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REASSESSING THE ROLE OF
WOMEN
Development and women: a brief history of different
approaches
It is over 20 years since the first text to be labelled as part of the
'women and/in development' literature was published, Esther
Boserup's book, Women's Role in Economic Development (1970). The

book begins with the words: 'In the vast and ever growing literature
on economic development, reflections on the particular problems of
women are few and far between.'1 At the time, she was right, but in
the three decades that have followed, the literature on the 'particular
problems of women' has burgeoned, and women in development
(WID) has become a major aspect of the development 'industry', with
women's development bureaus, specialist consultants and planning
divisions proliferating the world over.
The aim of this chapter is to look at some of the ideas that have
come out of all this activity, and to indicate the different directions in
which thinking about women in the development process seems to be
going. One of the problems with using terms like 'women in development' is the assumption that everyone knows what is meant, and that
there is one particular theory about the subordination of women that
can be applied across the board. This is by no means true. In the first
place, the problem of gender in development is, as the economist
Amartya Sen put it, 'far to complex and basic to be "resolved" by any
kind of simple model'.2 In the second, gender and development is still
a very new concept, and is not fully incorporated by all academics or
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practitioners, especially those dealing with macro analysis. Many of
the models described in this chapter, such as 'welfare' or 'equity', are
ways of describing particular approaches, rather than clear-cut
methodologies.
Beginning to work with women: modernisation, welfare and
equity
Esther Boserup looked back over the development process of the
1950s and 1960s with gender-sensitive eyes. Instead of assuming that
women were confined only to their reproductive roles as wives and
mothers, Boserup looked at their productivity, and emphasised the
vital role of women in agricultural economies. Boserup's work has
been criticised for its adherence to the dominant economic approach
of the time, modernisation; subsequent writers have argued that her
book also fails to pay attention to women's household labour as a
basis for subordination, and to the affects of capital accumulation in
colonial settings, two themes that have become very important to subsequent WID theorists.3
Modernisation, as we saw in Chapter 2, was a model of how to
transform 'backward' economies by means of industrialisation, urbanisation, the transfer of technology, financial aid, and the integration of
Third World economies into the capitalist market system. Economic
growth would slowly 'trickle down' and eradicate poverty. Under
this approach to development, women were either overlooked, or
seen as part of the 'household' or 'community', or they were objects of
welfare. Development assistance took the form of financial aid for
economic growth (largely targeting men) and relief aid for the socially
vulnerable groups who were failing to gain any of the benefits from
the long-awaited economic growth (targeting poor women). In many
cases the projects developed were necessary to ameliorate the impact
of the dominant development model. The fact that the welfare
approach targeted women was a result of a particular perception of
women, already documented in this book: that motherhood and child
rearing are the most important roles of women. It. also made another
assumption: that women are only passive recipients of development.4
'Welfare' includes many of the best-known kinds of development —
mother-child health programmes, feeding schemes, family planning
services, food aid, and so on. Welfare programmes remain very popular as a way of reaching women, though they make little contribution,
if any, to creating independence and self-reliance. Rather, they tend to
encourage dependency; but because they are politically 'safe', and do
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not question the status quo in terms of values, economic status (particularly unequal access to and control over resources), or an established
sexual division of labour, they are preferred by governments and
agencies who are anxious about upholding cultural and social values.
By the 1970s it was becoming clear that the modernisation strategy
was failing to eliminate poverty from the South. It was also clear from
analyses such as Boserup's that women, far from benefiting from
development programmes, were actually being harmed by them, a situation that welfare programmes could do little to alter. A change in
thinking about both development and women in development was
well overdue. The shift in direction among development planners and
donors was towards the direct provision of health, nutritional and
educational services. The World Development Report 1980, marshalling all the evidence available at that time, argued that improvements in health, literacy and nutrition were important not only in
their own right, but because they promoted growth in incomes,
nationally and for the poor themselves.5
During the 1970s this analysis was applied'hot only to poor people
in general, but to women in particular. The argument was put forward that if women's traditional work was not recognised as part of
the national economy, efforts were needed to give them work that
could be counted: they needed to be 'integrated into development', or
at least integrated into the market economy, producing goods or services which would ensure an income for them and would contribute
to the development process as measurable by GNP. Education, vocational and technical training were seen as essential prerequisites for
this. Women were to be given the same chance as men, in an essentially liberal view of the system which simply saw women as having been
missed out — it was all a question of equal opportunities. Few people
stopped to ask whether the system into which women were to be integrated was the right one. So it was that in 1975 the UN launched its
International Women's Year, under the themes of 'equality, development and peace', and a decade to concentrate on women.
The International Women's Decade provided a major spur to
research and discussion about women in the development process.
The idea of equality became an important criterion for thinking about
what women needed from development. The policy approach to
women and development that grew out of this concern for equality —
the equity approach — has been characterised by Caroline Moser as
recognising that:
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Women are active participants in the development process,
who through both their productive and reproductive roles
provide a critical, if unacknowledged, contribution to economic growth. The approach starts with the basic assumption
that economic strategies have frequently had a negative
impact on women, and acknowledges that they must be
'brought into' the development process through access to
employment and the marketplace... However, the equity
approach is also concerned with fundamental issues of equality which transcend the development field... its primary concern is with inequality between men and women, in both public and private sphere of life... It identifies the origins of
women's subordination as lying not only in the context of the
family, but also in relationships between men and women in
the marketplace.6
There are three important elements here. Firstly, the recognition of
the economic value of women's paid and unpaid work (worth a third
of the annual global economic product, or 4,000 billion dollars in
1985).7 Secondly, there is the recognition of the way in which much
development has affected women adversely. Thirdly, there is the
argument that the pursuit of equality, in the marketplace and in the
home, will remedy these problems. Yet it is here that the equity
approach has come up for criticism, both as a rather top-down
approach and as a reflection of a First World feminist preoccupation
with equality. A recent document produced by the UN on how far the
Forward-Looking Strategies of the decade had been implemented
illustrates the first of these criticisms, because it is mainly concerned
with government implementation of equality. Its draft recommendations are as much to governments as NGOs, and include promoting
an increased awareness of women's rights; equal pay for work of
equal value, including measurement of comparable worth and
women's unpaid work; equality in economic decision making; measures to counteract stereotyping of women in the mass media, and
improvement in the situation of female-headed households. Most of
these recommendations are not about empowering women to bring
about change themselves, but require government interventions, such
as changing school textbooks to eliminate sexist stereotypes.
The equity approach to women in development has fallen from
favour among many aid agencies, and has been viewed with suspicion by many Third World governments. In the case of aid agencies,
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the implicit redistribution of power implied is seen as unacceptable
intervention in a country's traditions. Some Third World governments,
even though they signed the Nairobi Forward-Looking Strategies for
Advancement of Women, felt that the call for equality was a legitimisation of Western-exported feminism. Nonetheless, the Strategies provide an important framework for those working within government to
improve the status of women through official legislation.
Three other approaches to the role of women in development have
been labelled by Moser as the 'anti-poverty approach', the 'efficiency
approach', and the 'empowerment approach' to women in development. Other writers have labelled the evolution of approaches as
moving from WID (women in development) to WAD (women and
development) to GAD (Gender and development). We will look
briefly at each in turn. These approaches were not 'tried out' consecutively and it is still possible to find examples of projects typifying all
these approaches, and many other projects and programmes that
seem to combine elements of several.
The anti-poverty approach
By the end of the 1960s it had become clear that the poorest of the
poor remained poor, and that many of them were women. It was also
becoming clear that education and vocational training was at best
only going to benefit a tiny proportion of women. The anti-poverty
approach to women in development took as its starting point poverty
rather than subordination as the source of inequality between women
and men, and set out to improve the incomes of poor women. In this
it reflected both World Bank and ILO priorities and the "basic needs
strategy', with its primary aim of meeting the basic needs of food,
clothing, shelter and fuel. Low-income women were identified as a
particular target group, not least because of their central role in providing these basic needs to their families.
The anti-poverty approach focused on income generation for
women through better access to productive resources, such as land
and credit. Since the 1970s, income-generating projects for poor
women have proliferated, and become one of the most common forms
of development activity, particularly of the kind supported by NGOs.
Many of these projects aim to increase the productivity of work that
women are already doing — for example, small-scale marketing or
food production. There have been many criticisms of income-generating projects. They often take little account of the fact that women are
already over-burdened with work; that saving, where they do not
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control the family budgets, may be very difficult for women; that freedom of movement for many women is restricted; that the capacity of
the informal sector to generate employment and growth is limited. On
the whole, women's income-generating projects are seldom treated as
seriously as those for men. But income-generating projects may also
offer a possibility of empowering women. One example drawn from
an Oxfam project in Bangladesh featured many of the problems listed
above. Yet out of unpromising circumstances was created a smallscale project that has both generated an income, and led to other
social changes.
CASE STUDY: Income

generating in Bangladesh
The women's group had been meeting for just over a year, and had
built a meeting place out of bamboo and tin. Since saving was difficult, many of the women saved a handful of rice each week which
they then turned into cash, with the aim of contributing Rs2 per
week. The group managed to save Rs2,500 in the course of a year.
None of the women had worked outside their homes before, and took
no part in the public economic life of the village, but eventually the
group took over the lease of a piece of land. A man in the village,
Tofajol, had taken a loan of Rsl 0,000 by mortgaging his land, and was
given three years to pay it back. When he failed to repay the money,
the money lender threatened to seize his land. This is where the
women's group stepped in, paying off the loan, and cultivating the
land until Tofajol was able to pay the money back to them. The
women's group grew rice on the land, earning additional income for
themselves. Yet the income was almost secondary to the other
changes that have occurred; together with other village groups, they
have managed to have the road to their village repaired; and by
applying to the government public health department they have managed to get latrines.
More importantly for the long term, the women are focusing on the
problem of dowry. So far they have managed to reduce the amount of
dowry demanded, but they are trying to stamp out the practice altogether. This project demonstrates that an income-generating project
can have important long-term effects, particularly when generated
and managed by the women concerned.
Women in Development
The phrase 'Women in Development', and its accepted abbreviation,
WID, more or less sums up the earliest phase of thinking about
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women's role in development and the approaches we have covered so
far. It was coined in the early 1970s by the Women's Committee of the
Washington DC Chapter of the Society for International Development
as part of a deliberate strategy to bring the new thinking by Boserup
and others to the attention of American policy makers. Since then,
WID has been used as shorthand for approaches to the issue of
women and development largely based on the modernisation paradigm.8 The WID approach focused on initiatives such as the development of better, appropriate technologies that would lighten women's
workloads. WID has tended to over-emphasise the productive side of
women's work and labour — particularly income generation — ignoring their reproductive side, and in this it shows its origins in the liberal preoccupations of the North in the 1970s and 1980s.
The efficiency approach
The efficiency approach to women in development is well illustrated
by two recent documents, one from the World Bank and one from the
British ODA. In a 1987 publication entitled 'The World Bank New
Approach to Women in Development' the Chief of the Women in
Development unit, Barbara Herz writes the following:
We want to show what can actually be done to include women in
development programmes and how that contributes to economic
performance, easing of poverty and other development objectives...
The Bank has just adopted a new, more operational approach to
women in development... it emphasises gains in economic productivity attainable through more effective involvement of women and
focuses on practical ways to involve women in normal operations
in agriculture, education and PHN [Primary Health and
Nutrition].9
The ODA policy statement is dated 1989 and says:
To achieve a better deal for women is, at one and the same time, a
major step forward towards relieving poverty, a broadening of
social opportunities and a stimulus to economic development.
Women make up the greater part of the poorest of the poor.
Helping them can make a major contribution to the relief of poverty. Women hold the key to a more productive and dynamic society.
If they themselves are healthy and knowledgeable, if they have
greater access to knowledge, skills and credit, they will be more
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economically productive. Even more, women are the dominant
influence on the next generation through their attitudes, their education and health. Equity and economic growth go together. If the
challenge of this enterprise is formidable, so will be the rewards of
any success.10
These two statements have one important thing in common: the
belief that development will only be efficient if women are involved.
The recognition that '50 per cent of the human resources for development were being wasted or underutilised'" represents a shift in
emphasis from women themselves as the focus of concern, to their
contribution towards getting development to work. The anxiety
among development planners that enormous quantities of money and
other resources were failing to make any significant impact has,
according to Moser, led to the efficiency approach being rapidly
appropriated as the model for women and development.
Historically, the efficiency approach grew out of the decline in the
world economy from the mid-1970s onwards, the phase of structural
adjustment policies and a global emphasis on increased efficiency and
productivity. As Chapter 6 argued, much structural adjustment has
entailed a shifting of costs from the paid to the unpaid economy,
through the use of women's unpaid time. Moser's account of the efficiency approach explains that it has 'implications for women not only
as reproducers, but also increasingly as community managers. In the
housing sector...one such example is provided by site and service and
upgrading projects with self-help components, which now regularly
include women in the implementation phase. This is a consequence of
a need for greater efficiency: not only are women as mothers more
reliable than men in repaying building loans, as workers they are
equally capable of self-building alongside men; while as community
managers they have shown far greater commitment than men in
ensuring that services are maintained.'12
The efficiency approach operates at two different levels. Ensuring
efficiency in development projects demands the involvement of
women because they are often more efficient and committed than
men. A development project, whether a subsistence food-growing
project in Africa or a 'food for work' scheme in India is more likely to
be successful if women are fully involved, even though the efficiency
approach is based on an idea of the elasticity of women's time (and
therefore the cost to women in terms of the time demanded of them
may be intolerable). The second aspect is at the macro level of devel-
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opment policy pursued by governments, supported by organisations
such as the World Bank and IMF, who also demand efficiency and
productivity in programmes of structural adjustment. It is at this level
that efficiency is brought about by shifting the costs from the paid
economy — social welfare payments, food subsidies, free education
and health services — on to the unpaid economy, which tends to be
made up of women's unpaid labour. At times, these two levels come
together. Moser cites the example of a programme in Lima, Peru, the
Vaso de Leche (glass of milk) direct-feeding programme, which provides a free glass of milk to young children in low-income areas of the
city, and is managed by women in their unpaid time. The significance
of the programme is that it is one that has received the approval of
UNICEF, fitting into UNICEF's definition of 'adjustment with a
human face'. It is an example of project efficiency (the project works:
the children get their glass of milk), and also an example of efficiency
in terms of the costs, because it relies on women's unpaid time. In fact,
the project only achieved its efficiency by its reliance on the 'freely
available' time of women. Much the same thing could be said about
activities such as communal kitchens and other self-help services that
have developed, particularly in Latin America in response to the crisis
of debt and adjustment.
Women and development
Women and development (WAD) is a neo-Marxist feminist approach,
which emerged in the latter half of the 1970s out of a concern with the
limitations of modernisation theory. Rather than focusing on strategies for 'integrating women in development', it points out that
women have always been important economically, and the work they
do in their households and communities is fundamental to the maintenance of their societies. WAD recognises that poor men are also victims of a development process that ignores them, but it tends to group
women together without sufficiently analysing class, race and ethnic
divisions between them. The WAD approach assumes that women's
position will improve as and when international structures become
more equitable, and in this it tends to underplay the nature of
women's specific gender oppression; women's position is seen as part
of the structure of international and class inequalities, rather than
being a result of an ideology and structure of patriarchy. WAD
approaches have tended to focus on income-generation activities and
have underplayed the labour women invest in family and household
maintenance.
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The empowerment approach or gender and development (GAD)
The only approach to women-in-development that looks at all aspects
of women's lives and all the work that women do — productive and
reproductive, private and public — and rejects any attempt to undervalue family and household maintenance work, has come to be
known as 'empowerment', or more generally, the 'Gender and
Development' (GAD) approach to women-in-development.
Although popular among development practitioners working
within a feminist framework, the empowerment approach is viewed
with suspicion by many aid agencies and Third World governments.
It questions the commonly accepted theories of what good development entails, arguing that there is more to development than economic growth and the efficient use of money, and challenges the idea that
women want to be 'integrated' into the mainstream of Westerndesigned development, in which they have little chance of determining the kind of society they want. Empowerment differs from other
approaches in its analysis of the origins, dynamics and structures of
women's oppression, and in how it proposes to change the position of
Third World women. The process of change, and its effects on the
consciousness of the people bringing about their own development, is
often as important as the changes themselves.
Empowerment is associated with a bottom-up rather than a topdown approach, and much of the thinking about empowerment has
arisen out of the feminist writings and emergent women's movements
of the South. It is essentially a Southern women's approach to development, rather than a Northern, white man's approach. It traces the
roots of subordination to race, class, colonial history, and the position
of Southern countries within the international economic order. It sees
the goals of development for women in terms of self-reliance and
internal strength, and places much less emphasis on legislating for
equality between women and men then on empowering women
themselves to work to change and transform the structures that have
been so inimical to them — such as labour codes, men's control over
women's bodies and reproductive rights, civil codes, and property
rights.
While the equity approach also sees the need to reform these structures, it differs from empowerment in its belief that change imposed
from the top is most effective. The empowerment approach, while
recognising the need for supportive legislation, argues that the
growth of women's organisations, leading to political mobilisation,
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consciousness-raising and popular education, is the necessary condition for lasting social change. Women's organisations offer the possibility of personal empowerment and change, and also provide a context for this personal transformation to lead into direct political action.
The most successful women's groups have been those that have
mobilised around specific needs, in health or employment for example, and have then gone on to work on longer-term issues.

A woman rag-picker rummaging through a dustbin in Hyderabad

The empowerment approach is much easier to understand by looking at a specific example. The following case study looks at the paper
pickers of Ahmedabad, Gujarat, India who received a small grant
from Oxfam. The details come from a study by Elizabeth Bentley on
behalf of the Self Employed Women's Association (SEWA) of
Ahmedabad.
The paper pickers of Ahmedabad: a case of
empowerment
There are about 20,000 paper pickers in Ahmedabad, mostly women
and children. Paper picking is the collecting of used paper — newspapers, office waste, packaging or household rubbish. It is the first rung
in a vital recycling industry in India, a country where nothing is wasted. Each picker sells her collection to middle-men, who sell it to contractors who then recycle it. Women are hugely exploited by the midCASE STUDY:
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die-men, getting only about 10 per cent of the value of the waste they
collect. Despite the meagre earnings of most paper pickers, the money
they make keeps their families together.
How did there come to be so many paper pickers in Ahmedabad?
Many of them have been in some way dependent on Ahmedabad's
textile industry. As the textile industry expanded earlier this century,
it destroyed the market for village handloom weaving. By the 1930s
many weaving families from surrounding villages had migrated to
Ahmedabad to find work in the mills. Their slum houses were too
small to accommodate the traditional looms, and the weaving skills of
women began to die out. As the industry grew, more women found
employment, but often in low-skilled jobs, like cleaning. Then, as
India and Ahmedabad began to loose its place in the world textile
trade, the industry came to a standstill, and women were laid off first.
Unemployed women turned to working in private workshops for
contractors who exploited them. With the major recession of the
1970s, most of Ahmedabad's mills closed and thousands of women,
many the sole breadwinners of their families, were forced into the
only work available — paper picking. Many women are ashamed of
the work they have to do: Ticking paper is a real come down for me.
When I was in the mill, we used to look down on paper pickers. We
would say we are the mill workers, we earn a good salary. These
paper pickers they wander around everywhere without shame. They
are dirty. Today, I am degraded too. When I first had to start picking
paper, I would try to make sure no one could see my face. I was so
ashamed. How low I have fallen.'
Empowerment seems a forlorn hope for people whose plight was
so desperate, and whose position on the edge of the economy so precarious. But the paper pickers became involved with the Self
Employed Women's Association of Ahmedabad. This started in 1972
as a trade union, and by 1991 had 25,000 members, had set up its own
Bank, ran numerous training programmes, and supported its members through a joint strategy of struggle and development.
Struggle and development sums up well the work of SEWA with
the paper pickers. It began by supporting the women in their struggle
for a higher wage, through persuading the mills to turn over their
low-grade waste paper to paper-picker members of SEWA. In an
attempt to guarantee a regular supply of waste paper, SEWA and the
paper pickers negotiated with the State Government to give SEWA
members preference for waste paper from government offices. The
government demanded a lump sum of Rs 10,000 from the women as
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security in case they failed to collect the paper, which SEWA duly
paid. But the women still faced a great deal of corruption and obstruction, as people with vested interests in controlling the paper trade
tried to block their way.
To deal with these kinds of pressures, the paper pickers organised
themselves into a series of co-operatives. Drawing strength from their
collective position, they have adopted a wide range of imaginative
solutions to get what they wanted: instead of relying on good will to
provide them with access to paper, they researched the tender system
and learnt to compete with contractors on their own terms; when
invited to participate in a television documentary on corruption in
local government, one of the organisers told the story of their struggle
with the government offices in detail, carefully mentioning the names
and positions of all the men involved, and within a week the women
began to receive the full amount of waste paper that was their due.
They also blockaded trucks trying to take away paper rightfully
theirs, and they petitioned the Chief Minister of Gujarat directly.
By exercising their united strength and refusing to give up, the
paper pickers have established themselves as a force to be reckoned
with in the eyes of the government, the contractors and most importantly, in their own eyes. This is empowerment, and it is the start of a
process that the paper pickers intend to see to its logical conclusion,
which is exercising control over all the stages of the recycling process.
They have now acquired their own warehouse where paper pickers
can get a better price for their paper, and they are working to achieve
complete independence from middle-men, hoping eventually to own
their own paper reprocessing plant.
At the same time, SEWA has been working with the paper pickers
to find alternative ways of generating an income. Most paper pickers
hope that their daughters should not also have to become pickers, and
some girls have now been trained in electrical wiring. Four new cooperatives of ex-paper pickers have been formed: weaving, cleaning,
electrical wiring, and file production.
Elizabeth Bentley's report sums up this process of empowerment:
Their involvement with SEWA has allowed the women to experience themselves as the equal of anyone with whom they come into
contact. They are far less afraid of the more fortunate in society and
they are not ashamed of themselves for the work they do — no
longer feeling as though it is their own shortcomings which have
condemned them to such a life. They are aware that their position
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in society is a result of many forces they are able to understand and
work against. Apart from the organising and business skills SEWA
has helped the women to develop, their involvement has helped
broaden their general awareness...Many of the advances made by
the paper pickers through their association with SEWA are not
measurable in...objective terms. The leadership skills, confidence
and the courage to define their own lives and values in the face of
oppressive traditional beliefs are invaluable benefits of the
women's experience with SEWA which only becomes visible by
looking at the lives of individual women.13

Women's gender needs and interests
One of the key assumptions underlying gender and development
analysis is that women and men, because they have different gender
roles and power, also have different gender interests. If those who
plan projects and programmes were better able to understand
women's gender interests, so the argument goes, they would be in a
much better position to ensure that their gender needs were met. It is
more useful to talk about 'gender interests' than about 'women's
interests' because this recognises the fact than an individual woman's
interests may be determined as much by her social position or ethnic
identity as by the fact that she is a woman; the interests that women
share by virtue of the fact that they are women are therefore 'gender
interests'.
One of the most useful ways of looking at women's gender interests is to make a distinction between improving the immediate, difficult conditions that most poor women in the South face daily —
addressing their practical gender needs — and tackling the underlying structural issues that cause these conditions. DAWN argues that
'studies show that rather than improving, the socioeconomic status of
the great majority of Third World women has worsened considerably
throughout the Decade...'14 Other reports and statistics show improvements in literacy levels, child mortality and in growth of per capita
incomes for at least some Southern countries. The contradiction may
be explained by the fact that most of the benefits of development have
neither been shared evenly between women and men nor between
women of different classes. Women's relative access to economic
resources and employment has worsened, even though the 'pie' of
resources may have increased. Improvements in health, housing and
education have never reached those who are the real focus of womenin-development literature, the poorest of poor women.
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Peggy Antrobus, co-ordinator of DAWN, believes that poor
women have not benefited from development because the underlying
forces and ideologies that prevent change have been ignored; for
Antrobus the emphasis on women's practical needs went wrong, not
because these needs were unimportant, but because in meeting them
there was a failure to recognise that 'these practical gains are easily
reversed if women lack the power to protect them when resources are
scarce... [which] is what happened in the context of structural adjustment policies pursued by most of our governments in their efforts to
deal with the problem of debt...'15
By proposing a distinction between 'practical' gender needs and
longer-term, or 'strategic' change, gender and development analysis
has suggested ways of tackling not just immediate problems, but their
underlying causes. The terms 'practical' and 'strategic' gender interests were coined by Maxine Molyneux in 1985.16 She differentiated
between the needs generated by women in performing particular
social roles and their interests as a social group with unequal access to
resources (economic, social and political). This distinction has gained
wide acceptance in gender and development literature, and has been
developed and refined by other writers. Caroline Moser, for example,
suggests that meeting women's practical gender needs can work to
preserve and even reinforce the sexual division of labour, since
enabling women to perform their traditional gender roles more effectively fails to challenge the assumptions of what it is a woman's task
to do — tantamount to propping up the system.
The definition of strategic gender interests and needs, as far as
long-term change is concerned, is the nub of the gender and development issue. It is also the centre of a cluster of ideas and anxieties about
the role of donor organisations, and the right of donors, whether bilateral or NGO, to pursue policies that might lead to structural change in
the politics of gender within societies; though it is ironic that few such
qualms are raised about structural adjustment, which has equally profound effects on Southern societies.
Strategic gender interests are those derived from an analysis of
women's subordination. They point to an alternative, more just, and
more satisfactory organisation of society in respect of the relationships
between women and men, and the upbringing of children. In this
sense, the identification of women's strategic gender interests is part
of a feminist strategy directed at changing the existing power relations between women and men which structure all areas of life — the
family, education, welfare, the worlds of work and politics, culture
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and leisure. The areas of change might include some of the following
(taken from Moser): 'abolition of the sexual division of labour, the
alleviation of the burden of domestic labour and child care, the
removal of institutionalised forms of discrimination, the establishment of political equality, freedom of choice over childbearing, and
the adoption of adequate measures against male violence and control
over women.'17
It is clear that only two of the various approaches to women-indevelopment that we have looked at could operate in favour of
women's long-term strategic interests — the equity and the empowerment approaches; and of these, empowerment may be the most effective at bringing about the kinds of transformation envisaged.
This analysis raises some important questions about the nature of
the development process itself; above all, the question of what, for
women, development actually is. Answering this question reveals a
dilemma, and echoes a theme that has occurred again and again in
feminist debate since the nineteenth century. This is the question of
whether women are to achieve liberation — or in the terms of this discussion, development — on the basis of their similarity to men, or
their difference from men. The equity approach, as we have seen,
argues that the way forward is to enable women to participate on the
same basis as men, by upgrading women's skills so that they can lift
themselves out of the informal sector, and become a part of the wageearning economy. In this view, women are not already central to
development, but peripheral. By 'de-gendering' them they can
become 'as men' in the development process.
The contrasting view, asserting women's centrality to development, calls for a proper recognition and valuation of women's traditional work (by including it in figures for GNP, for example). At its
most radical, it argues for the recovery of the 'feminine principle' in
development. In their traditional gender roles, women have pursued
forms of development which are environmentally sensitive, ecologically sound, sustainable, life-enhancing, and just. This view of
women's development calls for a revival of the means of preserving
and protecting that work, rather than challenging it.
The conflict between these two models seems irreconcilable. On the
one hand, we have a picture of women's development in which, for
example, well-paid, trained women contractors in pursuit of government policy decided by women as well as men, work on a commercial
wood-pulp project to increase the per capita consumption of paper —
sometimes seen as an indication of development. On the other, we
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have village women embracing 'their' trees to demonstrate to male forest contractors the importance of trees to the community. Those who
uphold the centrality of women's role in 'good' development would
probably argue that for women to cut down trees or build dams would
be an example of women's co-option into 'maldevelopment', based on
principles of economic expansionism, ecological exploitation and neocolonialism. The counter argument is that women have for too long
been denied the material rewards of development, and to insist on
their ideological purity effectively works as another way of ghettoising
them — another manifestation of paternalism.
It is not only Southern writers who pursue the idea of a revaluation
of women's traditional gender role as a basis for a better kind of
development. Kate Young, for example, argues that women's activities around producing and raising children are 'nowhere recognised
as being of the same order of importance as those directed to the production of things... So one starting point for a feminist critique of
development must be that the production or maintenance of things in
no way should take precedence over the production and maintenance
of people. And that planning for economic growth must give equal
weight to the production and maintenance of human beings and of
social relationships as to the production and distribution of goods and
services.'18
Young goes further and argues that development practitioners
should build development models around such 'feminine' characteristics as altruism, co-operation and sociability, enhancing them rather
than minimising them. There remains the question as to how far
development practitioners can affect human behaviour, particularly
that rooted in gender roles, which goes beyond the question of individual volition to the structures of society itself.
International gender politics
To advocate this kind of strategic change raises another important
issue which has already been touched on in this chapter: the 'right' of
outsiders to intervene in the internal gender politics of another society. It is sometimes argued that changes in gender roles and relations
are a current western feminist obsession, and should not be imposed
on the traditional cultures of Third World countries. An elegant paper
by Sara Hlupekile Longwe, a consultant in women's development
based in Lusaka, makes the point that all forms of development funding are forms of intervention, since all follow the same pattern of taking a deliberate action to change a situation which would otherwise
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remain unchanged. Whether the intervention is on behalf of the poor,
or on behalf of women, it is intervention in the political structure of
the recipient community.
Longwe also makes the point that all member states of the United
Nations have assented to the Nairobi Forward-Looking Strategies.
They have thus committed themselves to: '...take the relevant steps to
ensure that men and women enjoy equal rights, opportunities and
responsibilities', and have assented to the fact that 'for true equality to
become a reality for women, the sharing of power on equal terms with
men must be a major strategy'. For Longwe, the question of women's
equality is not simply a development issue, but a human rights issue.
The 1979 UN Convention on the Elimination of All Forms of
Discrimination Against Women (which by 1987, 94 out of 171 countries had ratified) makes this clear.19

Oxfam woman project worker in Chad, talking to members of a women's pastoralist group. Sensitive ways of working with women, which respect their culture and the demands on their time, can encourage them to express their needs
and challenge and change their situation.

Another argument frequently put forward against gender-based
intervention is that women in the Third World are quite content with
their position in society and do not want equality with men. This view
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fails to take into account the fact that the worldwide women's movement has been growing steadily, and that now much of the vitality of
the movement, and much of its cutting edge, comes from women in
the South. Many countries of the South have traditions of women's
protest with roots in their national liberation movements. In the last
15 years particularly, much gender and development thinking has
come from the South, as the women's movement has increased in size
and as more women's organisations and NGOs with a feminist focus
have come into being. There has also been a huge surge in research
and thinking by and for Southern women, with a result that the agenda for development is increasingly being set by women's groups in
Third World countries, though their ideas and voices are often
drowned out by the official machinery of development.
The argument that women in the Third World are already content
ignores the fact that millions of women have never had an opportunity to question their lot, and to ask why they have to work so hard for
so little reward, be beaten, have so many children and watch some of
them die, be so poor, and submit to the will of their fathers and husbands. Resignation in the face of a lack of alternatives is often the best
way to survive. Oxfam's experience of working with women the
world over shows that, given the opportunity and the support, and
sensitive ways of working which respect culture and women's pace,
women readily question the reasons that their lives are as they are
and, far from being content, seek out ways of challenging and changing their situation.

Models of transformation: engendering change
Thinking about women in development means envisaging a situation
in which the ills of the present are transformed. The process of planning for women's strategic gender needs is all about engendering
models of change. An empowerment approach means that models of
change have to be generated by women themselves. (No external foreign funding agent could have dictated the kind of changes that the
paper pickers of Ahmedabad needed to make to start their process of
empowerment, for example.) We will now look at just some of the
models of change and transformation that have been developed in the
last decade.
DAWN
A frequently quoted document in recent women-in-development literature is the book put out by DAWN, Development, Crises and
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Alternative Visions. Their alternative vision provides a picture of transformation that has been echoed widely by the women's movement
worldwide:
We want a world where inequality based on class, gender, and race
is absent from every country, and from the relationships among
countries. We want a world where basic needs become basic rights
and where poverty and all forms of violence are eliminated. Each
person will have the opportunity to develop her or his full potential and creativity, and women's values of nurturance and solidarity will characterise human relationships. In such a world women's
reproductive role will be redefined: child care will be shared by
men, women, and society as a whole. We want a world where the
massive resources now used in the production of the means of
destruction will be diverted to areas where they will help to relieve
oppression both inside and outside the home. This technological
revolution will eliminate disease and hunger, and give women
means for the safe control of their fertility. We want a world where
all institutions are open to participatory democratic processes,
where women share in determining priorities and making decisions... The transformations of the structures of subordination that
have been so inimical to women is the other part of our vision of a
new era. Changes in law, civil codes, systems of property rights,
control over pur bodies, labour codes, and the social and legal institutions that underwrite male control and privilege are essential if
women are to attain justice in society. The consequences of the
prevalent injustices and inequities in terms of women's health,
work burden, access to employment and income, and even mortality rates are well documented. Only by sharpening the links
between equality, development, and peace can we show that the
'basic rights' of the poor and the transformation of the institutions
that subordinate women are inextricably linked. They can be
achieved together through the self-empowerment of women.'20
What is novel about this message is the people who are saying it
and those whose interests they represent — women of the Third
World, who are committed to changing structures nationally and
internationally. DAWN's strategy for change involves restoring to
women control over the economic decisions that shape their lives, and
using grassroots women's organisations as forums for working out
policy that incorporates the experiences and concerns of poor women.
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In the economic sphere, they argue that the needs of the poor must
become central to the planning process, and advocate policies that
return countries to self-sufficiency in food and energy, health care,
water provision and education. This would involve a shift away from
export-led production in agriculture and industry. Cuts in military
spending and control of multinationals are seen by DAWN as not
only necessary in themselves, but also a step towards removing the
inequalities within countries. Land reforms which give women equal
status with men are another vital part of the strategy.
Realising the vision depends on political mobilisation, legal
changes, consciousness raising and popular education, and DAWN
looks to an international movement of 'women and the oppressed'.
DAWN is well aware of the problems that will be faced in pursuit of
development that puts the needs of poor women first; they realise that
they are proposing not a programme for women alone, but a much
broader one. For DAWN, self-empowerment is the only way for
women to bring about the kind of society they envision.
The wisdom approach
One woman who has tried to make an alternative vision more concrete is Peggy Antrobus. In her paper, 'Women in Development' she
outlines five elements for an alternative, gender-sensitive analysis,
which she calls the wisdom approach. She begins by making the distinction we have already looked at, between change at a strategic level
and approaches that maintain the status quo. Her second point is that
experience at the micro level (community, project, or household)
should be used to inform macro-level policies, and vice versa. Thirdly,
the approach must be holistic in order to integrate social, cultural and
political dimensions into economic analysis. The fourth point is that
the political nature of the processes of development must be acknowledged, and also that the causes of development and 'underdevelopment' lie in 'imbalances of power within and between nations rather
than the presence or absence of resources'. Finally, Antrobus calls for
'an analysis which is feminist in orientation. We need to reject the separation of private and public domains; of the household from the
economy; of personal and political realities; of the realms of feeling
and intuition from that of rationality; above all we need to reject an
analysis which lies within the monetised sector of the economy.'
The effect of this kind of analysis should be the development of
'feminism as a transformational politics, with the capacity to transform not only individual lives, but all the structures of oppression and
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domination which shape women's lives, including racism, class and
nationality'. For Antrobus, this kind of analysis leads to a transformation in the concept of feminism, since it is seen as a tool not only for
the transformation of women's lives, but 'for our world'.21
A perspective from India
In her book Staying Alive, Vandana Shiva sums up her alternative
vision like this:
Recovering the feminine principle as respect for life in nature and
society appears to be the only way forward, for men as well as
women, in the North as well as the South...[the] dominant mode of
organising the world today is being challenged by the very voices
it had silenced. These voices, muted through subjugation, are now
quietly but firmly suggesting that the Western male has produced
only one culture, and that there are other ways of structuring the
world. Women's struggles for survival through the protection of
nature are... challenging the central belief of the dominant worldview that nature and women are worthless and waste, that they are
obstacles to progress and must be sacrificed.
The two central shifts in thinking that are being induced by
women's ecological struggles relate to economic and intellectual
worth. The shift relates to our understanding of what constitutes
knowledge, and who the knowers and producers of intellectual
value are. The second involves concepts of wealth and economic
value and who the producers of wealth and economic value are.
Women producing survival are showing us that nature is the very
basis and matrix of economic life through its function in life-support and livelihood... They are challenging concepts of waste, rubbish and dispensability as the modern West has defined them.
They are showing that production of sustenance is basic to survival
itself and cannot be deleted from economic calculations: if production of life cannot be reckoned with in money terms, then it is economic models, and not women's work in producing sustenance
and life, that must be sacrificed...By elbowing out 'life' from being
the central concern in organising human society, the dominant paradigm of knowledge has become a threat to life itself. Third World
women are bringing the concern with living and survival back to
the centre-stage of human history.
Shiva shares the view put forward in the DAWN manifesto: that it
has to be those missed out of the debate so far — the poorest women
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of the world — whose perspective informs the debate now. We
should listen to the poor women of the world because, as we have
already seen, they do the majority of the work in the world, hold
households together, and are the key to sustainable development in
the South. Shiva's perspective on ecology, survival and the environment offers an urgent and cogent analysis of development. She, too,
touches on the dichotomy of 'things versus people', or the production
of life versus the production of commodities, and refuses to accept
that human value is measurable only by what we accumulate and
possess.
A Central American manifesto
The Fifth Latin American and Caribbean Feminist Encounter was held
in 1990, around the theme of feminism as a movement of 'transformation, evaluation and perspective'. One of the delegates at the
Encounter was the poet Elizabeth Alvarez (an Oxfam project partner),
whose account 'The feminism of 90s in Central America' was published in the journal Otra Guatemala in February 1991. The extract
below is Alverez's account of the manifesto of the women of Central
America which grew out of the Encounter.
[They] manifested their hope for peace, noting that this cannot be
reduced to the silencing of weapons but must be a peace which
democratises all spheres of life (private and public). They spoke of
peace as the struggle for a new quality of life, where women are
not subordinated to others and no one appropriates their actions.
They spoke of peace which allows women to decide if they want to
be mothers or not and how many children to have, peace where
women do not die after illicit abortions, where children are a family and social responsibility, of peace where violence and rape are
not a daily trap, of peace which eliminates the sexual hierarchy and
allows women equal conditions for training and development, of
peace which denies illiteracy among women and among all, of
peace which will destroy the triple oppression of women... They
spoke of peace which guarantees air to breathe to all, peace which
is inclusive and not sectarian, peace which allows the elimination
of all types of authoritarianism and which eliminates patriarchy
and its free play in all spheres of society...This is the feminism
[which] is growing in both Latin America and a world
context...there is a feminist memory which bears witness to a reality leading to the construction of a new social subject in the conti-
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nent and which, beyond its specific struggle against patriarchy, is
essentially bound to the struggle against exploitation and all forms
of oppression and discrimination.

Conclusion: empowerment and change
In considering how attitudes to women in the development process
have changed and are changing, it is clear that the different approaches over the years reflect fundamentally different views both of appropriate develpment paradigms and of women's social and economic
roles. A failure to consider women as individuals with particular
needs, rights, and abilities, will only result in an increase in women's
workloads and levels of stress, rather than an improvement in their
status and range of choices. It is important to recognise that, unless
the root causes of women's subordination are addressed, and their
own stated needs prioritised, development projects and programmes
involving women will not lead to significant and lasting improvements in their lives.

8
SOME PRACTICAL ISSUES IN
DEVELOPMENT
As a first stage, a few small projects sprang up which helped to lighten the
workload of women to some small degree. However, the huge theoretical
speeches have not led to great changes in women's lives.The second stage
was to set up income-generation projects, with talk of empowering women.
But these have not in fact generated much income. The third stage was to
organise women into collective co-operatives...But there was no assessment of how such collectives might operate in these [African] societies, and
they have not worked for the women, who want to have their own individual plots, not to share land collectively with everyone else. All three stages
have thus failed. What is said in London, Paris, or Mexico does not bear
fruit in Africa: 90-95 per cent of the women in Africa remain 'invisible'.

Lalla Ben Barka, ACORD, in a talk to Oxfam, 1990
...The 1991 [Indian] census furnishes proof, if indeed proof were needed,
that women have been short-changed in the development process... The
plight of women working in the unorganised sectors is pathetic... The 1991
census is both an eye-opener and a mandate for concrete action...

S. Gangadharan in The Economic Times, Thursday, 18 April, 1991
Of course we can change things, but when? I wanted to study, but I
couldn't. I wanted to finish my courses and be a professional. But I
couldn't study because there wasn't enough money. We'll have to find a
way forward.
Rosa, quoted in Just Ordinary Feminists
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Linking women's experience to development projects
We travelled for about three hours this morning to reach the project
where, according to the project application form, the women were wellorganised into small meeting groups — sangams — and "mobilising for
social change". We spent the first hour of our visit sitting with the project
holder — male, very articulate — who described all the activities that he
and his team (also present but very silent unless spoken to) have been
doing since funding from Oxfam started. After lunch, cooked by women
team members, some of whom missed the morning session as a consequence, we went to visit some villages. They were obviously well-prepared
for our arrival. The women were in their beautiful embroidered tribal
dress and as soon as we drove up began to dance — a complicated circle
dance with much banging of sticks. They danced for the best part of an
hour. When at last we sat down to talk they had much to say. How could
they make their lives easier? Did we understand that their poverty was
increasing, rather than decreasing? Why was there less rain now than
ever before? Yes, they met in their sangam every week; they had revived
their traditional dancing; they shared their problems, but this didn't solve
them. One elderly woman with astonishingly white hair and a deeply
lined face gesticulated her frustration with the slowness of change and the
arduousness of their lives. Somehow the project is passing the real needs
of these women by. But what can one project do? These women need to
make a living for themselves and their families. They need an income to
solve the problems of acute and chronic poverty. Yet in this isolated tribal
village, in a denuded forest area, what possible means of earning an
income can there be?

Author's diary entry, 11 January 1988, South India.
How can development be made to work for those for whom it is
intended? The diary entry above must be typical of many project
reports of many hundreds of field visits where the real needs of people are not being met. In the project above, those running the projects
had decided, rather paternalistically, that encouraging women to
revive their traditional tribal dances was the best starting point for
social change, yet the project's work with men tended to focus on
income generation. The women, however, also wanted an income, a
way of dealing with their poverty, rather than being offered a way of
maintaining their traditional gender role as cultural guardians of tribal customs. Of course it is possible that reviving a sense of cultural
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distinctiveness would give the women a social cohesiveness with
which to begin to tackle their other problems, and the revival of dancing might prove a good first step towards this. But at the time, the
women certainly felt that there was a long way to go.
In this chapter, the focus will be on practical project experience and
the way in which gender-sensitive planning has been developed in
different sectors. Limitations of space mean that this chapter cannot
do justice to the variety of gender-sensitive projects and programmes
developed in the last decade; consequently the focus in the last part of
the chapter is on just three areas of project and programme experience
— the gender needs of women refugees; gender and housing; and
gender and health. Underlying any form of project designed to
address women's gender needs lies the question of their participation,
particularly the barriers to participation. The first part of the chapter
looks at issues surrounding women's participation, including the
ways in which some projects have addressed questions of self-esteem
and confidence building among women. The chapter also looks
briefly at the crucial issue of why women organise, and the role of
social organisation as a means of social change.

Women and participation
Women face a multitude of barriers to participation. This is one of the
clearest lessons that has come out of the last decade of women's
organisation. A study in Costa Rica demonstrated the existence of
these barriers. Women who belonged to one of three types of organisation; productive (directed at income generation); community
(directed at obtaining services for the community); and political (oriented to a political party) were interviewed and asked to answer a
questionnaire. One of the first observations made by the study was
that the deteriorating quality of life caused by the overall crisis in
Costa Rica was particularly felt by Costa Rica's poorest women, and
affected their involvement in organisations. The first constraint to participation documented by the Costa Rican study was women's domestic work, particularly in the context of economic crisis. When poor
women also have to earn an income to support families they may
expand their working day to as much as 17 hours, or more, leaving no
time for anything other than sleep. Another major constraint was the
cult of machismo: 'sexist cultural patterns' which 'limit the effective
participation of women'; 'machismo is a form of discrimination against
women across the whole structure of society... It affects the sexual,
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procreative, labour and emotional life of women and determines the
relationship they have with their partners... [and] between a man and
his family.'1 An additional barrier was the women's own negative perception of themselves, itself a reflection of the social and economic
context. The study found that the anxiety of women to fulfil their
roles as mothers and carers, and their concern for the well-being of
their children, permeated every aspect of their lives. They were too
tired and too overworked, and it was this, and the guilt at neglecting
their family, that prevented them spending time in political and community organisations. The women also expressed their frustration at
not being able to fulfil their potential, at having married 'too young',
at having had too many children, at having missed out on opportunities for education.
The most important conclusion the study reached was that it is
only possible to understand the nature of women's participation in
organisations when the barriers to that participation are recognised.
Once these barriers are recognised, appropriate work can be started to
overcome them and, for many women's organisations, addressing
these issues is one of the most important areas of their work.
The following case study illustrates how one women's organisation
in Honduras, Central America, addressed the problem of women's
negative self-perception. It grew out of the realisation of one women's
perception that before women became involved in activities to
improve their material circumstances, they needed to begin to develop self-esteem.
'Getting to know myself: a women's educational
programme in Honduras, Central America

CASE STUDY:

If I don't know who I am,
If I don't know what my virtues are.
Or my strengths and abilities,
Then nor do I know
My weaknesses and shortcomings,
I can't value myself for what I am,
I have no self-respect, I don't even like myself.
I need to get to know myself
So that I can grow and develop as a person.
If I know myself better,
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I can help other people.
And I'll be able
To help myself.

This is the voice of women from Honduras, expressed in a training
manual written by and for women, whose voices are rarely heard and
whose needs are seldom articulated. Poor women in Honduras live
demanding and difficult lives; unable to migrate to look for work on
the banana and sugar plantations, many women work tiny plots of
marginal land in the mountainous regions of the western provinces,
cultivating a subsistence crop of maize, beans, and the occasional coffee shrub. Woman-maintained households are common, yet land
reform laws rarely favour women. From birth onwards girls imbibe
the values of machismo culture and grow up believing that they were
born to serve others — their children, their husbands and other menfolk. The socialisation of rural women makes it extremely difficult for
them to put their own needs first, or to even recognise that they have
legitimate needs.
In 1985, an organisation called the Women's Educational
Programme (PAEM) began its work under the auspices of the
Catholic Church. Its coordinator, Maria Esther Ruiz, came to believe
that one of the main constraints on women grew out of the culture in
which they were socialised, a constraint that lay first and foremost
within their own minds: 'From when we're tiny they told us so often
that we're stupid, that we ended up believing it...Fear stops us thinking properly, so we make mistakes. It's fear that makes us get things
wrong. It's not because we're stupid.' The consistent failure of 'projects for women' — whether welfare projects, income-generation or
food-for-work projects — reinforces the same message: 'women are
too stupid to want to improve themselves.'
The idea of producing a manual grew slowly over several years,
and Maria Esther Ruiz was supported in particular by Luisa Maria
Rivera Izabal, currently working for Oxfam in Mexico and Central
America. The two women developed a methodology for working with
small groups of semi-literate women. The group coordinator reads
passages aloud and passes round photographs to encourage free discussion. The women begin to consider power relations which work
against them but which they have always considered to be natural. A
range of techniques, such as role play and group work, encourage the
women and their children to become fully involved.
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Most of the problems we have
Are the same as the ones which other women in the community
have got.
We need to break out of our individualism,
We need to join with other women
Who have the same problems
And the same concerns.
Getting to know myself is essentially about enabling women to find a
language with which to talk about shared experiences encoded in
their gender role, their sexuality and the oppression they suffer
because of it. It is a step in giving women back their right to themselves.2

Women organising
Women the world over are organising; and funding agencies of all
types are looking for effective women's organisations to support.
Since the start of the UN Decade, organisations of women working for
change, for incomes, for support and solidarity have mushroomed,
and much of their work is proving highly effective. Womankind
Worldwide, for example, states its support for women's groups
because 'it has been found that initiatives developed by women themselves are potentially stronger, more adaptable and more sustainable
than projects undertaken on their behalf...the support of women's
organisations is the key to development for women and can make an
enormous contribution to society as a whole.'3 Oxfam supports
women's organisations working on local issues the world over, and
also broader coalitions of women's groups working for change in a
wider context.
What are women's organisations and how do they function?
DAWN identifies at least six different types of organisation ranging
from the very traditional to those with a specifically feminist analysis
and agenda. First there are the traditional women's organisations,
often of long standing (the Women's Institute in Britain would be a
good example of this type). Such organisations tend to cohere around
traditional gender roles, though they have made significant achievements in the areas of women's education, health and related services.
They are also supported largely by middle-class women, and may
have a patronising, 'welfare' approach to poorer working women.
Their strength lies in their access to resources and policy-makers,
though they may not always exploit these links. Secondly, there are

182 Half the world, half a chance

those groups affiliated to a political party, such as the women's wing
of the ANC in South Africa. Such organisations may have problems
asserting an agenda of their own, out of fear of being seen as divisive.
Thirdly, there are the worker-based organisations, including both
trade unions of workers in the formal sector, and the growing number
of organisations of poor self-employed women, such as SEWA in
India. They usually start by addressing issues such as conditions of
employment and availability of credit, but may move on to a more
explicitly feminist agenda, such as childcare, sexual harassment at
work and so on. DAWN argues that such organisations tend to be
very successful at empowering poor women in their own personal life
situations.
A fourth type of organisation has flourished in the years since the
UN Decade was launched, arising from project funding; credit cooperatives, income-generating projects, and other initiatives for poor
women. Many such organisations suffer from structural weaknesses
and a top-down approach. A stronger kind of organisation is the fifth
type identified by DAWN: those grassroots organisations which,
while again related to a specific project, tend to look at issues such as
health, literacy, violence, legal issues, and broader political questions,
often from a feminist perspective. DAWN sees the weakness of such
groups lying in an inadequate resource base, and in the fact that they
tend to have a middle-class, urban membership and perspective. On
the other hand, those which succeed in building genuine links with
poor working women have considerable potential. Finally, the sixth
type of organisation is the research and resource organisations, which
have sprung up in recent years; such groups have considerable opportunities to influence public policy debates and to feed into the work of
international funding agencies and governments. At best they are
committed to breaking down the traditional gulf between the
researcher and researched. At worst they fail to challenge standard
research methods, where only the researcher benefits from the work.
Alongside these six types are a whole range of other organisations not
so easily classified.4 Groups that come together on single issues, such
as peace camps, or umbrella organisations that link up women working in different sectors, would come in here, as would women's cultural and religious organisations, for example, the 'secret' societies,
still strong in some African countries, such as Sierra Leone.5 Many of
the women's organisations supported by Oxfam fall slightly outside
DAWN's six categories. For example, Oxfam supports many groups
that organise for subsistence. A specific example would be the house-
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wives committees formed, particularly in many Latin American countries, in order to ensure family survival in times of severe economic
crisis. This form of organising, essentially on the basis of women's
reproductive role, may lead in time to women playing a role in policy
development and campaigns for state services (as the Brazilian example on page 184 illustrates). Such committees are an important space
for women, in which they can begin to develop their skills as leaders,
and prepare for greater control in the public domain.6 Another important form of women's organisation are those that exist to resist
oppression and the abuses of human rights. In Latin America such
organisations have often been the starting point of poor women
organising. Taken together, these organisations have built up enormous expertise in organisation for change, and produce a considerable quantity of journals, books and pamphlets as material, tangible
evidence of their activity.
Further evidence of their effectiveness becomes clearer when we
look at the particular strengths of women's groups. Caroline Moser
argues that 'historically it has been shown that the capacity to confront the nature of gender inequality...can only be fulfilled by the bottom-up struggle of women's organisations.' This is because such
grassroots organisations, whether of village women in Bangladesh, or
urban women in downtown Rio de Janeiro or Nairobi, offer women
who would otherwise have no opportunity for organisation, a space
of their own. This space, both physical and conceptual, is the prerequisite for identifying needs and then mobilising to meet them.
Women's groups offer a legitimate forum beyond the private, domestic world; membership of an organisation offers an initial substitute
for lack of bureaucratic know-how, and inexperience with public discourse. A successful women's organisation encourages in its members
a capacity to interact with a wide range of public systems and structures, and in time, is able to transform them into participants in development — active partners in the development of goods, services and
resources, rather than passive recipients or 'targets'.
The long-term growth of expertise and confidence within women's
organisations, and their increasing effectiveness in the public domain,
are key to the process of structural change. Gender inequalities, institutionalised at all levels of society, can only be challenged by this kind
of collective action, which reaches from the bottom to the top of society. Chapter 9 looks at the process of linking up and 'scaling up' for
broader action in more detail. It is clear that women's organisations in
the South have a voice that can no longer be ignored, and an under-
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standing of development that challenges all development paradigms,
at the macro and micro levels. Women's organisations are posing
questions related to the exercise of power, whether in participatory
democracy at grassroots level, in the funding policies of donors, or in
the priorities of official development funding. In the process they are
proposing horizontal forms of organisation, such as networks, which
break with hierarchical and authoritarian structures.
The following case study tells the story of different groups of
women organising in North East Brazil, who came together to record
their experiences in a book.
CASE STUDY: 'Why We

Should Work with Women'
Why We Should Work with Women is the title of a book, written and
published by a group of women in north-east Brazil, with support
from Oxfam, who had never contemplated expressing themselves in
the public arena until they discovered the collective strength of an
organisation of women. In essence the book is a history of their own
work in Brazil over the past decade, but a history rooted in an analysis of the gender relationships by which women are defined:
We are discriminated against by the simple fact of being women,
because we have a different body, because we seem to belong to a
world that doesn't seem to be as 'concrete' as the male world.
Emotions, sexuality and fantasy imprison us in a set of prejudices
that are difficult to break down or question. It doesn't matter if we
are black, white, poor or rich, young or old, our identity always
seems to be defined by a way of seeing the world that is essentially
male.
The book, which grew out of the experiences of many different
women Tike a huge patchwork quilt' describes and analyses the
process of women becoming the catalysts of social change. Through
the project, those involved became aware that they had not only a
future, but a past: 'We have discovered our history, the history of the
rural women workers, of the housewife, the prostitute, the industrial
worker, the domestic worker.' The spur to producing the book, however, was the desire to feed the new perspectives gained in a multiplicity of small initiatives — itself the basis of a social movement —
into the larger process of 'structural and qualitative change' in
Brazilian society.
Some of the work described in the book has already been used as
case material in Chapter 3 (page 39) and Chapter 5 (page 103). Both
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the domestic workers and MMTBP are good examples of women
organising for social change. Why We Should Work with Women takes
the story further, however, and describes the exciting growth of
MMTBP as it began to network with other women's groups:
MMTBP began networking with other groups of workers in the
region, and in other states in the country and internationally. In
1985, representatives of the MMTBP took part in the Third Latin
American and Caribbean Feminist Meeting in Bertioga S. Paulo...In
1986, the first State meeting of women workers was held in
Guarabira bringing together 150 delegates from the whole state,
urban and rural, of organised women's groups...Mobilisation and
networking...is very important for the consolidation and regeneration of the movement. On these occasions women have to face the
public world, exchange experiences and breakdown their isolation.
If we look at the history over these last ten years we can see that
there have been real gains. The most obvious is that the women
have come to understand that they have their own identity, and
that they are representatives of a new social force. This awareness
encourages their greater social participation as they seek to inform
themselves more. The advances cannot be denied, but it is still necessary to widen the work to reach a larger number of
women...Finally it is crucial to link the town and country, as well as
secure financial autonomy...The great challenge is thus to integrate
a feminist perspective within the analysis and strategies of class
struggle...7

Practical project experience
The effectiveness of women's groups in organising for change has
been illustrated many times in this book. The following section looks
at some of the gender issues and analysis that has emerged from
development initiatives in three different sectors; work among
refugees, in housing, and in health, giving examples of the specific
work of NGOs to address these issues at each point.
The gender needs of women refugees
Emergency relief work with refugees has traditionally been very topdown, and has suffered from the idea of 'bringing relief to the poor'.
Even in cases where refugees are offered the opportunity of participating in the planning of their own 'relief, women refugees are
invariably excluded. The majority of refugee populations the world
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over are girls and women — up to 70 per cent of UNHCR target populations — and, while refugees are in no senses a homogenous group
(compare the different life experiences of nomadic women in a Somali
refugee camp with young Tamil girls and women fleeing from Sri
Lanka and Guatemalan refugee women in Mexico City), there are certain aspects of their experience as refugees and as women that they
share in common. According to the UNHCR Commissioner:
Refugee women and girls represent the majority of refugee populations in many countries hosting sizeable refugee caseloads today.
They, like most refugees, are confronted with the inherent dangers
characterising their flight to safety, together with insecurity and
often interminable waiting periods in camps pending identification
of desirable solutions on their behalf. Yet it is evident that refugee
women are doubly disadvantaged for, confronted with the trauma
of uprooting, deprived of normal family and community ties,
property and personal belongs, they have been forced to assume
abrupt changes in role and status. Faced with loss, due to death or
frequent absences, of husbands and young male family members,
women-headed households are a common phenomenon in many
refugee populations today.8

Refugees in Mozambique. The majority of refugee populations the world over are
girls and women.
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Being a woman and a refugee raises specific gender needs: women
are more vulnerable to violence, sexual and otherwise, and to coercion, sexual harassment, intimidation, and abuse. Women are the ones
who care for the sick, the elderly, the children, and the daily needs of
the household, taking on the added burden created by the refugee situation. While women are often heads of households, few programmes
for refugees target women as household heads; training and employment opportunities are designed for men. Allocations of food, land,
tools, jobs, and legal identity papers go first to men; food rations are
often distributed through men, leaving women intensely vulnerable,
as male refugees may abuse the power that this gives them. The fact
that women are not issued with their own separate legal identity
papers adds to their dependency and vulnerability. Women refugees
suffer from many health problems, yet still have to do a good deal of
heavy work. In the camps in Somalia, researchers report that women
refugees have been pushed to the very brink of survival through the
combination of a poor diet, the cultural habit of eating only when
everyone else has finished, continual childbearing, and the trauma
and stress of refugee life.
It is this trauma and stress which is most often neglected in the
provision of basic needs for refugees, and it is most often the women
who suffer the brunt of the psychological upheaval as they try and
settle their families into a completely new way of life. If relief, and
subsequent development work with women refugees, is to be effective, the involvement of refugee women in planning and decisionmaking at the grassroots level is essential. Yet involving women is not
easy. Tina Wallace outlines some of the obstacles to women's participation, such as the resistance of men, women's reticence, and acute
lack of time available to them for meeting and talking; women's lack
of experience in being consulted, and religious and cultural barriers.9
The following case study is the story of one Oxfam-funded project
that worked specifically to overcome the stress and trauma of refugee
life, and which recognised the cultural constraints imposed by the
women's gender, actively finding ways of overcoming them and
building on the strengths of refugee women.
CASE STUDY: 'Sharing our lives': A project with Guatemalan
refugee women
As repression and counter-insurgency took over in Guatemala in
1980, many thousands of men, women and children were faced with
the choice of fleeing from Guatemala or dying under the repressive
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rule of the Guatemalan military government. Many fled the invasion
of the Guatemalan army who burnt villages and destroyed crops, and
some 200,000 refugees escaped into Mexico, mostly illegally. In 1982 a
committee — The Comite de Ayuda a Refugiados Guatemaltecos —
was set up to counsel and offer support to the refugee families.
In September 1984 the committee decided to include in its work an
explicit focus on the particular gender needs of women, recognising
that the tensions and forces shaping women's lives were still unexplored. As a result, a group of 12 women, Indian and ladinas, peasant
women, workers and housewives, came together in October 1984 to
help each other face the problems of being a refugee in Mexico City.
In an article 'When broken-heartedness becomes a political issue',
Claire Ball outlined some of the loss and dislocation that was specific
to the women:
The need to conceal their origins... forces them to abandon their
traditional dress, which in their native Guatemalan community
identifies them as a member of a particular village or community.
Having to grapple for the first time with unfamiliar zips and fasteners, cumbersome Western clothes; having to awkwardly twist
their bodies to carry their babies across their breast instead of on
their back, bundles under their arms rather then on their head, are
only the physical manifestations of their tremendous trauma, the
total loss of cultural and personal identity, which are experienced
by Guatemalan women refugees in Mexico City.10
Broken-heartedness — tristeza de corazon — was recognised by all
the women as a symptom of the loss that they shared as a gender,
although divided in many other ways along ethnic, linguistic and
class lines. They decided to explore their lives by producing a booklet,
to give their perspective as women on the need for change in
Guatemala and their own role in the process. In working on the booklet they cut across the isolation and fear of going mad that many
refugee women experience. They worked to come to terms with the
choice they had made — to flee from their own country and adapt to
another culture.
This booklet is the collective work of a group of us who are
Guatemalan women refugees now living in Mexico...
The army arrived at our house. We all left as a family and began to
walk through the mountains without even grabbing a jacket to
cover ourselves. That night we endured the cold. But all the chil-
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dren were crying from the cold, and besides it was the rainy season
and we couldn't do more for ourselves than just live through it.
That was our first night...
...So long for now, my family. Good-bye my country. Some day we
will return to help build a new society where we are all equal and
where everyone's life will be respected...
When we were in our own country, we had our traditional dress,
but because [of] the governments' manoeuvres... there was no
other option left than to seek refuge in another country. But in
order to do that we had to change our clothes. We felt it very
deeply...Almost all the refugees cried a lot when they took off their
traditional clothes and put on dresses, because it makes us feel
strange, even to ourselves...We hope that some day our country
will be liberated, and we will go back to wearing our traditional
dress...we have to take advantage of our time here to study, to
learn something new, to prepare ourselves for the return...
I feel depressed. I feel alone; sad. We should meet more often to
talk about our problems and help one another. In order to begin to
find mature solutions to our problems, we should try to meet with
each other, talk about our problems, analyse them, look at our
capabilities and begin to act positively...As capable, conscious, dignified people, we can contribute in making our country great.
The insights into the need for mental health provision that grew
out of the process of producing the booklet encouraged the committee
to set up a training scheme for mental health promoters, to work
specifically with Guatemalan women refugees and their children. The
idea was to train eight to ten refugee women who could then facilitate
small groups of refugee women 'to deal in a healthful way' with their
psychological and physical needs in the context of their past experiences — as victims of considerable trauma and terror — and in the
light of their present needs in adapting to life in Mexico City.
The women refugees from Guatemala experienced specific difficulties on account of their gender roles; as mothers of traumatised children, as wives of partners who had been shot or had disappeared; as
the pivotal person in the family struggling to keep the unit together.
The mental health of these women, their anxiety, their trauma, their
broken-heartedness, was a specific gender need that they alone were
competent to judge and diagnose. As one report describes their lives:
'most of these women's life-plans spanned hardly more than a seg-
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ment of 24 hours at any one time. Always their energies were suspended, awaiting the decisions for their lives to be made by the companero, the organisation, or an embassy.'11 The women wanted space
and time to deal with their mental and physical health, wanted and
needed the space to work out for themselves the best way of caring
for themselves as mothers and as women.
Gender and housing
Nearly one quarter of the world's population, some one billion people, is reckoned to be homeless or inadequately housed. Building
houses and creating human settlements has consequently been an
important part of development work in the last three decades, but
work that has not kept pace with the urgency of the need.
Planning human settlements and developing low-cost housing is
an area in which sensitivity to the different gender needs of women
and men has been recognised as an important issue. The recognition
that housing is 'much more than the buildings we see around us'12 has
focused attention on the different ways in which women and men use
their dwelling space. Women's domestic responsibilities — maintaining and caring for members of a household — make the internal
design, site and physical structure of a house matter to women in a
way that they do not to the men of a household. In the growing number of female-headed households, women take on all the responsibility for household management, with added demands on the way they
use their homes.
Until recently, few housing projects really considered the consequences of this, whether in the designing and building of new houses,
or in the planning of infrastructural amenities such as water systems
and sanitation. The dominant model followed by development planners and policy makers was of a married couple and two or three children sharing a single housing unit. As the social fabric of many countries change, and women head their own households, this model is no
longer (if it ever was) appropriate. At the same time, the question of
women's strategic gender needs — their long-term needs to gain
access to and control over human settlements — raises another set of
questions.
The documenting of inappropriate human settlements, which have
not taken account even of women's practical gender needs, has produced a sizeable dossier of material, covering such things as the overall planning of settlements to the details of internal arrangements of
houses. Moser cites an example of an upgrading project at George in
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Lusaka, Zambia where the roads and plots were laid out in a grid pattern. The traditional layout of the settlements had been circular, and
had enabled women to do their housework within sight of each other.
The new layout forced them to work in more isolated conditions; they
could no longer leave their houses unlocked if they went out, or trust
that their playing children would be safe under the watchful eyes of
neighbours. In an example of inappropriate sanitation design in a project in El Salvador, women were unable to use toilets designed by male
engineers because the gap at the bottom of the door left their feet
exposed and thus failed to guard their privacy. In countries where
Muslim codes of practice restrict the movement of women, the amount
of space available in the internal courtyard of the house may be of
paramount importance to the happiness of the women. In two lowincome settlements in Tunis, women were depressed and unhappy
because of the small size of the inner courtyard; the projects had
adopted the European ideal of space around the outside of the house.13
Women are seldom given the right of tenure, yet without tenure
women are unable to protect themselves or their children from
domestic violence or oppression. Without rights to property, women
are vulnerable in the event of separation; they either end up homeless,
or become dependent on another male relative, if one is available.
When public facilities are being allocated, women may well be the last
ones to be consulted, even on aspects which directly affect them, such
as the siting of water and sanitation facilities.
Resettlement decisions may have extremely disruptive consequences for women's livelihoods. Moser cites a massive relocation of
700,000 people from Delhi squatter settlements into 17 new settlements on the outskirts of the city. In Dakshinpuri, one such settlement
with over 60,000 people, the women were much more affected than
the men, with over a quarter of the women losing their productive
work compared to only 5 per cent of the men. Women found that the
cost of public transport between their workplaces and their new
homes was too great, and their work was no longer feasible. The pressures of organising childcare, transport, and continuing their domestic work, was just too much to cope with.14
The acute and growing shortage of housing has generated a number of debates as to the best way of dealing with the problem. The
mushrooming of shanty towns the world over has produced a whole
range of 'solutions'. One response has been to bulldoze shanty towns
and clean up the 'slum' by simply destroying it. The short-sightedness of this policy is reflected in the fact that those who live in the
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shanty towns are central to the working of the urban economies, providing many of the services that make life tolerable for the middle
classes. In the last decade, a growing recognition of the economic contribution made by shanty-town dwellers, and their right to adequate
housing, has led to a switch in policy to upgrading existing housing,
usually by providing security of tenure and assistance in improving
properties. This approach can work well but, unless it is managed
with a degree of gender sensitivity, tenancy may still automatically be
offered to men; men may be employed to rebuildthe houses, rather
than women being equipped with appropriate skills.
Many of the most successful housing projects have worked from
the premise that women, because of the importance of their homes to
them, and their role as community managers, make the best builders.
At the same time, by involving women in the physical construction of
housing, stereotyped ideas about women's work are challenged. The
best of these projects can succeed in both meeting women's practical
gender needs, and furthering their strategic gender interests by challenging the assumptions of what women can and cannot do.
The next case study illustrates the role that women can play and
have played in creating new settlements for themselves, their families,
and their communities.
Women and housing in El Salvador
Fundasal, 'the Low Cost Housing Foundation', is an NGO which has
been working in El Salvador with community groups to provide lowcost, self-built housing, since the 1970s. Civil war and a major earthquake have added to an already enormous demand for housing.
Fundasal facilitates the planning, organising and construction of the
houses, and provides the building materials. The communities themselves do the building, with a member of each household becoming a
member of the building team. It takes four months to build 25-35
houses, and the new residents gradually pay back to Fundasal the cost
of materials, and when they have done so, the house is theirs.
Fundasal stresses that it had no specific brief to work with women,
but has found that women have played a very active and important
part in housebuilding. According to Celina Gomez, one of the engineers who works with Fundasal, women have been found to be
adaptable, hard-working, capable, and more likely to pay back the
loan for building materials.
An example of Fundasal self-help schemes is one in a community
called El Jardin, of victims of the 1965 earthquake in El Salvador. Over
CASE STUDY:

Some practical issues in development 1 9 3

time, what was supposed to be temporary housing became a typical
shanty town community, with 140 families living in wooden shacks.
In 1985, the government agency which owned the land started a
process of eviction of the community of El Jardin, who turned to
Fundasal for support. A legal process was begun to enable the community to become recognised, with judicial status, and a committee of
71 heads of families — 61 of whom were women — was set up.
Women also took a major role in the community council. In May 1986,
with support from Fundasal, a major rehousing project started; again,
women assumed the leadership of the building activities, despite a
myriad other duties. Six work groups were formed for building houses, each one with a co-ordinator, secretary, treasurer, and warehousekeeper. Five of the groups were co-ordinated by women and three
had women warehouse-keepers.
There was no part of the demolition and rebuilding processes that
did not involve women. They were taught all the skills needed to
enable them to build their own houses. According to Celina Gomez,
women showed themselves to be the decisive element in the project,
not only in physical terms, through that was crucial, but also in the
social development of the community. Because women assumed the
administrative, organisational, and co-ordinating functions, this
helped to close the gender gap between women and men, and
between planners and builders. Once the women were clear in their
own minds that they were working for land tenure, and new, permanent houses, they overcame all the problems caused by childcare and
other household tasks.
Fundasal now prefers to work with women, because of their effectiveness. It also recognises that education to raise women's awareness
is a vital part of a successful project.15
Gender and health
Many women in the South are not in good health. But the reasons for
ill-health are frequently to be found in the gender role women play,
which leads to more sickness and less opportunity for recovery than
the gender role of men. Health is determined by gender, class, and
ethnicity, but many analyses of health and well-being fail to recognise
the complex factors determining who will be well and who will not.
The ill-health of women starts from birth, when son-preference and
poverty may make a significant difference to the diet and opportunities for growth and development offered to little girls. Boys are, particularly in Asia, breastfed for longer and more frequently than their
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sisters. One study in Bangladesh found that boys received 16 per cent
more energy-providing food than girls, and in the 5-14 age range, 11
per cent more. Studies in countries as diverse as Bolivia, Iran, and
India have found that levels of malnutrition are significantly higher
among girls, with the result that more girls than boys die between the
ages of one and four. One study suggests that one in every six deaths
of female infants in India, Pakistan and Bangladesh is due to discriminatory practices,16 while a study carried out in the Punjab by three
doctors in which they studied the progress of 1,500 infants found that
the female child who was high priority was the first-born, so long as
she was the only living child. They reported that in 'underprivileged'
households the response to the nutritional and health needs of the
third and fourth females was often 'let her die'.17 Similarly, boys are
invariably taken to doctors more rapidly than girls, while girls (and
their mothers) tend to rely on local healers.
In many societies of the world it is customary for women and girls
to eat after men and boys, so that even when women are pregnant
and lactating, they may be inadequately fed, leading to anaemia and
malnutrition. Chronic sickness is often regarded as a 'natural' part of
being a woman; miscarriages caused by undernourishment, hard

Cooking over a smoky open fire or stove is a health hazard for many Southern
women.
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work and frequent pregnancies, are seen as a 'normal' part of womanhood. The hard physical work performed by Southern women brings
health hazards; carrying water and wood can, over a life-time, lead to
intensely painful strains and more serious problems such as prolapse
of the uterus and damage to the spine. Old women bent double from
the burden of their working days are a common sight in Third World
villages. Women's traditional gender role involves cooking, usually
over smoky fires in confined spaces, yet smoky stoves offer the same
health hazards as heavy smoking — again a major problem for pregnant women who may produce lower birth-weight babies as a result.
Women suffer health hazards in their productive work, ranging from
exposure to pesticides and waterborne diseases in their farming work,
to damaged eyesight and exposure to toxic chemicals in the electronic
and microelectronic industries. Women who make their living
through providing sexual services are exposed to violence and sexually transmitted diseases.18
Historically, developmental approaches to women's health have
taken the primary health care route, with a focus on
maternal-and-child-health, nutrition advice, and information and
education on common health problems. While the need to prevent the
half-million maternal deaths each year is obviously vital, it is not only
as mothers that women need health care; women have needs for
health care at times when they are not pregnant. The need not to
become a mother (again and again) requires the provision of contraception, in a context which empowers rather than coerces. The treatment of diseases of the reproductive tract, including sexually transmitted diseases and AIDS, require comprehensive health care for
women. A clinic in Bolivia found that 90 per cent of the women they
tested were suffering from infections in their reproductive tract; the
high rate of cervical cancer in India and other parts of the South is
another example of a specifically woman's health issue that is as yet
unaddressed.
Primary health care focuses on safe pregnancy and delivery, but
worldwide perhaps as many as a third of all pregnancies are terminated; free, safe abortions are not available to many women in the South,
with a resulting death toll which remains largely uncharted, although
it is highly probable that a third or more of all maternal deaths recorded each year are the result of botched abortions.
In a paper on women and health, Claudia Garcia Moreno and
Eugenia Piza Lopez argue that there is a link between women's reproductive role, their sexuality and their oppression.19 They also suggest
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that it is only when women begin to increase control of their bodies
and themselves that they 'begin to organise towards increasing controls over the structures that enslave them'.20 This complex web of
relationships — sexuality, reproduction, women's self-perception, and
the oppression that they may feel, for many women experienced as
routine violence — lies far outside the parameters of most primary
health-care projects; silence surrounds sexuality, and many women
never have the opportunity of learning about the processes of reproduction. Yet the connections between women taking control of their
bodies, and the other areas of their lives, have been cogently argued
by the women's health movement. Similarly, an understanding of the
way in which ill-health is rooted in deprivation and poor working
conditions, and in that sense, is socially constructed, enables women
to begin to organise to change the circumstances that are making them
sick. Women working in the microelectronic industry in Singapore,
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for example, have refused to carry out certain hazardous processes
and, because of a shrinking labour pool, employers have responded
by improving working conditions.21 The Self Employed Women's
Association in India encouraged women embroidery workers to
organise themselves to have regular eye checks, and obtain spectacles
if necessary.22
This broader, gender-sensitive analysis of ill-health and well-being
is an illuminating example of feminist thinking in development. It
argues that health is, above all, an issue in which the personal is political. It sees the connections between the most intimate experiences of
a woman's life, her sexuality, her self-perceptions, and explains them
in the context of a gender role in which she may be expected to accept
violence, coercion, continuous childbearing; family relationships are
then set in a broader social context of poverty, deprivation, class, ethnicity, but one in which gender still plays a pivotal part. The women's
health movement has traced these connections backwards and forwards, and makes still broader connections between women's health
and the environmental movement: 'The fertile body is at home in the
fragile ecology of the earth; pollution can lay its finger on the purity of
ova and sperm as well as the water we drink and the air we breathe.'23
To begin to tackle health for women in a way that considers all these
interconnections, and sees the act of becoming healthy as an act of
empowerment, requires a very different project focus from that of traditional primary health care. However, it is an approach that is being
used effectively in some of the projects that Oxfam supports, as the
case-studies below explain.
CASE STUDY: Health

for women in Bolivia: CIDEM
CIDEM, the Women's Information and Development Centre, is a programme for poor urban women in Bolivia which took as its starting
point women's need to gain control over their own and their family's
health. Its approach has been to integrate the different facets that
determine an individual's health — from sexuality, and the role of
women in their family's health care, to the need for improvements in
the environment. At the same time, CIDEM is trying to respond to the
growing demand of women for information and training on matters
related to their own health. In order to address these issues CIDEM
has set up a 'healthy woman' surgery, a small pharmacy, and a legalaid programme, and produces a range of educational material, both
for the women themselves and to provide gender education for professionals such as doctors and solicitors dealing with rape cases.
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The surgery provides a range of services from traditional ones such
as antenatal care and childbirth, to screening for cervical cancer, and
less traditional services such as counselling for women facing marital
problems and domestic violence. In carrying out smear tests for cancer, the centre found that a very high proportion of women were also
suffering from infections of the reproductive tract, and by offering
treatment for chronic and troublesome complaints have built up a
very positive image of the clinic among local women. The clinic works
with women both individually and in groups, and has a well-developed referral system so that cases needing specialist attention can be
effectively dealt with.
CIDEM has developed ways of fostering 'horizontal' relationships
between doctors and patients, in the clinic and in training courses for
women in health education. These are run by a woman trainer, and
are a weekly event; short courses are also run, and the work is complemented by the production of educational materials. The women
choose the subjects for training themselves, and have included sexuality, contraception, pregnancy, birth, breast feeding, sexually transmitted diseases, nutrition, respiratory diseases, mental health, environmental health, and topics relating to women's social status. The meetings and courses have a high participation rate from women. The
surgery is used as a meeting place for women to discuss their problems and to make friends.
CIDEM is making sure that it does not work in isolation. It is promoting integrated health policies for women and information
exchanges on women's health needs; it is also sharing the results of its
research on women's health in poor urban areas with other institutions, and is lobbying for changes in government policies and those of
other NGOs. Indeed, the need to extend the services available for
women, and make better use of state resources has led CIDEM to sign
agreements with the Ministry of Health to coordinate women's health
activities, such as cancer detection campaigns.
Exploring health, sexuality and control of our bodies: health workshops with women in North India
SUTRA is a women's organisation, based in the Himalayas. Over the
last twelve years its work with local, village-level women's groups
has developed in response to a growing demand from women for
skills and information to empower them to address local and personal
issues more effectively. Forest protection, and problems such as
dowry payments, and violence against women, have been a focus of
CASE STUDY:
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SUTRA's activities. SUTRA has also developed a series of workshops
dealing with women's control over their bodies and health; groups of
village women came together in a women-only space, living and
working together over a number of days. The workshops used a range
of methods to explore the themes of bodies, health and sexuality.
Storytelling gave all the women in the group a chance to share their
own stories, and a chance to confront the fear and isolation many felt
about issues such as menstrual taboos, infertility, violence and rape,
in a supportive environment. Role play built on the personal stories,
providing the group with an opportunity to explore how a particular
issue such as first menstruation affected a woman, and those around
her. Pictures, particularly those drawn by the women themselves of
their bodies and internal anatomy, provided a wealth of new ideas,
and a clearer understanding of the concepts women had about how
their bodies work, events such as menstruation and conception, and
the action of contraceptives. The drawings also stimulated discussion
about relationships with men and how women perceived and experienced them. Dancing, body work, and traditional songs provided a
chance for relaxation. The deepest exploration of women's sexuality,
fertility, and creativity came when the workshops were joined by a
researcher from Delhi who has worked on ancient Indian texts, temple architecture and sculpture, recording and interpreting its meaning
for women. The workshops built up the women's trust and courage to
the point at which they felt able to deal with the idea of self-examination, which again offered new insights and understandings about
their bodies.
Janet Price, from whose account of the workshops these details
come, sees the process initiated at the workshops as one which needs
to continue in the future. In continuing, it will not only offer further
support and healing to the workshop participants, but may serve to
open new doors and create new avenues for talking about subjects in
the community that are otherwise considered difficult, or taboo.24
CASE STUDY: SOS Meninas: The

Passage House in Recife, Brazil
'Aunt, why can't we be born a second time?' This was the question of
a 12-year-old street girl to a project worker in the Passage House
(Casa de Passagem), a centre opened two years ago for the girls and
young women of Recife. It reflects the vacuum inside children who
survive on the street, abused, abandoned by society, living off their
sexuality and casual work, surviving on drugs to take the edge off
their pain. The project, started by SOS Meninas after two years of
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active research on the streets of Recife, is about the health of girls and
women in the broadest sense of the term: it offers street girls their first
experience of social limits, of the need to construct boundaries and
develop independence and confidence.
The girls arrive at the Passage House dirty, drugged and tired.
They arrive and sleep. When they awake they ask for food,then
sleep again. The work of the Project begins immediately. The girls
want peace, food, and security and they show all the physical signs
of having survived in a place where such things are not available to
them....Working with these girls means working with permanent
anguish. The project worker is never able to fill the vacuum inside
these children.
Even if the Passage House project cannot heal all the pain that the
girls bring with them, there is much that it can do. Project workers
enable the girls to talk about their experiences, to work with them to
exorcise their ghosts and fantasies, and in the process to begin to build
a positive self-image. They help the girls deal with the guilt they feel
about their sexuality, and offer them the opportunity to learn other
forms of human communication and more appropriate ways of
expressing their sexuality. Many of the girls need to come to terms
with the pain of being abandoned by their mothers, before they themselves can learn to mother their own children. One 13-year-old stated
that she now knew 'why my mother did the wrong things she did.
When I was born she was only 13 years old and her father threw her
out [of] the house because she was pregnant with me. I don't want to
be a prostitute like my mother, I don't want to suffer like she suffered.'
The Passage House is the second stage of the overall programme of
SOS Meninas, following on from work on the streets with the girls. In
the third stage, girls either return to their families, or move into
Community Homes where they take joint responsibility for running
the homes, become fully independent, and start to live normal lives
with friends and neighbours. Step four of SOS Meninas's programme
embodies strategic gender needs: preventative work, working with
poor communities in the City of Recife, and with female community
leaders and teachers who, with girls and adolescents, discuss such
subjects as violence, health, civil rights, children, work, housing, sexuality and discrimination. The hope is that, as time goes on, the young
women will take responsibility for passing on what they have learnt
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and in this way play a part in changing the way of life for millions of
Brazilian girls.25

Women in the Passage House, Recife, Brazil.
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ACTORS IN SOCIAL CHANGE
The more I dissect and analyse and derive and pursue, the more I see hurdles ahead of any attempt to regenerate a just and peaceful society. The
tunnel does not find an end through reason alone. But I believe — it is my
real belief— that with faith in the ability of humans to change their destiny through their own will and collective determination, I see the potential of a united women's movement being a force in the world which can
heal the division and thaw the confrontation and perhaps even the order
— the economic and social order.

Devaki Jain, Founder of the DAWN network

Creating spaces
Social change needs a catalyst. The women's movement in the South
is just such catalyst; new, oriented to justice between genders,
between races, between classes, growing in confidence and organisational skills, and embracing those who have traditionally been left out
of the political process: the world's poorest women. The resurgence of
women as actors on the world stage is one of the most potent dynamics in the struggle against an unjust social order, both within and
between nations. Disillusionment with traditional development solutions to the problems of poverty and deprivation, and all the illhealth, lack of education and opportunity that this entails, means that
any alternative approach is rapidly seized on, hence the growing
women-in-development 'industry'. But can the women's movement
in the South, with its rhetoric of empowerment, its belief in putting
the 'last first' do more than provide small, local-level solutions to individual, local-level problems? Can it, in the words of Devaki Jain be 'a
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force in the world that can heal the division and thaw the confrontation'?
In the last decade there has been a rapid growth of all types of
NGOs in the South, including those focusing on aspects of gender and
development. At the same time, Northern donor organisations have
also expanded; collectively they now transfer more to the South than
the World Bank group does. Far from being peripheral to the overall
development plot, NGOs have now moved closer to the centre stage.
As a result, there has been a growing interest in finding ways in
which the NGO effort can be made more effective and more influential: the term 'scaling up' has become popular to describe the process.
One of the key components of scaling up is the building of strong,
grassroots movements in the South. This is also the concern of many
of the women's groups whose stories have been included in this book.
One of the most coherent accounts of this need to build a strong,
grassroots movement has been written by the women of north-east
Brazil, in their book Why We Should Work with Women. The following
extract gives details of why this is seen as such a priority:
The movement has various levels: grassroots, advisors, and, in the
case of the union groupings, the executives. At the level of the
grassroots, the women get together and mobilise. Advisers... help
in developing strategies, producing materials, offer training programmes...Another level that is very rarely taken into account
when looking at the structure of the women's movement is that of
the donor agencies, who may or may not inject resources towards
specific work.
The widening of the impact of the work, as well as a deepening of
awareness about women's situation, depends on constant and
appropriate networking between the various levels. The grassroots
has always been seen as a priority throughout the growth of the
experiences that have been analysed here. It is here that women
both exchange experiences and awake to the true nature of their
situation, as well as gradually equipping themselves for political
office in the public domain...For this reason strategies for networking and exchange of experiences are essential...In the same way as
at the micro level of each group, meetings between women can
break down personal isolation, networking between groups gets
rid of the excessive personalisation of the work...'1
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As women form networks, and small groups link up and work
together, individual efforts become a movement. Gaining experience
and confidence within this movement prepares women for another
phase of scaling up, that of influencing public policy, particularly in
areas which affect women gender needs. The work with domestic
workers in Recife, mobilising them to take part in the struggle to
widen the labour laws to guarantee them new rights, would be an
example of this. How can Northern NGOs participate in the work of
creating broad-based social movements around the world? Again,
Why We Should Work with Women offers the perspective of a Southern
NGO. Northern NGOs can 'prioritise gender' in their work, represented by the extent of funding, since '...the spread of the women's movement to include regional, national and international networking
demands large sums of money...[such] occasions are very enriching
and indeed necessary, so long as the objectives of the networking are
thoroughly worked out especially in relation to a commitment to the
grassroots.'2
The provision of financial support is only one aspect of the relationship. Oxfam's Gender and Development Unit have recently set up
a new project in response to the perceived importance of this form of
networking, called 'Women to Women: Worldwide linking on development', which is a South-North and South-South linking of women
development practitioners and activists over a three-year period. The
first part of the project took the form of a three-week visit by eight
women to the UK and Ireland. They talked about their work to various groups, and each woman spent time with particular groups of UK
women who were working in a similar field to her own. Part of their
time during their visit was taken up in planning a conference, on gender and development issues, to be held the following year. The final
part of the project will be a series of networking visits between
women activists from different countries of the South.
The creation of 'spaces' for the discussion of gender and development is another way in which Northern NGOs can support the
growth of the women's movement in the South:
...the relationship between funders and financed groups cannot be
seen in terms of straight transfer of resources. It is more like a complex two-lane highway, where you find power, communications
and different political stances. Given this, the agencies can carry
out an important function of sensitising people to the issues, both
within organisations and beyond, going much further than the
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straight allocation of funds...We suggest a kind of 'positive discrimination', or in other words a real guarantee of 'spaces' for the
debate on gender questions, which would in turn lead to more consistent support for specific work...This publication [Why we should
workwith women] is...[an] extremely positive example....3
This partnership between women in the South and the North, and
the creation of spaces, whether in the media, in the agenda of development agencies, or in the form of international lobbying, can play a
vital role in broadening the base of support for the work of women's
organisations in the South, and contributes to the formation of the
links which are a prerequisite for change.

A new partnership
Why We Should Work with Women raises questions about the sort of
partnership that could exist between North and South. As development institutions increasingly make commitments to work with
women and to prioritise gender in their programmes, it is important
to ask questions about the kind of relationship donors have with those
they fund, and how decisions are made. If there is a partnership, are
the partners equal? Or is partnership a euphemism for a relationship
that is hierarchical and which replicates the imbalances of power
between the genders and between North and South?
One initiative between development agencies and women in the
South to try and combat such imbalances and make cooperation a
more democratic affair is a network known as 'Entre Mujeres'
(Among Women). The network was started with the objectives of
strengthening and consolidating ties between European development
and Latin American organisations working with women, and contributing to knowledge in Europe about the social, economic, and
political reality of Latin American women. Entre Mujeres also seeks to
consolidate ties between Latin American NGOs working with women.
The network was started in response to the difficulties that women's
NGOs had in gaining access to funds that more general NGOs gain
more generously. (It is worth remembering that, despite their rapid
growth in the last 15 years, women's NGOs, particularly those with a
specific gender perspective, are still hugely outnumbered by other
NGOs. In India, for example, where the NGO sector is well developed, it has been estimated that less than 15 per cent of NGOs work
with women, while the proportion of exclusive women's NGOs is
likely to be much smaller.) As accessing funds became easier, the net-
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work then had to confront problems with the funding agencies' lack
of understanding of both their programme work, and the autonomous
perspective of the women's organisations: they 'had to consider
accepting... recommendations and advice on what should be done
with Latin American women', from Northern institutions that lacked
a gender perspective.4
Five of the Latin America women involved in the network produced a document, 'Contribution to a new politics of women and
development' in which they spelt out a range of gender issues
involved in funding decisions, such as the nature of autonomy. Entre
Mujeres defines autonomy as 'the process by which a group defines
and decides its own needs and satisfactions, its own path to growth
and development...We see autonomy as our capacity to define oppression for ourselves and to formulate our own proposals for transformation from our own interests as women.' It is through this growing
autonomy that women's organisations are able to construct larger
movements and networks, which in turn are able to act on a broader
political canvas for social change. The challenge works both ways: for
women's organisations to articulate their analysis and their proposals
for change, assuming greater responsibility for both, and for donors to
support or accompany them in this process.
The extract below comes from a summary of the document, produced by Carola Carbajal from the organisation CIDHAL. It offers a
cogent rationale and a much broader agenda for further cooperation
between Northern funders and Southern women's organisations:
Black and white distinctions between the First and the Third World
are neither useful not accurate any more. Interdependence reinforced by the advance of communications and rooted in the new
international division of labour shows us a linked world where
power and hierarchy is concentrated in just a few hands. Co-operation, within this context, cannot be a one-way process. It has to be a
responsible and mutual activity which in addition must confront
the need to preserve our world. It must also face its historic responsibility towards those countries which have supported at their own
expense the progress of developed countries. Therefore, co-operation for development has to be a double way. We, in the Third
World, have to assume responsibility for establishing a more equal
exchange of relationship. We want to have a voice in the establishment of exchange terms. Up to now, we have accepted inequality,
reduced to money terms; and have been part of the powerful-
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donor/humble-receiver relationship. The interchange needs to be
not only financial; human expressions could also be interchanged,
such as: history, art, culture, faith and others. Power relations
expressed in gender, race and age oppression are a problem for the
whole world. The recognition of a common ground such as the
search for a higher quality of life could be the basis for democratic
cooperative relations.5

Making a fairer world
We have travelled a long way in this book, from the birth of a baby
girl in the first chapter to the potential for social change and transformation offered by a united women's movement in the last. The thread
that links the two is gender, the gender roles that women are born
into, and which, while differing greatly for women in different parts
of the world, tend to offer women less opportunity for achievement in
all spheres of life — only half a chance: less opportunity for ownership of property and other assets, for political power, education, good
health, and even, as we have seen, for earning a decent living. We
looked at the ways in which gender roles are constructed from the
basic biological building bricks with which we are all born, but that
class, ethnicity, colour, religion, caste, and nationality have a vital role
to play in deciding exactly what life chances women will have, in relation to men from the same background. Only women can become
mothers, and suckle their children, but this biological or 'natural' ability has often meant that all of women's work in maintaining life —
from nurturing children, to collecting fuel and water, growing the
family food, marketing the surplus, and caring for those who are sick
or elderly — is also seen as 'natural' rather than 'work', which is what
men do. This false perspective on the importance of what women do
has meant that, in the development process, women have often lost
out. It is also an untrue picture, since millions of women in the South
are engaged in work for financial gain to support their families in conditions of profound poverty; because of the family responsibilities
with which they are charged, they tend to work part time, and in the
informal sector.
Development as practised in the 1950s and 1960s tended to use the
model of modernisation in the belief that industrialisation, capitalism
and modernised agriculture would bring expansion and growth that
would trickle down to all sectors of society. Few if any of the initiatives were targeted at women, largely because of ignorance about
their economic roles, and in the belief that if men benefited from
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development, so too would the women related to them. Much of the
development of the first two 'development decades' was not neutral
to the world's poorest women, but significantly destructive: environmental depletion, national debt, and structural adjustment, a crisis in
food production, and the growing militarisation of the South have
made life harder for millions of Southern women, even while others
have benefited from national development agendas. By the 1970s, the
serious omission of the majority of poor women from most planned
development began to be recognised; the last 20 years have seen a
variety of different initiatives to redress the development balance with
varying degrees of success. In the last decade, the women's movement
in the South has become sufficiently self-confident and clear in its
analysis to begin to suggest alternative development paradigms, in
which it is seeking partnership with donor organisations and other
women's groups in the North.
This book has told two stories; the story of the enormous odds
against which millions of women struggle, and the story of some of
the solutions that are daily produced out of this hardship and struggle. As community managers, as farmers, as water collectors, as caretakers of fragile ecologies, and as mothers, women daily produce and
reproduce life. Only when, and if, their energies and expertise are valued and released for the well-being and growth of societies along
peaceful and equitable lines will any other development initiatives
have half a chance of succeeding.
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'As community managers, as farmers, as water collectors, as care-takers of
fragile ecologies, and as mothers, women daily produce and reproduce life.'

