tend
to increase when household incomes go
down and purchasing power is reduced.

At the household level, unemployment
of a male breadwinner seems to trigger a
response on the part of female household
members to substitute for the lost income
by entering the labour market, or by
increasing the number of hours they are
already active in the labour market.
Women also tend to increase their labour
market supply when male wages are
reduced or when, because of inflation and
currency devaluation, these wages become
insufficient to maintain household living
standards. As a consequence, there is an
increase in the number of hours women
spend in paid labour. Women tend to find
employment in low-skilled jobs, irregular
contracts, and 'flexible' work, including
home work (Carr, Chen, and Tate 2000), at
the lower end of the wage ladder.

2. Decreases in women's formal sector
employment
Women who are employed in industry and
in the formal sector also face particular
problems due to the increasing mobility of
money, which has led to countries being
unable to retain foreign capital investment.

In theory, increased capital mobility due
to portfolio investment and direct foreign
investment4 in developing countries is
good news, in that those countries have
gained more access to foreign capital.
However, this capital is also able to move
out of the country again, when financial
markets signal political instability or an
economic downturn. For example, during
the Asian financial crisis in 1997, billions of
portfolio investments moved out of
countries like Indonesia, Thailand, and
Malaysia, leading to the bankruptcy of
banks and firms, to currency depreciations,
and to enormous losses of central bank
reserves and government resources. At the
same time, multinational companies tended
gradually to reduce their activity in
Asia, away from the unstable financial
environment.

In Asia, this outflow of capital resulted
in large-scale job losses in the private
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sector, in particular in the export industries
that had previously attracted large amounts
of foreign capital. The workforce of the
export industries is about 75 per cent
female. Throughout the public and private
sectors, millions of employees lost their
jobs in the year after the crisis. Women
employees were disproportionately affected:
in the banking and financial services sector
of South Korea, 86 per cent of those who lost
their jobs were women (World Bank 1998).

3. Increases in the time women spend in unpaid
work
Redundancies and wage decreases threaten
families' living standards. So too do decreases
in public expenditure, which can also be
associated with financial crises. In times of
financial crisis, governments use large sums
of money in an attempt to counter the out-
flow of capital from the country, and the
accompanying decrease in the value of their
currency. Meanwhile, the decrease in
exports (following a fall in demand in the
crisis-hit region) reduces their tax revenue
from export duties. A budget deficit is
generated in consequence, which is addressed
through cuts in public expenditure.

The impact on households of lower
household incomes and decreased govern-
ment services is at least partially compen-
sated for by increased hours of female
unpaid labour. Women react to lower
consumption levels and reduced avail-
ability of public services by increasing their
production of homemade goods and
services. For example, they may grow
vegetables or make meals with cheaper
and more labour intensive ingredients.
They may decide to travel on foot rather
than by bus, to fetch firewood rather than
buy kerosene or electricity, or to try to treat
family illnesses at home rather than consult
a doctor or buy expensive medicine.

Overall, when the increase in women's
time spent in household and caring work is
combined with the increase in the time they
spend trying to earn an income, the total
time women spend working is likely to

increase substantially in an economic crisis.
As pointed out at the start of the section,
men's labour time does not seem to change
much. Circumstantial evidence from time-
use data suggests that if they have lost
paid employment, they may find a less
productive job in the informal sector, but
will not necessarily work longer hours.
Their unpaid labour time is not likely to
increase much either, scattered evidence
suggests, because of the gender division of
labour that prevents men from undertaking
'women's tasks', even when men find
themselves unemployed.

Limits on women's access to financial
resources
As financial markets expanded, increasing
amounts of money were transacted, and
banks became more competitive, access to
finance increased during the past decade.
However, this has been the case far less for
women than for men. In fact, financial
markets suffer from 'gender distortions' -
distortions that disadvantage female
borrowers as well as female savers, aside
from the lack of collateral that limits
women's access to finance (Baden 1996).

In most developing country contexts,
women have less information about
financial products and services than men
do. This can be explained partially by
lower female literacy rates in most (but not
all) developing countries, and the fact that
women have less command over essential
factors like transport to reach banking
facilities than do men. It is also partly
because financial information aimed at the
household level tends to be controlled
by men, through media, the marketing
strategies of financial institutions, and
government information channels. Thus,
many women have less access than men to
information about financial issues including
investment opportunities, credit programmes,
savings schemes, and market interest rates.

It is more difficult for women to get
loans or credit than it is for men because
most savings and lending institutions
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prioritise the needs of male customers.
This relative difficulty is sometimes
referred to as a higher 'negotiation cost'.
Women and men often require different
kinds of service from financial institutions.
For example, women tend to want to save
and borrow smaller amounts than men.
This is partly explained by women's lower
income levels, but also by the fact that
women tend to borrow and lend more
regularly, in order to meet cash flow
irregularities in the household. Most banks
are not used to these small-scale needs. It
can be very difficult to convince a bank
employee that value will be added to the
bank's business if he or she goes against
accepted policy and practice in order to
lend unusually small amounts of money, or
to accept regular savings deposits of small
amounts. In fact, for a bank, regular, small
transactions generally imply higher
administrative costs.

Women borrowers have to confront the
prejudice of bank employees concerning
the profitability of their investments and
their repayment rates. The majority of
employees in banks and credit programmes
continue to assume that women are likely
to be less skilled entrepreneurs than men,
and that women will be less reliable in
terms of repayment of loans. In reality,
however, as various credit scheme
evaluation studies have indicated, women
are better investors than men, and even
when they use loans for consumption
purposes, their repayment rates appear to
be higher than those of men. Figures from
Women's World Banking point out that
programmes that lend exclusively or
mainly to women enjoy repayment rates of
around 97 per cent - higher than in many
programmes that provide credit to men.5

Monitoring costs of credit (costs related
to the control over a loan, the subsequent
investment, and its returns) are higher for
female borrowers and savers. This is
because men often control resources within
households. Men tend to be breadwinners,
but even when they are not, they often

take up the role of head of household,
dominating household decision making.
A study of the Grameen Bank and three
other credit institutions in Bangladesh has
indicated that only 37 per cent of the female
borrowers retain control over their loans
within the household (Goetz and Sen
Gupta 1996). This means that in 63 per cent
of the households where women have
taken a loan in their own name, men have
partly or completely used the money for
their own priorities. Nonetheless, a woman
who takes a loan remains responsible for
repayment by the bank, even when her
husband uses the loan without generating
any return on investment. Ultimately, some
women may even be worse off with a loan
than without it. (For another perspective on
these issues, see the article in this issue by
Juliet Hunter and Nalini Kasynathan.)

Women often come under more
pressure than men to repay their loans.
This is sometimes referred to as a higher
'enforcement cost'. This is an interesting
point, in light of the fact that many lending
institutions target women because they are
such good repayers. It is tempting to believe
that this better rate of repayment is because
women are more efficient in business, or
more honest, than men. However, it may be
due in part to women's greater vulner-
ability to coercion. Case study material
suggests that women are more likely to be
put under pressure than men to pay back
their loans (Goetz and Sen Gupta 1996).
This pressure can come from men in their
own households, who have an interest in
the loans their wives or daughters obtain,
or it may come from creditors, who
threaten women who they believe will not
be able to repay their loans.

In conclusion, the opening-up of
financial markets, and the transfer of
money from the international financial
institutions and international development
organisations into local credit schemes,
local employment generation, and national
government resources, have a mixed
impact on women.
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Gender-based inefficiency
in global finances

Gender biases in finance not only result in
unequal treatment of women and men; they
also result in economic inefficiency. A
rather technical definition of economic
inefficiency, still dominant in economic
textbooks, and often in economic policy, is
that 'inefficiency' means that resources
have not been allocated in an 'optimal'
way, i.e. a way that would lead to maximum
output with minimum input. For example,
an efficient allocation of credit loans would
be characterised by a maximum number of
loans transacted at minimum costs. When
the interest rate is too high, few loans will
be taken, since people will judge credit to
be too expensive. When the interest rate
is too low, lenders will not earn enough to
cover their costs so, again, only a few loans
will be provided since for most creditors
offering credit will not be profitable. The
efficient interest level is the one that
balances maximum credit against mini-
mum cost.

In reality, this technical explanation of
efficiency and inefficiency is of limited use,
due to the complexity of real market
situations. The assumptions underlying the
standard definition of efficiency often do
not hold in the real world. For example,
they include assumptions that everyone has
equal access to perfect information, that a
particular historical context is not going to
affect people's economic behaviour, and
that the behaviour of everyone involved is
motivated by self-interest, rather than by
any other motive. Often, the free market
fails to generate an efficient allocation of
resources, and government policy is
required to offset this.

Moreover, even if this definition of
efficiency were accurate, it might very well
lead to outcomes that would be undesirable
from a social perspective, since inequality
would result from those with limited
purchasing power being excluded from the

market. Alternatively, the outcome might
be undesirable from an environmental
perspective, since environmental impacts
are difficult to price, and as a result the
environmental costs of a particular trans-
action are not easily taken into account in
the efficiency calculation. For example,
selling the rainforest may be profitable for
the selling company, its capital owners, and
the value of its shares on the stock
exchange. At the same time, society incurs
considerable costs when rainforests are
logged, in terms of global warming, conflict
with indigenous peoples, and loss of
biodiversity, including medicinal plants.

In 1934, dissatisfied with these short-
comings of the common notion of
efficiency, Margaret Reid developed an
alternative definition. It is helpful for
environmental economics as well as for
feminist economics. She defines efficiency
as 'the minimisation of waste'. To deter-
mine the efficiency of a transaction, her
approach requires that we define the waste
of environmental, time, social, public, or
private resources that occurred in the
transaction. This definition is neither
restricted to the market place, nor to
non-realistic assumptions about economic
behaviour. Inefficiency, according to Reid,
can also be present in women's unpaid
labour. When women need to walk an hour
to fetch drinking water, this may be a waste
of time, if it could be have been used more
productively in some other way.

Two levels of inefficiency in financial
markets
In the standard definition of efficiency,
credit markets operate efficiently when as
much credit as possible is provided at
minimum costs. Since credit in developing
countries is always in short supply (because
of the limited savings available for use
by lenders in financial markets where
incomes are low), there is never enough
credit to satisfy demand. The focus is
therefore on minimising costs and



Gender biases in finance 15

providing maximum credit. Banks and
other 'mainstream' credit institutions tend
to lend more to men than to women for two
reasons. The costs to banks of lending to
women may be high because women tend
to ask for smaller and more regular loans.
Banks also wrongly perceive that costs of
loans to women will be higher, because
they assume that lending to women will be
less profitable than lending to men. As a
result, many women find it difficult to gain
access to credit. To those who simply aim
for efficient allocation of credit through the
market, the fact that women have limited
access does not matter, because what
matters is that the market is allowed to run
efficiently.

This situation changes as soon as
lending to women appears to be more
profitable. Evaluation studies at the
Grameen Bank in Bangladesh indicated
that women borrowers were more efficient
than men, with higher repayment rates. In
1991, 15.3 per cent of male borrowers from
Grameen Bank missed repayments, against
1.3 per cent of female borrowers (Morduch
1999, 1583). These findings indicate that,
even according to the common definition of
efficiency with all its problems, credit
markets are inefficient as soon as they
discriminate against women.

When we use Margaret Reid's definition
of efficiency, we see how discrimination
against women borrowers produces
another negative social and economic
outcome for entire countries. It appears that
if women are excluded from credit markets,
poverty cannot be reduced to the same
extent that it might be if they were able to
borrow. This is because loans to women
appear to result in a higher amount of
money being spent on the household than
is the case with loans to men. On average,
for every 91 (US) cents that women are
loaned, an extra $1 will be spent on
household consumption (for example,
purchase of food, clothing, and other
essentials). In comparison, it takes an

average loan of $1.48 dollars to men to
result in the same increase in household
consumption (ibid., 1593). If credit is lent to
women, higher increases in household
living standards will be obtained than if it
is lent to men. This finding parallels
findings on differences in women's and
men's spending on household needs. Men
tend to keep a higher share of their incomes
for personal expenditure rather than for
household consumption in the interest of
all members of the household, whereas
women tend to spend a higher share of
their incomes on household consumption.

Poverty based on inefficient allocation
of finance
Scaling up from households and
individuals to the macro-level, gender-
related inefficiencies in finance reduce the
growth of GDP, limit the success of
poverty-reduction policies, and result in
macro-economic instability.

The law of diminishing marginal
returns states that the returns from the last
unit of a factor of production (labour,
capital, or land) are lower than the returns
from the units added earlier. For example,
if you use 100kg of fertiliser on your crops,
the first 10kg will cause the biggest increase
in yield, while the last 10kg will cause the
smallest increase. This law is true for most
production factors, though not for all (for
instance, human resources). It particularly
holds for capital investments: more
machines, tools, and means of transport
will help to increase production, but to a
diminishing degree.

The law of diminishing marginal
returns means we can say that lending to
those who have the lowest starting levels of
investment will bring higher marginal
returns on the investment, assuming that
entrepreneurial talents are more or less
equally distributed. Men generally have
more to invest in a business, so the
marginal returns on investment by men
will be lower than for women. Therefore,
for an economy as a whole, a bias in credit
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provision in favour of men and against
women will be inefficient, and may well
lead to lower output levels in the economy
than would be the case if women and men
had equal access to, and control over,
credit. So, for efficiency reasons, in the
short run, more money should be lent to
women and less to men. It is the stock of
capital that is one of the major deter-
minants of GDP growth, together with
levels of technology and human resources.
Since women have less access to these other
production factors as well, it becomes clear
that the combined gender biases in
financial markets, technology markets, and
education, together limit the potential
growth rates of GDP, and result in a failure
to reduce poverty.

Poverty based on damaging risk
strategies used by men
'Moral hazard' refers to the results of a
type of economic behaviour that shifts risks
from oneself onto another person, while
one keeps the benefits oneself. Financial
markets are known to be risky, and even
more so when we consider portfolio
investments. Usually, each investor bears
the risk of his or her own financial
transactions. However, in recent financial
crises, some investors have been 'bailed
out' by governments or the International
Monetary Fund (IMF), with the help of new
credit loans. This creates a moral hazard, in
that investors are likely to take excessive
risks, in order to reap high returns, because
they are confident that they will be
refunded if they lose. This is an unintended
side effect of financial crisis policies by
governments and the IMF, whose actions
are intended to prevent economic collapse
and the spread of crisis to other economies.

From a gender perspective, another
source of moral hazard functions in
financial markets. In times of financial
crisis, women bail out governments
through their activities in the care
economy. Women, who often bear primary
responsibility for household living

standards, tend to make up losses in
purchasing power and public services
provisioning with their own unpaid labour.
The more they do so in times of financial
crisis, as they did in Asia in 1997 and in
Russia in 1998, the more moral hazard is
increased in financial markets. At the
micro-level, why should a man not engage
in another risky investment adventure if
the household's survival is guaranteed by
his wife and daughter, whatever the
outcome? At the macro-level, governments
also rely on women's unpaid labour time,
to compensate for a reduction in public
expenditure. In effect, investors and
governments shift the risk of financial
instability to women, rather than bearing
the costs of their risky financial market
transactions themselves, or reducing
financial market expansion. This reliance
on women's unpaid labour enables
financial markets to grow continuously,
with increased risks of an outflow of
capital, an accompanying fall in GDP, and
an increase in income poverty, as well as
time poverty.

Conclusion

I have argued that finance is a gender issue,
at all levels of the economy, and pointed
out that more research is needed into the
linkages between finance and gender,
particularly at the meso- and macro-levels.
I have discussed two sets of issues relating
to gender inequality and gender-based
inefficiency. Gender biases in financial
systems reinforce inequalities between
women and men, and destabilise
economies at the macro-level, resulting in
GDP growing very slowly or even
declining. At the micro-level, this
means increased poverty for house-
holds and individuals, both in terms of
reduced income and increased time-
poverty, especially among women,
as individuals struggle to work longer
hours to make up the family income and
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substitute for services that the state used
to provide.
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Notes
1 The micro-level refers to the economic

activities of individuals. The meso-level
refers to financial institutions. The
macro-level refers to the economy at
national and international level.

2 For example, Sing and Zammit 2000;
Floro and Dymski 2000; Lim 2000;
Aslanbegui and Summerfield 2000;
Baden 1996.

3 For example, Moser 1989; Bakker 1994;
Sparr 1994; UNDP 1995 and 1999;
UNIFEM 2000.

4 Portfolio investments are a mix of
different financial assets held by
individuals, banks, or other organi-
sations, that can be bought and sold in
the short run. In contrast, direct foreign
investments are held in a particular
company and can only be sold with the
sales of (part of) the company, hence, in
the long run.

5 http://www.womensworldbanking.org
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Rural women earning
income in Indonesian
factories:
the impact on gender relations
Peter Hancock

In 1997 and 1998, the international economic crisis widely known as the 'Asian crisis' caused
massive inflation and currency devaluation in Indonesia. This paper highlights the effects of the
economic crisis on rural Indonesian women and their families. After the crisis, young women who
were employed in factories began to contribute a significantly greater amount of their wages to family
budgets. This cash contribution seems not only to have altered the nature of household livelihood
strategies, but also to have raised young women's status within the household.

Banjaran is a small densely populated
area in central West Java, with a
population of 114,000 in 1996-7, the

majority of whom are Sundanese
(Indonesia's second largest ethnic group).
In 1999-2000, the population of the region
had increased very little, due to high levels
of out-migration to major cities as a result
of the Asian crisis. Banjaran is bordered to
the north, east, and west by mountains,
and to the south by a sparsely populated
and extremely under-developed area.

Since the 1980s, industrialisation and
modernisation have encroached dramatically
upon Banjaran. Until then, many areas had
been relatively isolated, and Sundanese
culture had few outside influences with
which to contend. Now, factories are
commonplace. The factories are partially
accepted, though still widely perceived as
an 'alien' part of the cultural landscape.
Television and constant state propaganda
has exposed most people to further outside
influences. Nevertheless, the region is still
predominantly rural, and rice production is
the major economic activity. Sundanese

culture has remained strong.
Household organisation among

Sundanese families in Banjaran is signi-
ficantly different from that of Javanese
households in Central or East Java.
Sundanese women have long been
confined to the home, and were not
traditionally active in external production.
Twenty years ago, women - especially
unmarried women - rarely left their
village area, and were forbidden to leave
the Banjaran area alone. They were forced
to leave school at between 11 and 13 years
of age, the age of onset of womanhood in
Sundanese culture, and were married soon
after. Sundanese married women with
children, unlike their Javanese counter-
parts, rarely work in paid employment.
These factors have historically denied
Sundanese women economic freedoms
comparable with those of Javanese women.

In contrast, today, thousands of young
Sundanese women travel daily to the
factories, journeying as far as 18 km from
their homes. Factory employment is widely
available to rural women. The rationale for
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industries coming to the Banjaran region is
to take advantage of cheaper utilities, lower
land costs, and a rural, female workforce.
The high levels of unemployment among
young Sundanese men confirm that the
factory management prefers a female
workforce. Research in different global
contexts suggests that factory managers
employ young women because they are
more easily exploited, less likely to strike
or form membership organisations, are
comparatively free from family responsi-
bilities, and more adept at doing repetitive
and delicate tasks associated with assembly
line work (see Mies, Bennholdt-Thomsen,
and von Werlhof 1988; Kemp 1994).
The average age of the factory women
surveyed in the research discussed in this
article was 22. Of the 323 women surveyed,
9 per cent were aged between 14 and 16
years, 34 per cent were aged 17-19, 25 per
cent were aged 20-22,16 per cent were aged
23-25, and 16 per cent were aged 26 years
and older. Most, though not all, were
unmarried and poorly educated.

Impact of the Asian crisis
on Indonesia

The Asian crisis affected Indonesia more
severely than any other country in the
region. Massive inflation between 1997 and
1998 caused the purchasing power of the
Indonesian Rupiah to decline by over 140
per cent. GDP growth rates declined from
an average of 7 per cent per annum for the
early 1990s to -14.8 per cent in 1997-8. The
labour force in manufacturing declined
from 4.2 million to 3.5 million, while the
growth rate of manufacturing declined
from 6.42 per cent to -12.88 per cent (BPS
1998a; BPS 1998b). Malnutrition levels have
doubled as a result of increased poverty.
In 1999, it was estimated that between 39 to
49 million Indonesians were living below
the poverty line, and that malnutrition
was killing 450 pre-school age children
each day (Widiadana 1999).

This article examines the impact of the
Asian crisis on households and gender
relations in Banjaran. It is based on two
research studies. The first study, in 1996-7,
involved 323 young women who work in
factories, 17 village heads, and the mothers
of some factory workers. I undertook a
follow-up study in 1999-2000. Data was
collected on wage levels, working conditions,
household organisation, local culture, and
the contributions factory women make to
their families and villages. By comparing
data collected in 1996-7 with data collected
in 1999-2000,1 was able to track the effects
of the crisis.

The impact of the crisis on
women and their families

Price increases on basic household goods
Thirty-six per cent of women interviewed
in my second study stated that the biggest
impact of the Asian crisis on themselves
and their families was price increases for
basic items such as food, oil, transport,
health, and education. According to
household surveys in Banjaran, the Asian
crisis caused prices of food and cooking oil
to increase by 230 per cent and transport
costs by 70 per cent between 1997-9.1 The
price of rice in the largest open market near
Banjaran increased from 1008 Rp per kilo in
1996 to 2320 Rp per kilo in 1998.

Two per cent of young women factory
workers stated that increases in education
costs were the biggest impact of the
economic crisis. Although a small proportion,
this is evidence of the importance placed by
these workers on education for women. In
the research in 1996-7, I had found one of
the biggest impacts of young women
taking employment in factories in Banjaran
was that the worker's wages could ensure
that her female siblings could finish high
school, and potentially break free of
traditions of early marriage and school-
leaving for women. In 1996-7 the young
women factory workers were very proud
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that their wages could be used to 'give a
better life' to their younger sisters. They
were prepared to work in factories and
endure the boredom and exploitation, if it
meant that their younger siblings could
finish school.

Decrease in real wage levels
A further 31 per cent of women stated that
the biggest impact was the enormous
decrease of the purchasing power of their
wages. The overall family budget had
become too tight, and women's wages were
needed to keep their families alive.

Between 1997-9, the average monthly
wages of factory women had increased
from 142,000 Rp to 340,000 Rp. However,
high inflation meant that this increase of
just over 100 per cent barely accommodated
the impact of the Asian crisis. All the
women involved in the research stated that
despite wage increases, the crisis had made
their lives very difficult. Over 90 per cent
stated that their wage increases did not
cover basic living expenses, and 11 per cent
said the crisis had plunged their families
into serious poverty.

According to one researcher, wages in
Indonesia's industrial sector are kept below
living standards to stop labour becoming
empowered and threatening the state
(Hugo 1992). Another explanation is that
wage levels are kept low to cover the cost of
rent-seeking activities by officials, which
amounts to 30 per cent of production costs,
in contrast to labour costs of 10 per cent
(Mehmet 1994). The Chief of Research and
Development Planning at the Indonesian
Ministry of Manpower has argued, in a
newspaper interview, that the fact that
wages are kept low due to corruption in
Indonesia has increased the negative
impact of the Asian crisis upon labour
(Jakarta Post, 3 February 2000). He stated
that wages must increase by another
100 per cent to allow for inflation and
provide workers with a 'living' wage.
However, it is unlikely that this rise will
happen; government data reveal that real

wage levels in large and medium factories
actually decreased between 1996 and 1998
(BPS 1998a, 12).

Coping strategies during
the crisis

Women factory workers reported the
following changes at household level:

Contributing a greater proportion of
factory earnings to the household budget
Women's small factory wages were crucial
to family survival after the crisis. Sixteen
per cent of the women surveyed stated that,
as a result of employment losses in other
sectors, they had become the main
breadwinner in their family, whereas before
the crisis they were secondary earners. The
remainder reported a slight increase in the
importance of their wages.

In 1996-7, before the crisis, most women
factory workers had given a monthly
contribution to their mothers or family.
The rest of their earnings would be spent
on extra foodstuffs, luxuries like instant
coffee and take-away foods, transport, and,
occasionally, clothes, make-up, and
entertainment. Women contributed an
average of 38 per cent of their income to
their family. Sixteen per cent contributed
80 per cent or more of their wages, and
11 per cent gave the family all their wages.
19 per cent of the cohort said they
contributed nothing to their families. Some
money was given back to the women on
a daily basis to allow them to afford
transport and food costs, which are
relatively high in Indonesia. Those who
contributed the average amount to their
family of 38 per cent received the
equivalent of 17 per cent of this amount
back as a reimbursement.2

In 1999-2000, after the onset of the
economic crisis, all had had to reassess
these spending patterns. I found that on
average women now contributed 53 per
cent of their wages to their families. Thirty-
three per cent contributed 80 per cent of
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their wages or more, and 30 per cent
contributed 100 per cent of their wages.
The number of young women contributing
nothing to their families had decreased to
5.5 per cent. The level of reimbursement
had decreased to only the equivalent of
12 per cent of the average contribution.

Coping through adapting consumption
patterns
Families had changed their spending habits
and consumption patterns radically to
adjust to the crisis. Twenty-seven per cent
of women in the 1999-2000 study stated
that they, in conjunction with their families,
were working out new consumption
patterns to stop their families from starving
or becoming sick from malnutrition.
Usually, factory women worked out
budgets with their mothers but needed tacit
approval from fathers or husbands.
Typically, they cut education and health
costs first. Second, the women would walk
long distances to work, to avoid expensive
transport costs. Finally, families would cut
down on the quality of the food they
bought each week. If that failed to create a
viable weekly budget, they would cut
down on the quantity of food as well. These
changes in consumption patterns match
almost exactly national findings from
studies of the impacts of the Asian crisis
conducted by the Indonesia Department of
Statistics (BPS 1998a).

All the families studied reported
changing their spending habits by not
buying luxury consumer goods and
spending less on education and transport.
Eighty-six per cent of the families also
reported changing their diet, avoiding
expensive goods such as meat and fruit,
and living off less expensive foods such
as poor-quality rice and root foods. This
pattern was confirmed by the Indonesian
government (BPS 1998a, 3) when it reported
that, as a result of the crisis, poor house-
holds spent more on goods, and less on
non-food items such as education and
health. However, despite increased spending

on food, price increases made it likely that
family members would be able to purchase
less good-quality food, and would
experience lower nutritional status. For
example, between 1996-8, poor households
in rural Indonesia increased their average
spending on food from 71.6 per cent of
their monthly income to 75.5 per cent
(BPS 1998a, 75). Further, this same study
found that 38 per cent of rural households
reduced the quantity of food bought, 48 per
cent reduced the quality of food bought
and 47 per cent reduced transport costs, in
order to cope with the crisis (BPS 1998a, 83).
These national data are reflective of the
situation in Banjaran.

Involving young women in decision-
making on household expenditure
As stated earlier, the Asian crisis has led to
a significant number of women in Banjaran
directing all, or a greater proportion of,
their wages into household expenditure. In
a sense, they are relinquishing control of
their wages to allow their families to cope
with the crisis. Paradoxically, it seems that
many young women have simultaneously
taken on an increased role in household
decision-making. Focus groups with
families revealed that the new household
budgeting strategies have been worked out
with parents, husbands, and older siblings,
in a more democratic way than was the
case with household strategies before the
crisis.

Many parents in focus groups and
interviews claimed their daughters'
maturity and intelligence surprised them
when they were asked to participate in
problem-solving. Besides the obvious
importance of their wages, the women
seemed to be gaining valuable and 'high
status' experience that increased their
ability to solve problems in their house-
holds. This was happening as a result of
encountering new and complex experiences
in the factories, including Western notions of
production and culture, and encountering
foreign managers, buyers, and investors.
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Not only were factory wages potentially
empowering in themselves, but young
women were literally 'dislocated', in a
geographic sense, from their homes and
villages, and exposed to experiences that
were unknown to their mothers or
grandmothers. In short, experience and
wages were the key to improving the status
of factory women in the home. This finding
is at odds with many similar studies
because it focuses on the households and
not upon the workplace where exploitation,
harassment, and poor working conditions
can have serious negative influences upon
women's status in the workplace or public
sphere.

The findings are in line with other
research, which has indicated that women
are able to increase their bargaining power
and decision-making abilities in the
household through the receipt of
independent income (Young 1992).
However, women's increased status as a
result of earning depends upon many local
variables, such as religion, kinship, and
differential household spending on boys
and girls (ibid.). Among Sundanese
families, tradition had previously dictated
that more resources are invested in boys
than girls. However, it appeared that in
1996-7 this notion was changing as a
result of young women's employment in
factories. Similarly,' preference for sons was
being challenged by 40 per cent of the
women studied, a significant proportion.
Industrial employment had catalysed a
challenge to such attitudes.

Changes in young women's
experience of work

Factory women have been provided with
relatively long term and stable employment
- the average working life of the 323 women
sampled in 1996-7 was 3.4 years, and by
1999-2000 this average had increased to
4.8 years. Attitudes to work had changed
considerably before and after the crisis.

In the 1996-7 research, the Sundanese
women working in factories had relatively
fixed views toward their work. Most
women saw factory employment as a route
to better things, compared with very
limited opportunities in the agricultural or
trading sectors. They were prepared to
work hard if this would mean improved
living standards for themselves and their
families, as compared with standards of
their mothers' era when young women
rarely worked outside the home. As stated
above, many saw factory employ-ment as a
way to improve the education and life
chances of their existing and future
children, and younger siblings.

One 17-year-old woman who works in a
factory making products for Nike, the
sportswear firm, told me:

My factory wage is very important to our
family. It is used so that my younger sister can
finish her high school, and she will be the first
girl in our family to do this. When she finishes
she wants to become an airhostess. The rest of
my wage is used to get medicine for my father
and food for my younger brothers. I don't mind
the factory work, sometimes seven days a week,
because I can see what the money can do in my
home. When I am exhausted I think about my
family, and that gives me energy.
(Interview, June 1997)

In contrast, in 1999-2000, most young
women saw factory work simply as a way
to survive the economic crisis. Young
women factory workers were asked how
the Asian crisis had affected their life at
work. They were asked in their homes,
individually, yet their answers fell easily
into a handful of categories. Thirty per cent
claimed that the crisis had made no
difference. Twenty-two per cent claimed
that their working conditions had become
very unstable, and that they had become
unsure of their employment, due to never-
ending changes to their working hours,
pay rates, quotas, and the attitude of
management to workers. Twenty-nine
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per cent stated that their working day had
become harsher, with more compulsory
overtime and more exploitative managers.
Ten per cent stated that the biggest impact
was more overtime, as their factory tried to
cope with the crisis and produce 'more for
less'. Seven per cent stated that low wages
was the biggest change, whereby inflation
due to the crisis meant their real wages
were lower in 1999-2000 than in 1996-7
despite wage increases. Two per cent of the
women claimed that their traditional
bonus, upon which they relied each year,
was cancelled.

Only three per cent of the factory
workers surveyed claimed that their
factories had become more exploitative in
terms of forced overtime, working for
illegal pay, or in abusing women as a result
of attempts to increase productivity levels
to offset the impacts of rampant inflation.
However, in focus groups and open
interviews this story changed dramatically.
I quickly understood that the workers were
scared of losing their jobs, and that many
had been warned not to discuss their
employment conditions with researchers.

Conclusion

In an area of traditionally low status for
women, the impact of the Asian crisis of
1997-8 has provided factory women with a
unique opportunity to play a role in
solving serious economic problems within
their households, caused by very high
inflation and increased poverty levels. This
leads me to the conclusion that in harsh
economic times, traditional patriarchy has
been weakened by the necessity of families
accepting an increased contribution by
young women. Women in Banjaran are
increasingly being seen as economic assets
to the family, like their Javanese counter-
parts, whose income is commonly the
mainstay of their household (Brenner 1998).

The importance of factory women's
contributions seems to have been

acknowledged, which has led to young
women participating actively in important
decision-making and developing new
household strategies. The economic crisis
has entailed that irrational notions of
women being an economic burden have
been dealt a serious and much-needed
blow in Banjaran (and, I suspect, in many
other rural areas in Indonesia).

This paper is based upon household
research and was conducted in rural
households. Research inside factories was
abandoned when it became obvious that
many women were worried about the
repercussions from factory management
and local Indonesian authorities if they
spoke to me about sensitive issues such as
trade unions and exploitation. Many
parents were openly upset about my
research but most came to trust me after I
explained that I would not reveal their
identity. However, the fact that many
women were afraid of their employers and
the local authorities does not bode well for
the sustainability of industrialisation in
nations like Indonesia. It was clear that
female workers were experiencing
extremely high levels of exploitation in the
factories, which was shocking to me.
Research focusing on the household gives a
contrasting perspective on the impacts of
factory work on Sundanese women, with
some surprisingly positive results.

Peter Hancock is the Registrar of West Coast
Institute of Management and Technology,
251 Adelaide Terrace, Perth, Western Australia
6000. He continues to work in Indonesia and
plans further research trips there in 2001.
E-mail: phancock66@hotmail. com;
tel +618 9225 4121;
fax +618 9225 4120.

Notes

1 These figures contrast with Government
data. For example, one data set indicates
that the crisis had caused the cost of food
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(including cooking oil) and transport to
increase by 117 per cent and 55 per cent
respectively, between 1997-8 (Evans
1999, 117). The confusion is due to
inaccuracies in Indonesian govern-ment
data, and the large scale of their surveys
across a diverse nation of 13,000 islands.
More local data, such as those on which
this paper is based on, are necessary.

2 In comparison, in research with factory
women in rural Central Java, Diane
Wold (1992) found that factory women
contributed 28 per cent of their monthly
salary and received the equivalent of
36 per cent back as reimbursements.

3 Education costs to families in Indonesia
are supposed to be sponsored by the
government of Indonesia. However, it is
not uncommon to find schools with
appalling infrastructure and low paid
teachers and administrators creating
their own income-generating schemes.
This situation became worse during the
crisis, when costs increased dramatically,
leaving many unable to afford education.
The failures in the current system are a
serious concern in rural Indonesia.
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Just another job?
Paying for domestic work
Bridget Anderson

Paid domestic work is a feature of households all over the world, from Ecuador to Swaziland, from
Spain to the Ivory Coast. In many countries, it probably constitutes the single largest female
employment sector (though its invisibility can make this difficult to document). It is work that is
predominantly performed by women, and is usually managed by other women. Yet it has received
very little attention, either from feminists or from trade unionists, or indeed from political activists in
general - many of whom, particularly if they are women, depend on a domestic worker to facilitate
their activism. This paper explores the experiences of migrant domestic workers in Europe, and in
particular in the UK.1 However, the issues it raises present challenges - both personal and political -
for women and men throughout the world, whether they are domestic workers or employers.

What is domestic labour? In the
North, housework (meaning
work performed within one's

own household, unpaid) was the subject of
considerable debate in the 1970s. This
debate centred on the relationship of
domestic work to capitalist production,
using the distinction drawn in the
nineteenth century by Friedrich Engels
between productive and reproductive
work: "The determining factor in history is,
in the final instance, the production and
reproduction of immediate life.... On the
one side, the production of the means of
subsistence, of food, clothing and shelter
and the tools necessary for that production;
on the other side, the production of human
beings themselves, the propagation of the
species.' (Engels 1884,4)

In the debates of the 1970s, some
feminists (for example, Dalla Costa and
James 1972) argued that domestic work is
actually a form of production, since it
'produces' the human beings that make up
the workforce. They argued that what
distinguishes domestic work is that it is

unpaid. Some feminists argued that it is the
fact that domestic work takes place within
the 'private sphere' of the home that makes
it intrinsically different from production.
In the home, work is not regulated by the
state or the market, and hierarchical,
male-dominated power relations still hold
(Pateman 1983).

One important point arising from these
debates is that the production of human
beings is very different from the production
of commodities. This is because people are
not just units of labour, but social, cultural,
and ideological beings (Brenner and Laslett
1986). Consequently, domestic work is not
only about the essential maintenance of
physical bodies, and is not confined only to
caring for people who are part of the
labour force. In fact, other categories of
people also receive care - for example, the
very elderly.

Domestic work is also concerned with
perpetuating culture and society, and the
social standing and lifestyle of households.
Nobody has to have polished floors, or
ornaments that gather dust, but such things
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affirm the status of the household, its
economic class, and its access to money
and human resources. In practice, it is hard
to distinguish essential domestic work
from work that is to do with maintaining
status. For example, caring for a child
inevitably involves a great deal of
cleaning, washing clothes, and so on, but
much of this is, strictly speaking,
unnecessary. How often clothes are washed,
and whether they are ironed, rapidly
become issues of status.

It is characteristic of domestic work that
it often involves performing several tasks
simultaneously - caring for a child,
washing up, and cooking lunch may all be
done at the same time. Rather than a series
of tasks, domestic work is better perceived
as a series of processes, of tasks inextricably
linked, often operating at the same
time (Schwartz Cowan 1983). It also
involves mental and emotional work. By its
nature, domestic work requires a great deal
of management, and this aspect of it is
largely hidden. Domestic tasks are widely
perceived by both men and women simply
as chores that have to be done. It can be
difficult for those who do not do domestic
work - including the majority of men - to
understand the processes involved in such
work. In particular, for women to teach
men the skills of domestic work, when they
perceive it to be unskilled, is culturally,
socially, and politically sensitive - try it!

The significance of domestic work for
people's lives and well-being varies
according to who is doing the work, and
under what conditions. While domestic
work is usually unpaid and performed by
women in the houses where they
themselves live, in the rest of this article,
I discuss domestic work performed in other
people's houses, for pay. Why do people
employ domestic workers, and whom do
they employ? What impact does doing
paid domestic work have on women's
everyday lives, and on their status in
their own families and communities?

Throughout the article, I draw on both
secondary sources and on my own research
into the lives of migrant domestic workers.

Why employ a domestic
worker?

Domestic work is now a key area of
employment throughout the world. The
vast majority of paid domestic workers are
female. In Ecuador and in Chile, domestic
workers account for at least 20 per cent of
the economically active female labour
force. In Hong Kong in the 1980s, 75 per
cent of legal migrant admissions were for
domestic workers. In southern Africa, live-
in domestic work is now the major
occupation for unskilled migrants. The
demand for domestic workers in private
households, both as carers and as cleaners,
is marked throughout the European Union.
In the UK, a survey by the research group
Mintel shows that the amount spent on
household workers rose from £1.1 billion in
1987 to £4.3 billion in 1997. In 1994, in
Germany, an estimated 2.8 million
households regularly employed domestic
workers, and a further 1.4 million
employed them on an irregular basis
(Anderson 2000).

The reasons for this high and rising
demand seem very straightforward at first
sight. In many countries where there is an
increased demand for domestic workers,
populations are ageing, and families are
increasingly 'nuclear' in form. Countries in
this situation include those of the European
Union, Japan, Malaysia, and Taiwan.

Where there is a high number of
women entering the labour market, this can
stimulate demand for domestic workers.
For instance, in the example of Swaziland,
'the growing number of women in
domestic service is a phenomenon mainly
of the postcolonial era, as increasingly
more women have entered the labour force,
creating the need for domestic helpers.
This has generated a wave of female
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migration to towns from rural areas, where
these women are in need of income to
support their families.' (Miles 1999,195)

In many countries including Ivory
Coast, Costa Rica, Bangladesh, Philippines,
and Senegal, paying adult women to
perform domestic labour occurs alongside
the custom of children or adolescents from
relatively poor parents being sent to live
with other, wealthier members of the
family. They are responsible for the care of
younger children and housework, and in
return receive a roof over their head,
their keep, and perhaps some education.
In Haiti, large numbers of rural families
send their children to work in the homes
of town-dwellers, to whom they are not
related. In Port-au-Prince alone, there are
an estimated 40,000. Such arrangements
range from those which genuinely benefit
the child, to those which are grossly
exploitative.

As growing numbers of women have
entered the paid workforce outside the
home, a 'reproductive labour gap' has
opened up. A number of factors add to the
problem. These differ in each context, but
often include cutbacks in social provision,
demographic change (for example, in
Europe there is a rising ratio of older
people as compared to those of working
age), loosened ties with the extended
family, and changes in family form.

However, these trends are not enough
to explain why households employ paid
domestic workers. Women who are not
working outside the home often employ
such workers. Of course, one should not
underestimate the importance of domestic
workers in facilitating middle-class
women's participation in community and
voluntary sector work - whether in the
North or the South. However, a study of
domestic workers in South Africa during
the apartheid era found that just over a
quarter of married female employers were
employed outside the home. For the
majority, the employment of a domestic
worker facilitated leisure activities and a

high-status lifestyle (Cock 1989). In Taiwan,
a government recruitment programme for
overseas domestic workers was halted in
March 1995, because only 11 per cent of the
13,286 women who had been given licences
to hire domestic workers had entered the
job market (Anderson 1997).

When efforts are made by the state or
private sector employers to substitute for
women's domestic work, these focus on the
vital work of caring for children and the
elderly, rather than the management of the
household and domestic chores.2 However,
provision for the care of the young and the
elderly is very limited, even in Europe. For
example, France is the only European Union
state which provides publicly-funded care
for children of three and under, and even
there, only 20 per cent of children will find
a place. Most middle class people make
their own private provision.

While a couple might have to employ a
carer to enable them both to go to work in
the productive economy, they do not have
to employ a cleaner. Nevertheless, studies
in the UK have shown how many middle-
class heterosexual couples employ a cleaner
first when children are born, to avoid
conflict over who does the domestic work
(Gregson and Lowe 1994). Perhaps
managing a domestic worker openly is a
more attractive option for women than
attempting to manage men covertly.
Employing a domestic worker also gives
middle-class women time to devote the
'quality time' that we are led to believe is
so important to children's development
and to a happy marriage. In effect,
employing a worker enables middle-class
wives and mothers to give moral/spiritual
support to the family, while freeing them
from servitude (Anderson 2000).

How does pay alter the
nature of domestic work?

Domestic work is not a finite task to be
divided fairly or delegated. As stated
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earlier, domestic work is not only about
performing essential tasks, but social
relationships and status. Paid domestic
workers are often required to work to far
higher standards than employers
themselves would meet. Many service life-
styles that would otherwise not be
sustained. In the words of a Filipina
domestic worker in Athens, 'They have a
very big house, and everywhere, white
carpet. They have three dogs. I hate those
dogs, with long, long hair. Even one hair
will show on the white carpet.' While a
Czech au pair3 in the UK says, 'Her
[teenage] daughter changes her clothes five,
six times a day, and leaves them on the
floor. I have to pick them up, wash them,
iron them, put them away. I cannot tell her,
Tasha, you cannot change your clothes so
many times. And my employer does not
notice.'

Women working without papers, with
no legal protection, and isolated in private
households, are particularly vulnerable to
abuse. They often perform degrading tasks
that it is unlikely that any woman with a
choice would be prepared to undertake.
Tasks I have been told of include flushing
employers' toilets, cleaning pet cats' anuses,
scrubbing the floor with a toothbrush
three times a day, or standing by the door
in the same position for hours at a time.
It is difficult to interpret such tasks as
anything other than a manifestation of
employer power and worker powerlessness.

Racism and degradation:
life as a migrant domestic
worker

One of the striking characteristics of paid
domestic work is how often it is performed
by migrants, whether rural to urban
migrants (India, South America, Philippines,
Indonesia, southern Africa, etc.) or
international migrants (Middle East,
Singapore, Hong Kong, Europe, USA, etc.).

In Europe, evidence from migrants'
organisations points to domestic work and
prostitution being the main forms of
employment for newly arrived migrant
women. Many international migrants are
undocumented, since, even in places where
it is legally possible to get a work permit for
domestic employment such as Singapore or
Hong Kong, requirements are often
extremely restrictive, agencies are
expensive, and length of legal stay is often
limited.

Employing a foreign migrant domestic
worker, or one from a different ethnic,
social, or religious group, enables
households to perpetuate and promote the
idea of other races and social groups as
servers and doers of dirty work that they
themselves are too important to do. When
the worker is charged with looking after
children, these power relations are quite
literally reproduced. As a Filipina in
Athens described, 'I heard children playing,
they are playing house. The other child
said, "I am a Daddy." The other child said,
"I am a Mummy." And then, "She is a
Filipina." So what does the child mean,
even the child knows or it's already
learning, that if you are a Filipina you are
a servant inside the house.'

A UK domestic workers' support
organisation, Kalayaan, keeps annual
figures detailing the kinds of difficulties
faced by workers they interview. In 1996-7,
of the 195 workers registered, 84 per cent
reported psychological abuse, 34 per cent
physical abuse, and ten per cent sexual
abuse. Fifty-four per cent were locked in,
55 per cent did not have their own bed,
and 38 per cent had not regular food. In
Hong Kong, a survey of 100 Indonesian
domestic workers found that 76 per cent
were not given the statutory day off,
86 per cent had their passports held, and
86 per cent did not receive the legal
minimum wage.
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Challenging gender
relations in domestic
workers' families

Of course, not all employers degrade
and abuse their workers. If a hard-pressed
working mother in Europe employs a
desperate migrant worker, is it not a
satisfactory solution? Would women not
rather be in domestic employment, sending
money to their families, than trying to eke
out a subsistence back home? In addition,
some feminists have argued that working
abroad may give migrant women an
opportunity to challenge traditional gender
roles (Hondagneu-Sotelo 1994), since the
fact that women are sending money to their
families may improve their status in their
households and wider society.

Certainly, the majority of migrant
domestic workers I have encountered have
re-built their lives, showing tremendous
tenacity, and feel that they are making an
important contribution to family back
home. Women's paid domestic work in the
UK means that families can survive. In a
questionnaire completed by 83 women who
are regular attenders at Kalayaan, a
question was included asking what
families spent migrants' remittances on. An
average of 75.9 per cent of earnings was
spent on food, and 3.6 per cent on capital
investment. However, while some who had
legal permission to be in the UK felt that
working as a migrant domestic worker
brought improvements to their family,
others, especially those still undocumented,
found the price too high. 'My life is worse
than before. I'm on this dark road with no
way out... that's how I feel.... All I want to
do is go back home, even though we're
very poor. But then, what kind of life will
my daughter have?' (A Filipina working in
London)

Many of the women I have spoken to
have migrated for economic reasons, but
also see migration as the only means of
escape from violent, drunken, and abusive
husbands.

The difficulties of marital relationships
can be seen from the fact that only six out
of the 83 women sent money back to their
husbands alone, and most sent back to
other women, to mothers, daughters, and
sisters. When this was explored in a group
discussion in February 2000, there was
some surprise that this should be worthy
of any remark. Comments included: 'You
can't trust your husband to spend it on the
people who need it.' And 'He will drink it
away.' Women agreed that they rely on
female networks to spend their remittances
wisely, even if they send some money to
their husbands to protect their egos.
Consensus on this was surprising, given
that the group of women I was talking
to came from six national groups, from
Ivory Coast to the Philippines.

One Kalayaan member, P., revealed
how she was asked by a worker to carry a
substantial sum of money to Sri Lanka
when she visited that country. She was
given strict instructions to hand over a
small amount to the husband, but to give
the bulk to the mother in secret. When she
went to the worker's family home she was
welcomed by the man in the sitting room,
and waited on by mother and other female
relatives. He was pleased with the sum
given him. P. then explained that she was
going to greet the women in the kitchen,
and secretly handed over the rest, to be
spent on the children. It seems that migrant
work enables women to subvert, but not
directly challenge, gender roles.

Though poverty is a crucial factor in
motivating women to migrate, migration
should not be seen in purely economic
terms. In July 1998, after many years of
campaigning in the UK, 1800 previously
undocumented migrant domestic workers
succeeded in obtaining visas (Anderson
2000) and the majority of them went home
to visit family and friends, often for the first
time for many years. On their return they
spoke of their pleasure in being a mother
(though not of being a wife) and looking
after their children. Of course, being a
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visiting mother is not the same as being a
full time one. For some, return was more
complicated: having been living in the UK,
where gay and extra-marital relations are
more acceptable, they found themselves
going back into communities where they
were married - or ought to be - and forced
to hide, 'confess', or forsake their 'uncon-
ventional' extra-marital liaisons. The
majority of the women did not think that
their economic contribution to the family
had greatly impacted on their gender roles.

Hidden social costs of migration became
apparent to many when they returned
home. Some felt ill at ease, that everything
was different, and that they no longer
belonged. When their family met them at
the airport, women commonly did not
recognise any of them. They talked of the
embarrassment of having sex with your
husband when he has become a virtual
stranger, of children who believe that their
mothers don't love them, of relatives who
have died and moved away. It is scarcely
surprising, then, that women were very
ambivalent when asked whether they
would recommend migration or want their
daughters to migrate - they would prefer
that they did not have to make the choice
between hunger and emigration.

Can employing a migrant
domestic worker be a
feminist act?

It seems that working as a domestic worker
may not challenge the structures of
patriarchy, racism, and inequality that
impoverish women in the first place,
indeed arguably at a structural level they
are only reinforced by such work.
Individually, however, it makes a differ-
ence to people's lives. Employing a migrant
domestic worker can be regarded as a
demonstration of sisterhood, albeit at an
individual human level rather than a
structural one. Potential employers known
to Kalayaan often make contact with the

organisation after they have seen a
television programme or read an article
exposing the situation of migrant domestic
workers in London, offering, in the kindest
fashion, board and lodging in return for
work. A place in a home is seen as a
charity, and reproductive labour is
presented not as work, but as a little extra
on the side.

It is important to recognise that there is
always a power relationship between
domestic workers and their employers, and
that this power is greatly increased when
the worker is an undocumented migrant.
A migrant woman, particularly an
undocumented migrant woman, has far
fewer responses available to her when she
has power exercised over her, either
through violence or through kindness.
One must beware then of using kindness
to deny the presence of a relationship
of power between women.

Judith Rollins has developed the notion
of 'maternalism' (Rollins 1985), to denote a
friendly relationship between women that
works to confirm the employer's kindness
and the worker's childlike inferiority.
Through kindness and charity, the
powerful woman asserts her feminine
qualities of morality and pity over the
helpless recipient. Thus, once again, the
worker plays a role in reproducing a female
stereotype.

Money and the contract of
care

The above highlights a very particular
problem affecting paid domestic workers,
namely the nature of the employment
contract (Anderson 2000). The relationship
between worker and employer is not a
straightforward contractual one, nor is the
worker straightforwardly selling her labour
power. For the moment I will continue to
use the rather crude and unsatisfactory
caring/cleaning distinction, because I think
they expose different issues in relation to
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contract. One problem is that the idea of
caring work challenges our understanding
of 'labour power'. Are we paying simply
for the physical labour of care, leaving the
emotional labour of care to those who are
genetically linked to the cared for? This
question may seem very abstracted, but
workers have a good intuitive grasp of this.
'Sometimes when they say to me that I
should give her lots of love, I feel like
saying, well, for my family I give love free,
and I'm not discriminating, but if it's a job
you'll have to pay me.' (Dominican worker
in Barcelona) Requests to Kalayaan for
workers often stipulate very personal
qualities, for example that the worker be
'happy' or 'affectionate'. Requests for
workers of a particular country origin may
also be based on racist stereotypes about
the personal characteristic of workers from
that country. An employer may ask for a
Filipina because Filipinas are believed to be
docile.4

Physical caring requires face-to-face
interaction which, when repeated on a
daily basis with a small number of people
in a private household,5 almost inevitably
develops into a relationship. This kind of
relationship is often particularly difficult
for the worker to manage when the person
cared for is a child. Indeed this personal,
emotional relationship is often the very
reason why parents will choose, for
example, to have a nanny in the home
rather than send a child to day-care.

If we allow that we are paying for the
emotional labour of care, is money enough
to compensate a worker who is required to
do work which leads to her forming a
human relationship with those who
employ her, and yet whose work brings
with it no mutual obligations, no entry into
a community, and no real human relations,
only money? One of the ways in which
employers (and some workers to a lesser
degree) attempt to negotiate this difficulty
is by using the idea that domestic workers
are 'part of the family', as a strategy for

managing the complex personal and power
relations around domestic work. However,
when one explores what this really means,
it becomes highly confused and conten-
tious, both in theory and in practice. For
example, a worker who has cared for a
child over many years, and spent many
more hours with her than with her natural
mother, has no right to see the child,
should the employer decide to terminate
the relationship. Money is held to express
the full extent of any obligations to her.
This is experienced by many paid domestic
workers as deeply problematic, and as a
denial of themselves as human beings with
normal human feelings.

Being told that you are 'part of a family'
often serves to conceal the real power
relationships at work, and this leads to
confusion and exploitation. Employers can
switch from considering the relationship as
contractual or familial, depending on what
is most convenient for them. For example,
extra hours can be demanded as a 'favour'.
In her research into migrant women doing
domestic work in Swaziland, Miranda
Miles found that 'the disadvantages of
being "one of the family" far outweighed
the advantages. Wages tended to be lower
and erratically paid on the premise that the
maid would "understand" their financial
situation. Incorporating a domestic worker
into the family circle is usually, although
not always, a sure way of depressing wages
and possibly hiding even the most discreet
forms of exploitation involved in the
employer-employee relationship.' (Miles
1999,207)

Emphasising that domestic workers
are workers and are covered by an
employment contract rather than some
quasi-familial relationship has been very
important in organising for their rights.6

However, as well as the undeniable
practical difficulties in monitoring and
implementing contracts in the private
household, there are also political
difficulties with this. If we professionalise
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domestic work, we risk creating hierarchies
of domestic workers, and making non-
exploitative and non-degrading forms of
domestic work inaccessible to undocu-
mented migrants. As discussed earlier,
much of the household work performed by
many of the workers I speak to is not
socially valuable - rather, it is unnecessary,
exploitative, and/or degrading. Profession-
alising aspects of domestic work potentially
leaves those workers in the weakest
position in the labour market - for example,
undocumented migrants - even more
vulnerable, unable to draw boundaries and
refuse work they find demeaning.

Conclusion

Domestic labour is not just another paid
job. It differs from other forms of paid
work in its very nature, and this makes a
contractual relationship very problematic.
This is because it involves turning not only
the worker's labour power, but also their
personal identity, into commodities to be
bought. First, the practical aspects of caring
cannot be clearly detached from caring in
an emotional sense. Second, paying for
domestic work enables an employer to
assert power and superiority over the
domestic worker. These issues also arise in
the case of sex work and other service jobs.
Paid domestic work in private households
highlights the fact that it is impossible to
understand work in isolation from the
worker.

The most effective means of protecting
domestic workers from abuse is, in the
first instance, to treat domestic work as
'just another job', extending employment
rights and a means of implementing these
rights to these workers. As far as migrant
women are concerned, this also entails the
granting of work permits.

On a personal level, employers and
workers, although they may both be
women, have different interests. Their
common womanhood is, in this particular

relationship, not a factor that binds them
together. In fact, it divides them, since
gender issues interlink with economic
class in such different ways for them.
Domestic workers are not interested in the
concept of sisterhood as applied to
themselves and their employers, and
when asked what they feel they have in
common with female employers, the answer
is typically 'nothing'. We are all woven into
structures of oppression and power, and
our possibilities for response on an
individual level are limited. However, it is
possible for individuals to act with
integrity and to struggle against injustice.

Bridget Anderson is Research Fellow at the
Department of Sociology, University of
Warwick, Coventry, CV4 7AL.
E-mail: robert@oldst.ftech.co.uk

Notes

1 This paper is based on an ongoing
research project on migration and
households funded by the ESRC
Transnational Communities Programme.

2 Though some companies now make
arrangements for their high-flyers to
get 'domestic support', for example
choosing birthday presents, buying
curtains, sorting out cupboards, and
getting cars licensed (The Guardian, 23
May 1998).

3 An au pair, generally speaking, is a
young person, almost always a young
woman, who comes to a foreign country
to learn the language, and lives with a
host family, helping in their house
(often with small children) in return for
'pocket money'. An au pair does not fall
under employment or immigration laws
for workers.

4 I should point out that Kalayaan
operates an equal opportunities policy
and does not accept employers who
insist on stipulating a particular
nationality of worker.
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5 Note that I am talking about the private
household here; there is also a whole
literature on the emotional labour
performed by women in the 'public'
workplace.

6 See RESPECT Charter Of Rights For
Migrant Domestic Workers for example,
published by RESPECT network.
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Conceptualising women's
empowerment in societies
in Cameroon:
how does money fit in?
Joyce B. Endeley1

Money is an essential element in household livelihoods, and those who control it have considerable
power. However, development projects seeking to alleviate household-level poverty and promote
economic growth often speak of the 'empowerment' of women in relation to promoting women's access
to credit or income-generation. What is the relationship between empowerment and money? Access to
income does not always leads to increased control of assets within the household, or to greater say in
decision-making in the household or in wider society. This article examines these issues by asking how
women and men in two societies in Cameroon understand the concept of women's empowerment,
in relation to income-generation and decision-making.

The Cameroonian government and
the World Bank acknowledged
women to be vital to the economic

recovery process in Cameroon. Women
helped the government to weather a
potentially explosive situation by cushioning
some of the adverse effects of imple-
mentation of the Structural Adjustment
Policy programmes (SAPs) following the
economic crisis of the mid-1980s (World
Bank 1991). Since then, several studies
have shown that Cameroonian women
lived up to these expectations (World
Bank 1994; Nji 1994; Endeley 1998).
They have done so by using different
strategies to reduce the impact of cuts in
government spending on social services,
and to make up for losses in household
income due to a decrease in men's
contribution to family livelihoods.2 These
have included extending the hours they
spend working, starting up micro-
businesses within the informal sector,
adjusting the ways in which domestic
chores are done, and providing health-care
for their dependants.

However, despite their record in
shoring up family livelihoods over the
past two decades, Cameroonian women's
full potential has yet to be harnessed. They
constitute the majority of Cameroonians
living below the poverty line (defined
as persons earning less than 21,000 CFA,
less than £20 sterling, per annum) (UNDP
1999). The 1999 Human Resource
Development report cited 'gender gaps'
between female and male achievement in
the areas of education, economic activity,
and political participation (UNDP 1999).

In Cameroon as elsewhere, women's
poverty, their comparative lack of
leadership and participation in decision-
making, and their lack of control over
assets, are often attributed to a number of
personal factors, including low literacy,
skills, self-esteem, financial security, and
level of awareness of their rights. However,
women in Cameroon live in a pre-
dominantly patriarchal society, in which
their economic dependency on men is
reinforced by discriminatory laws and
policies in public institutions. For example,
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women lack equal marital and property
rights with men. Most women lack control
over property, including land, which leads
to their inability to operate profitable
businesses requiring collateral, and to
lack of access to banking and financial
institutions (FIDA 1999; ACAFEJ 1996;
Ngassa 1999).

The connection between poverty and
women's lack of power over resources and
decision-making has now caught the
attention of policymakers in government
and mainstream development all over the
world. Facilitating women's access to
income, through credit provision or
income-generating projects, has been
widely assumed to be the first step in
the process of ensuring women's control
over resources and decision-making.
Organisations in Cameroon with a current
stated commitment to 'women's empower-
ment' are very diverse. They include
government ministries, international
development experts and agencies,
grassroots organisations, and community
groups. The idea that households will be
more secure if women control spending
decisions is based on evidence from many
different contexts, suggesting that women
budget more wisely than men, spending
more on household welfare and less on
personal items. My experience is that this
'altruism' amongst women is found in
many households in Cameroon (Endeley
1998).

Sara Longwe, among many others, sees
control over resources as the ultimate proof
of women's economic, social, and political
empowerment. She sees the process of
empowerment as enabling women to take
an equal place with men, and to participate
equally in the development process, in
order to achieve control over the factors of
production on an equal basis with men
(Longwe 1991). Longwe sees the lowest
'level' of empowerment as women
receiving essential resources to ensure their
welfare, and the highest level as women

controlling resources in any sphere of social
or economic life.3 Accessing money, let
alone controlling it, is a challenge for the
majority of women in Cameroon, especially
the very poor, and women who are married.
In most societies, male partners, including
husbands, usually have greater control
over money, including earned incomes of
their wives. The idea of women operating a
personal account or owning a passbook is
frowned upon, because it connotes
women's independence and liberation, and
a challenge to male power. Married women
may be maltreated by their husbands if
they are found in possession of a passbook
(Ngamdzele 1999,19).4

The research

Some organisations, including my own,
have been charged with working with the
Ministry of Women's Affairs to raise public
awareness on gender issues and the value
of empowering women.

However, empowerment is a process
that has to be started by people who lack
power themselves; at least, a commitment
to it has to be willingly adopted (Stein
1997). It is clear to me from ongoing
debates in Cameroon that, as in other
African contexts, women's empowerment
(in the sense of equality with men in
economic, social, and political life), is not
generally welcomed. I have heard members
of the public - and some development
experts - describe women's empowerment
as a concept that is western, foreign, or
imported. These critics allege that women's
empowerment does not exist as a concept
in Cameroon societies.5

Because of such criticism, I decided to
instigate some research to investigate
whether the notion of women's empower-
ment does exist, in two Cameroonian
societies, and, if so, to explore how the
notion differs from the understanding of
empowerment that underlies many
development projects in Cameroon. The
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research focused on the Bafaw and
Moghamo societies. The Bafaw live in
the South West Province of Cameroon.
Moghamo society extends across a large
area in the North West Province. The data
were collected by two of my students,
Fende Victorine Mbongo and Ebote
Nicoline Metuge, under my supervision,
from December 1998 to May 1999.
Techniques included focus groups with
women and men separately, individual
interviews, and participant observation.

Twenty-four Bafaw people (equal
numbers of men and women), and 30
Moghamos (13 men and 17 women) took
part. Most of the respondents were aged
45 years and above, had some years of
formal schooling at primary and secondary
levels of education, and resided in villages.
Among those interviewed were leaders
who are seen as custodians of the Bafaw
and Moghamo cultures: for example,
members of the traditional and women's
councils, and cultural leaders, including
a Fon (chief), and quarter-heads (councillors).
As expected, females with leadership
positions were few.

Ideas about women's
empowerment

Farming is the main occupation in both
societies. However, most people combine
farm work with petty trading in farm and
non-farm goods, and/or civil service jobs
such as teaching in primary schools.
Females in both societies are considered as
subordinates of men.

The majority of the respondents were
unable to visualise women adopting
positions of authority, leadership, or power
in men's presence. In neither society is
there more than one female representative
in the traditional councils. The Moghamo
respondents said that their culture
considered women to be less intelligent than
men, so women could not be allowed to
control anything in the presence of a man.

Because of their lack of intelligence, it was
deemed improper to allow women to
participate in decision-making in matters
concerning the community. A good
Moghamo woman is expected to be
submissive and quiet in public places,
especially in the midst of men, to speak
only when asked to do so, and to be
obedient, caring, receptive to visitors, and
tolerant. The subordination of women in
this society is unsurprising since it is
situated in a region of Cameroon where
trade in women was a common phenomenon
(Warnier 1996; Nkwi 1996).

As we expected, most people in both
societies reported that the term 'women's
empowerment' was not a strange term or
idea to them, as a result of radio and
television programmes aiming to sensitise
the public. However, in practice there was a
great deal of confusion, and some anxiety,
about what precisely women's empower-
ment meant. An example of this confusion
is that Moghamo respondents considered
'women's empowerment' to be a borrowed,
feminist idea with no place in Moghamo
society. Despite this, about a third of the
Moghamo respondents reported that they
had a phrase - 'here ekai' - which signified
empowerment.

Most respondents in both societies said
that the concept of women's empowerment
does not conform to the image and
portrayal of females in their cultures. The
principle that women can have authority
and autonomy on the same basis as men
was seen as worrying, and many people,
both women and men, thought that
the concept was a contradiction in terms.
How can women be given power in a
system in which men are, by definition,
custodians of power and authority?

In both societies, women and men's
acceptance of the idea of women's
empowerment differed. Most women
agreed that their current living conditions
are undesirable, and favoured women
being free to pursue their individual
interests rather than having to succumb to
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cultural norms. They were, ultimately,
opposed to the boundaries that confront
women in their traditional roles as wives
and mothers. They wished to share
decision-making on issues including
community affairs, family planning, and
the welfare of the household. In particular,
they linked the idea of empowerment
to women being able to take decisions
about money - for example, whether to get
involved in business activities or investing.
They felt that these should not rely on the
consent of male partners, as dictated by
culture. In contrast, older women
particularly tended to disapprove of the
idea that women should share power with
men. Their view was that women should be
directed as desired by men, irrespective of
their own wishes. After all, they had
themselves survived this practice.

Empowerment as access to
income

In the research, some women and men in
both cultures asserted that they did support
women's empowerment as an aim. Those
who said this associated women's
empowerment with women gaining access
to income-generating activities, and
bringing money into the home. For example,
one Bafaw man said women needed to
'improve themselves economically in
modern times, when every hand is needed
on deck for the smooth running of the
home'.

As stated earlier, it is generally difficult
for Cameroonian women to gain access to
the world of money and finance. However,
the research findings from the Bafaw
community indicate that married and
unmarried women are engaged in
businesses of their choice, with or without
the approval of their partners, and are
operating and controlling personal bank
accounts. Participant observation of women
in Bafaw society also indicates that women
are already engaged in making choices and
decisions in domains that are traditionally

under male control. These findings echo
earlier research that indicates that the
Bafaw society, and neighbouring societies
in the South West Province, do not strongly
prohibit women's control of any money
they earn (Fomelack 1999). However, this
lack of resistance is only relative. For some
women in our research, their challenges to
male authority have resulted in divorce.

Gone are the days when women were
prepared to wait for the return of their
husbands or male partners (as demanded
by tradition) before taking decisions.
(Although it is worth noting that many
women did not consider the cultural
requirement of informing male partners
about their intentions as 'seeking
permission' - rather, they saw it in terms
of showing respect for one's partner.)
Women were concerned with the need to
participate in profitable businesses, to
secure the welfare of their children. In
situations where male partners are seen as
obstacles to women's economic progress,
women said they have made unilateral
decisions.

Bafaw women are also demanding that
the traditional council should give them the
same right to control and dispose of land as
men. This demand is being led by the
women's traditional council (Wupunda).
Even though they are not culturally
permitted to do so, some women said they
have already disposed of land they have
inherited from their partners, without any
negative consequences to them, or sanction
by the village community. Of course, it is
difficult for them to escape censure since it
is not the norm for women publicly to
display rights to land.

Empowerment through
marriage
In contrast to Bafaw society, the extent to
which Moghamo women have started to
earn money, control resources, and make
choices seems to depend very much
on women's marital status. There is
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considerably greater opportunity for
women who have never been married to do
these things.

Moghamo culture, like other cultures in
the North West Province of Cameroon,
gives men firm control over household
finances and property. Respondents
emphasised that, except through the
kindness of their husbands, a married
woman cannot inherit land, or own the
matrimonial home upon divorce. Rights to
dispose of assets are usually out of the
question. In fact, 12 out of 17 women
reported that 'men can own everything
including their wives and children, and
can dispose of what they own as desired,
even without their wives' knowledge.'
The fact that women do not own assets
means that any power they do have comes
via their marital relationship.

Despite the economic crisis, Moghamo
women in our research seemed still to be
operating very much within the cultural
context of their society. While some
Moghamo men did support the idea that
women should be able to earn income for
the family due to the crisis, women had not
moved on to control the income they
generated from such personal ventures, let
alone that from other sources. In contrast to
this, other research in the North West
Province has found that women have
devised coping strategies in response to the
negative attitude towards women having
access to and control over income. In this
research, some wives reported that they
hide their passbooks from their husbands,
to avoid husbands seizing the money
or giving wives additional financial
responsibilities. Others have had to reduce
the amount of money they save, and refrain
from participating actively in financial
institutions (Mbua 1997; Ngamdzele 1999;
Ngum 1999).

Moghamo women in the research
tended to place a lot of emphasis on the
importance of their marital relationship to
their sense of well-being, status, and power.

Being unmarried is associated with being
unsuccessful, despite the relative freedom
that being single brings. Respondents
stated that unmarried women are allowed a
wider scope to develop their capabilities for
pragmatic purposes of ensuring their
welfare and survival. Control of assets and
freedom to earn income - crucial elements
in the 'empowerment' spoken of by gender
and development policy-makers and
practitioners - seem to be seen as much less
desirable in this society than the status
accorded by a marital relationship.

In this context, development projects
that seek to promote women's empower-
ment through access to income-generation
or credit may not be seen as useful.
Although unmarried women have
relatively high levels of power in terms of
their freedom to participate in earning
money and to retain control over it, all
Moghamo women, regardless of marital
status, face serious difficulties in em-
powering themselves politically and
socially, as a result of the negative portrayal
of women in their cultural context. Women
are considered as unfit to occupy political
leadership, because they are indiscreet and
unable to keep secrets, and as unskilled in
managing people. Moghamo women have
an uphill task to challenge or change these
negative attitudes, and the practices that
subordinate them. A woman is most unlikely
to have any support from her male partner
to step outside the culturally defined
boundaries, risk her image and social
standing, and confront the chastisement
she is likely to face.

An interesting question emerging from
the research in the Moghamo community
is whether women who have been
relatively powerful before marriage, in
terms of controlling money and other
resources, really give up all that power
when they marry. Are such women
prepared to lose their sense of themselves
as self-confident and experienced decision-
makers?
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Conclusion: who benefits
from women's
empowerment?

Although the concept of women's
empowerment is not strange to cultures
in Cameroon, different understandings of
the concept exist within the two societies
we considered. There are also different
understandings of the role of money in
empowering women.

Development policy-makers need to be
much more critical in analysing cultural
contexts, and questioning the likelihood
that a given income-generation or credit
project will change power relations
between women and men. Access to
income is not necessarily linked with
achieving control over resources, or the
right to participate in social, economic, or
political decision-making. Poverty means
that women need to be able to earn and
control income, but in some contexts this
entails them giving up other kinds of
power and status, at least in the short-term.

The practical worth and value of money
as an empowering element in enabling
women to make choices and to do things is
illustrated by the research into the Bafaw
community. However, the relative
flexibility of the culture has played a
central role in defining how women
acquired and made use of money for this
process. In Moghamo society, we found
women who said they placed much more
value on their status as married women
than they did on economic self-
determination. The majority of Moghamo
women would rather not openly challenge
the traditional pattern of power relations in
their society.

The argument that women's empower-
ment assists in poverty alleviation hinges
on the extent to which a society permits
women to retain control of her income,
and participate in decision-making in
economic, social, and political spheres. But,
as Sara Longwe points out in her analysis

of empowerment, access alone cannot
empower women. Women having access to
income primarily ensures the welfare of
the family, and can hardly address
problems of women's oppression and
subordination. Using 'empowerment' in
connection with projects that focus only on
ensuring women's access to moneymaking
opportunities can only mislead. The true
meaning of empowerment - transforming
unequal gender power relations - is
forgotten, and patriarchy is not challenged.

Facilitating women's access to money is
not an effective means for achieving
women's empowerment, unless it is linked
to other kinds of activity. Linked activities
might include training for women on
self-esteem, and training for women and
men on gender awareness, on the impact of
women's subordination on women, the
family, and society at large, and on the
meaning and benefits of empowering
women. When they introduce projects that
use money as a means to empower women
and alleviate poverty within the household,
development agents and practitioners tend
to avoid directly challenging male power
and control.

If women are permitted to earn money
without retaining control over it or
gaining status in their households or
the community, men are the ultimate
beneficiaries. Many women and men in
both the Bafaw and Moghamo societies are
aware of the benefits that they and their
society at large can derive from women
taking on a bigger role in generating
income. They are willing to consider
fostering activities or ventures that achieve
this, while assuming that women will
continue to perform their traditional work
and conform to existing gender roles.

Even if women can control their
earnings within the household, the
outcome may not be completely positive
for them, or for poverty-alleviation in their
households. This was the case for some
women members of credit union schemes
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(Community Unit Trust and Cameroon
Co-operative Credit Union League) in the
North West Province. While the women
expressed joy at achieving a better financial
status, they also expressed reservations. If
they earned money, this might not mean
more money for the household overall,
since husbands and partners might
withhold money once they became aware
of the women's financial position. It might
also lead to marital problems, as earning
money would mean they threatened the
power balance in the household. This can
be seen from our own research from the
fact that some Bafaw women have had to
divorce their partners.

Joyce Endeley is a senior lecturer and Head of
the Department of Women and Gender Studies
(WGS), Faculty of Social and Management
Sciences, University of Buea, PO Box 63,
Buea, Cameroon.
E-mail: ubuea@uycdc.uninet.cm;
tel: +237 322134/322760

Notes

1 I would like to thank Fende Victorine
Mbongo and Ebote Nicoline Metuge for
their willingness to join me in exploring
cultural views on women's empower-
ment in Cameroon. I am grateful for
their permission to use the findings from
their unpublished undergraduate and
postgraduate diploma theses, which I
supervised. I would like to thank the
Centre for Cross-Cultural Research on
Women for the support and facilities
given to me in preparing this article.
I also want to thank my sister, Fese
Hamilton, who typed this article, and
my husband for his continuous support
for my progress in academia.

2 These losses have come about as
retrenchment in the public and private
sectors has led to redundancy for those
employed in the formal sector, who are
predominantly men. In addition, male

earnings from cash crops have decreased
during the last decade.

3 Conceptually, Longwe's framework
assesses women's empowerment on the
basis of five different hierarchical 'levels
of equality', namely welfare, access,
conscientisation, participation, and
control. Control includes women having
an equal say, with men, in the decision-
making process, and equal control over
factors of production and benefits.

4 The women's committee members of the
Cameroon Cooperative Credit Union
League (CAMCCUL) Limited of Bafut
town reported cases of maltreatment of
wives by their husbands when found in
possession of credit union passbooks.
Wives fear forceful seizure of their
savings, being left with heavy financial
responsibilities, and other emotional
hostility.

5 The same argument continues to
surround the political ideology of
feminism, too; the debate about
feminism being a foreign concept is still
on-going within certain sectors and
cliques in Cameroon, though research
has proven otherwise.
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Pathways to
empowerment?
Reflections on microfinance and
transformation in gender relations in
South Asia
Juliet Hunt and Nalini Kasynathan

This paper reflects on the strengths and weaknesses of approaches taken by three NGOs in Bangladesh
and one NGO based in Bihar in India. All these NGOs consider the provision of microfinance to
women to be a major strategy for empowering women. Our reflections in this article draw on a review
of the literature on the impacts of credit programmes, and on discussions with women's groups and
NGO staff. To ensure that microfinance programmes fulfil their promise to support women's
empowerment, development workers and researchers need to focus much more on strategies that
support the transformation of gender relations.

Microfinance programmes for
women are increasingly lauded
by development agencies as an

effective anti-poverty intervention, with a
positive impact on economic growth and a
range of social development indicators
(World Bank 2000). High repayment rates
are interpreted to mean that women are
using loans productively, and controlling
credit. It is widely assumed that there is a
clear and direct relationship between
access to credit and an increase in the
status of women within their households
and communities. In short, provision of
credit is believed not only to alleviate
poverty, but to lead to the 'empowerment'
of women.

Research suggests that equity and
efficiency arguments for targeting credit to
women remain powerful. While most of
the world's finance for small business
continues to go to men (UNDP 1995, 39),
microfinance programmes have targeted
credit to significant numbers of women
excluded by formal credit institutions.

In Bangladesh alone, more than four
million women now receive microfinance
services (Morduch 2000). The whole family
is more likely to benefit from credit
targeted to women, compared with credit
targeted to men (Khandker 1998; Kabeer
1998; United Nations 1995).

However, development agencies
committed to the empowerment of women
and to gender equality need to question
the nature of the link between targeted
access to credit for women, and the trans-
formation in gender relations required for
empowerment and equality. Significant
research and much anecdotal evidence
suggests that this link is certainly not
automatic (for example see Kabeer 1998;
Mayoux 1998).1

During the past decade, bilateral donors
have increasingly sought to channel funds
through large NGOs to meet poverty-
alleviation objectives. Programmes based
on models developed in Bangladesh have
been replicated all over the world.
Microfinance has, in effect, become a
supply-driven industry. There are tensions
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between a supply-driven approach to
credit, and the achievement of social
objectives, including women's empower-
ment. These tensions have been well-
documented in the case of the Bangladesh
Rural Advancement Committee (BRAC)
(Ebdon 1995; Rao and Kelleher 1995). In
some cases, the imperative to meet self-
imposed targets for supply of credit to
women has resulted in a reduction in the
time during which community groups are
expected to qualify for credit or undergo
training, before credit is supplied. For
example, qualifying time has been reduced
from 9-12 months to six months for one
agency, and to attendance at four weekly
group meetings for another (personal
communications). Many communities have
come to expect to be offered credit as an
essential part of the development package.
Some NGOs in South Asia find it difficult
to sustain group-based development
programmes without the provision of
credit, and some large NGOs have at
times deliberately tried to encroach on
community groups set up by smaller
NGOs, by offering them loans (Ebdon
1995).

This article considers the relationship
between microfinance provision and
women's empowerment in the light of
discussions we undertook in 2000 with
NGO staff, and groups of women who
have taken credit.2 These were not part of
any formal research or review. Visits to
NGOs varied between two and five days
in length, which limits the findings and
reflections noted in this paper. The NGOs
visited included the Bangladesh Rural
Advancement Committee (BRAC),
Proshika and Banchte Sheka3 in
Bangladesh, and Nav Bharat Jagriti Kendra
(NBJK) in India. The use of the word
'reflections' by the authors indicates that
our findings need to be treated with due
caution. Nevertheless, our findings are
supported by research results reported in
the literature on women's empowerment
and credit.

Control of decision-
making, loan management,
and income

Who controls decision-making regarding
the use of credit, who manages enterprises
supported by credit, whose labour is used,
who controls the marketing of products,
and who keeps, decides on, and uses any
income generated? These questions are
critical for understanding changes in
gender relations and the contribution of
microfinance to women's empowerment.
What male control, female control, and
joint male-and-female control really mean
for women's empowerment in different
socio-cultural contexts, has been the subject
of vigorous debate by researchers for some
years, with both positive and negative
findings (Goetz and Sen Gupta 1996;
Kabeer 1998; Mayoux 1998).

These findings are well summarised by
Linda Mayoux:

The evidence indicates that for some women in
some contexts, even very poor women, micro-
finance programmes can indeed contribute to
empowerment. However, for many women,
impact on both economic and social empower-
ment appears to be marginal, and some women
may be disempowered. ... Although existing
data is inadequate, it does indicate the need to
explicitly incorporate strategies for empower-
ment, rather than just increasing women's
access to microfinance. (Mayoux 1999, 958)

Our own findings suggest that few
development agencies, including many key
NGO staff at field level, are equipped to
ask or answer questions related to male,
female, and joint control of credit. Very few
field-level workers appear to us to be
reflecting on the complex relationships
between control of credit and empower-
ment.4 This lack of critical reflection was
also evident to us in other areas, such as
assessments of the impact of credit and
social development training on violence
against women, dowry, divorce, and
polygamy. Only one of the NGOs visited
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(Proshika) has an adequate monitoring
system in place to explore such outcomes.

It was assumed, and repeated almost
like a mantra, that providing credit to
women automatically increases their status
within the household, and that this
either equates with, or directly leads to,
empowerment. One NGO social develop-
ment worker summarised this pervasive
view: 'Husbands are getting the money and
seeing the loans as an income source for
themselves - so they are now showing
respect to their wives.'

We observed instances where field-
workers responsible for approving loans
explicitly assumed that husbands would be
using and controlling the credit, and
questioned women, before approving the
loan, about whether husbands would be
able to provide for repayments. Many
fieldworkers saw this process as inevitable:
'Women don't know what to do with this
money, they cannot understand how to use
it, so of course they give it to their husbands.'

Our observations are supported by
Anne-Marie Goetz and Rina Sen Gupta
(1996), who noted that some fieldworkers
persuaded men to let their wives join BRAC
groups, with the implicit promise that the
credit would be used by the men. They
found that only 28 per cent of loans
provided by BRAC were either fully or
significantly controlled by women (their
definition of 'significant control' does not
include control over marketing, and may
thus imply little control over the income
generated), with the remainder having very
limited or no control. On average, only
37 per cent of loans provided by four
different Bangladeshi credit organisations
studied by Goetz and Sen Gupta were fully
or significantly controlled by women.

This contrasts with Naila Kabeer's
research (1998), which focused on a
significantly more wealthy target group
than the women who receive loans from
BRAC. She found that between eight and 20
per cent of female borrowers had minimal
or no control over their loans, and the

remainder had a major or joint decision-
making role.5 Other researchers report
varying degrees of control between these
two extremes (Ackerly 1995; Goetz and Sen
Gupta 1996), but comparisons are difficult,
partly because of different interpretations
and measures of empowerment and
control. As Linda Mayoux (1998) points
out, there has been no systematic
comparative study to assess different
factors in microfinance programmes and
their relationship to empowerment.

In our own field visits, we found that
estimates by NGO staff of who controls
loans varied, even within the same
organisation, and did not tally with what
we observed in the field. Staff admitted
that some loans were controlled solely by
men (20-45 per cent), and acknowledged
that marketing is generally controlled by
men, but asserted that men and women
worked together for the majority of loans.
Most of the organisations we visited were
unable to validate any of these estimates.

The women's groups we visited also
gave a varied picture of contol over
decision-making, loan use, marketing, and
profit by women.6 At one end of the
spectrum, one women's group reported
that all members passed on the full
amount of their loans directly to their
husbands, sons, or sons-in-law. Men ran the
businesses (using women's labour for
certain tasks), and women had no access to
any income generated. They only received
the amount of money they needed to make
weekly loan repayments. We were told
that only two out of 25 group members had
husbands who ran businesses in their
wives' names. These two women were
exceptional in their group, in that they
thought their husbands treated them
differently after receiving their loan and
were more likely now to consult them
about the business.

Another group of women, supported by
the same NGO, included trainee poultry
extension workers with a minimum of
grade five education. This group told us of
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a far more complex picture of female and
joint female/male decision-making and
control of loans, with eight of the 13
members reporting that they kept some
income from the loan. The remaining
women only received loan repayments
from their husbands, with no access to any
income generated. Some women reported
that they had given part of their loans to
male family members, and had kept the
remainder for their own business. One
reported that she gave her first two loans to
her husband, but she had kept her third
loan for her own business (leasing land in her
own name and hiring labour to work it),
because she didn't get any benefit from the
first two loans. When we asked why some
women controlled their loans, and others
did not, different interpretations of the
value of controlling credit emerged, in
addition to very different personal histories
of gender relations in the household. For
example: 'My husband knows I will not
lose the money. I studied to grade eight.' 'I
was controlling household money before I
got a loan.' 'Not everyone is like them [the
women who control the loans] - they are
lucky.' And, 'My husband is the bread-
winner, it is his responsibility, so all the
money should go to him. I never asked this
question [about control of the loan and
income].'

Our findings are exploratory and based
on a very small sample. However, they
suggest that Goetz and Sen Gupta's
research (1996) gives a more realistic
assessment of the degree of control over
credit by women in poverty-oriented
credit programmes in Bangladesh, in
contrast to the more positive assessments
made by NGO staff who are responsible for
implementing the programmes we visited,
and despite social development activities
that address women's rights in family law
matters such as divorce, polygamy, dowry,
and early marriage. One disturbing trend
is the tendency for fieldworkers to say
that loans are controlled 'jointly', even in
situations where women are merely 'post-

boxes' for credit and repayment. Without
some reflection on what constitutes joint
control, and how to strengthen female
control, field-level strategies for supporting
this aspect of empowerment are unlikely to
be developed or tested.

Individual or personal factors that
appear to increase the likelihood of a
woman controlling her loan and the income
generated from it are:

• the absence of a husband (due to death,
abandonment or long-term migration);

• the use of the loan for a 'traditional'
female activity, particularly where the
woman is able to market her goods from
home (such as paddy husking, sewing,
selling milk, or chicks).

One of the key factors that constrains
women in Bangladesh and India from
taking control of loan use and profit is
their lack of access to the market for the
purchase of inputs and for the sale of
goods, particularly for non-traditional
income-generating enterprises. Goetz and
Sen Gupta's research (1996) supports these
findings, but also shows that providing
loans for traditional female income-
generating activities does not by itself
guarantee that women will control loan use
and income.

One further issue is the fact that some
traditional female income-generating
activities yield extremely poor returns for
labour, particularly where there is no
technical assistance provided to assist
women to increase their productivity.
Women's labour counts for virtually
nothing, regardless of who is controlling
the loan enterprise. In their research,
Goetz and Sen Gupta (1996) even found
that women's labour earned a negative
return (when calculated at the rate of a
male agricultural labourer) for paddy
husking, petty trade, and livestock rearing.
Very few development agencies have
evaluated their programmes from this
critical perspective, despite the fact that
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some implementers target 'traditional'
women's activities as a way of encouraging
higher levels of female control.7

Access to and control over
assets

Kabeer's 1998 research found that
microfinance has been effective in
increasing incomes and assets, although
certainly not in the poorest households.
Women tended to spend income, when
they controlled it, on household con-
sumption and 'security-related assets'
such as homestead land, whereas male
borrowers were more likely to invest in
further productive activities (Kabeer 1998,
28). More interesting from the point of
view of gender transformation are the
questions of whose name any new assets
are registered in, and why. Kabeer found
that many women continue to register land
and productive assets in their husband's
name, because of inheritance laws. Assets
will be inherited by sons if registered in a
husband's name, and by daughters if they
are registered in a wife's name (Kabeer
1998). This raises questions about any
assumed automatic links between credit
and transformation in gender relations, but
also reflects the extreme dependence of
women on husbands and sons for physical
security, particularly in old age.

Research undertaken by BRAC shows
very mixed results of the impact of
microfinance on the question of whether
women are able to acquire and control
assets. While one study found that control
of assets by women has increased due to
their involvement in BRAC groups
(Banu et al. 1998), another study (Haider
and Husain 1998) finds that both owner-
ship of assets and calorie consumption of
BRAC members is negatively correlated
with length of membership in BRAC
groups. This implies that the poorest BRAC
members needed to sell some assets for
debt servicing, and that they were more

likely to use their loans for less productive
activities and for consumption. Other
BRAC research shows that in most cases,
husbands' income and other livelihood
activities are essential if members are to
meet their weekly instalment payments
(Matin and Rab 1997). These findings raise
serious questions about the impact of
microfinance on poverty alleviation.

Impact on daughters and
sons: education and
workload

There is evidence that daughters are more
likely to be sent to school if mothers receive
credit, than if fathers receive it (Kabeer
1998). Two large NGOs we visited, which
provide non-formal primary education for
the children of credit group members,
target girls' education specifically, and
have higher enrolment rates for girls than
boys. However, there is no information
available on educational attainment,
retention, or transition rates from primary
to secondary schooling for either the
daughters or sons of credit group members.
Drop-out rates, including why and when
girls drop out, are very important
indicators of the impact of micro-credit on
daughters' lives.

Although there is some evidence in
Kabeer's study to suggest that withdrawal
of girls from school is due to the fact that
their mothers have increased workloads
related to credit enterprises (Kabeer 1998),
none of the NGOs we visited could shed
any light on the impact of microfinance
activities on girls' education or other
aspects of girls' lives. Given the very poor
returns for women's labour in traditional
women's income-generation activities, it is
not at all surprising that girls may be
withdrawn from school to help their
mothers, where women's workloads have
increased. Donors and implementing
agencies need to investigate the impact of
microfinance on labour demands for both
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girls and boys, and how this relates to
male, female, and joint control over loan
use and income, and increases in women's
workloads. Gender sensitivity in non-
formal primary education materials
provided in credit programmes also needs
to be assessed.

Impact on women's
mobility

The importance of the social and cultural
context in determining and interpreting
the impact of microfinance on gender
relations cannot be underestimated (Kabeer
1998; Mayoux 1998; Mayoux 1999). Women
who have very few life choices appear to be
more likely than others to challenge the
social norms of purdah (seclusion) regarding
visits to the marketplace, traditionally an
exclusively male domain, whether or not
they are involved in the activities of NGOs
(Islam 1998; Kabeer 1998, 54-5; Banu et al.
1998; Kamal 1998). For them, challenging
purdah is a matter of necessity, just as it is
for Bangladeshi women working in
garment factories, who need to travel daily
to their work on public transport.

Despite the claims made by NGOs that
women are increasingly 'coming out' as
a result of credit programmes, our
discussions with women's groups suggest
that contextual factors such as extreme
poverty and landlessness may be more
strongly associated with increased mobility
beyond the village, than with microfinance
prog-rammes. Although NGOs appear to
have had some success in supporting
women to travel to NGO and local
government offices, much more could be
done to empower and support women to
enter the marketplace.

Violence against women

Most NGO staff we met sincerely believe
that providing credit to women helps to
reduce violence against them, and one

NGO is collecting data which supports this
view (personal communication). All the
NGOs we visited refer to violence against
women and women's rights in their social
development programmes, and some
support women's groups in taking up cases
of violence with local authorities.

Once again, the existing research on the
impact of credit programmes on violence
paints an inconsistent picture at best. Of
four studies undertaken, two show an
increase in violence for women who have
access to credit (Goetz and Sen Gupta 1996;
Khan et al. 1998) and two suggest that
incidences of violence against women may
reduce as economic prosperity in the
household improves (Kabeer 1998; Hussain
et al. 1998). Only one of these studies admits
the possibility of under-reporting, due to
shame or fear that the NGO concerned
would take up the matter without consent
of the woman concerned (Khan et al. 1998).

Our discussions with NGO staff reveal
insufficient appreciation of the complex
relationships between credit and violence.
For example, one fieldworker told us about
a woman whose husband was beating her
and threatening to ask for further dowry
payments if she did not bring in more
credit. The fieldworker's response was to
provide a loan for the husband to purchase
a rickshaw. There was no other attempt to
intervene. One could argue that the credit-
provider here was an alternative provider
of 'dowry'. There were other examples like
this, equally disturbing in their lack of
insight into the causes of violence. The
assumption that credit, by itself, will lead
to less violence is questionable and
dangerous. Recent research from Calcutta
does suggest that women's social networks
(both formal and informal) can play an
important role in supporting women to
challenge male violence (Sen 1999). This
highlights the potential of strong women's
groups to address male violence, but does
not reflect the current practice of most large
microfinance providers.
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Self-respect and self-worth

During our discussions with women's
groups, we tried to explore what women
valued most about their membership in
credit groups. All but one women's group
(by the far the poorest that we met)
answered that they most valued the
confidence, knowledge, or training that
they received. Many also mentioned the
fact that they had access to credit, enabling
them to make a contribution to household
finances, but for most groups this answer
came second, after they had already talked
about increased awareness. Some groups
focused on their knowledge of law and
rights, and others focused on the strength
that they said came from being in a group,
and feeling that they could now take action
against something that they knew was
wrong.

Although our sample is very small,
the difference between male and female
answers to this question was striking. Men
were more likely to focus on access to
money as the most valuable thing to have
come from women's credit groups. NGO
staff also thought that men were more
interested in material benefits.

Several researchers have pointed out
that individual women respond to different
components and strategies in microfinance
programmes in a highly complex way.
Their responses depend on their individual
attributes as well as the structural cons-
traints and opportunities that surround
them (Kabeer 1998; Mayoux 1998; Mayoux
1999). Our observation in the field was that
some women seem to need only a small
opportunity to build their own pathway to
empowerment. With access to credit, just a
little training, and some group support,
they are able to negotiate significant
increases in power and decision-making
within their households. We found (as did
Kabeer 1998; Banu et al. 1998; and Kamal
1998) that some women do feel that they
gain respect, that they are listened to more,

or that they have more value, because they
bring in credit.

Microfinance: designed for
the poor or poorest?

It seems overwhelmingly clear to us that
the largest micro-credit programmes -
the ones that are being replicated inter-
nationally in the name of poverty
alleviation - do not, and cannot, reach the
poorest people. This raises very serious
questions about donor rhetoric and appraisal
processes. It is very clear that the poorest
women either exclude themselves from
credit groups, because they know that they
will never be able to meet weekly inflexible
repayment rates at 10-15 per cent interest,
or that they are excluded by group
members, for the same reason. With 15 per
cent of households headed by women in
rural Bangladesh, and 25 per cent among
the landless (Kamal 1998), it is remarkable
that NGOs are not reporting on this aspect
of group membership, and that few donors
are requiring this type of monitoring. Yet
women-headed families are most likely to
fall prey to trafficking of women and
children, one of the worst human rights
abuses in the region at this time.

While this exclusion of the poorest is
acknowledged in some research (Kamal
1998; Hulme 2000), it is rarely openly
acknowledged by NGO staff and donors.
One notable exception here is Banchte
Sheka, an NGO located in Jessore in the
north of Bangladesh, which has different
loan packages designed to meet the needs
of women from different socio-economic
groups, including interest-free loans, group
loans, loans at five per cent interest rates,
and loans with long grace periods before
repayments are due, with women grad-
uating to market rates once they have
received enough training and gained
enough regular income to be able to repay.
Donor agencies have a clear obligation to
investigate the impact of microfinance on
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the poorest families, and implementers
need to acknowledge that one microfinance
package cannot possibly meet the needs of
all rural poor.

Strategies to support
women's empowerment
and transformation in
gender relations
It is important to acknowledge the
difficulties of identifying the specific
factors in development programmes that
help to transform gender relations.
Strategies that appear to be effective in one
socio-cultural context may not be
transferable to other contexts: they always
need to be tested and monitored. Some of
the strengths of the programmes and
organisations we visited are listed below.

There was clear senior management
support for women's rights and gender
equality within all the organisations we
visited, creating a positive and enabling
environment for women staff. For example,
two large Bangladeshi NGOs in our sample
have been successful at increasing and
retaining female staff (from around 15 per
cent in 1995 to around 30 per cent in 2000).
Sexual harassment is cause for immediate
dismissal in both agencies, which have very
strong policy statements on gender
equality. Staff training on gender issues
reinforces policy and helps to nurture a
supportive organisational culture.

Some key gender equality issues are
discussed during training programmes that
accompany credit programmes, such
as family law, divorce law, polygamy,
and early marriage. Providing women
with knowledge on these issues, and an
awareness of their rights, exposes them to
views and ideas outside the realm of the
family. This, coupled with a regular forum
for discussions and other strategic
interventions, will provide some women
with the support to transform gender
relations in their own lives.

Federations of women's groups at
village and broader level have an
important role to play in supporting
women to take action on their rights.

It might be assumed that an NGO that
is seriously addressing gender issues at an
organisational level (through policy,
increasing the number of women field
workers, promoting a family-friendly
environment, and respect for women as
workers) would have a greater chance of
having field programmes that support
women's empowerment. We found that
some NGOs have done excellent work in
addressing gender issues at organisational
level, but have had little apparent impact
in addressing women's empowerment
issues seriously in their programmes. This
appears to be due to a lack of serious analysis
of the complex relationships between
access to credit and increased status for
women, and a lack of monitoring of the
impacts of credit. Many NGOs have
entrenched assumptions about the positive
impacts of microfinance on aspects of
women's empowerment such as violence,
mobility, and control over family decision-
making.

While we had neither time nor
resources to explore the complexities of
gender relations in situations of joint
female/male control over credit use, the
individual courage and capacity of women
(related in some cases, but not always, to
their level of education) appeared to be a
striking factor. In the socio-cultural context
of rural Bangladesh and India, where
male guardianship is essential for economic
and social security, social status, and even
identity, research suggests that some
female borrowers have been able to use
access to credit to negotiate greater
decision-making power within the
household (Kabeer 1998,67).

For development agencies designing,
implementing, and funding microfinance
programmes, this brings us to the key
question of what specific programme
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factors and strategies support women to
transform unequal gender relations in
their households and communities. Our
observations suggest that the following
programme factors will increase the
likelihood of a woman controlling her loan
and the income generated from it:

• an understanding of gender issues and
women's rights, and a commitment to
equality for women on the part of the
NGO fieldworker;

• close monitoring by the NGO of
different aspects of control over credit
and other aspects of empowerment (as
in the case of Proshika);

• clear messages from the NGO regarding
the importance of women having some
control over decision-making, loan use,
and ownership of any income and
assets generated. While most NGOs
have social development training inputs
integrated with their loan packages,
what appears to be needed are very
strong group and popular education
methods that promote women's control
of loans, and emphasise women's rights
within the household and community;

• technical training inputs that support
women in managing and using the
loan themselves, and that focus on
increasing the productivity of their
labour.

Other potential strategies require further
investigation. For example, most of the
microcredit programmes we observed were
not directly linked to skills-training,
training in marketing, or improving access
to markets. Group marketing initiatives by
women have not been tested by the large
NGOs we visited. Although some NGOs
include men in federations of women's
credit groups, there has still been little
investment in activities designed to change
men's attitudes to women. The impact of
using female versus male fieldworkers also
needs to be explored.

Conclusion

The reflections in this paper are a plea for
donors and implementing agencies to
improve the design and monitoring of
microfinance programmes significantly, to
ensure that they support the empower-
ment of women. Microfinance must be
re-assessed in the light of evidence that the
poorest families and the poorest women
are not able to access credit. A range of
microfinance packages is required to meet
the needs of both the poor and the poorest.
Most importantly, development agencies
need to acknowledge that microfinance
does not directly or automatically lead
to women's empowerment and gender
transformation. More reflection and
documentation is needed on pathways to
empowerment, and on programme strategies
that assist women to take greater control of
decision-making and life choices.

Juliet Hunt is an independent consultant on
gender and development, strategic planning,
monitoring, and project documentation.
Postal address: 22 Meeks Crescent,
Faulconbridge, NSW 2776, Australia.
E-mail: juliet@hermes.net.au

Nalini Kasynathan is Program Co-ordinator for
South Asia for Community Aid Abroad/
Oxfam Australia, 156 George Street, Fitzroy,
Victoria 3065, Australia.
E-mail: Nalinik@caa.org.au

Notes
1 There has been considerable debate on

the question of appropriate indicators
for measuring women's empowerment.
However, these debates are beyond the
scope of this paper.

2 Fieldwork for this paper was under-
taken jointly by the authors for three
weeks during June and July 2000. This
was made possible by a travelling
fellowship grant from the Churchill
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Memorial Trust of Australia to Juliet
Hunt. Nalini Kasynathan's costs were
covered by Community Aid Abroad/
Oxfam Australia.

3 Our visit to Banchte Sheka was very
short. The weaknesses of microfinance
programmes identified here do not
relate to Banchte Sheka.

4 Although senior staff and gender
specialists we spoke to have considered
these issues in depth, reflections at field
level appeared to be rare. We had little
exposure to the views of fieldworkers for
Banchte Sheka who were responsible for
working with village women's groups,
although this issue did appear to be
well-recognised by senior staff of the
organisation.

5 Kabeer (1998) and Goetz and Sen Gupta
(1996) define control somewhat
differently, giving different emphasis
to the key questions noted at the
beginning of this section on decision-
making, management of loans, marketing,
and control over income generated.
Nevertheless, the difference in findings
is striking. In addition to significant
differences in the target loan population
(at least 50 decimals of land owned,
versus below 50 decimals for BRAC
borrowers, and demonstrated prior
entrepreneurial experience by borrowers
for Kabeer's sample), there are also key
programme differences in the loans
studied by Kabeer, which were provided
through a local bank. For these loans
there was no requirement to form
groups, collateral was based on
property deeds and two personal
guarantees, subsidised interest rates of
10-14 per cent were offered (compared
with a 15 per cent flat rate for BRAC
loans), and loans were larger, ranging
from Taka 5000-500,000 (compared with
loans of Taka 500 to 5000 for BRAC).

6 Banchte Sheka is excluded from this
analysis, due to our limited time in the
field with this organisation.

7 Research undertaken by Community
Aid Abroad/Oxfam Australia in
Sri Lanka shows that at best, women
earn little or nothing for their labour
for many traditional income-generation
activities, particularly paddy husking.
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Mama Cash:
investing in the future of women
Lilianne Ploumen

Mama Cash is an independent organisation that is committed to changing and improving the
position of women, through providing both financial and moral support to women's groups and
entrepreneurs. Although Mama Cash is relatively small, its feminist vision is broad and worldwide.
It aims to support innovative projects that mainstream organisations avoid, and so enable women to
achieve their dreams. This article describes how Mama Cash started, what the organisation's
perspectives are on the role of money in social change, and how the organisation relates to the
women's movement. The article also highlights what we have learned in our work so far.

Since starting out in 1983, Mama Cash
has supported 2600 women's groups
and women entrepreneurs, giving

just over US$12,000,000. The founders of
Mama Cash believe that it is through the
empowerment of women that oppressive
traditional values will be dismantled,
and global structural inequality will be
abolished. Through its funding activity,
Mama Cash strives for a just world, where
there is respect for one another and for the
environment, where care is provided for
those in need, and where it is acceptable to
be different from others.

Mama Cash started because a small
group of women realised there was a
lack of resources to fund feminist social
change initiatives, and wanted to fill that
gap. The group consisted of four Dutch
feminists: Patti Siegers, Dorelies Kraakman,
Lida van de Broek, and Marjan Sax. They
soon recognised that a fund run by four
white women would not be able to change
the world. Diversity was one of the key
success factors. Therefore, they invited

Tania Leon (born in South Africa and living
in the Netherlands) to join the board.
Diversity has remained key in the
organisational development of Mama Cash,
up to the present day. In 1987, Mama Cash
decided to operate from a formal office, due
to the growth of our activities. Also at that
time, the first paid staff member was hired.
Now 20 women (all part-time workers) are
employed by Mama Cash.

Using inherited wealth for
feminist goals
Mama Cash's initial capital was
US$1,250,000, provided by one of the
founders, Marjan Sax. She had inherited
this capital, and lent her money to Mama
Cash for a period of ten years, later
extended to 15 years.

At first, Marjan did not make it known
that it was her money that financed the
activities of Mama Cash. After all, the
concept of private wealth was not popular
in the feminist, lesbian, left-wing political
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movement of which she was part.
Fortunately, however, she realised that if
she struggled with the idea of possessing
wealth, given her ideological beliefs, the
same must be true for other women. In an
interview with a progressive Dutch
magazine, she 'outed' her inherited wealth,
arguing that it is often hard for women to
come to terms with possessing large sums
of money, since most have not been
educated about how to deal with it. In
addition, inherited wealth differs in nature
from earned wealth, in part because it is
widely seen as helping to maintain
patriarchal society. Marjan argued that
money and ideals should go hand in hand,
and that activism has to be financed too.

Marjan was right in her suspicion that
she was not the only woman with inherited
wealth to want to use her resources in that
way. As a result of the article, several
women contacted her. In order to assist
them to learn how to deal with inherited
money and how to use it wisely, Mama
Cash started a group - De Erfdochters
(Women With Inherited Wealth). The
revenues of the initial capital have not been
sufficient to grant the growing number of
requests for financial support, and, since
the early 1990s, Mama Cash has been
looking for more ways of funding
activities. Mama Cash has attracted further
support from over 5000 individuals, who
have made donations of between US$5 and
US$500,000. In addition, fundraising with
large organisations and foundations has
become very important. The Dutch
development organisation Novib (a member
of Oxfam International) was the first to
support Mama Cash with a large grant.
Mama Cash has become a role model
for other women's organisations in the
Netherlands, many of which need to find
funding, but have little experience and
expertise in this field. We try to transfer our
knowledge and experience to these other
women's organisations, in order to strengthen
the capacity of the Dutch women's movement.

What does Mama Cash
fund?

Mama Cash aims to support individual
women and women's groups to play a part
in achieving the following:

human and civil rights for women;
control by women over their own
bodies and sexuality;
protection for women against domestic
and sexual violence;
victory over all forms of religious
oppression;
women's full participation in politics
and the development of political power;
positive portrayal of women in the
media;
women's right to gather and share
information, for example via docu-
mentation centres and the Internet;
the right for women to express
themselves through the arts;
economic independence for women;
access to, and influence over, the
world's resources, including capital.

Women themselves know best how to
achieve structural change in their own
context. Small, autonomous women's
groups are indispensable in creating,
feeding, and supporting this change
process. Over the years, it has become clear
to Mama Cash that such women's groups
often encounter difficulties in obtaining
funding for their activities. These
difficulties are mainly caused by the
following:

• Many of the activities that women's
groups propose require small budgets
and small grants, mostly less than
US$10,000. The large grant-making
bodies in the world are not well
equipped to deal with such small
grants.

• There is a lack of expertise within large
grant-making bodies to assess the
projects of grassroots organisations.
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• There is a lack of knowledge within
autonomous women's groups about the
larger grant-making bodies, and ways
of gaining access to these funders.

• Newly-formed groups are unknown to
funders, and are thus perceived as a
rather risky category. They do not have
any accomplishments to share, yet they
need funding in an early stage of the
development of their projects.

• Larger grant-making bodies and
government agencies often desire to
fund projects in line with neutral or
conservative policies. The groups we
fund often want to tackle issues that are
politically or socially sensitive.

• There is a lack of capacity in small,
newly-formed, and autonomous groups
(both in terms of time and expertise) to
meet all the bureaucratic requirements
that go with grant-making procedures.
Especially in the initial stages of their
existence, when they do not yet have
'tangible' results, it can prove to be
difficult to get the necessary financial
resources.

From the start, Mama Cash supported very
diverse projects, and often supplied money
to groups refused by other funders.
Applications are particularly welcomed
from groups of women who have to fight
for their recognition, and who may find it
difficult to attract funding from elsewhere.
These groups include indigenous women,
women of colour,1 lesbian women, older
women, and girls. Mama Cash wants to
give the financial and moral support those
women's groups need. We believe that
granting funding to meet a proposal from
these groups is more than giving financial
support - it is also a sign of women's
solidarity and encouragement.

Several advisory councils have the
final say in deciding which projects will
receive a grant. The councils base their
decisions on information and briefings
from the office staff, and from the input of

our worldwide network of advisors. The
input of these councils is very valuable,
since it is impossible to have all the
necessary expertise and contacts at the
office.

Mama Cash grants money to women
and women's groups in the South, in
Central and Eastern Europe, and to women
in the Netherlands. Among the activities
that Mama Cash supported in the first
years of existence were the Cefeminia
women and health conference in Mexico; a
project training midwives in Morocco; a
scholarship for a woman working and
living in the hidden lesbian subculture in
Bangkok; and another scholarship for a
woman planning a shelter for battered and
sexually abused women in Kenya. In the
Netherlands, we supported a garage business
run by women, several women's journals,
shelters for battered women, the formation
of organisations of young, black, immigrant,
and refugee women, films directed by
women, and the work of women artists.

Mama Cash's funds

Mama Cash has four divisions, organised
into separate funds.

The Guarantee Fund
To support women's economic
independence, the Guarantee Fund issues
guarantees on behalf of female entre-
preneurs in the Netherlands, who are not
eligible for bank loans because they lack
sufficient collateral. These are mainly small
businesses. Mama Cash gives special
attention to women of colour who want to
start a business. The relatively small scale
of the loans that are needed means they are
less profitable to conventional financial
institutions, and the risk analysis that the
bank makes often goes against enterprises
that are not 'mainstream'. Mama Cash
assists women entrepreneurs by giving
banks a loan guarantee, to encourage them
to make the loan. Over 100 enterprises have
been set up with our assistance.
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As a result of working in this way,
Mama Cash has developed close contact
with several banks in the Netherlands.
These banks are now very much more
aware of the challenges and prejudices
facing female entrepreneurs, and have
created training for their employees to
raise their awareness about these issues.
Female entrepreneurs may face several
challenges, including their inexperience in
dealing with institutions like banks, their
inclination to start too small, and the
tendency of many women not to 'boast'
about their plans.

Mama Cash is currently developing a
new programme to support women in the
South in their efforts to gain access to
financial resources.

The Culture Fund
No society can change unless its culture
changes as well. Mama Cash's Culture
Fund offers small grants to support
women's cultural projects in the
Netherlands. Projects eligible for support
encompass: theatre, music, art, literature,
film, communication, women's centres,
women's health projects, women's networks,
and organisations of women of colour.
The Culture Fund assigns two art awards
every year, and exhibits work of the
winning and nominated artists. It also
issues a yearly assignment for the
production of a documentary.

The Global South Fund
The Global South Fund gives small grants
to autonomous women's groups in
developing countries. We support
organisations working for women's human
rights, including their sexual and
reproductive rights, for protection against
sexual violence, for women's health,
and for communication and international

net-working. We also grant a limited
number of longer-term grants, for up to
three years, to a selected group of
organisations.

The Central and Eastern Europe Fund
The Central and Eastern Europe Fund gives
grants and loans to women's groups in
Central and Eastern Europe who want to
change the social, political, and cultural
position of women, and/or work to
promote women's legal, sexual, and
reproductive rights.

Supporting the
development of South-to-
South funding

Financial resources that are contributed to
southern women's NGOs and feminist
projects mainly flow from northern
funding agencies and co-financing
organisations, including Mama Cash.
However, such funding may actually
oppose the freedom of women in the South
to determine their own routes to develop-
ment. Financial resources are supplied in
line with the agendas of funding agencies
in the North, and the input of women's
organisations in the South in setting or
influencing these agendas is not great,
although it is increasing.

In a growing number of southern
countries - including Nepal, Mexico, Brazil,
South Africa, Uganda, and India - women
have set up independent funds to support
women's empowerment. TEWA (Giving
Support) is an independent South-to-South
financing fund for women in Nepal. It is
breaking new ground in Nepal in
promoting the idea of philanthropy
for social change, and most of its
financial resources come from donors and
institutions within the country. In 2000,
TEWA published a booklet titled 'Twice
Blessed: The Art Of Giving'. TEWA
states in its annual report for 1999-2000
that 'the booklet serves to raise awareness
on giving... in order to educate the local
community about the importance of their
contributions in funding local development
projects.' TEWA also states that during its
five years of operation it has disbursed



Mama Cash: investing in the future of women 57

grants worth 3.8 million rupees to 107
groups in Nepal.

A key point in establishing an
independent money circuit for women is
that different approaches are needed in
different contexts, both in programme
work and in fundraising. For example, the
women's fund Nirnaya in India is
supporting women's groups in different
ways appropriate to its context. It not only
gives grants and guarantees credit loans,
but also assists women's groups in
accessing existing governmental aid
programmes that are unfamiliar to most
women. In fundraising, the Angela Borba
Fund in Brazil is focusing on presenting its
future plans to a large national and
international audience, since it wants to
get support for its activities not only from
local private donors, but from multi-
national corporations working in Brazil.

Mama Cash supports the creation and
build-up of independent women's funds in
the South, as our part in breaking the
existing imperialistic relationships that
govern the availability of financial
resources to southern women. Mama Cash
supports these organisations in the start-up
phase, for the first three to five years of
their existence. Our support can be used in
any way these groups feel it is needed.
Mostly, it will be used for their organis-
ational costs. These are always the hardest
to raise funds against. It also means that all
local fund-raising can go directly into
supporting groups, which is an important
asset in the first phase.

The Global Fund for Women in the
United States, a women's fund that works
closely with Mama Cash, is also a strong
financial and moral supporter of the
principle of South-to-South funding. Last
year, a network of international women's
funds was set up, to share experience, learn
from others, and set out joint strategies. A
movement is emerging that will change the
face of philanthropy from a North-to-South
transfer into something more diverse. Of
course, given the immense inequality in

wealth between North and South, the
North still needs to take responsibility
for working towards a more equal sharing
of wealth, and financial resources must
continue to flow from North-to-South.
The issue at stake is not so much the
transfer of financial resources, but the
power relations that accompany it.

Working on feminist issues

As stated earlier, we are supportive of
applications for funding of activities that
may be considered controversial by some
mainstream funders. Such applications may
come from groups with innovative ideas
and approaches to issues that are still
regarded as a taboo in their specific
national or regional context. One such
example is the SOS Hotline, set up by
Afina, a Russian women's organisation.
The SOS Hotline is a telephone helpline
for women who have been sexually
harassed at work. A helpline like this is
not expensive: Mama Cash was able to
support setting it up with US$1500.

From its inception, Mama Cash has
been devoted to the support of sex workers'
organisations, and organisations that address
the issues of sex work, trafficking of
women, and migration, in the Netherlands
and internationally. Mama Cash takes the
perspective that sex work is not an isolated
industry, but is globally connected with
trafficking of women and with migration.
We believe that sex workers themselves
best know their context, and what their
chances and opportunities are. We there-
fore support organisations that lobby for
the improvement of the position of sex
workers, and activities that help in this
work.

Shakti Samuha is an informal organi-
sation in Nepal. It was founded in 1997 by
young women who had been trafficked to
brothels in Bombay, and assisted in
returning home by local and regional
NGOs. The group was formed because the
women felt that the survivors of trafficking
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should work jointly to prevent it. The
group is aiming to become a formally
recognised and independent NGO. For the
time being, it is supported by several
more-established NGOs in Nepal,
amongst which are WOREC (Women's
Rehabilitation Centre) and CWIN (Child
Workers in Nepal).

Lin Chew, a board member of Mama
Cash, met with women from Shakti
Samuha, and reported as follows: 'Most of
these "rescued" women have been brought
back to Nepal, where they had been
received and given shelter and support by a
number of NGOs. Most have returned to
their families or villages. These women
[from the Shakti Group] did not want to
stay with their families in the villages.
They wanted to work with the NGOs who
had been helping them, in order to reach
out to other girls who might get into the
same situation they did. ...I found them
most clear about their situation, and the
complexities which women face who try to
pick up the threads of their lives again after
such an experience. They have very good
recommendations about how rehabilitation
should, and should not, be done.' (Internal
communication 1998)

In 1998, Shakti Samuha turned to Mama
Cash for seed money, so the organisation
could get started with its planned activities
against traffic in women and children in
1998. For 1998, the following activities were
planned:

• counselling service for girls who have
been victims of trafficking;

• peer education classes;
• street drama in Kathmandu;
• interaction activities with border police,

supporting NGOs and network organi-
sations;

• strengthening the expertise of the
SHAKTI Group (office management,
drama, counselling, visits to other
NGOs).

When Shakti Samuha sent in its proposal to
Mama Cash, the organisation did not have

its own office or programme. Mama Cash
gave Shakti Samuha a grant, and the
organisation has realised most of its plans,
without any funding from other organi-
sations. In February 2000, I met one of the
women who is involved. She told me about
the success of the plays they perform in the
streets of Kathmandu, and the courage it
takes to undertake such an activity. She
told me that working together with other
former sex workers was very empowering,
and that this power was necessary for life
after trafficking: the group members
support each other in setting up a new life,
and in working for other women and girls.

Trafficked Nepalese women face
considerable stigma and prejudice when
they return, as a result of their involvement
in sex work, and because many of them
return HIV-positive. Their family and
community may reject them. Shakti
Samuha not only works with women
survivors of trafficking, but has also
designed awareness-raising workshops for
the general public. In the workshops,
the concept of trafficking is explained, and
the importance of rehabilitation of
trafficked women stressed. Groups like
Shakti Samuha are a truly effective and
empowering example, not only in their
own region but beyond.

What have we learned?

Over the 18 years since Mama Cash began
operating, a lot of lessons have been
learned about how we can best support
women and women's groups, and about
organisational development.

It is clear to us that the fact that we
could start with our own capital has been
very important to our success. This is partly
because our independence of other funding
sources has given us the opportunity to
develop our policies at the pace that we
wanted, since we have not had to give the
largest part of our attention to fundraising
(as many other organisations need to do).
That time to reflect on how we wanted to
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contribute to the women's movement has
been very valuable, and we wish this for
other organisations too. Also, our financial
independence has given us credibility with
mainstream institutions, like government
agencies and financial institutions.

Within the international women's
movement, Mama Cash and other auto-
nomous women's funds are also valued
because of their autonomy and their
approach. In a conversation that I had with
Bisi Adelye Fayemi, Director of Akina
Mama wa Africa, in 1999, she said, 'Mama
Cash is more than a foundation that
supports us financially. Your commitment
and solidarity are just as important as the
financial support that we get.'

Mama Cash has also learnt that, to work
effectively, it needs to follow the agenda
that is set by the wider women's move-
ment. That is not always easy - our
organisation has grown significantly
over the past few years, and the larger it
grows, the more difficult it becomes to be
as flexible as we want to be, and to respond
to the needs of women adequately. We
have learned that we have to develop ways
of working that ensure that as much input
as possible into our work comes from
outside our organisation. Therefore, we
work with advisory councils and with local
advisors. They give feedback on specific
projects, but also on more general develop-
ments. There are so many perspectives on

how we can do our work, and we need to
try to include all of them. The criteria that
we work with are also continuously under
review, so that we can respond to the needs
of all groups that apply for a grant.

As we have grown, the internal need for
more procedures and more organisational
structures needs to be balanced with our
principle of being non-bureaucratic and
transparent, both for our own staff as well
as for our the recipients of our grants.
In particular, the need to transfer our
history, working ideology, and beliefs to
new staff is a process that is absolutely
essential. We will thus be documenting our
own history in the coming year.

Finally, the biggest learning point is that
the financial support - however large or
small - that we get from our donors and
pass on to women's organisations, is a
very meaningful tool in changing the
world for the better.

Lilianne Ploumen is Managing Director of
Mama Cash, PO Box 15686, 1001 ND
Amsterdam, Netherlands.
E-mail: l.ploumen@mamacash.nl

Notes

1 We use this phrase to mean migrant,
refugee, and black women.

2 Pimps are those who live on the earnings
of sex workers.
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Money that makes a
change:
community currencies, North and South
Gill Seyfang

Some communities are coming up with an abundance of creative alternatives to conventional money,
in the form of local money systems and complementary currencies, based on trust, time, and the
wealth of energy and skills in communities. This is a form of'money' that makes a change, and that
offers new opportunities for sustainable development, North and South. This article explores a
diverse range of these new money schemes. It considers how their contexts and purposes differ,
examines the gender implications of these innovative projects, and draws lessons for the evolution of
community currencies worldwide.

Money is the measuring rod by
which economic value is counted.
Standard economic doctrine

teaches that money is a simple, neutral
tool for enabling exchange, but our
experiences of money are frequently
invested with social and cultural meanings
and relationships (Zelizer 1994). Regardless
of the domestic balance of earning power,
research has shown that women have less
control over how household income is
spent than men (Whitehead 1981; Women's
Budget Group 1998). Work that is gendered
female - both subsistence production and
vital social reproductive services within the
household and in the wider community - is
often unpaid, unvalued in monetary terms,
and therefore overlooked (Beneria 1982;
Waring 1988). This results in social policies
that neglect these essential services, forcing
the providers of such services into
monetised, formal employment, and so
threatening to undermine the basis of
functioning, healthy societies (Henderson
1995). In addition, there are serious failings
in the way conventional money works, and

what it values, for individuals and for
localities and countries (Douthwaite 1996).
Community currencies (alternatively
known as local currencies) can be infused
with quite different value systems and
motivations, and can value and reward
work, time, and skills that are often
neglected, redressing gender imbalances in
terms of wages, skills valued, and divisions
of labour (Seyfang 2000a).

Community currencies can take several
forms. All of them have a primary purpose
of enabling communities to trade goods
and services among themselves, without
the need for scarce cash. In some cases,
community currencies take the form of
locally-produced currency notes, which
change hands again and again. In others,
participants inform a local coordinator of
their credits and debits, and the exchanges
are recorded in a central accounting
system. These currencies are 'virtual', in
the sense that no notes or coins exist at all
(Boyle 1999a).

In practical terms, all types of community
currencies operate as a form of multi-
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reciprocal barter, where direct one-to-one
bartering is not necessary. A person may
earn currency from one member and
spend it with another, and in a closed
system, the accounts will all balance out.
Interest is not paid on stored balances, or
incurred for having a 'negative' balance. In
other words, this 'money' exists purely as a
trading mechanism; it is not a commodity
in itself. The system relies on trust,
community cohesion, and peer pressure,
which ensure that commitments to repay
debts are met.

Community currency notes are not an
attempt to forge national currency notes.
They are distinctive in their design and
name, and often claim that they are backed
by the wealth of skills and energy in the
community, rather than by commodities -
Ithaca Hours notes, used in the United
States, proclaim 'In Ithaca We Trust'
(Glover n.d.). Nevertheless, national govern-
ments and banks can become worried
about community currency activities when
their use reaches a significant level. This
presents a challenge to activists who are
keen to spread the benefits of their
monetary activism.

The benefits of community
currencies

Despite the misgivings of governments,
community currencies are not generally
created as a direct challenge to con-
ventional money. Rather, they are usually
adopted as a complementary system to
plug the gaps where mainstream money
fails to meet needs. They may serve
economic, social, environmental, and
ethical objectives by encouraging different
consumption and production patterns and
fostering local trade, and by re-valuing
work, wealth, and labour in a more
equitable fashion.

A 'whole life' approach to economics
A gender analysis of money and work
reveals that it is the work performed
traditionally by women (voluntary, caring
work that performs a service to family and
community) that is unpaid, and unvalued
in the market economy. In contrast, the
paid employment in the formal economy
that is remunerated and valued is pre-
dominantly performed by men (Beneria
1982; Waring 19881).

The present blinkered approach of
many national and international policy-
makers is that all physically and mentally
able adults should participate in monetised
formal employment. This indicates that
reproductive or voluntary work is not
considered real work. In turn, those who
perform this work are marginalised from
future policy. Consequently, vital
community and social work remains
undone and informal child-care and
neighbourhood support networks diminish
(Douthwaite 1996). In contrast, a 'whole
life' approach to economic analysis reveals
that the market economy rests upon, and is
dependent upon, the 'non-market' or
'social' economy, that is the unpaid services
that maintain social, household, and
community reproduction (Brandt 1995).
Community currencies offer a means of
challenging the inequality between
women and men brought about by the
undervaluing of the non-monetised
economy, because they reassert the
primacy of the social economy.

At the same time, the use of community
currencies addresses a key feminist
objection to encouraging voluntary, unpaid
work, which is that this further removes
women from the market economy, ensuring
that their work continues to be unpaid and
unvalued by wider society Johnson 1998).
Participants in community currencies find a
'market' for the skills and services they
normally provide for free within the
household or community. Vitally, this
brings recognition and recompense.
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A fair deal
It can be argued from the above, that
community currencies are inherently
progressive in that they promote gender
equality (Burns 2000). Community currencies
encourage people to participate more in the
social economy through voluntary activity,
and reward and encourage the genuinely
valuable work of social reproduction,
regardless of how it is regarded by the
conventional economy. This represents a
redefinition of what is considered valuable,
what is wealth, and what is work (Boyle
1999b).

In addition, communities may choose to
value particular kinds of work more or less
than the conventional economy does, to
serve specific equity objectives. For
example, in time banks and in some LETS
(Local Exchange Trading Schemes), every-
body's time is considered to be equally
valuable - an hour of an accountant's time
is worth an hour of a babysitter's. These
principles may be adopted quite specifically
to create a more equitable economic regime,
to redress the wage disparities between
work regarded as 'men's' and 'women's'
which are found in the conventional
economy, and to overcome gender
inequalities in the market, perpetrated by
conventional money (Seyfang 2000a).

An economic system with a human face
Many people want to get back to a time
when economic transactions took place in
an environment of friendship, knowing
people, having time to talk, and strength-
ened social networks. Conventional money
erodes the social basis from which it
operates, resulting in increasingly
anonymous transactions, neighbourhoods
where people do not know their neigh-
bours, and fractured communities
(Douthwaite 1996).

Community currencies have a role in
re-creating economies where people matter.
Where social ties are thin, community
currencies can help to rebuild and
strengthen them, or provide a framework for

an extended network of support which
many people feel is missing in their lives
(Cahn 2000).

Shelter from the global storm
Conventional money is highly mobile. It
flows towards the localities, regions, and
countries promising the highest profits,
leaving other areas short of a medium of
exchange, and so hampered in their efforts
to trade locally. Where people have a
shortage of money, they cannot buy the
goods and services they need, even where
there are unemployed people wishing to
sell their services (Douthwaite 1996).

This mobility can be seen inter-
nationally in the form of speculation on
currency, in which national monetary
policy is subjugated to meet the demands of
global money markets. Within particular
countries, the same phenomenon can be
seen in the shape of 'disinvestment', when
money leaves impoverished localities as
quickly as it enters from outside, without
circulating locally to create more wealth.
'Disinvestment' results in localities being
dependent upon external forces, and
vulnerable to the impact of factors beyond
their control.

Community currencies can be set up as
a shelter from the storm of global economic
forces, and to enable people to exercise
some degree of economic self-determination.
In places where conventional money is
short supply, community currencies can
enable them to gain access to goods and
services they could not afford to buy for
cash. Likewise, people who are unemployed
in the mainstream economy may find that
they are able to sell their labour and skills
for local currency, using the currency as a
mechanism for organising informal
employment (Seyfang, forthcoming b).
Community currencies are geographically-
bounded within a specific area, so local
currency cannot leak away. Instead, it
circulates and re-circulates locally, passing
from one person or business to another
within a locality, multiplying the wealth
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created, each time it is spent (the 'economic
multiplier effect'). Conventional money is
often spent only a few times with local
businesses and then leaves an area when it
is passed to an outside firm (this represents
a low multiplier effect). This means that
a given amount of community currency
will contribute more to local economic
development than a similar injection of
conventional money. Recognising this,
throughout history, localities have
introduced alternatives to national currency
in recessionary times, to ensure con-
tinuation of local trade and to combat
unemployment.

The currency of change

Grassroots activist groups across the world
have been working to meet the challenge
to create a new kind of money, bringing
positive benefits and shifts in our under-
standings of work, wealth, and sustain-
ability. Their efforts are paying off:
currently, alternatives to mainstream
money are blossoming the world over, and
are catching the attention of policy-makers
and politicians. In this section we will
look at four community currencies in turn
(two virtual, originating in the North, and
three paper currencies, one from the
North and two from the South), and
consider their different origins, history,
development, impacts (social, economic,
community, gender, environmental),
problems, and potential.2

Local Exchange Trading Schemes (LETS)3

One of the best-known types of contem-
porary community currency is the Local
Exchange Trading Scheme (LETS). LETS
was developed in Canada in the 1980s, as a
response to recession and unemployment
within a specific region, and has since
spread to the UK, Australia and New
Zealand (where it is known as Green
Dollars), and to Europe. LETS membership
organisations produce regular directories
listing the goods and services offered and

requested by their members, and keep
score of trading between members via a
centralised set of records, either kept by
hand or on computer. There are no notes
and coins, so this is a 'virtual currency'
(Landsman Community Services 1991;
Lang 1994).

LETS grew rapidly during the 1990s.
There are currently 303 locally autonomous
schemes in the UK, with about 22,000
members. The value of goods and services
traded is about £1.4 million a year. LETS
members trade a wide range of goods and
services, such as locally-produced food,
handicrafts, second hand goods, baby-
sitting, gardening, lift-sharing,.household
repairs, etc.. LETS are most often set up by
individuals with strong social and
community-building objectives, as well as
economic and environmental motivations,
and they have attracted people interested
in building practical alternatives to
mainstream economic systems -
characteristically low income, non-employed,
but well-educated 'greens' (people who
support the Green Party, and adopt
environmentally-friendly lifestyles)
(Williams 2000).

Analysis of the trading in one LETS in
the UK reveals that many of the goods and
services traded represent small shifts
towards more environmentally sustainable
consumption (recycling, sharing resources,
re-using items, offering local products).
Furthermore, these options are more
affordable in the LETS than in the
conventional economy (Seyfang, forth-
coming a). LETS members report small, but
significant, economic benefits from
participation. Above all, however, members
over-whelmingly report that they enjoy the
distinctive informal, friendly nature of
trading on LETS, and that LETS has helped
them to meet like-minded people, build a
sense of community, and develop support
networks. Social events are an important
element of a successful LETS, to help people
get to know each other, and start trading.
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Local small businesses find it hard to
reconcile their commercial logic with the
informal, unprofessional characteristics
of LETS, and so struggle to participate.
While LETS could re-invent itself as a
more commercial operation, promoting
efficiency and professionalism over
friendliness and informality, it would
certainly lose its unique aspects - those of
allowing people the economic and social
space to enact a different range of values
than are expressible in the conventional
economy (Seyfang 2000a; Seyfang
forthcoming b).

In the UK, the majority of LETS
members are women, who perhaps see in
LETS an opportunity to have their work
and skills revalued and rewarded, and to
be able to exchange their labour for
purchasing power. The equal wage
principle is one means for achieving this
within community currencies, and though
LETS generally take a laissez-faire approach
to valuing skills (leaving the negotiation of
prices to members), several encourage an
equal rate of payment for all services. In a
survey of members of one LETS in Norfolk,
UK, 75 per cent of respondents agreed
that the scheme was 'a practical expression
of an economy based on fairer and
more socially just principles than the
conventional economy'. The main reason
given for this was because 'everyone's
skills are equally valuable'. Four-fifths
(80 per cent) of the members in this LETS
were women, and 44 per cent were not in
formal employment, but they sold their
skills on the scheme, often in work which
would not be paid in the mainstream
economy. Sixty-four per cent felt that 'men
and women were more economically
equal on LETS than in the cash economy.'
An unemployed woman in her fifties said
'It means I can use my skills which I had
undervalued in the past', and another
middle-aged woman felt that '[gender
roles] can be reversed more easily than
in the cash economy' on LETS (Seyfang
forthcoming a).

Despite showing great potential to meet
people's needs for goods and services and
informal employment, and attracting
growing interest from policy-makers, LETS
have remained small scale and quite
limited in their membership profile. Part of
the difficulty in the UK is that the
government has seen LETS as a tool for job
creation, whereas the objectives of
organisers and members are more oriented
towards informal provision and
community building. Simultaneously, the
government has failed to remove the
barriers to participation facing unemployed
members on LETS, whereby their means-
tested benefits may be affected by LETS
earnings above a small disregard
(LETSLink UK 1998). Furthermore, the fact
that members tend to join through word-of-
mouth, and the fact that LETS tends to be
seen an alternative, 'green' economic tool,
is off-putting to many sections of society
(Williams 2000).

A study of LETS in very low-income
and deprived areas (Barnes et al. 1996)
suggests that LETS is least successful in
these situations because they lack the core
trust and cohesion necessary. In these
areas, the paid support of a community
development worker can be important in
enabling such projects to thrive. However,
one essential limitation of LETS is its
reliance upon individual members to take
the initiative and start trading among
themselves. Where community capacity or
confidence is low, this may be a difficult
step to take. In these cases, lessons can be
learned from more pro-actively managed
schemes such as time banks, described
below.

Time Currencies*
Time Dollars are the best-known form of
time currencies in use today. They were
invented by Edgar Cahn in the USA as a
response to the need for greater social
provision within fragmented communities
and reduced public services. An hour of
time put into helping someone on the
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scheme is rewarded by an hour's credit,
which can be spent by requesting an hour
of someone else's time in return, saved up
for future use, or donated to someone
whose need is greater than their earning
ability.

Generically known as volunteer service
credits, time currencies have spread to
Germany, Sweden, Japan, and are now
growing in the UK, where they are known
as time banks (New Economics Foundation
2000; Hirota 2000). They work in a similar
way to LETS, in that they provide a
framework within which people can
exchange services - or time - on an equal
basis. However, they are more akin to
volunteering programmes than alternative
economies. Time banks require a subs-
tantially higher input of resources to run
than LETS, and unlike LETS are often run
by organisations, and professionally
managed. A time bank typically consists of
a central broker, who runs a database of
volunteers, matches requests for help with
available work, and keeps a record of the
work done (Simon 2000). This is a more
'top-down' approach to meeting social and
economic needs than the bottom-up
dynamics of LETS.

The kinds of services provided by time
currencies include peer-mentoring in
schools, elders in schools, volunteer
befriending, child-care, giving lifts to
hospital, taking someone shopping,
telephone support groups, etc.. Time banks
provide a source of genuine support and
welfare, and increasingly, people can spend
their earned time credits on subsidised
food, rent, refurbished computers, and
training (Boyle 1999b; Cahn 2000).

Just as with LETS, time currencies have
the potential to make a positive impact on
gender relations. They reaffirm the
importance of unpaid social reproductive
work, and redefine the rules around its
provision, thus elevating its status and
reward (Cahn 2000; Burns 2000). Time
banks fill a gap between state provision

and the market, where social economy and
extended family support has withered.
However, there are no detailed empirical
data available on the impacts of parti-
cipation in time currencies on women's
lives, and the gender aspects of time
currencies have not been systematically
analysed to date.

Time banks mobilise voluntary activity
from social groups not previously tapped,
such as men, the unemployed, and elderly
populations. This is argued to pay off in
various ways including lower truancy and
crime rates, better health, and longer active
lifespan (New Economics Foundation 2000;
Burns 2000). In the USA, time banks
operate in 120 localities, some with
thousands of members, and are particularly
successful at engaging the retired
population in productive activity, ensuring
that elderly people continue to feel valued
and recognised, and rewarding their
volunteer input with concrete purchasing
power. By building extended support
networks, and crucially, by rewarding
volunteers for performing the kinds of vital
social care services and community
activities that normally go unpaid and
unvalued, they boost self-esteem and
confidence among the very social groups
normally considered to be passive
recipients of social care (Cahn 2000).

In the UK, the government's Active
Community Unit is supporting time banks,
and there are currently 35 operating or in
development, with a target of 120 by 2002
(Time Banks UK 2000). Importantly, the
government has stated that time credits are
not to be counted against means-tested
unemployment welfare benefits paid to
people living in poverty, or in assessing
people's income tax liability. This
immediately removes one of the main
barriers facing participants in LETS. Time
banks in the UK are also being presented in
a more 'mainstream' way. They now look
set to reach a far wider proportion of the
population. However, it is too early to



66

speculate on their impact, and how the
different context of greater public sector
provision will affect their uptake and
effectiveness. A new government-financed
research project will evaluate their
development and potential over the next
two years, and will include a gender
analysis of the membership and the
impacts of participation (Seyfang 2000b).

Paper currencies 5

The third type of community currency
described here is paper currency, when
local currency notes are printed and
allowed to circulate freely among members
of a particular community or locality.
While individual transactions are not
monitored, the quantity of notes in
circulation is carefully overseen by an
issuing body, to ensure there is no inflation
from oversupply. The advantages of a note-
based system are that trading can take
place between any interested parties, is not
restricted to those joining the organisation
first, and can be much quicker and easier,
without the inconvenience of notifying
administrators after each transaction. These
systems are also far easier to understand in
locations where, for example, computerised
record-keeping or centralised accounting is
impractical or off-putting.

In the United States, Ithaca Hours are
the best known example. Ithaca Hours
were invented as a tool to regenerate the
local economy, and strengthen it against
outside influences (Glover n.d.). By 1998,
US$67,000 worth of Ithaca Hours notes
(one Hour being equal to US$10) were in
circulation. These are estimated to have
changed hands between individuals and
local businesses so many times that they
have generated at least ten times this
wealth. Twenty other towns across the
USA have invented their own paper
currency (Boyle 1999a).

The Argentinian Global Exchange
Network (Red Global de Trueque - RGT -
in Spanish) is another such system. It was
started in 1995 by a small group of

ecological activists in Buenos Aires, who
invented a neighbourhood barter club as a
way to put their ideals for sustainable
development through local production and
self-reliance into practice. At the same time,
they wanted to counter the harmful
impacts of severe economic recession,
record unemployment levels, growing
urban poverty, and harsh fiscal policies
resulting in welfare state cuts. Their
ideals of reinventing work and welfare
mirror the 'new economics' principles of
northern community currency activists
(DeMeuleneure 2000; Primavera et al. 1998).

The organisers of the network issue
notes called creditos into the system in a
controlled manner, and weekly markets
include traders offering personal services,
handicrafts, food, and the services of
professionals including lawyers and
dentists. To encourage reciprocity
(mirroring Cahn's 'co-production' principle)
all members agree to be both prosumidores
and prosumers - both consumers and
producers of services (Primavera et al.
1998). This seeks to avoid a stumbling
block of some community currencies
whereby people earn large positive
balances and do not spend them, or
alternatively, build up large deficits - both
situations lead to stagnation rather than
currency circulation.

The RGT arose independently of,
but concurrent with, northern community
currencies, and they have much in common.
What is unique about the Argentinian
example is the rate and extent of the RGT's
growth, and the urgent need for an
expenditure-reducing tool to help people
survive in terms of real basic needs
(Pearson 2000). The Argentinian monthly
minimum wage is US$300, but through
trading with creditos, Argentinian
researchers have estimated that household
consumption could be supplemented by
up to the equivalent of US$600 a month
(Primavera 2000; Seyfang and Pearson
2000).
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Recent estimates indicate that 500
federated exchange schemes now operate
across 15 of Argentina's 23 provinces,
involving nearly a quarter of a million
members trading the equivalent of about
one billion US dollars (Primavera 2000).
The experience and ideas of the RGT now
have spread to other Central and South
American countries (Mexico, Uruguay,
Bolivia, Brazil, Chile), and to Spain.

A contrasting example of a community
currency from a developing country is from
Thailand, where the bhat has recently
suffered major economic collapse. In 1997,
community development advisors and
community currency experts from Canada
and the Netherlands began to work along-
side Thai agencies and villagers in the Kud
Chum district of north-eastern Thailand.
They studied income flows and considered
ways of keeping more money circulating
locally. They invented a local currency to
encourage more trade and production
within their localities, which would afford
some protection from external economic
shocks. This was called the bia (named after
the traditional shells used as money in
Thailand before the arrival of bank-notes
and coins). It was launched in March 2000,
and used for trading local produce through-
out six neighbouring villages. At weekly
markets, sellers charged for local labour
and profit in bia, and for bought-in inputs
in national currency. Although anyone
could use the notes, members of the
organisation were also permitted to borrow
500 bia from a Bia Bank, to be repaid
without interest. On the first market day,
112 out of 600 households were parti-
cipating, and 8000 bia had been loaned
from the Bia Bank.

Only three or four months after the
launch, the national government banned
the use of bia, claiming it was a threat to
national security, and have sought to
prevent the villagers taking control of their
local economy by creating their own
community currency. Development workers
are presently trying to obtain state

approval to continue the work as a special
research project (Powell 2000).

To date, there has been no empirical
gender analysis of a paper note-based
community currency system, in any
country, preventing any further discussion
with regards to the implications for women
and gender relations.

Conclusions

Monetary alternatives in the form of
community-level currencies have great
potential for overcoming some of the
problems with conventional money, as
well as for building communities and
reinvigorating local economies. They also
go further in terms of giving value and
recognition to much of the work that
women traditionally perform, which is
unpaid and unrewarded in the con-
ventional market economy. Therefore,
community currencies can potentially help
to redress the gender inequalities inherent
in the current market system, where only
certain types of work are counted.

However, alternative currencies have
emerged in different contexts worldwide,
in response to particular problems faced by
specific communities. New forms of money
are emerging all over the world, and they
each have lessons for wider adoption,
but the importance of understanding the
local social, political, and economic context
cannot be overemphasised when considering
transferability, as can be seen from the
example of Thailand.

For instance, LETS schemes are at their
strongest as informal mechanisms set up to
meet the economic and social needs of a
community. They do not seem to work well
for commercial enterprises. At present, the
largely voluntary organisation of LETS,
and lack of national networking between
LETS groups prevent LETS from making
progress as a networking, learning
movement. Time banks emphasise social
provision and volunteering, and work
well in tandem with local institutions
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(local authorities, schools, social services
departments, training centres), which can
administer, as well as participate in the
schemes. However, they require much
greater financial support than LETS to run
effectively. The strength of alternative
note-based currencies is their ease of use
and efficiency at the grassroots. They
prioritise economic necessity above social
aims, but still allow equitable and political
objectives to be expressed. They can also
work in areas that simply do not have the
institutional capacity to run time banks.

In conclusion, despite the growth in
enthusiasm for community currencies,
there is still very little known about
their impact (with the exception of LETS,
about which a growing body of work has
emerged in the UK over recent years).
More research is needed, which analyses
income flows, social impacts, and gender
implications of the schemes, and which
could uncover lessons for future community
currency developments elsewhere.

Gill Seyfang is a Senior Research Associate at
the Overseas Development Group, School of
Development Studies, University of East
Anglia, Norwich NR4 7TJ, UK.
E-mail: g.seyfang@uea.ac.uk;
tel: +44 1603 593678; fax: +441603 505262

Notes

1 Beneria refers to rural societies in
developing countries; Waring refers to
industrialised countries.

2 The author is grateful to Ruth Pearson
for discussions on the significance of
community currencies internationally,
and for collaboration on a previous
paper (Seyfang and Pearson 2000).

3 For information on the history and
development of LETS, and how to set up
and run a scheme, see Lang (1994) and
Croall (1997).

4 For information on setting up and
running a time bank, see Simon (2000),
and contact the Time Banks UK Network

at PO Box 139, Gloucester, GL1 4YP, UK,
or http://www.timebanks.co.uk. For
information on Time Dollars, see Cahn
(2000) and http://www.timedollar.org

5 For information on setting up and
running a note-based community
currency, see Glover (n.d.) and the
Ithaca Hours website h t tp : / /
www.lightlink.com/hours/ithacahours/.
See Stephen DeMeuleneure's website
http://ccdev. lets.net for information
and links to developing country
community currencies in Asia, Africa,
and Latin America. The Argentinian
Global Exchange Network's official web
page is http://www.visitweb.com/
trueque
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'More and more
technology, women have to
go home':
changing skill demands in
manufacturing and Caribbean women's
access to training
Daphne Jayasinghe1

Women in the Caribbean region have a history of working in paid employment as well as
participating in unpaid work. This article focuses on case studies from Barbados, St Lucia, and
Trinidad, where, since the 1970s, many women have been employed in export-processing.
In the factories, stereotypes about women's 'natural' abilities have been used to devalue the skills
they have brought to labour-intensive factory work, and to keep wages low. In order for the Caribbean
to continue to compete in a competitive global employment market, and for women workers to
continue to have access to paid employment, it is essential that women's existing skills are augmented
by training to meet the requirements of new industries, and that gender stereotypes concerning
women's abilities to perform male-dominated jobs are challenged.

Global export manufacturing is costs and the most favourable tax

switching from labour-intensive, incentives has intensified, some countries
female-dominated manufacturing have found they can no longer compete in

to highly-skilled production and services. forms of manufacturing in which low
Export manufacturing competitiveness is wages are the key determinant of success,
increasingly defined by skill, advanced Mexico's low wages and its preferential
technology, and high quality output access to the US market, through the
(Lall 2000). Policy-makers from govern- North American Free Trade Agreement
ments, industrial development corporations, (NAFTA), have also proved detrimental
and international organisations, are for manufacturing in the Caribbean
recommending a shift away from labour- (Lewis 1998).
intensive manufacturing towards skill- In St Lucia, Barbados, and Trinidad,
intensive manufacturing, where high output from labour intensive industries,
productivity and high value-added which have commonly employed a female
produce provides a competitive edge workforce (textiles, apparel, and leather), is
(Barbados Investment and Development currently declining. Meanwhile, output
Corporation 1999; Momm 1999; Abatte from the so-called 'skilled sectors' is
2000). In the English-speaking Caribbean, increasing (Table 1).
the cost of labour is relatively high. Those labour-intensive factories that
As the competition for the lowest labour still exist face an increasingly competitive
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Table 1: Percentage of skilled2 manufacturing in total manufacturing output
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Country

Barbados

St Lucia

Trinidad

Percentage of skilled

manufacturing in total

manufacturing output

1985 1997

40 46

11 23

17 *30

Average annual growth in

skilled manufacturing

output 1985-97 (%)

4.1

12.3

6.7

Source: UNIDO Industrial Statistics Database 2000
*1995 data

global market, with rapidly changing
requirements. In order for these companies
to compete, it is vital for workers to be
trained and equipped to adapt rapidly. In
theory, this should benefit the Caribbean
manufacturing labour force in a number of
ways. Manufacturing high quality goods,
and providing highly-skilled services,
depends on the existence of a highly-
trained workforce that is flexible enough to
meet changing production needs and
demands. It is increasingly recognised that
human resource management and training
are crucial elements of manufacturing in
the 'rapidly evolving international
environment of knowledge based and skill-
intensive production' (Abatte 2000, 39). The
importance of training and human resource
development for the labour force has been
asserted by several commentators (Momm
1999; Ould El Hadj 1999; Lall 2000). The
wages of skilled workers should become
higher, greater transferals of skills and
technology should occur, and, in the
absence of a 'race to the bottom' for lowest
labour costs, the elimination of work-
related benefits should no longer be a
priority for industry (Momm 1999).

However, the impact of the changes is
different for women and men. This article
traces the way in which gender issues have
shaped women's experience of employ-

ment in the manufacturing sector, and
explores the implications for women of the
changes in the nature of industry in the
Caribbean. If women are to retain their
share of employment in manufacturing in
the future, they not only need access to
training to enable them to adapt to the
changing working environment, but
gender biases in skills evaluation and in
terms and conditions of employment must
be overcome. The article draws on three
case studies of women workers in St Lucia,
Barbados, and Trinidad, to support and
develop its argument. Research was
conducted between June and December
2000. Semi-structured surveys were used to
interview approximately 25 women in St
Lucia, Trinidad, and Barbados. Women
were interviewed in their homes,
community centres, and in one case, their
place of work.

Women in export-
processing: the context

Historically, women have been concen-
trated in low-cost, labour-intensive
manufacturing sectors throughout the
world, the best example of which is the
clothing and textile industry (UNIDO 2000).
Trade liberalisation policies pursued across
the developing world since the late 1960s
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initially prompted an increase in such
manufacturing, producing for the global
market. Assembly plants producing goods
including clothing, processed food, toys,
and shoes were established in free trade
zones and industrial parks located in
countries where the cost of labour was low.
Foreign investors, providing foreign
exchange and large-scale employment
opportunities, were welcomed with tax
incentives. As technology improved, more
companies were able to locate labour-
intensive sections of the production process
to developing countries, whilst research
and development and marketing remained
in the more developed countries (Nash and
Fernandez-Kelly 1983; Mortimore 1999).

While managers are often male, the
workforce in these factories is pre-
dominantly female. In particular, women
are concentrated in assembly-line jobs - for
example, as stitchers, finishers, and
machinists. These detailed, monotonous
jobs demand skills that are considered to
be similar to those used in women's
traditional work within the household
(Elson and Pearson 1977; Ong 1993). A
knowledge of embroidery and sewing,
transferred by women from generation to
generation, requires little or no formal
training, and is defined as 'natural' and
'unskilled', and paid as such (Elson and
Pearson 1977). Perceiving women's
knowledge as natural rather than the result
of training results in employers gaining a
trained workforce that can be paid at
unskilled rates. Moreover, due to their
previous knowledge base and repetitious,
subdivided production tasks, employers do
not always consider further training
necessary for women.

Assembly-line production also prevents
the development of additional skills on the
job and reduces the overall skill level
of workers (Phillips and Taylor 1980;
Ong 1993), since workers are limited to
specific stages of the production process,
for example, in garment manufacturing,
working on collars, buttonholes, or sleeves.

Through this division of labour and process
of 'de-skilling', productivity in manufac-
turing is increased, whilst the worker is left
with little command over the production
process3 (Elson and Pearson 1980; Beneria
and Roldan 1987; Ong 1993). Men who are
employed in labour-intensive industries
typically include technicians, cutters,
supervisors, and managers. These occu-
pations, which require mobility or physical
strength, have usually been defined as
relatively technical and skilled, in contrast
to women's jobs.

In contrast, capital-intensive industrial
manufacturing tends to be socially defined
as masculine work, and when manufac-
turing mechanises, there tends to be a rise
in male employment (Joekes 1995; Horton
1999; Mehra and Gammage 1999).4 There is
evidence that a 'de-feminisation' of the
labour market occurs with mechanisation.

In part, this is due to social constraints
on women resulting in their being
perceived as 'unsuitable' for heavy
manufacturing. Upgraded capital intensive
and technological processes require
continuous use, with workers often
working night shifts. Night work is
frequently considered socially inappro-
priate for women, and in some countries is
prohibited by law. Similarly, cultural norms
suggest that women are unsuited to work
that involves heavy lifting, such as work in
the metal and transport sectors, or to
dangerous work, such as work with
industrial chemicals. Thirdly, women are
often considered to be 'unstable' workers
who are likely to withdraw from the
workforce for child rearing purposes
(Joekes 1995,13). In addition to these social
barriers to women's employment in the
new industries, women also face the
challenge of increased demand for
technological and specialised skills. Men's
superior access to training is another key
reason for the current rise in the employ-
ment of men (Mehra and Gammage 1999).
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Women's difficulties in
accessing training

On-the-job training
Women's access to in-firm training in
labour-intensive manufacturing is limited
in two ways. First, as stated earlier, due
to the inflexible and unchanging nature of
the assembly work in which they are
concentrated, women in traditional manufac-
turing roles are seen as requiring little or no
training. In contrast, employees in the new
highly-skilled industries use machinery
that is periodically upgraded, requiring
ongoing training in its use.

As the skill content of production
increases, there is evidence of a reduction
in the share of female employment. For
example, as technology improved in the
Malaysian semiconductor sector during the
1980s, the demand for multi-skilled
operators increased. However, female
representation fell from 80 per cent in the
first phase of the industry to 67 per cent
in 1986, and was even lower by the 1990s
(Narayan and Rajah 1990, cited in Mitter
1995). Thus, men are more likely than
women to be recruited into jobs in
capital- and skills-intensive industries
where they benefit from improved in-firm
training provision.

Secondly, there is an over-representation
of women in part-time and 'casual' or
temporary work (ILO 1999). Employers are
unlikely to provide extensive training to
workers in these categories. Furthermore,
these workers are particularly vulnerable to
loss of employment when jobs are being
cut, so that investments in training for them
will not provide any long-term gains for the
employer.

Government and private training
In all three countries under analysis,
government and private sector training
institutions exist. Large numbers of women
take advantage of these facilities, and
successfully gain qualifications. However,
training remains highly gendered with a

shortage of women taking technology-
related subjects, which are of relevance to
technological skill development (Lall 2000).
For example, 91 per cent of the students
who enrolled into the technology division
of the Barbados Community College in the
1999-2000 academic year were male
(Barbados Community College 2000, 53).
This is despite the fact that women
represent 68 per cent of total student
enrollment, indicating Barbadian women's
response to female marginalisation in the
labour force and high female unemploy-
ment.

Women face further constraints on
gaining access to training. As women
balance their productive and reproductive
responsibilities, the issue of their domestic
commitments, including child-care, continues
to work against them. This is particularly
difficult for women who head households
(Downes 1999). In the Caribbean, where
there are a high proportion of female-
headed households (Barrow 1996),
recorded at 43.5 per cent in Barbados in
1992 (Mondesire and Dunn 1995), many
female manufacturing workers are reliant
on family, neighbours, and day care centres
to care for their children while they work.
In a 1996 survey of 1743 poor households in
Barbados with children under five years of
age, only 15.7 per cent used government
day care or other public institutions to care
for children. The most cited reason for not
using government institutions was the high
fees (Inter-American Development Bank
1998). This suggests that child-care in
Barbados is not accessible and readily
available for poor households. In order to
attract women to training institutions,
affordable child-care must be facilitated.

Furthermore, additional skills training
needs to be offered at times that are
appropriate to the target group. Some
potential trainees may be employed in low-
skilled jobs that they are reluctant to
jeopardise by pursuing training during
work hours. Female employees in Barbados



74

and retrenched female factory employees in
St Lucia mentioned that while they
were employed, the available government
training programs had taken place during
working hours and therefore they had not
been able to take advantage of them
(interviews, St Lucia, June 2000 and
Barbados, December 2000).5

However, it is important to point out
that access to training is not enough. The
social and economic obstacles to tech-
nological training faced by women need to
be uncovered and challenged. Low enrol-
ments of women in technological fields
need to be accounted for, and programmes
should be devised to reverse gender
asymmetries (Borque and Warren 1990).
Increased access to technological training
alone will not challenge gender biases
against women in scientific occupations, or
eliminate gender stereotyping in education
systems. Rather, challenges to social and
institutional biases are required.

Case studies from three
Caribbean countries

This section uses examples from St Lucia,
Barbados, and Trinidad to illustrate the
points made above. It aims to expose the
inadequacy of existing in-firm training for
women, and to demonstrate the importance
of challenging gender biases in skills
evaluation, training, and employment.
All quotations were collected by the author
during interviews conducted between June
and December 2000.

Meeting rapidly changing requirements
in apparel - the case ofSt Lucia
In St Lucia, one clothing factory, which had
operated in the small town of Dennery for
over 20 years, closed its doors without
warning during Christmas 1999. It left 300
women without jobs. The factory had
assembled garments for a US company.
As mentioned earlier, output in the textile,
apparel, and leather industries has declined
in all three of the countries under analysis.

Those garment factories still in existence
face an increasingly competitive global
market with rapidly changing require-
ments. In order for companies to compete,
it is vital for workers to be trained and
equipped to meet these changing demands
in style and increased volume.

One woman, who had been employed
at the factory for 16 years from the age of
17, and had been promoted to supervisor
level by the time the factory closed down,
told me of her experience of the changes:

When [the factory] first started, they began
with two particular types of garments and
everyone could complete their production target.
Then, the garments were becoming more
difficult and the targets were getting higher.
Every month there would be new and different
styles to learn. The materials were difficult to
handle and the structures of the garments were
different. When we were trained we were taught
to sew simple garments, these were more
complicated and we needed re-training [which
was not provided]. After all, they see you
sewing for 10 years, they feel they can impose
anything on you, they assume you can doit.

In response to the claim that the factory
closed down due to low productivity,
another member of a women's group
mainly composed of former employees of
the factory commented: 'It was not that the
girls could not sew, it was because the
changes were occurring so rapidly. The
girls were not equipped; productivity does
not come naturally.'

In St Lucia, workers, manufacturers,
government, and industrial development
policy advisors alike stress the importance
of training in a competitive economy.
As the Chairman of the St Lucia Chamber
of Commerce pointed out to me in an
interview, 'the businesses that have a
chance to survive recognise the importance
of the quality of the labour force and
they are therefore systematically looking
to improve the skills that [the workers]
bring to the job.' (Interview, June 2000)
Thus, recognition of the ongoing training
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needs of women in so-called low-skilled
industries is vital for industries to compete
successfully in a rapidly diversifying
economy.

The women displaced from factories in
St Lucia face obstacles in a labour market
where the unemployment rate amongst
women is 20 per cent, compared to 16 per cent
amongst men (St Lucia Statistical Office
1999). Due to their minimal training and
the division of labour, the specific skills
they have are difficult to transfer.
Furthermore, the Dennery factory's
presence and the resulting provision of
low-skill employment in the community
acted as a disincentive to the completion of
schooling. Consequently, many female
workers lack the qualifications required for
any available clerical or service jobs.
Women head 41 percent of all households
in St Lucia (Stuart 1998, 61). It is likely that
many women displaced from factories are
main or sole breadwinners in their
households, and a reduction in employ-
ment opportunities for these women will
have serious social ramifications.

Women were employed to provide low-
cost labour, and trained to perform specific
simple tasks. They experienced difficulty in
meeting the increasing skill requirements

and the rapid changes in demand dictated
by the American market. Retraining might
have equipped the workers with further
skills, which would have increased their
productivity, and prevented the factory
from relocating. Even if closure of the
factory had still been deemed necessary,
if the women workers had acquired
practical, transferable skills, they might
have been able to pursue alternative
employment opportunities. Opportunities
in the domestic garment industry or as
seamstresses are possible alternatives.
The tendency to decrease women's wages
through a process of de-skilling is in
opposition to St Lucia's drive to increase
its competitiveness, and has created a
pool of unemployed women with limited
options.

The shift to service exports in Barbados
As stated earlier, and shown in Table 1,
skilled manufacturing has represented a
large share of total manufacturing output
in Barbados since the early 1980s. An
analysis of employment data broken down
by sex shows that the number of male
employees exceeds the number of female
employees in three of the five skilled
manufacturing sectors (Table 2).

Table 2: Numbers of male and female employees and the share of female employees in skilled
manufacturing sectors, Barbados, 1999

Manufacturing sector

Paper products and
printing

Chemicals & toiletries

Fabricated metal

Precision instruments

Electronic equipment6

Average number of

female employees

522

175

213

127

1025

Average number of

male employees

639

393

637

41

101

Percentage of female

employees

45

31

12

76

91

Source: Statistical Report of Employment in Manufacturing and Service Companies, Barbados
Investment and Development Corporation (1999)
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Susan Horton argues that although
women in Latin America and the
Caribbean have been displaced from
manufacturing, they have made a positive
shift to white-collar work such as sales,
clerical occupations, and services (Horton
1999). It is true that a high proportion of
women can be found in the service sector in
Barbados, particularly in the booming
tourism sector. This may appear to be a
positive alternative for women displaced
from the manufacturing sector, but women
who have been employed in labour-
intensive manufacturing do not have the
necessary qualifications for 'high-end'
service jobs found in the financial sector or
tourism. They are more likely to relocate
into the 'low-end' service jobs, for example
as cleaners and waitresses. The vulner-
ability of women employed in these jobs
will be discussed in more detail later in this
article.

Another service sector in which many
women seek employment is the data-entry
and information-processing sector, the
Caribbean experience of which has been
well-documented (Pearson 1993; Dunn and
Dunn 1999; Freeman 1999). The sector was
prioritised as a foreign exchange earner
over light manufacturing during the
early 1990s. Although the average pay of a
data-entry operator is higher than that of
an electronics assembler or sewing machine
operator (Barbados Investment and
Development Corporation 2000a, b), there
is evidence that the tasks are routine and
repetitive, and thus the skill content is
minimal. Women's predominance in these
jobs is explained again by their 'natural
dexterity' and their patience and willing-
ness to perform repetitive tasks, such as
entering data from thousands of airline
ticket stubs. Moreover, under pressure to
provide for families, the female workforce
is a dedicated one (Dunn and Dunn 1999).
Again, the skills acquired are minimal.
Furthermore, advances in technology and
improvements in electronic scanning

devices jeopardise the long-term oppor-
tunities in this sector (Freeman 1999).
Ruth Pearson, in her analysis of the
Jamaican data-processing sector, recognises
a potential for the industry to compete
on the basis of professional skills and
services rather than just cheap labour.
'Paradoxically, this is unlikely to happen
unless there are significant changes in the
way women's skills are evaluated and
rewarded in the labour market.' (Pearson
1993,293)

The predominance of women in the
information-processing sector is deter-
mined by their willingness to accept low
wages, which, as stated above, are justified
by the presumed absence, or removal, of
skills in women's work. There has been a
marked increase in subcontracting of
high-end information work, such as
software programming, to developing
countries. However, women's role in this
sector has been minimal (Mitter 1995).
Due in part to the low value ascribed to
women's skills, their contributions to
knowledge intensive sectors are con-
strained. This is also true in the Barbados
electronics industry. Although this sector is
defined as a skilled industry, it is important
to note that women are occupied in the
assembly sections of the industry, as coil
winders and assemblers, tasks which are
learned in '... a matter of minutes - or at
most a day' (Kelly 1986, 828). Thus, a
simple relocation of high numbers of
women to skilled sectors is not enough. In
order for the desired transferal of skills to
occur, the significance of women's work
must be recognised - not measured by
negative, gendered interpretations of
minimal abilities - and rewarded and
upgraded through improved training.

Increases in technology and heavy
industry, and the displacement of female
employees - the case of Trinidad
Due to an abundance of oil and natural gas,
manufacturing in Trinidad has been
energy-intensive. Minerals, fuels, and
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chemicals dominate domestic exports.
The export of manufactured machinery
and transport goods - both of which are
defined as skilled sectors - more than
trebled between 1990 and 1997 (CARICOM
1998). In capital-intensive industries, where
the cost of labour is of less relevance, and
the work is seen as heavier and geared
towards men, the labour force tends to be
male-dominated. In Trinidad and Tobago,
88 per cent of plant and machine operators
and assemblers are male (ILO1998).

The number of women in processing
industries in Trinidad was small and
declining, due in part to society's ideas of
what constitutes men and women's work.
Women who had been employed in a
multi-national food and chemical pro-
cessing plant for over 30 years shared their
observations on the changes occurring.
Increasing mechanisation had replaced the
tasks previously performed manually by
women. In the case of this factory, women
were employed in packing:

There used to be seven women on a line forming
the packs [of margarine] and then there was a
woman on the end, she packed the packs into
one box and send it down. Now one woman is
doing all of that on her own, seven women are
cut out. More and more technology, women
have to go home.

The women clearly expressed the gendered
nature of the factory tasks:

They won't ask a man to sit down and pack
butter. ...Yes, a man would operate a machine
which packs, but he wouldn't pack. The men
don't really like the confined work and packing
is confined work. They have to go and smoke
their cigarette.

Although the women I spoke to were
classified as permanent staff, they stressed
that many other women who had been
employed for over 20 years were still
defined as 'casual' labour, and that no more
women would be taken on as permanent
labour. This is partly because the factory is

cutting its overall workforce, and is also
related to reluctance to employ women to
do jobs which are defined as male:

What they want now is for men to do the male
work and the female work [operating the
packing machine] because men can do the
heavy lifting that women can't do so they decide
to bring [employ] men, they do both [types of]
work.

Susan Joekes argues that restrictions
prohibiting women from carrying out work
where heavy lifting is involved tend to
have a cultural rather than a physiological
basis (Joekes 1995, 13). In fact, many
women workers will perform domestic
work requiring physical strength on a daily
basis. Tasks such as mixing and stacking, in
which men are employed, also allow some
mobility and the opportunity to take time
out, to relax, and chat, commonly known as
'liming' in the anglophone Caribbean.
Notions of masculinity are associated with
heavy work and the unimpeded freedom to
move around.

Because gender stereotypes result in
women being restricted to low-skilled tasks
which are rapidly being replaced by
machines, women have difficulty retaining
jobs in manufacturing. Furthermore, due to
the association of men with mechanical,
technical, and heavy work in industries
such as chemicals and non-metallic
minerals, which are booming in Trinidad,
women face obstacles in relocating to
alternative factories.

The consequences of
inadequate training

As pointed out earlier, some displaced
female factory workers may find oppor-
tunities in the service sector. However,
with low levels of education and minimal
training, they are likely to be located in low
income, vulnerable sectors. The Trinidad
and Tobago National Union of Domestic
Employees (NUDE) membership includes
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domestic workers, workers in fast-food
outlets, groceries, and bakeries, cooks,
cleaners, and waitresses. The majority of
members are women and an all female
executive runs the union. NUDE stresses
the vulnerability of their target client
group; they are often non-unionised, and
perform work without signing any formal
cofitfact. The work they perform is hidden,
and thus difficult to regulate.

The informal sector forms another
alternative to factory employment. Some
garment factories in Trinidad that have
closed down have subsequently set up
operations in the employer's home. NUDE
has bfeen approached by women who are
empldyed to produce clothes in this way.
They work with a small number of other
women and fulfil the same tasks as in the
factory. They complain of poor ventilation
and sanitation facilities, and there have
been incidences of National Insurance
contributions not being paid. It is difficult
to measure increases or decreases in this
sector, since by its nature the incidence of
informal work is difficult to quantify, and
its contribution to the economy is often
underestimated (Chen, Sebstad, and
O'Connell 1999). However, NUDE receives
increasing enquiries from women
employed in such cottage industries and
recognises it as a growing hidden and
unregulated source of employment for
women.7

Efforts are being made to address the
gender imbalances in training and employ-
ment across the region. Organisations such
as the Women's Constructive Collective in
Jamaica support women who are employed
and seeking employment in male-
dominated fields. An Inter-American
Development Bank-funded regional project
supporting non-traditional training for
women proposes to prepare low-income
women for the changing skills require-
ments of the labour market (Inter-
American Development Bank 1994).
During preparation for the project, a labour

market demand assessment identified a
need for skills such as carpentry, masonry,
plumbing, electrical installation, and
bricklaying for the construction and
furniture industries, as well as mechanical
fitting and machinery for the auto-
mechanics industry. The majority of these
occupations are male-dominated and the
project is designed to facilitate women's
entry into these fields. Since training
priorities are based on labour market
demand, employment opportunities for
trained women will be increased.
Furthermore, participants are guaranteed
a job placement or a micro-enterprise
loan for self-employment. However,
projects like these can only be successful if
the provision of training is combined with
a confrontation of social meanings and
determinants of 'acceptable' women's
work. The project includes a public
awareness campaign aiming to inform
women of their options and alternatives
and to overcome gender stereotypes about
women's capabilities.

Conclusion

To ascertain the impact of re-orienting
manufacturing for export on women, it is
necessary to acknowledge the gendered
nature of manufacturing and the gendered
division of labour within industries.

The international division of labour has
located sections of production in the
developing world. Women were drawn
into the workforce as a source of cheap
labour. The low cost of their labour was
justified in many manufacturing sectors by
the minimal training required, and costs
were pushed down further by a 'de-
skilling' process which has left female
employees with few transferable skills.
Labour-intensive manufacturers are now
leaving the Caribbean countries that
formed the focus of this article. They are
relocating to other parts of the developing
world where the key input, labour, is
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cheaper. In the case of the Caribbean, many
companies are relocating to Mexico, where
they can combine the advantage of low-cost
labour with special US market access
advantages.

Caribbean women displaced from
manufacturing are often in no position
to contribute to the skills-intensive,
increasingly technological manufacturing
that is expanding in the Caribbean.
Not only have they been de-skilled in the
drive to generate labour-intensive export
growth, but the skills now in demand are
associated with notions of masculinity, and
skilled industries are generally male-
dominated. The alternative existing
employment opportunities are vulnerable
and often unregulated. If this is considered
in relation to the high incidence of female
household heads, then poor training
provisions for women will have serious
ramifications for human and social
development.

This trend will only change when
gender relations are challenged, and
women and girls are allowed to compete
on an equal footing in sectors traditionally
viewed as male, like science and tech-
nology. In order for the Caribbean to
advance in highly-skilled competitive
manufacturing, women, who fuelled
manufacturing export development in the
1970s and 1980s, need to be prepared for
the changing demands of manufacturing,
and allowed to contribute to the develop-
ment of a skilled labour force.
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Notes
1 The field research for this article was

funded by a studentship from the
Leverhulme Trust. The views expressed
in this document are those of the author
and do not necessarily represent those of
the Leverhulme Trust.

2 Skilled sectors defined by the ILO
World Employment Report 1998-9. The
high-skilled manufacturing sub-sectors
are: printing and publishing, industrial
chemicals and other chemicals, fabri-
cated and metal products, machinery,
non electrical and electrical, transport
equipment, professional and scientific
equipment.

3 The advocacy group, Women Against
Free Trade Zones, highlighted this 'de-
skilling' process during their lobby in
1988 against the enactment of the Free
Trade Zone Act in Trinidad and Tobago.

4 World Development, 27(3), contains a
number of good articles referring to a
'defeminisation' of manufacturing.

5 The importance of accessibility with
regards to time, place, and cost is
recognised by the Training and
Vocational Education and Training
(TVET) Council in their national policy
framework for Barbados. However,
there must also be recognition of the
specific needs of low-income women
who are marginalised in the labour
force.

6 The skill content of the female-
dominated electronics assembly sector in
the Caribbean has been called into
question by Kelly (1986) who observed
that the tasks learnt in an electronics
factory in St Lucia were learned in
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minutes or at most a day. The dexterity
skills required were defined by managers
as 'naturally' suited to women and
therefore unskilled and requiring
minimal training.

7 Author interview with the President,
Clotil Walcott, and General Secretary,
Ida Le Blanc, of NUDE, October 2000.
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An income of one's own:
a radical vision of welfare policies in
Europe and beyond
Ingrid Robeyns

In this article, I discuss a radical proposal to combat poverty and unemployment: the establishment of
a state-funded 'basic income' for every citizen. This would be independent of sex, age, need, family
responsibilities, or employment status. Here, I outline the basic income proposal, and the debates in
the countries where it is currently being discussed. This proposal is not only of interest to the richest
countries; southern countries are also interested in it as a method of combating poverty. I discuss
different arguments put forward for a basic income, and relate these to ethical and moral questions.
I also discuss ways of financing the proposal. Finally, I ask whether a basic income is a desirable
policy for women, or whether additional concerns can be raised from a gender perspective.

Not all social activists and
academics support the way in
which Western European welfare

states are developing. If we scratch beneath
the surface of the affluence in Western
Europe, we still encounter people who are
excluded from society. Despite the
abundance of material wealth in those
countries, some people live on the street or
in poor housing. Every winter, some
people die because they cannot pay for
heating. Several million children and
adults live in relative poverty; while they
are unlikely to die from hunger, they are,
nevertheless, excluded from playing a full
part in society. At the same time, Western
European countries have high average
standards of living. Inequality is thus an
ever-present problem, and in most western
countries, notably the UK and the USA,
economic inequality has risen in the last
two decades (Ackerman et al. 2000).

Since the oil crisis of 1973, one of the
most pervasive social problems in Western
Europe has been long-term unemployment,

especially among low-skilled workers. This
unemployment is termed 'structural'
because, due to changes in the economy, it
becomes very difficult for the unemployed
to find jobs. Due to technological
innovations and the process of economic
globalisation, whole industries that once
flourished in Western Europe, for example
textile manufacturing, have perished. Many
jobs for low-skilled people have vanished.
The wages paid to low-skilled employees
in Europe were many times those now paid
to workers doing similar work in emerging
industries in southern countries. Because of
this, many low-skilled European workers
are now unemployed, and lack real
prospects for a job in the future.

Problems with the welfare
state

Fortunately, the unemployed in Western
Europe are protected from starvation or
extreme destitution by the welfare state. In
most of those countries, poor people have a
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right to a guaranteed minimum income,
and unemployed people to 'unemployment
benefits' -'regular payments in lieu of
income from labour.

However, those welfare states were
designed after World War II (1939-45), in a
time that was rather different to today's
context. There were sufficient jobs for low-
skilled people, and unemployment was
low. Many jobs were secure for life, hence
job insecurity was not a real worry. Women
and men conformed much more to a
traditional gender division of labour with
husbands providing income, and wives
caring for children and the household.
Families were much more stable, in the
sense that divorce and separation was
relatively rare.

All this has changed now, and govern-
ments in Western Europe widely
acknowledge that welfare state reform is
urgently needed. Most governments have
reacted by subsidising wages of low-skilled
employees, or lowering social security
contributions for the lowest-skilled. When
employers of low-skilled workers pay
lower financial contributions to the state
system of social security, then the cost for
these employers to hire such workers is
lowered, which should result in more low-
skilled workers being employed. At the
same time, some governments have made
payment of unemployment benefits more
conditional upon someone being willing to
retrain for another occupation, and/or
willingness to accept any job they are
offered. Such shifts in policy are justified by
the claim that most people feel that there
are limits to solidarity, and that reciprocity
should be the core value underlying the
welfare state. In other words, only those
who have contributed (or are willing to
contribute) deserve help if they are in need.

Finally, most of the welfare systems are
not only job-oriented, but also means-
tested: only people living in poverty who
cannot fall back on the income of other
household members, and who are in

material need, are eligible for minimal
income support. They receive a low
minimum income from the state to protect
them from absolute poverty (Ackerman
etal.2000).

Basic income: a radical
counter-proposal

The radical alternative proposal states that
every person should receive a basic income,
independent of her or his social and
employment status, sex, level of need, work
history, willingness to work, and so on.
This would be an individual grant, with
other household members' incomes not
taken into account. This basic income
should ideally be high enough to sustain a
decent living for all, although the concrete
proposals allow for an introduction at a
lower level, which is then gradually
increased over time.

Ending the unemployment 'trap'
One of the major arguments in favour of
basic income, especially in comparison
with job-centred policies (or 'workfare')
and means-tested welfare schemes, is that
it could enable society to eradicate a number
of unemployment and poverty traps. For
example, if an unemployed person finds a
job with a wage that is close to the level of
the unemployment or welfare benefits, she
does not improve her financial situation
significantly by taking the job and losing
the benefits. Thus, she is 'trapped' in her
unemployment (Groot and van der Veen
2000a). Moreover, means-tested benefits are
applied to the joint income of all members
of the household, so that if one member of
a household takes a job another may
lose their benefits. Schemes in several
countries do not allow benefit-holders to
learn a new profession, take up training
courses, or sometimes even to engage in
voluntary work. Hence, in some welfare
states, poor or unemployed people are
trapped in a passive situation where
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legislation discourages them from taking a
job or engaging in other socially useful or
productive activities (ibid.).

Strengthening the bargaining power of
workers
Basic income schemes could also reduce
unemployment without worsening poverty
by counteracting the poverty created by the
current tendency to make labour markets
more 'flexible'. In reality, 'flexibility' means
that more people are now working on
short-term contracts, and/or in unstable
and insecure jobs. Employers have argued
that they need to be able to lay-off workers
more easily if their firms want to compete
and survive in a global market. However,
individuals and their families are under
great pressure from the job and income
insecurity (and, sometimes, exploitative
conditions) that this emphasis on flexibility
creates. A basic income could help to secure
workers' incomes, and strengthen their
power positions. Unconditional basic
income would give employees more
financial independence from employers,
resulting in increased worker power to
demand decent working conditions. It
would also make it more feasible for
employees to accept jobs when employers
cannot pay higher wages due to global
competition.

Reclaiming freedom
The philosophical and ethical contributions
to the basic income debate stress the
importance of giving people more real
freedom to live their lives in the way they
wish, without being forced to take any kind
of alienating, exploitative, or degrading job
just to survive, and without sacrificing their
social and political autonomy in order to
achieve economic security. At this ethical
level, basic income can easily be linked
with the conceptualisation of development
as an enlargement of people's freedom,
which has been forcefully advocated by
Amartya Sen (1999).

A basic income would give a worker the

choice to refuse a job which is unpleasant,
more freedom to temporarily reduce hours
of working to take care of children or sick
relatives or friends, or to take a sabbatical if
she or he felt the need to stop rushing
through life. A basic income would also
give people more freedom to do long-term
unpaid work, such as caring for children or
voluntary community work.

Promoting equality and solidarity
The underlying view of most basic income
advocates is that one has the right as a
citizen of society to be provided with
minimal financial means. A basic income
is then one of the material aspects of
economic citizenship, just as the right to
vote is one of the material aspects of
political citizenship.

A basic income would entail lower
economic inequality, as a result of wealth
redistribution. Because of this, it would
require commitment and solidarity from
those who possess skills and capacities that
are well-paid in the labour market, and
those who have no constraints preventing
them from holding down a job, such as
disabilities or care responsibilities. As
discussed later in this article, if basic income
is financed by taxation, the relatively affluent
will pay more taxes that will be redis-
tributed towards the poor, the unemployed,
housewives, and others. In these times of
rampant anti-tax sentiments, one could ask
why people would be willing to do so.

It can be argued that the largest share of
one's labour income is only made possible
by stable and co-operative societal structures
and institutions, and by the talents that the
individual does not deserve, but is simply
lucky to possess. No Western European can
morally claim to own what she earns on the
labour market, since Europeans are born
into a well-organised society which is the
result of the collective effort of others - in
both the current and previous generations.
In other words, most of the current wealth
in Western European societies only exists
because people have been co-operating for
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centuries and are still doing so. Moreover,
the Western European countries' wealth
has also got roots in their colonial past, and
this wealth is now protected in the post-
colonial era by their position of relative
power in the inter-national political and
economic system. A good example is the
emissions of pollutants by consumers in
Europe and - especially - the USA, which
contribute to global warming affecting
southern countries. Rich consumers
perpetrate the majority of the environ-
mental damage, while the poor bear the
costs in terms of increased risk of flooding
and desertification.

There are many ethical problems related
to inequality and the moral duty of
solidarity that are seldom publicly
addressed on a local and a global level.
However, if we start thinking about these
issues, proposals that appear unrealistic
at first sight, including basic income, start
to make much more sense.

What does basic income
mean for gender equality?

Where do gender issues fit into proposals
for basic income proposals? In the 1990s,
most of the publications on basic income
were gender-blind: it was simply assumed
that basic income would be a good policy
for women, because they constituted the
majority of the poor and because it would
entail that housewives would get an
income of their own. However, in public
discussions it was often argued by
feminists that a basic income might send
women back home, leading to unintended
negative consequences for women's
emancipation. A gender analysis of basic
income proposals shows that a gender
analysis of basic income is quite
complicated (Robeyns 2000).

Beyond market work
The current social security systems only
protect the citizenship rights of people

with access to formal paid employment.
This excludes people who are primarily
responsible for caring for children, the sick
and frail, and the elderly. Carers are, in the
majority of cases, women. Hence, a crucial
advantage of a basic income for women is
the fact that it challenges the idea that the
basis of citizenship is paid work, and
acknowledges that all citizens are entitled
to the social and economic rights of
citizenship (McKay and VanEvery 2000).

However, it is unclear whether estab-
lishing a basic income would lead to a
revaluation and recognition of unpaid
work, since a basic income would also be
paid to people who do not make any social
or economic contribution.

Because of this, a 'participation income'
may be preferable to a basic income. The
difference between a participation income
and a basic income is that a participation
income is conditional upon being engaged
in socially useful activities: working,
looking for a job, caring for children,
elderly, and ill people, doing voluntary
work, or undertaking (some forms of)
study (Atkinson 1996). The underlying
ethos explicitly claims that all people who
do socially valuable work or activities have
the right to a minimum income.

The gender division of labour
Some feminists have been sceptical about
one aspect of basic income: its effect on the
gender division of paid and unpaid work.
They have argued that a basic income
would reinforce the traditional gender
division of labour. Some evidence does
support this worry (Robeyns 2000). Some
recently-implemented social policy measures
- for example, premia, a career interruption
in Belgium - are mainly taken up by
women. Premia are incomes paid by the
state, for a maximum of three years, to
workers who want to leave their jobs
temporarily. Women most often leave their
job to raise small children, whereas men
leave because they want to try to start an
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independent business, or use the time as a
transitional stage to early retirement.

These and other studies suggest that if a
basic income is implemented without other
measures that try to redistribute unpaid
work, it will probably strengthen the
traditional gender division of labour.

Recognising women's diversity
Moreover, a gender analysis of basic income
also points at the need to acknowledge
women's diversity. For women who do not
work outside the home, and who have no
intention to do so, a basic or participation
income means an increase in their financial
independence. However, if a woman lives
with a husband or partner who would like
her to stay at home, a basic income may
work against her in the couple's decision-
making process over the division of market
and domestic work.

For many other groups of women, the
results are ambiguous and difficult to
forecast (Robeyns 2000). It seems that
a basic income would be especially
supportive for those women who are most
economically vulnerable, whereas better-
skilled women who have found lucrative
formal employment might be dis-
advantaged by the reinforcement of
traditional gender roles that a basic income
could promote.

'Participation income' as part of a
package
Of course, ensuring a basic income does not
create restrictive ,and unequal roles for
women. Neither is basic income a magical
formula that could immediately end
socio-economic gender inequalities. As
Martha MacDonald (1998) has argued, the
challenge is to meet women's practical
needs in their day-to-day responsibilities,
without undermining their strategic
interests in changing unequal gender
relations. Most western feminists want a
revaluation and a redistribution of unpaid
work. While a participation income will
lead to revaluation, evidence suggests it

will not lead to work redistribution.
Therefore a participation income should be
part of a larger package that also tries to
redistribute paid and unpaid work, and
make gender roles more equitable. This
package could include an active policy to
combat gender discrimination on the
labour market. It could also work to change
the culture of the labour markets. This
cultural change would take place in order
to create a normal situation where every
worker is also a carer, and acknowledged to
be so; to challenge gender stereotypes in
the media; and to introduce social policies
enabling all men to experience full-time
caring on a par with women.

The feasibility of funding
basic income

One of the major objections against the
basic income proposal is that it would be
financially unfeasible, because financing it
would mean raising income tax to such a
high level that tax evasion would increase
dramatically, people would be discouraged
from working, and the whole system
would break down.

A possible tax source other than
incomes is ecological taxes, such as a
carbon tax, (a tax on the emission of carbon
dioxide gases in the production processes
and in some consumption processes, e.g.
car and aeroplane use). Of course, a carbon
tax makes a great deal of sense in itself,
given the urgent need to cut greenhouse
gas emissions to counter climate change
and global warming. But the UN
conference on global warming in The
Hague in November 2000 has shown that
the core problem is the lack of political
willingness to tackle this problem. While
people1 remain unconvinced of the need to
cut emissions, there will be insufficient
political pressure on political leaders to
impose this tax (McCarthy 2000).

Another suggestion is to finance a basic
income with the revenues of a tax on



An income of one's own: a radical vision of welfare policies 87

short-term international financial
speculation - the so-called Tobin Tax. Like
the carbon tax, the Tobin Tax has goals that
are independent of generating revenue.
These are to discourage financial
speculation, and to protect national
economies from the effects that speculation
can cause in commodity markets. A group
of experts analysing the idea of the Tobin
Tax (Ul Haq, Kaul, and Grunberg 1996) has
concluded that the feasibility of the Tobin
Tax is much more a political than a
technical issue.

Financial and business interests with
considerable political influence would
lobby to oppose both of these taxes.
However, if the political will were there,
financing a basic income would certainly
be feasible in rich countries, and, if it
was supplemented with a genuine
commitment to global redistribution,
perhaps even in all countries. Several
international development NGOs are
currently supporting the introduction of a
Tobin Tax, where the revenues should be
used to provide basic food, housing,
education, and health provisions for all.2

Partial measures
It is true that the implementation of a basic
income at subsistence level is not a policy
option for tomorrow. But there are some
things to keep in mind when discussing the
feasibility of basic income. A large basic
income should be seen as the ultimate
end goal of basic income advocates. This
can only be reached gradually, by
implementing partial measures. One such
partial measure could be to give generous
benefits to a selected group of citizens out
of the labour market. Examples would be:

• an unconditional basic pension for
senior citizens, which exists in the
Netherlands and is discussed in several
countries, such as France and Brazil
(van der Veen and Groot 2000);

• paid parental leave for employees,
which has recently been implemented

in several European countries (Rubery
et al. 1999);

• the 'voluntary ecological year' for
young people in Germany (personal
communication).

Universal measures at a low level
Alternatively, governments could
introduce an (almost) universal benefit,
pegged at a very low level. This is exactly
what has been done in the Dutch tax
reform of 1 January 2001. All adult
residents (except students, who are entitled
to a students' bursary), will be given an
individual refundable tax credit of 1507
Euro, about US$1400 (Groot and van der
Veen 2000b). While the level is tiny in
comparison with the cost of living in the
Netherlands, it will allow policy makers
and researchers to analyse how people
respond to this tax credit, and what its
effects on poverty and inequality are. Also,
it might pave the way for increasing the
level of this tax credit in the future.

Visions of basic income in
the South

Basic income is not just an idea of interest
to the richest countries. The goal of
providing all with the basic requirements
of life has impelled southern countries
to develop social policies. For many,
constructing a welfare state along western
lines is seen as the ultimate goal of
development. However, developing
countries are also able to see the negative
side effects of the current welfare states in
Europe. Some countries, including Brazil,
are therefore seeking a way to introducing
a welfare state that combats poverty
without increasing unemployment.

In 1991, the Brazilian senate passed
legislation on a guaranteed minimum
income. A Brazilian senator, Eduardo
Suplicy, had proposed it (Suplicy 2000).
In September 2000, 1620 municipalities
signed agreements to implement a
guaranteed minimum income programme.3
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In some municipalities, this programme is
targeted at poor families with children
under 14, who receive support as long as
they send their children to school. For
Suplicy, these are all steps towards
the ultimate goal of instituting an
unconditional basic income in Brazil.

Brazil is not the only southern country
where basic income is being discussed.
Policies inspired by, or related to, basic
income schemes are currently also being
discussed in Argentina and South Africa.4

In South Africa, a group of researchers
from the Economic Policy Research
Institute (Samson et al. 2000) have argued
that a basic income might foster a 'virtuous
circle', in which growth and socio-
economic progress go hand in hand. In this
view, income support leads to lower
poverty and increased productivity, which
in turn generates higher growth, resulting
in further reductions in poverty.

Conclusion

Is the vision of basic or participation
income a crazy vision of an impossible
ideal? The idea is certainly idealistic, and
part of the aim of those who advocate it is
to foster a discussion on a long-term vision
of how society can become fairer and better
for all (for example, see Van Parijs 1992).
Ultimately, whatever its degree of idealism,
the idea of basic income forces us to think
about work, jobs, and justice, and about
what we owe to each other - not only on a
national, but also on a global scale.

A basic or participation income is not a
socio-economic policy that can be
implemented overnight. It requires a
dramatic shift in our expectations of what
we are entitled to, and what society owes to
its citizens. A recent edited book discussing
the viability of basic income shows that the
real feasibility problems of basic income
and participation income are not so much
financial or economic, but political and
moral (van der Veen and Groot 2000).

Several analyses show that in the long run,
a basic income might be a better social
policy than subsidising low-skilled work or
a 'workfare' policy. But in the short term,
job creation by the government is more
effective in reducing poverty and
unemployment simultaneously. Under the
pressure of frequent elections, it will be
difficult to persuade governments to work
on a long-term strategy of basic income.

For women, basic income is definitely
more promising than policies of 'workfare'
(where the goal is to do everything to get
people into jobs, making people ineligible
for benefits as soon as there is a possibility
for them to have a job). Workfare focuses
exclusively on getting women into formal
employment, whereas basic or partici-
pation income schemes acknowledge the
worth of unpaid caring work, and extend
economic citizenship rights beyond
participants in the formal labour market. A
participation income policy would work
even more strongly in women's interests,
since it could contribute to a genuine
revaluation of unpaid work. At the same
time, women would benefit most if such a
policy could be implemented together with
policy measures that combat gender
inequities and challenge gender roles. I
would defend this 'package' as my
favourite vision for a gender-just society.

Ingrid Robeyns is currently writing a PhD
on socio-economic gender inequalities in the
UK at Cambridge University. Address for
correspondence: Wolfson College, Cambridge
CB3 9BB, UK.
E-mail: ir214@cam.ac.uk

Notes

1 Especially in the USA, where four per
cent of the world's population is causing
25 per cent of the carbon emissions,
and where the political will to make
dramatic cuts to emissions seems to
be small.
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2 For example, '11.11.11', the coalition of
the Flemish North-South movement,
is currently lobbying to persuade
the Belgian government to put the
Tobin Tax on the political agenda
during its presidency of the European
Union (July-December 2001).
See http://www.ll.be

3 See Suplicy (2000) for details.
4 A full annotated bibliography on

basic income, with a description of
national developments, can be found
on the website of the Basic Income
European Network (BIEN), at
http://www.etes. ucl.ac.be/BIEN/
bien.htm
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ions
Feminism, Objectivity and Economics (1996),
Julie Nelson, Routledge, 11 New Fetter
Lane, London EC4P 4EE, UK.
Arguing that the mainstream academic and
professional discipline of economics is built
around masculine-based notions of what is
valuable, this book proposes the need to
overcome the masculine biases of economics.
The first part examines the relationship
between cultural conceptions of gender and
value and the defining features of contemp-
orary mainstream economics. In Part II,
case studies are used to apply the mode of
analysis suggested in Part I. The chapters in
Part III are replies to various criticisms of
feminist economics that have been put forth
by both economists and feminists.

The Economics of Gender (1994), Joyce P.
Jacobsen, Blackwell Publishers,108 Cowley
Road, Oxford OX2 1JF, UK.
Exploring questions such as, 'Why do women
earn less than men?' and, 'Why, through-
out the world, have men and women
tended to work in separate spheres?', The
Economics of Gender is an introductory text
that analyses the differences between men's
and women's economic opportunities,
activities, and rewards.

Feminist Economics: Interrogating the
Masculinity of Rational Economic Man (1999),
Gillian G. Hewitson, Edward Elgar

Publishing Limited, Glensanda House,
Montpellier Parade, Cheltenham GL50 1UA,
UK.
Draws on feminist theory from a range of
disciplines to develop a critique of neo-
classical economics and the claims of its
practitioners that this framework is
universally applicable and sexually
indifferent. The first chapter includes an
informative history of the emergence of
feminist economics.

Glossary on Macroeconomics from a Gender
Perspective (2000), Patricia Alexander and
Sally Baden, BRIDGE, Institute of
Development Studies, University of Sussex,
Brighton BN1 9RE, UK. Available online at
http://www.ids.ac.uk/bridge/reports
Provides a concise introduction to the key
concepts relevant to macroeconomics and
its applications, highlighting the gender
dimensions of current economic thinking.
It also indicates aspects of policy formation
and evaluation where these dimensions are
increasingly taken into account.

Women's and Gender Budgets: An Annotated
Resource List (1999), Hazel Reeves and
Heike Wach, BRIDGE.
This annotated resource list gives details of
publications and other resources on women's
or gender budgets (that include all forms of
women's work and place a monetary value
on this) at national, provincial, and local
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levels, and within institutions. It also
provides references that give an overview
of the budget process from a gender
perspective and of conceptual issues in
gender budget analysis.

Gender Issues in Financial Liberalisation and
Financial Sector Reform (1996), Sally Baden,
BRIDGE.
This paper examines gender issues in
relation to financial liberalisation and
financial sector reform. It demonstrates that
these processes are not gender-neutral and
that gender analysis has a place in the
design and implementation of financial
sector restructuring.

Paying the Price: Women and the Politics of
International Economic Strategy (1995),
Mariarosa Delia Costa and Giovanna F
Dalla Costa (eds.), Zed Books, 7 Cynthia
Street, London Nl 9FJ, UK.
This book takes traditional criticisms of the
World Bank and IMF structural adjustment
policies further and argues that there is a
fundamental, possibly premeditated,
negative connection between structural
adjustment and women's social repro-
ductive work in Africa and Latin America.
Individual chapters focus on economic
crisis and demographic policy in sub-
Saharan Africa, African women in the
development of North-South relationships,
women's participation in social movements
in Brazil, and women's labour and social
policies in Venezuela during the economic
crisis of the 1970s.

Women Pay the Price: Structural Adjustment
in Africa and the Caribbean (1994), Gloria T.
Emeagwali (ed.), Africa World Press,
PO Box 1892, Trenton, NJ 08607, USA.
This compilation of articles by scholars
from Africa and the Caribbean analyses the
impact on women of IMF and World Bank
structural adjustment policies. Among the
ten articles are commentaries on structural
adjustment and female wage labour in the

Nigerian textile industry, and the response
of Guyanese women to economic reform
policies.

Feminist Economics Journal, Taylor & Francis,
11 New Fetter Lane, London EC4P 4EE, UK.
Available online at
www.tandf.co.uk/journals
Feminist Economics is an academic journal
that attempts to develop an inter-
disciplinary discourse on feminist
perspectives on economics and the
economy. It features economic issues from
cross-disciplinary perspectives, including
work in anthropology, cultural studies,
critical race theory, geography, history,
law, literature, philosophy, politics,
post-colonial studies, public health,
psychology, science and society studies,
and sociology.

LETS Act Locally: The Growth of Local
Exchange Trading Systems (1997), Jonathan
Croall, Gulbenkian Foundation Report.
Calouste Gulbenkian Foundation,
98 Portland Place, London WIN 4ET, UK.
Explores the creation and growth of LETS
schemes in Ireland and the UK. Author
Jonathan Croall visited LETS groups in city,
town, and country to discover the benefits
of, and problems, with LETS schemes, and
the ways in which LETS can affect
people's lives economically, socially, and
psychologically.

Funny Money: In Search Of Alternative Cash
(1999), David Boyle, Flamingo Paperbacks,
Harper Collins, 10 East 53rd Street,
New York, NY 10022, USA.
This book tells the story of locally created
money systems like 'time dollars',
'Womanshare', and 'Ithaca Hours', which
were invented by communities for
communities. The author travels to the USA
to visit the people behind local money
systems, relates their vision of the future,
and describes how to set up your own
currency system.



92

The Myth of the Money Tree (1998),
Colette Dowling, Harper Collins, 10 East
53rd Street, New York, NY 10022, USA.
Confronts the myth of women's financial
stability and explores female attitudes to
money, dependency, and desire. Dowling
argues that women's dread of financial
responsibility is related to their fear of
becoming destitute.

The Price of a Dream: The Story of the Grameen
Bank and the Idea that is Helping the Poor to
Change Their Lives (1996), David Bornstein,
Simon & Schuster, Rockefeller Centre,
1230 Avenue of the Americas, New York,
NY 10020, USA.
This book tells the story of the Grameen
Bank, which has offered small loans
to individuals in 35,000 villages in
Bangladesh. Some have called Grameen
a development 'miracle' but, according to
the author, this categorisation 'misses the
point' because 'miracles by definition only
occur once.' Special emphasis is given to
the impact of Grameen lending on women.

'Money can't buy me love?' Re-evaluating
Gender, Credit and Empowerment in Rural
Bangladesh (1998), Naila Kabeer, IDS
Discussion Paper 363, Institute of
Development Studies.
This invaluable paper examines the
evidence for the common assertion that
credit empowers women, focusing on
assessments of the impact of various credit
programmes from different researchers.
Critiquing the notion of empowerment, it
argues that women themselves are best-
placed to judge the social and economic
effects of credit on their lives.

Producing Against Poverty: Female and Male
Micro-Entrepreneurs in Lima, Peru (2000),
Annelou Ypeij, Amsterdam University
Press, Eikbosserweg 258,1213 SE Hilversum,
The Netherlands.
This anthropological research into micro-
entrepreneurs in Peru analyses how they
accumulate capital. Using a gender

approach, it compares the position of
women and men in terms of their positions
and power in the household, and the sexual
division of labour.

Our Money, Our Movement: Building a Poor
People's Credit Union (1996), Intermediate
Technology Publications, 103-5 Southampton
Row, London WC1B 4HH, UK.
This book describes in detail the working of
the Women's Credit Union in Sri Lanka and
includes people's portrayals of their lives
and their efforts to overcome poverty. It
argues that financial services can be
controlled and managed by the poor, rather
than delivered to them.

Women in African Economies: From Burning
Sun to Boardroom, Business Ventures and
Investment Patterns of 74 Ugandan Women
(2000), Margaret Snyder, Fountain
Publishers, PO Box 488, Kampala, Uganda.
This study 'offers us the rare chance to
enter into the world of Ugandan women
who are often disregarded and margin-
alised', and tells the stories behind their
lives. It asks whether women 'form a
crucial cog in the vibrant wheel of
Uganda's economy'. Written by the
founding director of UNIFEM, this book
focuses on women in business in Uganda.

Between Field and Cooking Pot: The Political
Economy of Marketwomen in Peru (1998),
Florence E. Babb, University of Texas Press,
Box 7819, Austin, Texas 78713-7819, USA.
Offers an appraisal of what neoliberal
politics and economics mean in the lives
of Peruvian marketwomen, based on
fieldwork conducted in 1997. Babb also
considers how recent developments in
feminist and anthropological studies
contribute to earlier analyses of Andean
market workers in Peruvian culture and
society.

Development of Women's Entrepreneurship in
India: Problems and Prospects (1998),
C. Swarajya Lakshmi (ed.), Discovery
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Publishing House, 4831/24 Ansari Road,
Prahlad Street, Daryaganj, New Delhi
110 002, India.
This book is a collection of papers by Indian
scholars that discuss the wide spectrum of
issues facing women entrepreneurs in
India. Papers focus on specific regions in
India as well as more general issues such as
motivation of women, socio-economic
background, the role of financial
institutions, and tax perceptions of women.

Employment and Earnings in the Formal and
Informal Sector: A Gender Analysis (1993),
Humphrey O. Webuye, Ministry of Culture
and Social Services, PO Box 30276, Nairobi,
Kenya.
This document presents a gender analysis
of women's employment in the informal
and formal sectors of the economy in
Kenya. The analysis is an attempt to bring
out various gaps and gender differences in
order to influence policy-makers and
planners to address the issues raised. Nine
studies were carried out by the Women's
Bureau to investigate gender issues in
major sectors of the Kenyan economy.

Women in the Informal Sector (1995),
C.K. Omari, Dar Es Salaam University Press,
PO Box 35182, Dar Es Salaam, Tanzania.
This study investigates the role women
play in the informal sector of the economy.
It argues that women's participation in the
informal business sector cannot be under-
stood outside the framework of the
penetration of the capitalist mode of
production as well as the impact of
international capital on the household
economy.

Women in Developing Economies: Making the
Visible the Invisible (1993), Joycelin Massiah
(ed.), Berg/UNESCO, 150 Cowley Road,
Oxford OX41JJ, UK.
This book is a collection of studies and
articles aimed to sensitise planners and
decision-makers to the invisible socio-
economic and cultural contributions of

women in developing countries. The authors
address questions including, 'How can we
make the contribution of women visible
and more productive?'

Women and Work in Mexico's Maquiladoras
(1998), Altha J. Cravey, Rowman &
Littlefield Publishers, 12 Hid's Copse Road,
Cumnor Hill, Oxford OX2 9JJ, UK.
This study examines the gendered nature of
social reproduction and export production
in the foreign-owned assembly plants of
northern Mexico (maquiladoras). Analyses
the intersection of class and gender
dynamics in the transformation of Mexican
industrial strategy.

Women and Agribusiness: Working Miracles
in the Chilean Fruit Export Sector (1999),
Stephanie Barrientos, Anna Bee, Ann
Matear and Isabel Vogel, Macmillan,
Houndmills, Basingstoke, Hampshire
RG21 6XS, UK.
Discusses the significant female partici-
pation in the labour force in the fruit export
sector in Chile. Argues that despite the
continued subordination of women through
segregation in employment and traditional
relations within the household, work in
agribusiness can potentially empower
women.

Doing the Dirty Work? The Global Politics of
Domestic Labour (2000), Bridget Anderson,
Zed Books.
This book begins by exploring the
public/private divide of women and work
and provides an overview of the debates
on women and power. It maps the employ-
ment patterns of migrant women in
domestic work in the North; it describes the
work they do, their living and working
conditions, and their employment relations.
Includes information on the numbers of
migrant women working as domestics,
immigration or employment legislation,
and testimonies from the workers
themselves.
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The Kitchen Spoon's Handle: Transnationalism
and Sri Lanka's Migrant Housemaids (2000),
Michele Ruth Gamburd, Cornell University
Press, CUP Services, Box 6525, Ithaca,
NY 14851-6525, USA.
Explores the global and local, as well as
personal, reasons why many women have
left Sri Lanka to work as domestic workers
abroad. Focusing primarily on the home
community, rather than on the experiences
of the workers abroad, the author explores
the impact of the migration on those left
behind and on the migrants who return.
She argues that migrant women take on
the formerly masculine role of bread-
winner, and that traditional concepts of the
value of 'women's work' are significantly
altered.

High Tech and High Heels in the Global
Economy: Women, Work, and Pink-Collar
Identities in the Caribbean (1999), Carla
Freeman, Duke University Press, PO Box
90660, Durham, NC 27708-0660, USA.
Examines the expansion of the global
assembly line into the realm of computer-
based work, and focuses specifically on the
incorporation of young Barbadian women
into these high-tech informatics jobs.
It argues that through the enactment of
'professionalism' in both appearances and
labour practices, and by insisting that
motherhood and work go hand in hand,
these women re-define the companies'
profile of 'ideal' workers and create their
own 'pink-collar' identities.

International Association for Feminist
Economics (IAFFE)
Contact Jean Shackelford, Department of
Economics, Bucknell University, Lewisburg,
PA 17837, USA. Tel: + 570 577 3441;
fax: + 570 577 3451;
E-mail: jshackel@bucknell.edu
ht tp : / / www.facstaff.bucknell.edu/
jshackel/iaffe/

IAFFE is a non-profit organisation advancing
feminist inquiry into economic issues, and
educating economists and others on feminist
economics. Its activities include the
organisation of an annual conference to
present current research, plan future
research, and interact with economists and
advocates with similar interests.

FINCA International
1101 14th Street NW, 11th Floor,
Washington, DC 20005, USA.
Tel: + 202 682 1510; fax: + 202 682-1535;
E-mail: finca@villagebanking.org
http: / / www.villagebanking.org
FINCA is an NGO creating village banks of
10-50 members (micro-credit groups,
mostly for women) serving more than
110,000 poor families in 17 countries. The
mission of FINCA is to support the
economic and human development of
families trapped in severe poverty. Village
bankers receive three key services: small
loans to finance self-employment
activities; a structured savings plan; and a
community-based system that provides
mutual support and encourages self-worth.

Micro-Enterprise Innovation Project (MIP),
USAID
Office of Microenterprise Development
(G/EG/MD), SA-02, Room 300, Washington,
DC 20523-0230, USA.
Tel: + 202 663 2360; fax: + 202 663 2708;
http://www.mip.org
MIP's primary objective is to provide
microentrepreneurs, particularly women
and the very poor, with greater and more
reliable access to the financial and
nonfinancial services needed to improve
enterprise performance and household
income. Through both direct funding
mechanisms and technical assistance, the
MIP assists these organisations to improve
the quality of their services and to attain
long-term sustainability.
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Sustainable Banking with the Poor: A World
Bank Project
(A contact list by country is available at
http://www-esd.worldbank.org/sbp)
This project aims at improving the ability of
donors, governments, and practitioners to
design and implement policies and
programs to build sustainable financing
institutions that are effective in reaching
the poor. It has a series of case studies
(currently there are 25) of microfinance
institutions in Asia, Africa, and Latin
America (including Aga Khan, BAAC, and
FINCA) that have attempted to reduce
the costs and risks of providing financial
services to a large number of low-income
clients.

Women in Informal Employment Globalising
and Organising (WIEGO)
Contact WIEGO Secretariat, Kennedy
School of Government, 79 John F. Kennedy
Street, Cambridge, MA 02138, USA.
Tel: + 617-495-7639; fax: + 617-495-0996;
E-mail: wiego@ksg.harvard.edu
http/ /www.wiego.org/
WIEGO is a worldwide coalition of insti-
tutions and individuals concerned with
improving statistics, research, pro-
grammes, and policies in support of
women in the informal sector of the
economy. WIEGO grew out of earlier
collaborations between the Self-Employed
Women's Association (SEWA), Harvard
University, and the United Nations
Development Fund for Women (UNIFEM).

Electronic Resources
International Journal of Community Currency
Research
http://www.geog.le.ac.uk/ijccr/
The aim of this online journal is to provide
a forum for the dissemination of know-
ledge and understanding about the
emerging array of community currencies
being used throughout the world both at
present and in the past. This site also
allows sign-up for the IJCCR discussion

group and a forum for discussing topics
with the authors.

LETS and the Foundations of a New Money
System
http://www.u-net.com/gmlets/explore/
found / index .html
This online book contains a general
introduction to LETS (Local Exchange
Trading Schemes) and includes information
on starting a LETS group, tax, interest, and
inflation issues, and the finance of public
and community projects.

LETSystems - the Home Page
http://www.gmlets.u-net.com/
A website containing information on what
LETS schemes are, a comprehensive manual
detailing all aspects of LETSystem design
and development, and links to associated
topics including internet payment systems.

Transaction Net: Local Exchange Trading
Systems
http://www.transaction.net/money/lets/
index.html
Provides general information on LETS
including how LETS credits are issued and
measuring LETS currency in terms of
national currency. Also included are links
to applications of the LETS model in
Canada, Hawaii, Spain, Thailand, Senegal,
South Africa, Mexico, and other countries.

CERISE: Consultancy and Research in the
Social Economy
http: / / www.cerise.org.uk
A website with information on publications,
research, and links to other organisations
relating to LETS schemes, ethical trade, and
micro-credit.

Community Currency Systems in Asia, Africa
and Latin America
http://ccdev.lets.net/index2.html
A website containing information on LETS
in Africa, Asia, and Latin America in Dutch,
Japanese, French, English, and Spanish.
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Materials, documents, and articles contained
on this site include research reports, user
manuals, and software downloads.

"Hot-money
http://www.notmoney.com/notmoneyeng
Not-money is a 'no-money net' where you
can exchange on-line any kind of goods or
services with persons or companies located
anywhere in the world. Also available in
Spanish.

The Virtual Library on Microcredit
http://www.gdrc.org/icm/
The Virtual Library on Microcredit (formerly
the Informal Credit Homepage) is a library,
journal, and thinktank. It contains tools,
in the form of practical ideas, guides,
strategies, courses, and methodologies;
success stories, in the form of case studies,
comparisons, inspiring ideas, and best
practices; articles, in the form of theoretical
and practical analyses of the issues of
interest; and resources, in the form of organi-
sational and operational information on
current policies, programmes, projects, and
other initiatives.

International Association for Feminist
Economics List Serve (IAFFE-L)
Subscribe at: http://www.carleton.ca/
cgi-bin/lyris.pl?enter=iaffe-l&text_mode=0
IAFFE-L provides an open forum for dialogue
and debate about feminist economic issues
and perspectives. The list aims to encourage
discussions on subjects including feminist
economic perspectives on economic theory,
methodology, and policy; cross-disciplinary
and cross-country perspectives on feminist
economic concerns; new ideas and research
in feminist economics; and feminist
economic discussions of current economic
policy issues.

Videos

16 Decisions, Aerial Productions, 15 Cedar
Street, North Cambridge, MA 02140, USA.
E-mail: info@aerial-productions.com
This documentary presents a portrait of
18-year-old Selina. Sent away to work aged
seven and married at 12, Selina is now one
of 2.5 million impoverished Bangladeshi
women helping to build a stronger rural
economy through businesses they start
with US$60 loans.

Beyond Credit: A Subsector Approach to
Promoting Women's Enterprises, Aga Khan
Foundation Canada, 350 Alberta Street,
Ottawa, Canada KIR 1A4.
This video introduces the concept of
'participatory subsector analysis' and
illustrates case studies from Bangladesh,
India, Nigeria, and Ghana. It argues that
while a growing number of micro-credit
programmes have successfully assisted
low-income women, only a few have
systematically addressed the non-credit
constraints faced by women workers.

Global Assembly Line (1986), Full Frame Film
and Video Distribution, 517 College Street,
Suite 335, Toronto, Ontario, Canada M6G
4A2. Tel: + 416 925 9338
This documentary takes the viewer inside
the global economy and shows the lives of
women who work in 'free trade zones' in
developing countries.

Making Do (1990), Full Frame Film and
Video Distribution.
Filmed in Nepal, Peru, and Senegal, this
documentary illustrates the resourcefulness
of women in developing an informal economy.

A Chance to Learn, a Chance to Earn (1991),
UNIFEM, 304 East 45th Street, 6th Floor
New York, NY 10017, USA.
Tel: + 212 906 6400; fax: + 212 906 6705
Documents UNIFEM projects in Golfito,
Costa Rica, working with women on literacy
and microenterprise.
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