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WHAT IS GENDER?
A girl is born
Soosamma gave one last grimace, one final push, and her baby tumbled into the world; perfect, tiny and spluttering. The village midwife
picked up the baby, looked it over and announced, 'another girl'.
Soosamma's second daughter. Just another girl. If the baby had been a
boy, the news would have been announced joyfully; there would have
been presents, celebrations, and Soosamma would have been made
much of. But a second daughter was a second disappointment, even
for the midwife. She would only get RslO for the delivery, instead of
the Rs20 paid after the delivery of a boy even though, as she grumbled, 'it takes the same amount of work'.
Societies the world over greet the birth of boys and girls differently. Among the Turkana people of Northern Kenya, women gather
together for the birth of a child. If the baby is a boy, the cord may be
cut with a spear, and four goats slaughtered for the women to have a
feast. When the woman gets up and goes out of her house four days
after her delivery, the spear is taken out first and used to kill a bull,
which both the woman and her husband eat as a sign that he will now
have someone to help care for the animals. But if the baby is a girl, a
knife is used to cut the cord, only one goat is slaughtered, and there is
no feasting.
Why do so many societies welcome boys and girls differently?
Why are researchers in many parts of the world working on methods
to give parents the choice of whether they have a boy or girl? Why do
some middle-class Indian women go through the traumas of amniocentesis and abortion in the quest for male children?
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The answers to these questions are to do with gender, and the roles
that baby girls and baby boys are born into. For it is on the evidence
of the first glimpse of a naked newly-born that two quite different
paths through life are determined.

When you grow
May you have a rich and good husband
And remember all of us here at home
And continue to help us.

Turkana song for a girl
When you grow
You will take care of the home, the property
And protect your mother and sisters.

Turkana song for a boy

What is gender?
Gender differs from biological sex in important ways. Our biological
sex is a given; we are born either male or female. But the way in
which we become masculine or feminine is a combination of these
basic biological building blocks and the interpretation of our biology
by our culture. Every society has different 'scripts' for its members to
follow as they learn to act out their feminine or masculine role, much
as every society has its own language. From the time that we are tiny
babies until we reach old age we learn about and practise the particular ways of being male and female that our society prescribes for us.
Gender is a set of roles which, like costumes or masks in the theatre,
communicate to other people that we are feminine or masculine. This
set of particular behaviours — which embraces our appearance, dress,
attitudes, personalities, work both within and outside the household,
sexuality, family commitments and so on — together make up our
'gender roles'.
We begin to learn our gender roles as soon as we are born. In one
laboratory study of gender, mothers were invited to play with other
people's babies who were dressed either as girls or boys. Not only did
the perceived gender of the baby evoke different responses from the
women, but the same behaviour of a baby was treated differently,
depending on how it was dressed. When the baby was dressed as a
boy, the women responded to the baby's initiatives with physical
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action and play. But when the same baby appeared as a girl and did
the same things, the women soothed and comforted it. In other words,
at only six months the children were already being responded to
according to gender stereotypes.1
As adults we tend to believe that we live with a significant degree
of freedom, that we are free to choose the way we behave, the way we
think, the gender roles that we adopt. We also subscribe to a commonsense view of the world that our way of being feminine or masculine
is 'natural' — a direct result of being born biologically male or female.
Obviously, a society may have many different scripts, many different
costumes, but the core values of a culture, which include gender roles,
are passed on from generation to generation like language.

In Vietnam, women are active in a wide variety of tasks, many of which would be thought
of as more typically men's work in other societies.
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One of the most interesting things about gender roles is that they
change over time, and differ from culture to culture. They are also
strongly influenced by social class, age and ethnic background. In
nineteenth century Britain it was considered inappropriate for women
to work for wages outside the home. But a closer look shows that this
only applied to middle- and upper-class women. Working-class
women were expected to work as servants for those women who were
not supposed to work themselves. Parallel situations exist today in
many parts of the developing world. In Bangladesh, for example,
many Muslim women would consider it inappropriate to join the paid
work force; yet there are plenty of other Muslim women who are
forced into work — often as domestic servants — as a matter of economic survival. In other words, class has almost as much to do with
deciding appropriate gender roles as has biological sex.
The fact that different societies have a wide range of different ideas
about appropriate ways for women and men to behave should make
it clear just how far removed gender roles are from their origins in our
biological sex. While every society uses biological sex as a starting
point for describing gender, no two cultures would agree completely
on what distinguishes one gender from another. Some societies are
more prescriptive of gender roles than others, who have more scripts
or possibilities for acceptable feminine and masculine behaviour. A
Sahelian farming woman will have far fewer choices than a middleclass white American woman, who may be presented with a range of
gender choices that vary from joining the armed services to training
for some profession, to becoming a full-time wife and mother supported financially by her husband. Gender is not a permanent definition of the 'natural' way for women and men to behave, even if it is
often presented, or experienced, as such.
Our gender determines the different life experiences we will be
exposed to. It may determine our access to education, to work, to the
tools and resources needed for industry and craft; it may determine
our health, our life expectancy, our freedom of movement. It will
almost certainly determine our sexuality, our relationships, and our
ability to make decisions and act autonomously. Our gender is perhaps the single most important factor in shaping who we become.
Cross-cultural gender comparisons
In every society that has been studied, men and women have different
gender roles. The work they perform in the community is different
and their status and power within their society may be different. The
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way in which gender roles evolve in different societies is due to many
different factors, from the natural environment, to the stories and
myths used to solve the puzzle of sex differences, why they came
about and how the two kinds of people resulting from sex differences
can best relate to one another and to the natural resources around
them.
Whilst all societies have a gender division of labour, there is an
extraordinary variety of work that men and women do. Some societies, such as the Balinese, and the Mbuti from Africa, have considerable overlap of gender roles. Among the Mbuti pygmies, hunting may
involve both men and women; men pick mushrooms and nuts when
they find them; and both men and women are actively involved in
child care. Among the Amhara people, on the other hand, the norm is
for fathers rarely to touch their children during the first two years of
life, and to expect complete obedience from them thereafter.
A number of studies of work in different societies have been carried out which show that there are very few activities which are
almost always performed by men, and even fewer that are always
performed by women. In some societies women do the ploughing and
men the cooking; in others men make most of the clothes and women
build the houses. In one study of 50 different forms of work in 186
societies, only 14 activities were performed strictly by men in nearly
all the societies. These were things like smelting ores, metal working,
mining and butchering. No one has offered any really convincing
explanations as to why these particular roles tend to be reserved for
men.2
One of the problems about using cross-cultural material on gender
roles is that, until comparatively recently, most anthropologists were
trained in the West and tended to see all other societies in terms of the
patterns of male dominance common in Western societies. Women
were seen as subordinate and peripheral, regardless of what they
were actually doing; there is far more information about what men do
in different cultures because, by definition, the men do the important
things, so only men were observed!

How we experience gender
When we are introduced to a stranger, the first thing that we do is to
attribute a gender to them on the basis of all sorts of bodily and
behavioural clues. We look at their dress, their hair, their way of moving, their beard growth, and the shape of their body, taking the information in and processing it instantaneously and often unconsciously.
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This information forms the basis for the way that we will subsequently interact with that person. Communicating gender to others is vitally important; any ambiguity is very disturbing, because it is seen as
'unnatural' — a deviation from the clear-cut sexual message that people are expected to transmit. Just as ambiguity in physical appearance
unsettles our assumptions, so also do forms of behaviour which cross
traditional gender roles. When men stay at home to look after small
children and women become long-distance lorry drivers, there will
always be some people who feel uncomfortable with such a reversal
of traditional roles. In nineteenth century Britain, women's struggle to
enter higher education was seen as so 'unnatural' that eminent scientists predicted that the women's reproductive organs would be
destroyed in the process!
Our gender defines us and pre-exists us; we are born into it just as
we are born into our families, and it operates at a level beyond our
individual intentions. For this reason we tend to experience our gender roles as true, natural and good. The gender roles that we play in
everyday life are part of the foundation of our culture, and not easily
changed. As one anthropologist has written, 'human beings do not
invent new paths for males and females to follow from one generation
to the next. Rather, young people are inexorably bound by the sexual
life-styles of their parents. No matter how hard they try to be different, young males and females eventually experience the tidal pull of
their culture and history.'3
Over time, most of us learn to like ourselves in the 'costume' that is
considered appropriate to our gender, so that most of us eventually
choose acceptable gender roles for ourselves. Things have to change
when environmental or political pressures are such that the system
would fall apart if gender roles were not modified. A good example of
this was the sudden eruption of women into the UK work force during the Second World War, when there were simply not enough men
to operate the war-time economy.
Given the significance of our experience of ourselves as female or
male, it is not surprising that challenges to traditional gender roles are
seen as profoundly threatening. During the twentieth century, in
many parts of the world, political, environmental, and social change
and upheavals have brought about significant challenges to traditional gender roles. We will look in more detail at gender roles and how
they are being challenged later in this book.
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Why 'gender' and not 'women'?
Why do we talk about 'gender and development' rather than 'women
and development'? Talking about women as a group raises a number
of difficulties. The concept of 'women's position' in society suggests
that there is some universal position that all women occupy in all societies. The truth is that not only can there be no simple statement of a
universal 'position of women' but that even within most societies it is
not possible to speak of women as a group sharing common interests.
Women share in the stratifications of society. There are rich women
and poor women, and the class background of women may be as
important in deciding their position in society as their gender. In a
multicultural society, a woman's ethnic background may be even
more significant than class. Black women in white societies may feel
they have far more in common with black men than with their white
'sisters'.
The term gender is also useful because it covers the social roles of
both women and men. The relationship between men and women is
often crucial in determining the position of both. Equally, the kinds of
relationship that can exist between women and men will be the consequence of a society's definition of appropriate gender behaviour. The
work that women and men do in a particular society is determined by
class, gender and ethnicity. But most women also live in families, and
gender relations in the family represent an extremely important
aspect of the way in which women experience the world. Decision
making, access to resources, division of labour, and relations outside
the family may all be decided by the gender relations within the family unit itself. One of the 'discoveries' of the last decade of development is that it is not possible to assume that the interests of everyone
in the family are the same. The interests or needs of the women in a
family may be quite different from the interests of the men. These
interests are not based on the biological roles of women and men but
on their social roles and the power and differences of status vested in
these social roles. For this reason, such interests are sometimes
referred to as 'gender interests'.
Above all, we talk about 'gender and development' because this
emphasises the fact that any development initiative will affect'the
lives of both women and men. It is simply not possible to alter the
dynamics of a society in such a way that only men or women are
affected. Any development project, whether it be the building of a
large dam or the provision of small-scale credit to poor (male) farm-
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ers, will affect both women and men. The fact that it may affect them
in different ways is a result of the positions they occupy in their society. By being aware of their different interests and roles we will be in
a much better position to understand the process of social change. To
talk about gender also implies the need for men to become involved
in understanding and supporting the changes in gender relations
which will be necessary if a more just and equitable balance is to be
achieved between the sexes in society.

2
WHY DEVELOPMENT IS A GENDER
ISSUE
The South is a half world of spreading deserts, water deficiency, high population, low energy consumption...low employment and industrial output,
high debt and low income. The South owes the North $20 trillion, and bears
the burden of a net outflow to the North of $50 billion a year. In a situation
of such inequity, who is shutting down whom? ...Modernism as a whole
[has failed] including the very economic model which the North has urged
and continues to urge upon the disadvantaged South.1

What does 'development' mean?
This chapter tackles some of the many different meanings that the
word 'development' has come to assume, and asks why gender has
become an important issue in development thinking. We start by
looking briefly at the dominant paradigm of development as set out in
the North during the last four decades, and then set this alongside the
analysis by women from the South, as a way of opening up discussion
of different approaches to development. The standpoint of poor
women in the South provides a unique perspective from which to
view the results of orthodox development practice and introduces
alternative views of defining, and practising, good development. A
theme that runs throughout the book is the gender division of labour,
and a later section of this chapter introduces the idea of the gender
division of labour itself as a development issue. The chapter concludes by asking whose voice is in fact listened to in the process of
development, whether for national development plans or small-scale
rural development projects.
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In the years since the Second World War, as former colonies
became independent and joined the world's economic system of
planned economies, banking and credit, development was seen as a
process of industrialisation and economic growth, encapsulated in
what has come to be termed 'modernisation'. Following the example
of the capitalist North, newly emergent nations were encouraged to
industrialise as a way of tackling poverty; the rich 'developed' countries of the North offered development assistance, in the form of injections of capital inputs and technical assistance, which was supposed
to encourage economies to reach a point from which sustained economic growth could 'take off. Simultaneously, emphasis was laid on
providing the infrastructural facilities and institutions — from schools
and hospitals to airports and hotels — to assist the transition towards
modern, capitalist, industrialised societies.2 It was assumed that the
benefits that accrued to developing countries through the process of
modernisation would gradually 'trickle down', through all the different socio-economic groups that compose society, and that poverty
would be slowly eliminated. During the 1950s and 1960s the principal
development actors, Northern governments, the World Bank and the
United Nations, were joined by a range of smaller, non-governmental
organisations (NGOs), such as Oxfam, who tended to finance smallscale infrastructure — schools, wells, clinics and agricultural projects
— for the rural and urban poor.
By the beginning of the 1970s, the growing gulf in 'Third World'
societies between those who were benefiting from this pattern of economic development, and those — a growing majority — who were
not, became increasingly obvious. Modernisation was planted in societies where non-democratic, hierarchical social systems were already
established and, far from tackling inequalities, frequently exacerbated
them. The introduction of high-yielding varieties in 'green revolution'
farming, for example, may have led to massive increases in food production, but the control of the land by a small group of landlords
meant that the benefits of such increases did not necessarily go to
those who actually produced the food.3 Looked at on a national level,
this disparity can be illustrated by India, a Southern country which
has successfully developed a modern capitalist industrial enclave,
benefiting a minority, urban elite, but leaving the poverty of the
majority of rural people largely untackled.
The first attempt to rethink this dominant model of development
planning identified the 'social' dimensions of development as an area
of neglect, in an analysis that viewed the major mistake of earlier
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development practice as missing out on the 'human factor' — the
great majority of people who were perceived as having been inadequately incorporated into development efforts to date.4 These social
and human issues were seen as a set of social and cultural constraints
that could be overcome by the further extension of technologies (agriculture, training, and education) into rural areas, and by the further
penetration of capital into non-capitalist and non-commercial forms of
production. The monetisation of economies has, for example, proceeded rapidly, and markets where goods can be sold for cash are found
everywhere. The attempt to include the human factor, however, continued to see people as passive recipients of development, planned by
outsiders, as 'consumers' of development rather than 'producers'. As
a result it failed to perceive that 'people' are in fact women and men,
with different needs and interests; it also left out most of the very
poor, and failed to perceive that the model itself was adding to their
impoverishment.

Contrasting lifestyles in the South: New Delhi, India. Modernisation and industrialisation has not brought universal benefits.

In the 1970s, development literature began to express a crisis in
confidence in orthodox modernisation approaches, and a search
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began for alternative analyses and models. Before looking at some of
the ideas that have emerged from this process, we need to look further at the results of orthodox development practice, as seen through
the eyes of women in the South. While it could be argued that many
of these criticisms of development have their roots in reactions to
early industrialisation in the North,5 what is fundamentally new is
that, for the first time, it is women from the South who are speaking
about the process of development. In the following section we look at
some of the writing of women from Africa, India, and Latin America:
voices from the South talking about the consequences of development
models that have failed to tackle inequalities, and to incorporate all
sections of society into development.

Voices from around the world
Over the last decade, a growing number of women — scholars,
activists, grassroots workers and journalists — have questioned the
'development' that transfers resources out of their countries, destroys
the environment, and adds to inequalities of class within Southern
countries. It is not possible here to do justice to the range of voices
that have been raised in criticism of the dominant paradigm of development thinking, but we can listen to some of them, and hear what
women are saying about the connections between gender, the environment and development. These voices reflect the growing confidence of the global women's movement in its stance against poverty,
and injustice, wherever it is found.
Voices from Africa
The Association of African Women for Research and Development
(AAWORD) is an NGO that networks among African women
researchers who are studying the problems of development in Africa.
During the Nairobi World Conference in 1985 they released a manifesto stating their analysis of the crisis affecting Africa, which remains
as pertinent today as it did when they wrote it.
Today the world is in crisis. The impact of this crisis on the
countries and peoples of the Third World has been very
severe....Africa is the most affected continent as this economic
crisis is aggravated by natural disasters such as drought in
many parts of the continent. However, the major problems faced
by Africa are external domination and the misplaced priorities
of existing development strategies resulting in internal misman-
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agement. We note the disproportionate bias of the national budget in favour of military expenditure at the expense of basic
human needs and services...
In...Africa, the colonial and neo-colonial experience — the major
feature of which was external orientation — has mostly benefited the countries of the North at the expense of those of the
South. In addition, development strategies which depend on
external finance, technology and advice have contributed to
such current economic and social crises in Africa as the food crisis, unemployment, massive displacement of populations, political and religious fundamentalism, and very damaging adjustment policies as a result of loan conditionality clausesToday most of Africa suffers from one of the worst agricultural
and food crises in recorded history. The main feature of this crisis is the lack of adequate food, water and fuel, all of which are
vital concerns in women's lives and responsibilities. This crisis is
a result of both colonial and post-colonial export-oriented agricultural policies which failed to address the issue of national
and regional food self-sufficiency. A concrete result of this policy is the total neglect of local methods of production and food
crops that are mostly produced by women...6
Voices from India
The themes of colonialism and neo-colonialism, export orientation
and misplaced development strategies are also picked up in the following extracts from the influential activist and writer Vandana
Shiva, who calls orthodox development thinking a 'new project of
Western patriarchy':
The old assumption that with the development process the
availability of goods and services will automatically be
increased and poverty will be removed, is now under serious
challenge from women's ecology movements in the Third
World, even while it continues to guide development thinking
in centres of patriarchal power. Survival is based on the
assumption of the sanctity of life; maldevelopment is based on
the assumption of the sacredness of 'development'.
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...Reductionist economics assumes that only paid labour produces value. On the one hand this leads to ignoring man's [sic]
dependence on the natural world, while on the other, it provides
the ideology of the gender division of labour such that women's
work in providing sustenance is treated as having no economic
value even while it provides the very basis of survival and wellbeing. Since poor Third World women provide water, fodder,
wood from the free commons that nature provides, collecting
them is not considered work by reductionist economics. A gendered dichotomy is created between 'productive' and 'non-productive' work on the basis of money and price as the only measure of economic worth and wealth.7
Voices from Latin America
In the following extract Ester, a woman from Bolivia, speaks about the
fruits of development after three official 'development decades'.
Bolivia is one of the Latin American countries facing a debt crisis, a
consequence of uncontrolled lending by Northern banks and governments to poor countries in the 1970s. Very little of that money, ostensibly to finance national development, reached poor women like
Ester, yet alongside other poor women, she now finds herself paying
back the national debt.
Peasant women are the most affected by the economic situation
because they do not have the financial means to study....As far
as peasant women are concerned nothing has changed in the
last 30 years. They don't have a hospital, for example, or a
health post. They have no light, water, farming tools, none of
that. They still do everything by hand, with ploughs pulled by
oxen. Their lack of education holds them back, they can't make
any progress. The little that they earn from what they sow and
harvest buys a little sugar and rice to subsist on. They badly
need education so as to see to their children's health and learn
the value of different foods... Many housewives can't afford to
buy meat for themselves any more...The crisis affects women
because wages are very low. Of course there's plenty of food,
you can get it anywhere. But there is not any money, the wages
are not enough to buy anything. Households have seven, ten,
twelve, fifteen members. Women have to devote more energy to
finding money whenever they can. Women have to support
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their homes on their own when the husband is not working.
They sell a few potatoes or onions. They make their small children join in, too. They send them to polish shoes or sell newspapers or sweets while they are selling somewhere else...Women
here in Bolivia try to meet their needs in the crisis as best they
can, in desperation. But the government doesn't realise, that we
women are forgetting our culture, neglecting education and
knowledge...8

The failure of othodox development
These three extracts provide analytical, first-hand accounts of the failures of orthodox development theory and practice. We can pick out a
number of key themes: the international context as an obstacle to
development, particularly the export orientation of Southern
economies in an unjust global economic order, and the international
division of labour which consigns the South to the production of lowvalue raw materials, and supplying workers for off-shore assembly
plants; the local context, particularly the internal mismanagement of
Southern economies, and unjust social structures in which local elites
have a major interest in co-operating with international development
strategies; oppression and repression and the maintenance of relationships of inequality by the exercise of power, whether through incountry repression, external military intervention, or the bias of
national budgets in favour of military expenditure; colonialism and
neo-colonialism; environmental damage and dislocation; the debt crisis; the failure of governments to invest in productive assets for the
poor; and the unequal impacts that development has had on women
and men, compounded by the effects of class and ethnicity. Failure to
recognise and support the work of women in food production and
other non-commercial forms of production is stressed by all three
writers.
These voices speak from experience of the crisis in development,
and state clearly why development is a gender issue. Many of these
themes are developed further in Chapter 6, which looks at issues such
as the debt crisis, environmental crisis, and militarism. Let us now
look more closely at some of the ideas introduced by AAWORD,
Shiva and Ester.
For Shiva, development is an extension of the relationship that
most Third World countries originally had with their colonial masters.
Colonial rule converted subject territories into sources of cheap
labour, raw materials and food. At the same time, colonies became
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markets for goods produced in the colonising country. In the process,
relatively self-sufficient countries and regions were transformed into
dependencies, a process which still continues. AAWORD echoes this
with its comment on the external domination and the external orientation of African countries, which have benefited countries of the North
at the expense of those in the South. Both of these views draw their
analysis from one of the most important critiques of modernisation,
which has become known as 'dependency theory', and is particularly
associated with the writings of Cardoso and Falleto, and Gunder
Frank. Dependency theory argues that capitalist forms of development (in particular) inevitably increase the dichotomies within society
and between societies. Southern countries are poor because of the subordinate and marginalised role that they have within the world economy, but far from being merely a North/South divide, poverty is created within countries by a process of 'internal colonisation'. According
to Gunder Frank, the whole world can be seen as a series of metropolis-satellite constellations, stretching from the board-rooms of New
York to the tenant farmer in the remotest Andean valley: 'Each
metropolis appropriates part, or even all of the economic surplus of its
satellites. Thus, landless labourers may be exploited by small
landowners. But they too may have economic surplus appropriated by
large landowners or provincial business classes. And so the chain continues until the top of the hierarchy, the world metropolis, is reached
and there is nobody above this metropolis to appropriate from it.'9
Dependency theory does not exclude an industrialisation strategy, but
rather suggests an approach which attempts to avoid dependency on
the international economy. It looks for 'spaces' in which dependency
might best be avoided, such as in rural economies, in agriculture, and
in rural industrialisation.10
Dependency theory has also highlighted the need for a reinterpretation of the history of colonial expansion, seeing in the 'civilising
process' a history of subordination and exploitation still being recreated through contemporary mechanisms, as AAWORD argues.
Industrialisation and modernisation still rely on foreign investments;
many Southern economies remain geared up to export, rather than to
produce for the local economy, just as they were in the colonial past.
Some Southern countries remain dependent on the export of a single
commodity — such as peanuts from Guinea Bissau — for foreign
exchange. This leaves them extremely vulnerable to fluctuations in the
world commodity market. Colonialisation served to unite the
colonised and colonising in a single, global economic network of
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Colonial systems of production of raw materials
persist in many Southern
countries. Cane cutting on
sugar plantations
in
Brazil.

unequal relationships, which in many ways is still in operation today.
The power and presence of transnational, and the development priorities of donor agencies, whether foreign governments or multi-lateral bodies such as the World Bank, can restrict the autonomy of local
governments. Southern countries are put at an enormous disadvantage by the way in which the global economy works. The low prices
paid for valuable natural resources produced in the South are in part
the legacy of colonial systems which began the transfer of raw materials out of the South at terms highly advantageous to the North. The
Bruntland Report commented on the way in which Africa has been
particularly affected by the gap in power and resources between rich
and poor countries:
Sub-Saharan Africa's economic well-being depends even more
than low-income Asia's on developments in the world economy.
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Within the past decade, many sub-Saharan countries have been
hit by adverse trends in commodity terms of trade and external
shocks such as higher oil prices, fluctuating exchange rates and
higher interest rates. Over the last ten years, the prices of major
commodities such as iron ore, sugar...and cotton have fallen significantly. In 1985, the terms of trade of sub-Saharan countries
(except oil-exporting countries) were 10 per cent below 1970
levels."
Coupled to these unfavourable terms of trade, characterised by
falling commodity prices, are the rising costs of debt repayment and
interest charges. The debt crisis that emerged in the 1980s and the consequent need to raise foreign exchange for debt servicing has speeded
up the process whereby huge areas of land, which had either been
under forest or used to grow crops to feed local people, are being converted to growing cash crops for export. As a result, local markets and
local environments suffer. Ester's account highlights the fact that
structural adjustment packages to ensure the payment of debt have
led to serious cuts in public services, and real decreases in incomes,
which we will look at more fully in Chapter 6.
Another element in the changing analyses of development drawn
on by Shiva can be summarised as 'limits to growth' theory which,
like dependency theory, looks at the limits of capitalist development.
It highlights the environmental costs and consequences of sophisticated technological progress, and the destructive effects of industrialisation. It warns of the non-sustainability of current patterns of economic
growth, given the earth's finite resources. This view of the damage
that has been caused globally by Northern industrialisation, and the
similar environmental consequences of expanding industrial enclaves
in the South, goes hand in hand with the need for 'appropriate' development strategies which take account of the individuality of nations
and regions. Shiva's narrative also highlights the growing shift
towards 'commoditisation', a process in which services and goods
tend to gain a commercial value, in response to a process of economic
growth and activity which registers only those activities and processes that involve money, credit, and cash transfers. This trend has had a
major impact on what might be described loosely as 'subsistence'
economies. Subsistence simply means creating enough to support a
community (a village or region for example) in a relatively self-sufficient way. Orthodox development thinking has tended to see this
form of subsistence economy as 'poverty', because it does not gener-
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ate surplus that can be sold in the market place. Yet as the African
writer R. Bahso explains, we need to make a distinction between
poverty as subsistence and poverty as deprivation. Subsistence living
may appear to 'richer' outsiders as poverty but it may satisfy local
needs adequately. The process of economic development, if not sensitive to local needs, can so damage existing local economies that real
poverty (i.e. deprivation) is created as a result.
A well-documented example of this kind of disruption to a local
economy in the name of economic development occurred when the
nomadic Afars of Ethiopia were displaced from their pasturelands in
the Awash valley. The Awash River, the only major river that runs
eastwards out of the highlands of Ethiopia , was controlled in the
1960s to provide irrigation for Dutch, Israeli, Italian, and British firms
to grow sugar and cotton. As a result the annual flooding of the river
which covered the valley with rich soil and provided grazing lands
for the Afar people, was disrupted. The Afars went in search of new
pastures, and tried to make a living on the ecologically fragile
uplands, which were in no way suited to their nomadic lifestyle. The
cattle found less and less to eat and the Afars began to starve. When
drought struck the Wollo Region in 1972, 25-30 per cent of the Afars
died.12
The problem lay not in the inadequacies of Afar nomadic life —
which had flourished for hundreds of years; the problem lay with the
attempt to 'develop' the Afar lands and bring them into the mainstream economy, without regard to the actual needs and requirements
of the Afar people. This is not to argue for maintaining indigenous
cultures at an arrested stage of development; people from nomadic,
tribal, or other indigenous groups and lifestyles, may wish to preserve
their way of life, but usually also wish to have access to goods and
services which make them less vulnerable and improve the quality of
their lives. They often insist on their right to develop their own culture by incorporating elements of external cultures in ways that are
compatible with their own structures, traditions and practices.
Invariably they have a vision of development and progress which is
appropriate to their own cultural traditions, and which offers them
opportunity, self-reliance and a stake in the development process.13

Rethinking development
Out of a confusing conceptual climate, fresh ideas have begun to
emerge, and a view of development which involves the whole of society sharing in the benefits of that development is beginning to
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emerge. Perhaps surprisingly, these ideas have been rapidly assimilated within development circles, both official and voluntary, though
practice lags behind theory, and the political will to implement or
facilitate this broader view of development is hindered by powerful
vested interests, North and South. A number of elements have
become important such as the tackling of poverty; the equitable
involvement of all people into the economy; improving the quality of
the lives of women and men in terms of access to essential goods and
services, together with the information they need to make choices; the
creation of a suitable, diversified productive base to satisfy the needs
of the population, and to enable countries weather changes in the
international economy; the reshaping of the sexual division of labour;
the creation of political institutions which safeguard and allow the
exercise of basic civil and social rights (including women's rights),
and provide the conditions of access to these rights in ways which
allow social conflict to be resolved peacefully; respect for cultural values and aspirations of distinct social groups."
This view of development requires a strong re-alignment of interests and a focus on particularly vulnerable sections of national populations, essentially the rural and urban poor; and among them, a specific focus on women. This emergent development 'philosophy' has
stressed the 'qualitative and perhaps unmeasurable dimensions of
development; values which give a sense of fulfilment. Self-reliance is
highlighted in the context of a participatory democracy in which the
'consciousness-gap' between the leaders of society and the masses is
closed', and in which people are seen as the subjects of their own
worlds, rather than the objects of other people's worlds.15 The emphasis is on a process of empowerment, in which through organisation,
people gain the strength to create a space for themselves, and to build
up the material assets to support their own growth and development.
The organisation process, in whatever form it takes, such as struggles
for justice, social organisation or for access to resources, is not an end
in itself (as we shall see), but the means to development.
How does this re-evaluation of development strategies involve
gender? To answer this, we can turn to consider development from
the standpoint of poor women.
The standpoint of poor women
Panjo is 22 and lives in the village of Jhandra in Gujarat, North India,
in the shadow of the huge dam project in the Narmada River Valley.
The Narmada Dam is a classic example of a massive development
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project, partially funded by the World Bank. If the dam is built,
Panjo's village will be flooded. She is being asked to move from her
village and leave her way of life for the sake of a 'development'. She
explains: 'The Government says it is building the dam to provide irrigation for farmers. Here we have no irrigation; we depend on the
rains, and yet we do not have to go begging with bowls in our hands.
What good is this irrigation if it causes so much suffering to so many
people?...People who are uprooted go to the cities but we do not like
the air in the city, the water there doesn't taste good...'
This is the standpoint of one poor woman affected by a development project. The World Bank sees things differently. As the Bank
President told journalists in Bombay, 'We don't govern your country.
Your government has to decide the priorities. We only provide financial assistance.' Another view is that of the State government in
Gujarat, who see in the Narmada Valley project an opportunity of
provide irrigation to nearly 5 million hectares of land and generate
2,700 MW of power.16 And it would also be possible to find different
standpoints among rural men and women living in different parts of
Gujarat, for whom the dam offers different opportunities and costs.
In August 1984 a group of women met in Bangalore, South India,
to discuss development issues. They formed themselves into an
organisation known as DAWN — Development Alternatives with
Women for a New Era. According to DAWN, only by starting with
the perspective of poor women such as Panjo can we provide a 'much
needed reorientation to development analysis'.17 For if development is
about the well-being of all, it makes sense to start with the world's
poorest citizens. The statement issued by the United Nations on
declaring 1976-1985 the Decade for Women pointed out that women
perform two-thirds of the world's work, receive only 10 per cent of
the world's income, and own only 1 per cent of the means of production. When we also consider the enormous gulf between the First and
Third World Nations — one quarter of the world's population receive
four-fifths of the world's income — the magnitude of the dispossession of the world's poorest women comes more clearly into focus. If
the benefits of development are to reach the most vulnerable members
of the South, development, DAWN argues, must start by seeing the
world from their perspective.
If conventional development projects have by and large failed to
reach the poorest of Third World societies, it is doubly the case that
they have failed to reach low-income women. 'Male bias' in projects
has largely presumed that, because women are members of male-
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dominated households, their interests are reflected in the interests of
their husbands or fathers. As it has become clear that the perception
of the 'community' as a unit with some consensual unity is wrong in
its failure to understand the distinct socio-economic groups within
any geographical area, so too, it has become clear that, even within
the disadvantaged groups of a community, women are often hidden
from view and forgotten. Consequently, women often suffer harsher
extremes of poverty than the low-income men of their communities,
especially those women who head their own households. Though
poor male farmers, male tenants, and landless men are often geographically, socially, and culturally isolated from development
efforts, women of the same socio-economic groups tend to be still
worse off, and isolated from the chances of improving the bases of
their livelihood. They lack access to resources for development, for
example, to credit or to the attention of extension workers; gender
inequalities produce barriers to their equal social participation, and
the lack of viable organisations to represent their interests prevents
them from either developing a voice or having it heard.

Women's work in the Third World is vital for the survival of poor families. Here,
women tend a vegetable plot in Alayo, Peru.
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Another reason for starting with the point of view of poor women
is that, after a decade of development which specifically focused on
women, there is evidence that suggests that many of the world's
women are worse off now than they were in 1975. In Latin America,
for example, severe recession has led to lower standards of living and
high unemployment. Per capita GDP was at least 10 per cent lower in
1986 than in 1980; seven countries had a loss of more than 15 per cent
and four had more than a 20 per cent loss. Nineteen of 23 countries
show negative rates of growth in the 16-year period from 1970 to
1986.'8 While recession hits everyone, it is poor women who are hit
hardest of all, as they remain the ones responsible for feeding, clothing and educating children, with shrinking resources. When governments struggling with IMF austerity budgets cut back on welfare services, it is women whose work is increased. As long as the task of
keeping families together remains a women's responsibility, women
will continue to bear a disproportionate share of the costs of failed
'development'. Women's work in the Third World is vital for the survival of poor families, and for the continuance of their whole society.
Women are at the centre of the reproduction of life and society, not
just in a biological sense, but through their role as food producers and
farmers, gatherers of fuel and water, cooks, cultural guardians, teachers of their children, and healers.
This centrality of women to the production and reproduction of
social networks and the fabric of society itself is emphasised by Ela
Bhatt, one of the founder members of the Self Employed Women's
Association of Ahmedabad, India, who has spent many years listening to poor working women and representing their perspective. She
wrote:
These women are indeed great, as I learn that they are better
fighters against poverty than their men, have more calculative,
stable, forward-looking strategies to deal with their own environment. Everywhere in the country, we found that women
were the most committed proponents of our future. A concern
for the future is strong with them. So the future of the nation
lies in the hands of these women. No doubt, they are becoming
more aware, education is spreading amongst them, they are
making plans for a better future to enter the twenty-first century
with steadier steps.19
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The gender division of labour as a development issue
As we saw in the previous chapter, throughout the world women and
men perform different tasks, although the tasks performed by each
gender vary. The gender division of labour, and the way it has been
perceived by development planners, has had important consequences
for the sort of development that has come about.
In some peasant societies in the South, the division of labour by
gender is an efficient way of ensuring the survival of the family unit
and adapting to a given environment. A division of labour need not
necessarily imply a ranking of status; women's work may be seen as
equally valuable as men's, though there are also many peasant societies in which the division of labour does involve a ranking of significance along gender lines. At the risk of generalising, it appears that
when a money economy is introduced, the balance between women's
labour and men's labour begins to shift. There is some debate as to
whether colonialism, to give a historical example, increased gender
inequalities that already existed, or introduced them. Almost certainly
colonial rule changed gender relations in one way or another.
According to one argument, colonial rulers took as a model women's
roles in their own societies, and therefore assumed that women could
not, should not or did not work for gain. European empire builders
tended to assume that all human societies were organised into hierarchies dominated by men. As Ruth Bleier, a North American scientist,
pointed out, '...the experiences derived from our own society are inappropriately projected onto institutions and behaviours of other societies: dominance hierarchies and sexual stratifications are constructed
where they do not exist: women are seen (or, more accurately, not
seen) as subordinate and peripheral regardless of what they are
doing, since what women do, by definition, is unimportant.' This line
of thinking concludes that the export of European ideologies and gender stereotypes — that women work only in the house and not outside it, that men are breadwinners, and that in the family unit everyone benefits equally from a family wage — to the South has had incalculable consequences.20
More recent research suggests that to see pre-colonial societies as
Utopias of gender equality may be rather idealised, and that oppressive forms of patriarchy already existed in some pre-capitalist and
pre-colonial societies. Nancy Folbre, for example, argues that the society that the British encountered in Zimbabwe was already marked by
patriarchal social relations; elder males controlled the means of pro-
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duction, land and cattle, and reproduction: 'Young men submitted to
patriarchal control over part of their life cycle; women never escaped
it.'21 Hierarchies based on age, gender, and other social criteria clearly
made receptive ground for the introduction of European views of
gender. Women's work has been seen as secondary and a 'natural'
part of her biological role, as we shall see in the next chapter, and such
views have determined (until very recently) the nature of development planning. The need to counter such negative assumptions about
women's gender role is another important reason why gender is a
development issue.
The European notion of a male breadwinner and a female 'housewife' was the underpinning of many development projects in the
1960s and 1970s. The family became the last bastion of the trickledown theory, with the assumption that if the men of a family were
targeted and given benefits, these would trickle down to other family
members, and the whole unit would be better off. In Africa, where
women grow most of the food, the consistent practice of targeting
men for access to land and agricultural inputs, and excluding women,
has had a major effect on the amount of food being grown (see
Chapter 6). Beliefs about women's roles have also affected the process
of land reform in many parts ofthe world. The assumption that men
were the farmers led to the granting of formal land rights to men,
even when traditionally women had used the land to grow the family's food.
The introduction of industry has involved similar mechanisms.
When mining and other industrial processes were introduced in
Puerto Rico, Mexico, Argentina, and other Latin American countries
women took on industrial work. Within a matter of years, ideas about
the appropriate gender division of labour had forced many women
out of work by, for example, preventing them from doing night-shifts.
At the risk of over-generalising, a trend has been discernible in the
gender division of labour in the last three or four decades of development. If men tend to become involved in the modern cash sector of
the economy while women tend to remain in the domestic and subsistence sector, any existing polarisation between the gender roles of
men and women will increase. The result can be to undermine the
autonomy and self-sufficiency of women within the family, at least in
terms of the resources available to them. Women may become dependent on men as controllers of the family cash income, yet there is no
reduction in women's responsibility to deliver basic needs to the family. From being independent producers and providers, as their moth-
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ers and grandmothers before them may have been, women the world
over have found themselves becoming housewives; a process
described by Barbara Rogers as the 'domestification of women'. Once
confined to the domestic sphere, women have been offered development projects of their own - based on knitting, embroidery or food
processing, tasks that women are supposedly more suited for. As the
international division of labour shifts again, a number of developing
countries are witnessing significant changes in this pattern as women
have joined the industrial labour force, particularly in the manufacturing sector. We will look further at the implications of this in Chapter
4.

Whose voice are we listening to?
The patriarchal structure which is predominant in most societies
excludes women from the decision-making processes. It is the
men who communicate with the outside world. The introduction of new technology, educational programmes, new equipment and various services, are always negotiated primarily with
men. This international capitalism (in the form of aid and development) has implicitly institutionalised men's domination over
women because knowledge, whatever kind it may be, increases
the extent of men's power.
Government Minister, Burkina Faso.22
Whose voice makes itself heard in the process of development? How
do those responsible for planning and implementing development
projects go about listening to the voices of women like Ester and
Panjo? However well-intentioned, a development organisation can
find it very difficult to listen to the voices of poor women. Imagine the
following scenario: a bilateral development organisation plans to
spend a large sum of money on an agricultural project in a rural part
of Africa. How does it go about listening to the voices of poor women
and seeing the proposed project from their viewpoint? A team of consultants visits the area — usually a mixture of people, some from academic institutions in the donor country, and others from institutions
in the country concerned. On any official, government-sponsored trip
it is extremely difficult for the consultants who are planning, appraising, implementing or evaluating the project to get very close to the
people for whom the project is intended. Field visits to project sites
may be carried out in a style that is intimidating to village people,
especially women. Consultants may not speak the local language and
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have to rely on interpreters and key informants for their information
about the area. Even when the donor organisation makes a real effort
to listen to women and get their ideas, there may not be enough time
during the visit for consultants to gain the trust of the women concerned and allow them to work out what they themselves need and
want. Given these constraints, it is extremely difficult for poor women
to make any kind of input into a project designed for their benefit.
This is one problem; a further problem is that many development
planners have not considered the women's perspective to be relevant
to a project unless it was specifically designed to benefit them.
According to a War on Want critique of the British Aid programme,
over 80 per cent of the total aid budget was not deemed relevant to
women by the ODA. Yet any development initiative will affect both
women and men. All aid has effects, whether positive or adverse, on
all members of the community to which it is offered. Even for the 20
per cent of projects that were seen as relevant to women, War on
Want argue that there was 'no proof that women are taken into
account...when these projects...are planned, appraised, implemented
or evaluated'.23 Since the War on Want report was written, the ODA
have begun to take the issue of gender more seriously, and there are
now deliberate efforts to plan for gender inputs into project design.
It is not only large multilateral or bilateral agencies that find it difficult to listen to women. NGOs have a very mixed record when it
comes to thinking about the different gender needs of women and
men. An ODI study of 16 projects with a focus on economic development in rural areas of Bangladesh, India, Uganda, and Zimbabwe
found that 'contrary to expectations, there was little evidence to suggest that the projects as a whole greatly improved women's economic
and social status, or effectively challenged prevailing patterns of discrimination.'24 Men dominated the leadership in grassroots organisations and NGO alike. Part of the problem is explained by the Minister
from Burkina Faso, quoted at the beginning of this section: in many
societies, it is only men who communicate with the outside world.
There may be cultural constraints on women coming together, and
meeting foreign donors or their representatives; but, as we will see in
examples later in this book, many women, once given the opportunity, will readily respond to development initiatives.
There is also a difference between consulting women and allowing
women to set the agenda (see Chapter 8). Very few funding agencies
have even begun to consider the latter as an appropriate way of facilitating development. The simple idea that women are as important to
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the process of development as men is relatively new; many development proposals still take the form of a main project for men, plus ten
sewing machines (or embroidery classes) tagged on to the end to
show that the project has considered gender.
In the last decade many development agencies, both large organisations such as UNICEF and the World Bank, and NGOs, have begun
to think about gender and development in relation to the programmes
they fund. Oxfam has set up a Gender and Development Unit
(GADU) to stimulate and advise on a more gender-sensitive approach
within the organisation, and many Oxfam offices around the world
have had workshops on gender issues. The World Bank and other
multi-lateral organisations have published documents outlining their
approach to gender. Listening to the women of the world is gradually
becoming an acceptable way to do development. How far the poor
women of the world are really setting the agenda for their own development, however, remains an open question.

Listening to women is vital if they are to play their full part in development programmes. Jahanava, a Samata worker, advising women in a village in
Bangladesh. Samata is an NGO which helps people claim land to which they are
entitled.

3

MOTHERS AND HOUSEWIVES?:
Gender, reproductive and productive
work
Despite differences in family form, kinship structures, marital
arrangements, political and economic structures, women are
everywhere charged with producing and raising children up to the
socially designated end of childhood. They are charged too with the
daily upkeep of the household...'

Woman of Africa
Sweeper
Smearing floors and walls
with cow dung and black soil
Cook, ayah, the baby on your back
Washer of dishes
Planting, weeding, harvesting
Storekeeper, builder
Runner of errands....
Woman of Africa
What are you not?2

Okol B'Pitek's song illuminates the working life of an African woman,
and it is the daily lives of women in the South that form the focus of
this chapter. Women's work in reproduction, in productive economic
work, and in community management has been called the 'triple role
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of women'.3 This chapter focuses on women's reproductive and
productive work within the household, that part of women's lives
that has been apparently 'invisible' to development planners: their
work in fuel and fodder collection, in dairying, poultry-keeping and
vegetable-gardening, in household craft work, in home-working, and
in the family fields; and their work in bearing children and taking
primary responsibility for domestic maintenance. The importance of
this work has often been obscured by a view of reproductive labour
that dismisses it as a 'natural' part of women's biology, instead of
seeing it as an aspect of a socially-determined gender role; and by a
view of work that is synonymous with formal labour in the full-time,
paid workforce. This dichotomy between 'domestic' activity and
'work' simply does not exist for millions of women in the South. The
line between reproductive and productive work is a fine one, and
unless we understand these complex and multi-faceted gender
activities, we cannot appreciate how they have been affected by —
and affect — the process of development. The failure to recognise and
appreciate women's productive work within the household has
prevented a full recognition of women's other work, particularly in
the informal sector, which is often an extension of their productive
work within the household.
For women the world over, work in the household, whatever form
it takes, is an important part of their gender role, an activity in which,
particularly if they have children, they invest great energy and
commitment. To understand gender and development, we have to
understand the work that women actually do.

Is mothering natural?
Nature has equipped women to bear children; it is only women who
become pregnant, have babies and breastfeed them. Common-sense
tells us that mothering must be 'natural'. But the term 'mother' is itself
a social term; as a name — Mama, Mae, Mutter, Moeder, Amma,
Mere, Madre, Matka, Makuahine, Ibu, Mamae, Ema, Aiti, Mor, Ame,
to name just a fraction of the world's words for mother — it belongs
to language, a human construct; as a form of behaviour, mothering
varies so much that it is difficult to pin down the essential
components of the role. In Matabeleland in Southern Africa, the word
'mother' does not necessarily apply to one's biological mother at all.
In India, the mother-in-law, grandmother of the baby, often takes over
almost all the early nurturing except breastfeeding. In many parts of
the world, wealthy families employ nannies to carry out all the
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routine, day-to-day care of infants, usually with no ill-effects. So what
is mothering and why is it important in any discussion of women and
development?

Work in the household,
coupled with childcare,
are important parts of the
gender role of women the
world over. In the South,
women have little help
from
technology
in
carrying
out
their
everyday tasks.
Dehusking rice with a
stick, in Bolivia.

Because most of us experienced some form of mothering in our
early years — the first and probably most lasting influence on us —
we associate mothering with what is best and most natural. Our
experience of bonding with a mother figure (not necessarily our
biological mother) is reinforced the world over by powerful ideologies
about the role of women as mothers, often with religious
underpinnings. Catholicism has the Virgin Mary as the ideal, selfsacrificing mother; in India, motherhood is venerated and sons look
on their mothers as some form of deity; for some Greek and Russian
Orthodox women, motherhood is redemption for having been born a
woman. Western socio-biology has also persuaded many people that
their common-sense view of the world is rooted in biological fact: that
the fluctuating hormones and secondary sex characteristics of women
not only make mothering the biologically ordained occupation of
women, but in fact almost add up to a separate order of existence.
What are the consequences of seeing the 'real' work of women as
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mothering? One consequence is that any other work women do is
seen as supplementary or secondary, while paradoxically, because
pregnancy, giving birth, suckling, and the nurture of children are seen
as 'natural', they too do not really qualify as work, and neither, by
extension, do all the other productive tasks that women perform in
and around their households for the benefit of family members.
Defined as non-work, such activities have not until recently been seen
as legitimate targets for development assistance; so it is that women
farmers in Africa still tend their land with hand-made hoes, and
Indian village women dehusk their rice by hand. Another
consequence is that the responsibility for childcare, even after
children are weaned, is seen as primarily women's.

For most women in the South, help in childbirth is given by village midwives
rather than trained medical staff. Basic training in hygiene for traditional birth
attendants, as seen here in Mozambique, can result in significant improvements
in maternal and child health.

Combining childcare with work outside the household places a
considerable strain on women, particularly for urban migrants who
have left kinship networks behind in their villages. Paulu, whose
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story is included on page 135 found the responsibility for caring for
small children on a hazardous building site in South India particularly
difficult. A study among poor working women in Costa Rica found
that, as the economic crisis extended women's working day to as
much as 17 hours, one of the greatest anxieties shared by the women
was their inability to fulfil their roles as mothers and carers as they
wanted to; their concern for the well-being.of their children
permeated every aspect of their lives, and they curtailed involvement
in political and community organisations so as to spend time with
their children.4 It is often the poorest, most marginalised women,
migrating in search of labour, who have the least support from
extended family networks; consequently their children rapidly
become part of the informal economy themselves.
A further consequence of seeing motherhood as the natural state
for women is that non-motherhood is defined as deviant. Women
who are involuntarily childless are seen (and see themselves) in some
societies as cursed. The label of 'barren' in many countries around the
world carries with it the greatest stigma, and childless women the
world over will do almost anything to make themselves fertile, to
walking over burning coals in parts of South Asia, to submitting to
the trauma of in vitro fertilisation in the North. Women who choose
not to have children may also be seen as deviant, though in many
societies, in most social classes, to choose not to have children is
simply not an option.
The work of childbearing has major consequences for the health of
millions of women in the South. Every year, at least half a million
women die as the result of pregnancy, many as a result of illegal
abortion, others in childbirth or in the weeks following the birth. Such
deaths are seen as in some way a 'natural' consequence of the role that
nature has designed women for. Those most likely to die are very
young women, particularly if they have three or more pregnancies
close together while they are still under 20, or older women who have
given birth many times. A closer look shows that these deaths are not
natural at all, but a consequence of social and economic systems in
which women have little control over their fertility, and in which their
lives, and deaths, are accorded little significance. This view is
supported by the fact that the Safe Motherhood Initiative was so very
late in joining the development agenda. It was only in 1989 that the
right of women not to die as a result of becoming pregnant became a
political and development issue, long after advocates had been found
in the fight against other epidemics in the South.
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To what extent, then, is mothering really 'natural'? Childbirth is
not only an event of intellectual and emotional significance for the
woman concerned, but every aspect of motherhood is carefully
regulated and controlled by a complex system of social customs and
rules. Who and when a woman marries; how rapidly she conceives;
when, how and where she spends her pregnancy; her experience of
giving birth; the post-partum period; and the kind of mother she
becomes; all of these, far from being 'natural', are socially determined,
and a part of her gender role.5 Biology is just the raw material. The
meaning of these events, the way they are experienced by the woman
herself, by her family, and by her community, are determined by
gender, class and ethnicity, and all the other cultural building blocks
with which humans organise their societies. To say that it is 'only
natural' for a woman to be a mother is to fail to see the complexity
with which we build our social roles. In many countries the
'naturalness' of the mothering role is now under challenge as more
fathers become involved in the day-to-day nurture of infants and
children.
Motherhood often gives women their only opportunity for power
and influence in societies which deny them other chances for
autonomy; children are a women's constitution in the narrow political
world of the family. Models of development initiated in the North,
where attitudes to the centrality of childbearing have changed, may
fail to appreciate fully the value of children to their families. In some
parts of the South — particularly in Africa — many women will be
pregnant and lactating for more than two-thirds of the time between
the ages of 17 and 35. Similarly, in the Caribbean, while for historical
reasons women may be disinclined to marry, they take pride in
having large numbers of children. According to a report by Change,
'the slaving tradition that women bear children persists with new
meaning. A woman who does not bear children is "an object of pity,
contempt or derision". Childbearing.is her "womanship". The social
and emotional pressures to prove her fertility are such that a barren
woman may even go insane.' Children are a woman's wealth, as well
as a burden that she may have to cope with alone.6 For development
workers to look only at women's economic or productive role and
ignore her reproductive role, in an attempt to gain for women
equality of treatment with men, is as misguided as the opposite view,
that of focusing on her reproductive role and ignoring her economic
role.
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Naturally housewives?
The housewife is a comparatively recent invention. At most she has
only been around for about a century and a half, when she made her
debut in the drawing-rooms and kitchens of the North. Since then, the
housewife has migrated, and housewives are now found all over the
world.
Housewives came into being when the process of industrialisation
enabled upwardly mobile men to imitate the aristocratic rich and
have a wife who did not need to work but who could represent the
status and wealth of her husband. Industrialisation meant that
households, instead of being the centre of production (making the
items needed in the house, such as soap, candles, dairy products,
preserves), began to move to their current position as centres of
consumption. The tasks that had formerly been supervised and 8
performed by the women of the household were now done in Young
factories, and goods were bought in shops. In Europe, the gradual
disappearance of servants from middle-class households after the
First World War meant that women had to learn to do housework
themselves, and become domesticated 'housewives', a trend that
continued until the 1950s (the exceptions being the two periods of war
during which women were encouraged into a wide range of different
responsibilities). By the time of the baby boom in the 1950s and 1960s,
the model of the modern housewife had emerged: a mother and wife
whose feminine propensity to serve leads her to assume responsibility
for bringing up the children and caring for the family home, with the
necessary cash provided by a male breadwinner. Many men and
women still consider that the domestic arrangements of households,
including childcare, are primarily the woman's responsibility, even
when both partners work.
But why should the history of housewives in the industrialised
North be of relevance to the poorer women of the world? Why did the
process of domestification of women in the North have a profound
influence on women in the South? If we look at the way in which
work is organised in a typical rural household it is clear that everyone
shares in it, and everyone's contribution is valued. Among the
Turkana women and men of North Kenya, studied by Cathy Watson,
the work of the household varied from season to season with the dry
season as the time of the hardest work. There was a clear gender
division of labour, but of all the tasks recorded by Cathy Watson, the
men and boys were only involved in herding and watering the
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animals. The women and girls, besides participating in the herding
and watering of the animals, milked them and processed the milk,
cooked, fetched water, collected fruits, built the houses and
compounds, carried out agriculture, made utensils, carried out some
craft work with leather and beads, collected firewood and made
charcoal.7 The study shows how one family divided up the work to
form a productive family unit, in which the contribution of women
and girls was central. Still part of a pastoralist way of life, and not
dependent on money for access to goods and services, Turkana
women had not yet become housewives.

Turkana woman in charge of a flock. Women take a full part in the care of
animals in many traditional pastoralist systems.

The work of housewives
Housewives around the world do a huge variety of tasks which have
one thing in common — a link to the home and its occupants. They
tend the children, they obtain the family food supply, whether from
the family fields or the local supermarket; they wash the clothes, at
the river or in the washing machine, and they may add a little to the
family income by poorly paid, part-time work that does not
jeopardise their main work, which is caring for the home and the
family. The important thing about housewives, however, which links
them around the world, is not what they do; it is the conditions and
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relations under which they do it. Housework is an aspect of a gender
division of labour under which men tend to get the paid and women
the unpaid work. This is the link between the history of housewives,
North and South. The process of industrialisation has, in general
(until recently when gender relations within the workforce began to
change), tended to lead to a male workforce. In many countries
women found themselves squeezed out of formal sector employment
by male-dominated trade unions. Other women have tended to carry
on doing what they have always done; the difference is that the
circumstances under which they do their work have changed in the
move from a subsistence to a money-based economy.
If we take the example of the Turkana pastoralists, we can illustrate
this process of change more clearly. Imagine that a Turkana
community was offered development projects which involved settled
agriculture, growing cash crops for export or a local urban centre. If
the job opportunities that arose were primarily offered to men, the
Turkana women would find themselves on the edge of a cash
economy, with no access of their own to the cash. They might carry on
raising children, looking after goats and keeping up the vestiges of
their former lifestyle, but the basis of their subsistence economy
would have been undermined. At the same time, their dependency on
their menfolk might grow; whereas once the women and men in the
household worked on tasks that were seen as equally important, with
the introduction of money, and the access to things that it can buy, the
status of the work of each partner changes. The men would gain
access to modern institutions, to banks and extension facilities, and
the women would be left still further behind.
In other words, we are defining housewives in terms of their access
to money and resources. Since in modern economies money, and the
goods and services it can buy, are a measure of status and rank, the
problem for housewives is not the actual nature of the work they do,
though it may be boring and repetitive, but the fact that it is unpaid
and has no status attached to it.

Economic actors
There is no work, yet the grind of work is killing me.8
(A woman in India, employed in the informal sector.)
In reality, the pattern of a stay-at-home wife and a male breadwinner
is inconceivable for the majority of women in the South, because their
men are too poor or have left the household. As countries get poorer,
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the pressure on women to earn intensifies. Because of constraints both
on their time and mobility, they are forced to make themselves
available at the cheapest rates, whether in agriculture, factories or as
home workers (when women take work into their houses). The sexual
division of labour means that women are frequently considered as the
secondary earner of the family, while the man provides the main
wage, regardless of whether or not this is the case. In reality, the work
of many poor women in the South is what enables their families to
survive, and the poorer the family, the more it depends on the
economic productivity of a woman. Most women cannot obtain work
in the formal sector, that part of the economy with wages, pensions,
regulated conditions of work and an organised labour force.
Responsibility for their children and for providing food for the family
forces millions of Southern women into just about any kind of work
for cash — women work as petty traders, in sweat shops, as domestic
servants, on building sites, as road makers, road sweepers,
prostitutes, and in many other low-paid occupations in the 'informal'
sector.
The majority of women in the Third World work incredibly hard,
but the irony of their situation is well summed-up by the quotation at
the head of this section. Women are ground down by work, but at the
end of the day, what does their work count for? That their work
inside the house does not count is illustrated by instructions issued
with the 1971 Indian census:
...a servant who works as a cook in his or her employer's home for
wages will be considered economically active, but a housewife,
even if she may work much more than a paid servant, in having to
cook for the family or looking after the household will not be
treated as economically active...9
Such a view has serious consequences for women; their work is
overlooked by everyone, by their governments, husbands, families,
development planners, and census takers. Women suffer because men
do not recognise their work. Real work is by definition what men do,
behind the plough, in the factory or in the office. Patricia Jeffrey
records the words of one North Indian woman, named Zubeida:
'Cooking roti and stew, collecting fodder and cutting it, removing
cattle dung and making dung cakes, sweeping up....Enough! I work
the whole day — and even so my husband says 'What do you do with
yourself all day?'10
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To give an idea of the variety of tasks which women undertake, let
us look at a typical day's work for a woman in Nepal:
Get up 4.00 am,
Pack up the bedding
Prepare morning tea
Sweep the house and the courtyard clean
Prepare breakfast
Process milk into yoghurt, buttermilk and ghee
Winnow grain; prepare rice, dahls; grind spices
Fetch fuel and water
Clean dishes
Feed, clothe and wash children
Wash and mend clothes
Spread out bedding at night
Mend the house
Care for the cows, chickens and donkeys.
In all this amounts to some 12-16 hours of work a day
Yet work outside the household is undervalued too. In a major
study of gender and poverty in India, the World Bank concluded that
India invests far less in its women workers than in its working men,
and that women's lack of access to the inputs they need for education,
training, and other means of growth and change, is profoundly linked
to their gender role and the cultural association of women with the
'inside', or the home: 'By contrast, men belong to the 'outside' where
livelihoods are earned and political and economic power is exercised.'
The failure to see, to invest in and to reward women's roles as
economic actors has had major consequences for women's
productivity. It is not only society or governments that undervalue
women's work. Women themselves find it difficult to see the real
value of what they do, as the following case study shows. The study
also demonstrates the transformation that can come about when
women start to organise to ensure that their work is adequately
recognised and rewarded.
CASE STUDY: Organising domestic workers
The following extracts come from a book by a group of women in
north-east Brazil called Why We Should Work with Women (for a fuller
discussion see p.203). These extracts, written by Dulcinea Xavier,
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describe work with domestic workers in the Recife Metropolitan
Region, an example of a local-level initiative which grew into a
national movement. She traces how, over time, the need to
incorporate a gender analysis into the work became crucial; a more
general class analysis was simply not able to address the nature of
domestic work and the specific problems of women domestic
workers. Many of the issues we have been looking at about women's
'natural' work are illuminated here.
Organising of maids in Recife began just prior to the military coup
of 1964. At that time the urban workers' movement, mainly
concentrated in the capital, was very active ... [but] at that time,
women's problems were not dealt with as specific issues that
needed to be addressed in a different way from the general
problems of the working class.
...Domestic workers, even the most aware, find it difficult to
analyse their life and work from a gender perspective, given that
up to now their professional identity and place in society were seen
through a class analysis. This is because those guiding the church
and union workers, never gave much space to analysing gender in
theory, let alone in practice.
If we do not incorporate the notion of gender into the
question of paid domestic work, we will end up leaving aside the
'feminine identity' which is an important factor in the undervaluing of the job. Society sees this profession as a 'natural'
extension of feminine identity. Since this work is seen as 'natural'
then it is unnecessary to pay well or assure their basic rights.
Domestic workers themselves are unable to see the value of
their work... not recognising their social and economic contribution
and repeating the general perception of the 'invisibility' of
domestic work. It is as if she were a prisoner in two homes, her
own, and where she works. In the case of other working women,
the same question is expressed in the conflict between having two
possible identities; that of being a mother and wife, and that of
having a job.
For the domestic worker the psychological and social
attachment to the 'natural identity' of feminine tasks is strong. For
her this tension is hidden, and it is when this is expressed openly
that change can occur, with a redefining of women's social and
political identity.
...At the local level, the most important result was the
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decision to found an association [of domestic workers]... Since 1980
the number of new associations in Recife continues to grow as well
as increasing participation of domestic workers in various political
events. The association offers, through discussions and meetings, a
permanent process for growth in political awareness. In 1987 and
1988 skills training courses were offered which enabled the
integration of new members, as well as equipping them better for
work.
...The most important issue of the recent past has been,
without doubt, the struggle to widen the labour laws under the
new constitution. This involved a very intense mobilisation of
national dimensions, with demonstrations in various cities, and
even in the National Congress in Brasilia. Given that most of the
demands were conceded, it can be considered a successful
campaign. Another fundamental result of the new constitution is
that the associations will be transformed into unions.
Rights guaranteed under the new constitution include:
The right to organise in professional associations or unions
Minimum salary
One paid day off per week
Annual holidays
Maternity leave
Proportional notice of termination of work
Retirement benefits.

The consequences of development
The failure of the development process to understand and support the
reproductive and productive role of women within their households,
and within the informal economy more generally, has meant that in
almost all countries with weak economies and rapidly changing social
systems, women, other than a minority of middle-class, educated
women, have to struggle to maintain anything like an equal share in
the development process. In many cases, more development has
meant more subordination. The women of the Bhil tribal people of
Western India give a clear recent example of this process. In this
instance, the initiators of development were Gandhians who saw
much tribal life as backward and primitive. They hoped that by
initiating social development they would bring the Bhils into
mainstream Indian society.
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CASE STUDY:

From tribal women to housewives

The Bhils are indigenous people of India. Their traditional tribal
society is characterised by subsistence production and a sexual
division of labour which is remarkably even-handed. Bhil women
enjoy far more freedom then their Hindu sisters. There are no taboos
surrounding menstruation and childbirth, and fewer social
restrictions. A system of bride-price confers a higher status on the
family of the bride and on the bride herself than the more usual
dowry system, and Bhil marriage is more contractual than
sacramental, with a relatively loose marriage tie. Divorce is common,
and often initiated by the woman. Women are key actors in
agriculture, and important decision makers in the household, though
they are excluded from community decision-making bodies.
Over the last few decades some Bhils communities have started to
modernise; encouraged by social development workers, they have
gained access to resources and settled. In the process, what were
relatively isolated communities have come into contact with the
dominant Hindu society, and as they have settled down the process of
social change has accelerated. This 'hinduisation' of Bhil tribals has
had particular effects on women, weakening their social status. It has
brought with it purdah, the banning of widow remarriage, the
replacement of brideprice with dowry, and a greater submission of
women to their husbands. Divorce is becoming rarer (and maleinitiated), and the inferior treatment of girl children seems to be on
the increase. What appears to be happening is that these tribal
women, particularly in lowland villages, are becoming housewives,
dependent on their husbands in a way that was not the case when
they lived in a relatively autonomous subsistence economy. The shift
from the free and equitable marriage contract that could be
terminated by either partner to dowry marriage, turns daughters into
a burden rather than an asset. A Bhil woman in purdah could never
contemplate divorcing her husband; she would have no other means
of support. The new Bhil housewives are being educated in the taboos
and restrictions on behaviour that characterise the lives of Hindu
women in the area."
This account illustrates the need for development interventions to
address the problems women face as a result of changes in their social
environment; development agencies must understand the roles and
skills of indigenous women and enable them to maintain their
cultural identity.
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CASE STUDY:

Development planning for mothers and wives

Take the following scenario: a European agency wants to fund a
development project for women in an urban region of Latin America.
The agency works through a local NGO which employs a local
consultant who reports that the main role of women is as wives and
mothers and their main problem is lack of money. The agency decides
that the best way of supporting these women will be to set up a
project which will provide them with a steady income. Accordingly,
the NGO sets to work to design an income-generating project. After
several months of planning, a centre is set up, and supplied with raw
materials for embroidering cushion covers. Each woman in the project
is given an interest-free loan of $25 with which to buy the raw
material from the centre. The centre buys back each embroidered
cushion cover at the rate of $5 a cover, and the raw materials for each
cover cost the women $1.50. It takes a woman at least eight hours to
stich the cover, so a woman can earn at best about $25 a week. The
project arranges for a doctor to visit the centre once a week, to provide
mother-child health care, ante-natal checks and so on.
Embroidering the cushion covers is tedious, isolating (each woman
works in her own home), fails to teach the women any new skills, and
has no security, since the women do not know how long the project
will last. The money the women earn is very little, and the embroidery
adds enormously to their already heavy workload. After a while some
of the women begin to drift out of the project. Other women with
growing daughters get them either to do a larger share of housework,
or to start stitching the covers as well. Meanwhile at the centre, the
cushion covers are piling up. No one had really investigated the
outlets properly, and those they had originally planned to use cannot
sell the covers quickly enough. After two years it is clear that the
project is going nowhere, and the funding agency decides not to
renew its grant. In its report it comments on the fact that it was 'hard
to generate the support and enthusiasm of the target group' — in
other words, blaming the women for the project's failure.
There were clearly a lot of things wrong with this project, but we
can draw out four points to illustrate the consequences of basing a
development project on stereotypical ideas about women as
housewives. Firstly, the project was based on what was seen as a
typically 'feminine' skill, embroidery. Many development projects for
women are based on traditional ideas of what women do best — jam
and pickle making, tailoring, knitting, and cake making. While it may
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be true that many women have skills in these areas, to build a project
on them fails to develop new skills. Secondly, the project was
managed from the outside without involving the women in the
planning of the project. The women were consulted to the extent of
identifying their main need as cash, but it was assumed that the
women lacked the ability to plan and implement a project. If the
women had been able to work together to design the project
themselves, producing something that might have met a real need in
the community, which only they were qualified to judge — cheap
school books or nursery school furniture, to quote just two examples
from successful projects — the project might not have collapsed.
Projects that assume that women are 'just housewives' fail to take into
account the skills of management that women develop through
running busy households on very limited resources.
Thirdly, the project failed to recognise how busy the women
already were. Most had little extra time to stitch cushion covers. So
they roped their daughters in. The error of assuming that women
have some sort of household support system that enables them to take
part in income-generating projects is as insensitive to their needs as
the opposite error of assuming that women are not interested in
economic programmes. If the project planners had allowed the
women to work out a joint system for solving their problems of
domestic responsibilities (through incorporating a creche and midday meal into the project, for example) not only would the women
have contributed and benefited more, but another gender stereotype
would have been challenged: that women need, or prefer, to be
confined to their houses. By bringing the women together in one
place, the project might have enabled them to discuss their
experiences and begin to tackle the problems they had in common.
And finally, the project planners assumed that the money earned from
the cushion covers was a subsidiary wage, a second income. They
were not therefore particularly concerned at the low level of wages
generated because it was assumed that there was already a male
breadwinner in every household. But this was not the case for several
women and represented another gender stereotype.
Projects like this one do nothing to challenge the view that women
are primarily housewives, passive, dependent, and without real work
(i.e. they can take on additional activities). With more thought and
imagination, the project could have challenged all these stereotypes,
and enabled the women to set up and take control of a successful
project.
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Women meeting together to work on traditional embroidery, in Ethiopia. This
project combines craft production with literacy and numeracy training.

Women-maintained households
Using the term 'women-maintained' instead of the more usual
'women-headed' emphasises the fact that, although many women
take sole responsibility for supporting their families, they are seldom
accorded the same recognition, rights, and powers as male household
heads. A growing number of the world's households are maintained
by women: twenty to thirty per cent of households in the Caribbean
and Central America; 27 per cent in Sub-Saharan Africa; 16 per cent in
North America; 15 per cent in South America and 11.7 per cent in
India. Among refugee families in one area of Central America as
many as 90 per cent of families are supported by women. Among
refugees from Sri Lanka flooding into India, it was not unusual to find
households headed by young women of 15 or 16, suddenly
responsible for three or four younger siblings.
Why are women-maintained households on the increase? Different
factors are responsible in different parts of the world; in Asia
widowhood is a primary cause, whereas in Southern and Northern
Africa and the Middle East, migration is more often the reason.12 In
many parts of rural Africa, husbands are very commonly absent for
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long periods. Internal migration (where men leave to find work in
cities) and migration across national borders is the main cause. In
Botswana, Lesotho, Mozambique, and Swaziland women support
households while their men migrate to the South African mines, often
for periods of 12 to 15 months. In Lesotho, almost 60 per cent of male
workers have seasonal jobs in South African mines, and in the
Transkei, the percentage of women-maintained households has been
recorded at 67 per cent.13 South African law specifically prohibits the
wives and children of migrant labourers from accompanying their
husbands. Migration has profound effects on the women left behind.
They are left with the sole responsibility for farming, but given the
absence of male labour and the low resourcing of subsistence
agriculture, productivity is very low; consequently women have had
to increase their workloads taking on more trading, marketing,
brewing beer, casual labour on other, larger farms, or even migrating
to local urban centres themselves. According to a Minority Rights
Group Report, despite the increase in decision-making powers within
the household and the management of food production, women
remain subordinate to their husbands because of dependence on his
cash earnings (which he may or may not send home) and his rights to
the land. Some family units do not survive the migration; cash
remittances cease altogether, and women are left to support
themselves and their children."
In Latin America migration is also a factor, but there are other
social dynamics at work. A Minority Rights Group report on women
in Latin America suggests that the increase in women-maintained
households could be interpreted as an indication that women are
beginning to free themselves from more repressive and restricting
aspects of machista culture. Paradoxically, women who support their
own households and have more power over their own decision
making are also the poorest, and have very little economic security.
Similarly, in the Caribbean many women choose to live with their
children, and have short-term visiting relationships rather than a
permanent, resident partner, though this pattern is reinforced by
migration.15
The world over, North and South, women-maintained households
are disproportionately represented among the poorest sectors of
society. Since economic activities have to be combined with childcare
responsibilities, the income produced is usually substantially lower
than that produced by men in the same class, exacerbated by the fact
that women still receive less money than men for the same job in

Mothers and housewives? 4 7

many parts of the world. Janet Henshall Momsen points out that
development has been accompanied by a decline in kinship obligation
and co-operation within the extended family group; consequently,
women whose partnerships break down are much more likely to have
to struggle alone.16 Increasing poverty also means that kinship groups
simply do not have the resources to support additional family
members.
Despite the growing number of households maintained by a
woman, development initiatives frequently ignore or discriminate
against them. There are well-documented examples of project benefits
being offered to the heads of households, but missing out the women.
In refugee camps, for example, agricultural implements and seeds are
still more readily offered to men, to grow food for their families, than
to women. The world is organised in numerous ways designed to
make the existence of female-maintained households invisible. Census
takers in some countries are instructed to name the oldest son, even if
he is a young boy, in preference to the woman who is actually
keeping the household together. Clearly, the myth that the male
breadwinner and the female housewife is the normal or best
arrangement for human beings still clings tenaciously, despite
overwhelming evidence to the contrary.

The undervaluation of women's work
Women's work, the world over, is undervalued. If census takers are
told not to include women's household work on their census forms,
the message is clearly: 'Do not count women's work, because
women's work does not count.' If housework were added into figures
for global GNP, it has been estimated that the latter figure would go
up by at least one-third. The work that women do is sometimes
described as 'invisible' because it goes statistically unrecorded.
Women's work is all about making a living, rather than earning a
living; throughout the world, but particularly for low-income women
in the South, it is this multiplicity of daily acts, this making a living,
which keeps countless households alive.

