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Abstract 

Ariana Kalinic 

Women And Development: The Good, The Bad And The Possible 

This dissertation is based on data I collected during periods of ethnographic field 

research from 2006-2012 in Chiapas and Guerrero, Mexico; Kerala and Uttarakhand, 

India; and Addis Ababa and Lalibela, Ethiopia. Through my discussion of my 

experiences in these places, I explore some of the ways in which women-centered 

development projects are affecting the lives of the women such projects claim to 

represent, educate, and empower. I hope to contribute to a conversation in which 

development scholars, practitioners and participants alike consider women’s own 

perspectives as a crucial starting place for understanding ‘women and development.’ 

Despite the range of landscapes I have invoked by naming places as diverse as India, 

Mexico and Ethiopia, I highlight trends in practices and experiences that shed light on 

the successes and failures of women-centered development, as I ask in each site, what 

are women’s experiences with popular development projects that claim to serve 

them? Projects aiming to better the lives of women socially and economically often 

do so in ways they did not initially intend, while simultaneously creating new and 

unintended difficulties for the women as well.  
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Ultimately, I identify a range of both empowering and disempowering experiences for 

women involved in development. I explore the conditions in which both empowering 

and “unintended disempowering consequences” of women-centered development 

projects occur so that they might be addressed or avoided in future development 

work. Close analysis of these experiences from the perspective of the women at the 

center of this project is offered here in an attempt to highlight what women-centered 

development is doing well, and what could be done differently.  
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 CHAPTER 1: Introduction  

 This dissertation is largely based on data I collected during periods of 

ethnographic field research from 2006-2012 in Chiapas and Guerrero, Mexico; Kerala 

and Uttarakhand, India; and Addis Ababa and Lalibela, Ethiopia. Through my 

discussion of my experiences in these places, I explore some of the ways in which 

women-centered development projects are affecting the lives of the women such 

projects claim to represent, educate, and empower. I hope to contribute to a 

conversation in which development scholars, practitioners and participants alike 

consider women’s own perspectives as a crucial starting place for understanding 

‘women and development.’ Despite the range of landscapes I have invoked by 

naming places as diverse as India, Mexico and Ethiopia, I will highlight trends in 

practices and experiences that shed light on the successes and failures of women-

centered development, as I ask in each site, what are women’s experiences with 

popular development projects that claim to serve them? Ultimately, I have identified a 

range of what I am referring to as unintended empowering and disempowering 

consequences of women-centered development projects. Projects aiming to better the 

lives of women socially and economically often do so in ways they did not initially 

intend, while simultaneously creating new and unintended difficulties for the women 

as well. Close analysis of these experiences from the perspective of the women at the 

center of this project is offered here in an attempt to highlight what women-centered 

development is doing well, and what could be done differently.  
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 Each of these places is of course unique, and while I will draw attention to 

some of these differences as they relate to women’s experiences with development, 

much of what I saw and heard was in fact strikingly similar on each of these three 

continents. Despite vast cultural, historic, economic, social and political differences in 

places of implementation, development is often conceived of and practiced in similar 

fashions across the world today. This is because of the relatively common strategies 

and discourses of “development;” whether it is understood as an industry, a set of 

social projects, a field of study, a civil endeavor, or state-sponsored program. 

 

 Consider the fact that in 1997 the Mexican government was the first to 

introduce a controversial poverty reduction experiment called Conditional Cash 

Transfer, a state-funded program that provided money to poor women only if they 

fulfilled a range of ongoing requirements (attend parenting and hygiene meetings, 

vaccinate their children, undergo regular reproductive health exams, etc.) — hence 

the idea of a ‘conditional transfer.’ The Mexican program is called Oportunidades, 

and after travelling the globe and being adopted in places ranging from Jamaica to 

Zambia, it was introduced ten years later in New York City as Opportunity NYC. 

Similarly, the Grameen Bank was the world’s first and most famous microcredit 

project established with just $27 in collateral free loans for 47 rural dwellers in 

Bangladesh in the 1970s.  
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 After decades of success in Bangladesh, it has recently appeared in the United 

States as “Grameen America,” dedicated to helping US “women who live in poverty 

build small business to create better lives for their families” (grameenamerica.org). At 

first glance one might question how a poverty reduction strategy designed for poor 

women in Mexico should be fitting for Manhattanites, or how a bank designed for 

rural Bangladeshi women could come to lend over 100 million dollars to thousands of 

poor women in the US. The simple answer could be that such development strategies 

are often integral components of and/or responses to neoliberalism. In many cases 

development attempts to fill in the gaps left behind by neoliberal dismantling of the 

state, it helps absorb the shocks of neoliberal structural adjustment policies, and it 

often channels the civil society energy created by neoliberal crises.   

 

 The neoliberalization of development can be seen as a shift away from large-

scale national development projects and an increased reliance on piecemeal civil 

society-led projects rooted in market-based solutions to specific and localized 

problems. For example, whereas scholars of the last century might have heralded 

Brazil’s import substitution industrialization model as a development project, today’s 

development scholars might be looking at NGO efforts to provide water filters to 

individual family units in Kenya’s western province. In some ways development has 

splintered from large national efforts into seemingly microscopic initiatives. I see this 

dynamic as mutually reinforcing; as the state recedes and civil society steps in, the 

role and responsibility of the state shrinks further as the role and responsibility of 
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civil society continues to grow. Ultimately this means that instead of placing demands 

on national governments to provide sanitation or education, many citizens of the 

Global South are increasing turning towards NGOs for such solutions. This shift also 

marks a trend towards the depoliticization of development; whereas access to quality 

public education was a central political demand in India 50 years ago, it has since 

become widely accepted that that the alternative to a failing public education system 

is offered through for-profit companies, or non-profit NGOs. 1 

 

This is not to say that development or the neoliberal policies it responds to are 

necessarily homogenous or even homogenizing processes. Instead I am arguing that 

like neoliberalism, popular development concepts and practices can and should be 

analyzed as they move around the globe.  Similarly, in tracing how these projects 

appear in different places I think it is important to consider how these examples 

(Grameen America or Opportunities NYC) can be used to ‘pivot the center’ of 

development discourse (Aptheker). It is a common assumption, around the world, that 

development strategies emerge from the Global North and are adopted in the Global 

South2, yet using the aforementioned examples we can see that what is happening in 

                                                
1 It should be noted that there are governmental contestations of foreign development 
 
2 I use these terms here as they are the most commonly used in the development 
literature today to distinguish between what might otherwise be called ‘developed,’ 
‘First World’ or ‘West’ and ‘Third World,’ ‘undeveloped’ or ‘underdeveloped’ 
countries. While I will deconstruct this language in the coming chapter, I point out 
here that I find the terms Global North and South to be an example of the 
depoliticization of development discourse as they invoke geography instead of actual 
experiences or history. I would also point out that these geographic terms are of 
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the Global South (in these cases in Bangladesh and Mexico respectively) is actually 

informing development practice in the Global North.  For this reason, I suggest that it 

is of increasing importance that policy makers, scholars, development practitioners 

and activists working in the Global North understand the nuances of the projects 

coalescing in the South. 3 A similar assumption, one that I encounter regularly in the 

Global North and especially in academia, is that the experiences of women 

participating in development projects in the Global South should be seen as unique 

and relevant to that country, to that community, to that woman even. For this reason 

much of the literature that engages critically with women’s development projects is 

usually structured as a collection of ethnographies in an anthology, with each site, 

project, and set of experiences standing separately from the rest. Deep-seated feminist 

fears of universalizing and essentializing notwithstanding, I hope to show, as the 

women I have worked with have showed me, that there are important lessons to be 

drawn from across these shared and similar experiences, lessons that help tell a bigger 

story about what is happening for and in the name of women across the globe. As I 

have tried to work in the spaces between the seemingly separate binaries of the First 

and Third World, practitioners and participants, men and women, empowerment and 

disempowerment, I have been inspired by the example of anthropologist Anna 

                                                                                                                                      
course often geographically misleading as I am not sure how (developed) Australia is 
north of (underdeveloped) Bangladesh.  
 
3 As a thought experiment, I wonder how early ethnographic research from those 
most affected by neoliberal policies (arguably poor women) in Pinochet’s Chile could 
have shaped the forms those policies would later take in the U.S.  
 



 

6 

 

Tsing’s Friction: An Ethnography of Global Connection. Friction tells the stories of 

transnational relations in the rainforests of Indonesia, in the UN, among urban 

students, North American capitalist interests and among local forest dwellers 

entangled in the “sticky engagements,” or the “engaged universals” of global 

connections. Tsing’s book is a particularly exemplary work in that she chooses to, as 

she says,  

Focus on zones of awkward engagement, where words mean something 
different across a divide even as people agree to speak. These zones of 
cultural friction are transient, they arise out of encounters and interactions. 
They appear in new places with changing events. The only ways I can think of 
to study them are patchwork and haphazard. The result of such research may 
not be a classical ethnography, but it can be deeply ethnographic in the sense 
of drawing from the learning experiences of the ethnographer (Tsing 2003: 
xi).  
 

 In addition to her attention to her own experiences as the ethnographer, as well as the 

tensions and contradictions present in what Tsing calls ‘sticky engagements,’ I also 

particularly appreciate her discussion of universality. Tsing claims that while “post-

colonial theory challenges scholars to position our work between the traps of the 

universal and the culturally specific,” there seems to be a great avoidance of the 

universal by social scientists, who, like the rest of humanity, cannot escape the 

universal, the “chance to participate in the global stream of humanity” (2003:1). 

Scholarly knowledge, Tsing claims, is not exempt, as “every truth forms in 

negotiation, however messy, with aspirations to the universal” (2003:1). Though I am 

not claiming universal experiences in this dissertation, I do think it is important to 

recognize the ways in which we can engage simultaneously with connections and 

contradictions, borders and localities. 
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 In her reflections on her groundbreaking work “Under Western Eyes: Feminist 

Scholarship and Colonial Discourses,” Chandra Mohanty pointed out that at the time 

(1988), she was concerned with questions of difference, while fifteen years later what 

she was interested in was how to  

recapture and reiterate its fuller meaning, which was always there, and that is 
its connection to the universal…In knowing differences and particularities we 
can better see the connections and commonalities because no border or 
boundary is ever complete or rigidly determining. The challenge is to see how 
differences allow us to explain the connections and border crossings better 
and more accurately, how specifying difference allows us to theorize universal 
concerns more fully (2003:226). 
 

As Tsing says, the universal isn’t a “self-fulfilling abstract truth” nor do “universal 

claims … make everything everywhere the same” but instead a study of “global 

connections give grip to universal aspirations” (2003:1): friction. “As a metaphorical 

image, friction reminds us that heterogeneous and unequal encounters can lead to new 

arrangements of culture and power,” (2003:5) and once we are able to accept this we 

can then become embroiled in specific situations, thus making it “necessary to begin 

again, and again, in the middle of things” (2003:2). 

 

 In many ways this dissertation begins again and again, ‘in the middle of 

things.’ A traditional social science analysis attempting to connect these diverse 

places might look to categorize and assess these projects using words (and likely 

mutually exclusive dichotomies) such as rural/urban, local/national, 

grassroots/government, small/large. I hope to move beyond these oversimplifying 
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divisions to show how upon closer examination of each site, it becomes obvious that 

the lines cannot, and more importantly should not, be drawn so clearly in the 

development world as ultimately, projects and participants are bound up in complex 

local and global relations of power and access to resources. For instance, many 

participants in urban-based, government-sponsored projects are in fact folks from 

rural communities who have been forced to migrate to large cities due to government 

resource allocation that disadvantages rural areas. Similarly, many development 

practitioners working in rural areas are themselves from urban centers. Thus neatly 

squaring an initiative as rural or urban not only deepens an artificial divide between 

these deeply linked communities, it obfuscates the important ways in which people 

live in and understand their worlds through both realities. 

  In a complicated example, the “community-based,”  “indigenous,” 

“grassroots” Zapatista movement of Chiapas, Mexico is currently made up of as 

many as a million rural, poor and indigenous families, yet in remote rural 

communities in other parts of Mexico as well as global cities from Toronto to 

Barcelona, the most widely known Zapatista is certainly Subcomandante Marcos, a 

fair-skinned mestizo (not-indigenous) sociology professor from the cosmopolitan 

capital of Mexico City. I do not mention Subcomandante Marcos’ social positionality 

to question the indigeneity of Zapatismo, nor to tout the latent revolutionary capacity 

of academic sociologists, but rather as an example of a case in which the realities of 

race, class and gender as they occur in the context of an ongoing struggle for equality 

are left unexplored by social scientists and activists alike. Instead, as often happens in 
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social justice projects, these tensions, contradictions, and (re)productions of 

inequality are silenced, rendered invisible or simply set aside, in the name of the 

greater cause, in this case social justice for all indigenous people. Though the 

Zapatistas were most diligent in developing policies to address gender inequality, and 

scholars and journalists were diligent in their reporting of the same, new inequalities 

are being created for women in Zapatista communities, and such inequalities are often 

rendered invisible by those seeking a story about what works.  

 That story often represents the perspective of a Zapatista man, or in the case 

of NGO work in Ethiopia, from the perspective of one woman well-coached for the 

‘what works’ interview. This is not to say that good things aren’t happening for poor 

and marginalized women, as they most certainly are. What I am claiming here is that 

lack of attention to women’s actual lived experiences, despite and sometimes even 

because of all the rhetoric and policies claiming women’s interests, results in 

unintended consequences. Some of these consequences unforeseen by development 

practitioners, scholars or media can be empowering, income generating and skill-

building. Other unforeseen consequences can be disempowering, exclusionary, and 

unjust. I attempt to break some of these silences as I explore the ways in which 

development projects that serve women often empower them while also creating new 

difficulties for them. I will argue that both empowerment and disempowerment are 

often happening at the same time in the same project, and that ultimately the 

disempowering consequences are both unintended and avoidable.  
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 I have traced the circulation of women-focused development ideas and 

practices across the locations of this multi-sited ethnography, and will reflect  upon 

common experiences that I see as critical for understanding women’s empowerment 

in the context of development.  For this reason, my findings are not organized by 

place, or type of development project, but instead by women’s experiences. In the 

coming section I outline the methodological and theoretical frameworks that have 

structured my research. In chapter 2 I review the women and development literature 

and history, highlighting how discourses and practices from the last 60 years continue 

to shape women’s experiences with development projects as they unfold on the 

ground. Chapter 3 highlights the many experiences women identify as empowering, 

like solidarity with other women and more physical mobility, while chapter 4 

uncovers disempowering experiences resulting from the same projects, ranging from 

new inequalities among women to microcredit-induced suicides. In chapter 5 I offer 

suggestions for future research for development practitioners and scholars alike. I will 

begin by looking back and then forward, briefly reviewing what has historically 

happened in the name of women-centered development before highlighting what I see 

happening now, and ultimately outlining new possibilities. 

Methodology 

 The methodology that undergirds this research is best summarized as multi-

sited feminist and sociological ethnography. I am not claiming that the three country 

sites I have chosen represent a purposive sample, or case studies for cross-cultural 
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analysis. For that reason, I do not organize my findings by country, but instead 

around shared experiences, since I have followed popular development narratives and 

activities across distinct contexts in order to highlight trends in women-centered 

development regardless of national history, race, language, religion, and culture. This 

is not to say that such distinguishing factors of each place are irrelevant, but that I 

have investigated women’s experiences with development projects, and make 

connections to the former categories if and when they emerge for the women 

themselves.   

 My approach to sociological inquiry is largely shaped by the principles of 

standpoint feminism(s) and activist scholarship. I say principles because there is not a 

clear set of instructions from either body of literature about how exactly to conduct 

research based on either approach, but I identify strength in their places of overlap 

and see room for critical research as a result of the questions raised by reading them 

together.  Because of the theoretical framing of this project, the methodologies I have 

used are deeply integrated into my observations and conclusions and will be 

discussed throughout.  Similarly, because of the participatory and reflexive nature of 

the research design, my engagements in these settings are not accurately portrayed in 

a numeric breakdown of how many people I talked with where.  Though I hope the 

complexities of these relationships will be evidenced in the discussion sections, it 

should be said that the methodologies I have employed are entirely qualitative and 

ethnographic in nature. I have relied on participant observation, structured, semi-

structured and unstructured interviews and focus group discussions.  
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 In most cases, I initially contacted an organization and asked permission to 

visit, with the intention of observing, interacting, and participating, depending on 

their activities. In most places my research role was mostly that of a semi-

autonomous insider/outsider- a visitor staying in the community and openly 

supporting the organizations and individuals with whom I was engaging while also 

overtly conducting sociological research. I was not paid by any organizations nor did 

I have any contractual obligations. Nonetheless I worked with some organizations on 

a daily basis, organizing and facilitating workshops, grant writing, teaching, cleaning, 

entering data, etc. In the process, I have attended numerous meetings with masked 

‘rebels’ in dirt-floored huts in Chiapas and with government ministers in air-

conditioned offices in northern India. I have led daylong grant writing workshops for 

Ethiopian NGO practitioners in a ballroom at a hotel in Addis Ababa and have 

conducted interviews in the bedroom/workroom of a crowded brothel. I have been a 

part of women’s daily lives which has meant cooking, gathering wood and water, 

walking, cleaning, shopping, attending meetings, taking sick children to doctors, 

caring for children and animals, sewing, selling, preparing weddings, baptisms and 

funerals, whatever is happening in their lives. In these diverse settings I have also 

talked extensively with men, development practitioners, government officials, 

educators, women left out of development projects, children and researchers.  While 

their positions may not always be explicitly identified in the discussions, these 

encounters have greatly contributed to my understanding of the broader contexts in 

which development projects are occurring. 
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 My experience in each place was of course quite different, as was the 

organization of the research agenda. In these distinct sites in India, Mexico and 

Ethiopia, I have sought out opportunities to observe and interact with people I will 

herein refer to as participants (poor women ‘served’ by projects) and practitioners 

(both men and women usually paid to ‘carry out’ projects). The participants and 

practitioners I have met are engaged in both rural and urban efforts ranging from 

small community-directed initiatives to large state or internationally funded 

programs. Though I refer to all of these endeavors as ‘development projects,’ I have 

observed and participated in a range of activities. While I will provide detailed 

descriptions of my research sites in the following chapters, I offer here a brief 

overview of each. 

 

Chiapas, Mexico: This entire project began in 2005 as an ethnographic investigation 

of women’s experiences of Zapatismo, a social movement that began as an armed 

indigenous uprising and culminated in the development of autonomous indigenous 

communities. I arrived in Chiapas eager to learn about women’s participation in the 

movement and the formation of autonomous communities, as both the uprising and 

the autonomous communities were touted for their commitments to gender equality. I 

ended up living in Chiapas for over a year, and researched with both Zapatista and 

non-Zapatista men and women. In the Zapatista communities my research was 

structured with and overseen by the autonomous governing council (for example, I 

was not to take photos of unmasked members, stay with Zapatista families overnight, 
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or interview community members without council permission), and most of my 

discussions and observations were limited to meetings with the council, public events, 

and time in the women’s weaving cooperative, school, coffee cooperative and clinic.  

In the non-Zapatista communities I spent time with women in their homes and 

villages and as they sold their goods on the streets of the city. In addition to research 

trips I ultimately lived in Chiapas for a year during which time I worked with the 

director of a large indigenous women’s weaving cooperative, and volunteered at an 

NGO living facility for women and children in crisis. In addition to the fame brought 

by the Zapatista uprising, Chiapas is also known for being the most resource rich yet 

poorest state in Mexico. It is also home to the largest proportion of indigenous 

Mexicans. 

 

Guerrero, Mexico: I lived and worked in Guerrero from 2008-2011. During this time 

I collaborated with a rural women’s organization operating in ejido4 communities, a 

transparency and accountability movement based in the state’s capital, and an 

independent consultant for government funded initiatives also working in the capital. 

In Guerrero I was interested to learn about poor and rural (but non-indigenous, after 

working so closely with indigenous folks in Chiapas) women’s experiences with less 

autonomous development initiatives, run locally by Mexicans and funded by the state 

and federal government as well as (albeit minimally) international organizations. 

                                                
4 Ejidos are collective landholdings based on pre-colonial land tenure systems and 
established through the Agrarian Reform of the Mexican Revolution.  In an effort to 
protect peasants, ejido property could not be bought nor sold  
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During this time I also worked closely with middle-class and educated Mexican 

development practitioners living in the capital and managing rural development 

projects.  Guerrero is the third poorest state in Mexico and also has a history of armed 

social movements, but during my time there became the homicide capital of Mexico 

as a result of the drug wars.  

 

Uttarakhand, India: I began my research in Northern India in 2012 at a very small 

school and women’s empowerment project run by a white woman living in a tribal 

village in the foothills of the Himalayas. Initially her project (making goat milk soap 

with four women and teaching about 90 school children) was running on a very 

limited budget based almost entirely on donations from friends and family overseas. 

While I was there she received a very large sponsorship from a philanthropic 

foundation in the US. I spent almost two months living in this small village and 

working with this project every day in 2012 before re-locating to a larger school and 

women’s empowerment project in a nearby village. This school and women’s project 

were run by an Indian couple and staffed almost exclusively by local villagers (only 

the principal of the school is from the capital and no foreigners work for the 

organization). This school and women’s sewing co-operative is run almost entirely on 

donations from Indian citizens, Indian companies and Indian philanthropic 

foundations. I spent nearly six months living in this mountain village and working 

with the school and women’s project. Uttarakhand is characteristically northern 

Indian in the sense that it is much less socially and economically developed than the 
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south, with over 70% of residents living in rural areas. There are more men than 

women in Uttarakhand, and in rural areas rates of childbirth, female illiteracy, and 

child malnutrition are among the highest in India.  

 

Kerala, India: During my time in Kerala I spent three weeks living, researching and 

volunteering at one of the oldest and most well known local NGOs in rural Kerala; a 

planned community modeled on self-sustainability, with a large school and cottage 

industries (women are involved in ceramics, soap and candle making while men work 

on agricultural developments and printing presses). During my time in Kerala I also 

did research at two local NGOs in the capital (no foreign funding or staffing). One 

organization was a living facility focused on emotional support, education and job 

training for about 25 girls, the majority of whom had been raped or trafficked. The 

other organization was very feminist in orientation (one of their pamphlets claimed 

that “the new and flamboyant display of consumerism in Kerala is leading to 

increased levels of sexual harassment and violence towards women and girls”). 

Scholars have touted “The Kerala Model” for decades as an example of social 

development without economic development. Despite mostly stagnant growth in GDP 

and income, it is the only state in which women outnumber men (in fact women’s life 

expectancy in Kerala is nearly 15 years higher than the Indian national average), at 

least 94% of the population is literate, and fertility and infant mortality rates across 

the state rival those of the US. In the scholarly literature on Kerala, as well as popular 
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discourse in Indian, these achievements are mostly attributed to grassroots activism 

and decentralized government.  

 

Addis Ababa and Lalibela, Ethiopia: I spent over a month volunteering daily in the 

women’s empowerment division of a large international NGO that I refer to as 

FAIR.5 At the time of my research FAIR was in operation in four other Sub-Saharan 

African countries, and claimed nearly $200 million dollars in grants and contributions 

on their 2011 US tax return. At the time of my research, both the director and sub-

director of this large organization were white women from the US and the rest of the 

30+ employees I met in FAIR offices were Ethiopians. During my work with this 

organization I met with women participating in smaller local projects (funded in part 

by FAIR) in both the capital of Addis Ababa, and in a rural community called 

Lalibela in the poorer northern region. Most of the projects I observed here were 

related to savings groups, skill acquisition, and education for girls. Over the last ten 

years Ethiopia’s economy has been growing at one of the fastest and steadiest rates in 

Sub-Saharan Africa (nearly 11%, more than double the average of the region), yet 

paradoxically it still ranks 174th of the 187 countries included in the Human 

Development Index (HDI), which measures education, income and life expectancy 

(UNDP Human Development Reports: Human Development Index 2014 

http://hdr.undp.org/en/content/human-development-index-hdi) .  

                                                
5 I have changed the names of all the organizations and of most participants. Some 
participants explicitly asked that I used their real names and in these cases I have 
done so at their request. Otherwise, all names are fictitious.  
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 In most places I conducted the bulk of my research at the spaces of the 

organizations, in women’s homes or places of work, and during meetings and 

workshops. As I’ve mentioned, my understanding of these women’s lives and 

experiences has benefited greatly from opportunities to interact with their families, to 

travel, cook and eat together, to attend weddings and funerals, to gather wood and 

water, and generally to spend time together. The women whose voices guide this 

project are quite diverse. For example their ages range from thirteen to seventy-nine, 

with many women not knowing or disclosing their exact age.6 Most of the women 

were married to men (some were one of a few wives in polygamous marriages), some 

were widowed, and none disclosed being divorced or in relationships with women. 

Most women had children— in Chiapas, Mexico one woman I worked closely with 

gave birth to her ninth child while I was there, while most married women I talked 

with in Kerala, India had only one or two. In Uttarakhand I talked exclusively with 

women participants from and currently living in rural settings, while in Kerala I 

talked with women living in a rural community as well as in the urban capital of 

Thiruvananthapuram.  In Addis Ababa all of the women were living in the urban 

center though many were originally from rural communities like Lalibela, which I 

also visited. In Chiapas the women identified as indigenous and rural, while in 

Guerrero they identified as rural and mestiza, or mixed. One of the North Indian 

communities I worked in was a government-designated “tribal village” and in many 
                                                
6 This is complicated by the fact that some of the women I was talking to were 
“supposed to be eighteen,” particularly in the case of sex workers, though I suspect 
many were in fact under eighteen. 
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places the women spoke more than one language (in the tribal community of North 

India some of their children spoke four languages). In Mexico all of my work was 

conducted in Spanish without translation, while in India and Ethiopia many 

conversations occurred in English or in the regional language (Hindi or Amharic) 

with the help of translators.  

 In closing, despite this range of differences, one of the first things these 

women have in common is that at some time, someone linked to the development 

world identified these women as economically poor, and thus suitable candidates for 

a range of poverty reduction, empowerment, health, employment or education 

projects. From here their experiences with said projects converge and diverge in 

myriad ways, and that is the focus of this work. The names of all of the organizations 

I have worked with and most participants and practitioners have been made 

anonymous, though some individual women will be named out of respect for their 

explicit requests that I do so. This occurred in a few different locations, and was 

explained to me by Nurmala in a Northern India sewing cooperative as “a desire, and 

an honor, to have our stories told, as they are.”  

(Auto)ethnography 

 Before I could begin to tell anyone else’s stories, I have had to think about the 

relevance of my own. As I conducted this research I was led to see the ways in which 

my own life was an important part of the story, as many of the women I talked with 

wouldn’t tell me certain things about their worlds until I told them about mine. This 
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transformed my approach to the project, and to sociology as a science interested in 

the social yet so often detached from it. Thanks to the work of critical ethnographers, 

many social scientists now recognize the possibility, others perhaps the responsibility, 

of understanding ethnography as a set of partial truths, reflections that are always 

filtered through the author’s own positionality— her morals, experiences and 

ideological commitments are inexorably woven into her observations (Clifford and 

Marcus 1986:98). Because my morals, experiences and ideologies are certainly 

woven into the following stories, I begin with my own. 

 Like many children across the globe, I grew up in a single parent, female-

headed household. My mother worked three jobs for most of my childhood to support 

my brother and sister and me upon my father’s unexpected departure from “family 

life.” During the week and even on weekends she would go from an office to a 

restaurant, with odd bookkeeping jobs on the side. She was busy, tired, and usually 

afraid that this might be the month that she wouldn’t make ends meet, a strange 

phrase I learned as child to the sound of her adding machine long past my bedtime. 

Yet my mother was always reluctant to take (let alone ask for) help, and I often 

wondered with frustration why she didn’t seek out assistance or further her own 

education. Questions to this effect would likely elicit a defensive response about our 

family’s long history of a hard work ethic, the vague mention of which inevitably 

provided a seamless segue into a case for why my time was better spent studying for 

my spelling test or SATs than looking for handouts. The part of her answer that was 

clear to me even as a child however was that everything she did was simply for us 
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kids, followed of course by the famous “You’ll understand one day.” This was the 

voice I heard as I began to write this dissertation. 

 In my sociology classes as an undergraduate I learned about the plights of 

families in situations much more precarious than ours, and I was eager to make 

contact across the divide of experiences to learn how people, especially women, 

respond to poverty and crisis. As a first year student in community college and leader 

of an after-school program for low-income youth in Southern California, I spent 

hours practicing my Spanish with mothers from Mexico who shared their stories of 

coming to the US in hopes of better lives for their children. Perhaps I sought in their 

struggles parallels to the histories of my own grandparents; the hardworking 

Yugoslavs who were interned in Nazi work camps before walking for weeks across 

war-torn Europe to flee to the United States. When they finally secured passage to the 

United States, my grandmother was pregnant, and already with three small children 

she was still nursing due to food shortages. Like many mothers around the world, she 

was forced to leave two of these children behind. When they finally arrived in 

Cleveland, Ohio, my grandfather, who once dreamed of becoming a teacher, instead 

worked as a baggage handler at the Greyhound bus station. My grandmother, who 

spoke four languages but never learned English, became severely ill and required a 

caregiver and an interlocutor who would also defend her in this new and foreign land. 

Like many young girls around the world, my own mother gave up school at an early 

age and cared for her sick parent for years, before becoming a parent herself. When 

my father left unexpectedly and my mother became the head of our household, she 
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took the jobs that were available to her given her limited education and promised 

herself that despite the hardships she had to endure, she would provide her children 

with the opportunities that she never had.  

 I realize now, as the first person in my family to graduate from college, a 

Ph.D. candidate who has travelled the world to talk with women and girls about their 

lives, that this story of my own has shaped many of my assumptions and 

understandings about women. Perhaps the life chances of my own mother and 

grandmother have driven my exploration of the often-invisible struggles and triumphs 

of women and girls in times of crisis.  Perhaps then it is not a coincidence that dozens 

of mothers on different continents have told me they are doing whatever they do only 

because they want a better life for their children. But I didn't set out to reveal a 

universal truth about who women are or how they live, in fact it was quite the 

contrary. I began this project to explore the myriad ways in which women of different 

backgrounds mitigate the effects of poverty on their lives, and by extension their 

children’s.  

 By the time I was in college in Southern California, our war-torn ancestral 

land had splintered into a handful of countries whose names my family still chokes 

on. When I would tell people were I was from, I was often corrected for using the 

word I grew up identifying with, Yugoslavia, which now existed only on dated maps. 

The more I asked about what was happening there the more disheartened I was to 

learn that my family members were dying in vain, that women were being raped as 
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revenge, that the war was about everything and yet, as my grandfather would say, 

“nothing new under the sun.” Increasingly disconnected from my family’s place of 

origin and the bloody conflicts that divided it, I was desperate to learn about 

something new, something hopeful, and a sociology course on social movements led 

me to the story of the Zapatista uprising of January 1, 1994. I learned about how on 

this day, thousands of indigenous men and women whose people suffered for 

centuries at the hands of brutal Spanish colonizers and racist mestizo governments, 

covered their faces in black ski masks and slung homemade wooden rifles and AK-

47s over their chests. I read about how they moved quietly through the night and the 

fog, like a long snake, headed to the towns and cities to awaken the hung-over 

business elites and politicians, many of whom had spent the evening at an expensive 

banquet drinking champagne and eating caviar, toasting to the signing of NAFTA 

earlier that day. NAFTA was the trade agreement that TV commercials and 

government officials promised would “bring Mexico into the first world.” Instead of 

waking up in the first world, Mexicans woke up to the news that the Zapatistas had 

declared war on the Mexican state, and proclaimed NAFTA a “death sentence” for 

poor and indigenous people. In effect, they “fired the first shots of a rebellion 

consciously aimed at the new world order” (Kopkind 1994: 1). 

 

  I was immediately struck by this story, especially when I learned that at least a 

third of the Zapatista soldiers were women. Thus when I was encouraged to enroll in 

the Sociology Honors Thesis program by an incredibly supportive advisor, I was 
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happy that he agreed I could research women’s experiences within the Zapatista 

movement for my paper. However, as a comparative-historical sociologist, he thought 

he was sending me to the library, and was quite shocked to learn that I used the last of 

my nanny savings for a two-week Global Exchange “Reality Tour”7 to Chiapas. It did 

not assuage his concerns that just a few weeks before the departure date, the tour I 

had booked was cancelled, and I had decided to go on my own. I knew a bit about 

how entering Zapatista communities for research purposes would be different from 

researching in other places because the Zapatistas thought early on in their movement 

formation about what kinds of relationships they wanted with journalists, researchers 

and activists/NGOs. However this did not manifest as a clear list of rules or 

guidelines for said interested parties, and I met many people who had a hard time 

working with or even talking to Zapatistas for that reason.  

 

 While I cannot say I ultimately gained any sort of exclusive or even complete 

access to this somewhat private group, during my first visit I did build a series of 

relationships that facilitated my entrée into the autonomous Zapatista zones. These 

relationships emerged from a range of serendipitous encounters including a German 

                                                
7 “Global Exchange is an international human rights organization dedicated to 
promoting social, economic and environmental justice since 1988. Global Exchange 
Reality Tours has a vision that meaningful, socially responsible travel, can and does, 
change the world. By offering experiential educational tours, Reality Tours has 
connected people to issues, issues to movements, and movements to social change” 
(Global Exchange 2014).  
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Reuters reporter I befriended on a microbus, Subcomandante Marcos’s8 body double 

whom I met at a café, and a young Zapatista schoolteacher who was staying at the 

same hostel I was. Each of these connections privileged me with information that 

helped me organize my early visits to the communities and my ensuing meetings with 

the Zapatistas.9  

 

 I arrived in Chiapas eager to learn firsthand about the lives of the brave 

women who made up at least one third of the armed soldiers on the day of the 

uprising. I dreamt about how I would meet them, in their iconic black ski masks10, 

rifles swung across their chests, and imagined the stories they would tell me of how 

they smashed global capitalism for a few days, and blazed a new trail for poor and 

indigenous women forever. After all, the Zapatistas are especially famous for their 
                                                
8 Subcomandante Marcos was the official spokesperson and most recognized ‘leader’ 
of the Zapatista movement since its first appearance in 1994 
 
9 For instance the Reuters reporter I met warned me that I would not be able to enter 
Zapatista territory without showing my passport (this was required by the lone 
masked Zapatista man guarding the gate at the entrance to the Zapatista community 
as well by the various soldiers representing the Mexican army at two official military 
checkpoints on the way). She also suggested that I write (and sign!) a letter of intent 
if I wanted to actually talk with any Zapatistas about Zapatismo (as opposed to just 
quietly roaming the clapboard ‘gift shop.’) 
 
10 The Zapatistas famously cover their faces with bandanas and ski masks, even when 
talking with visitors in their own communities. They have explained this aesthetic in 
two ways. One explanation is that it represents their historic invisibility and to 
highlight this they often remark that society didn’t seem to care who these indigenous 
people were for the last 400 years, so why the interest now? The other explanation is 
summarized by their famous slogan “Todos Somos Zapatistas” or “We Are All 
Zapatistas” and invokes a collective anonymity that claims that anyone can be a 
Zapatista. 
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early attention to gender inequality, a component of social injustice often unattended 

to by other revolutionary movements.11 This attention to gender inequality was made 

known on the first morning of the uprising, with the release of the second official 

Zapatista declaration entitled “The Revolutionary Women’s Law,” a document 

distributed in all the towns and municipalities seized by the Zapatistas on January 1, 

1994.  The law outlines ten demands regarding women’s rights to participate in all 

roles of revolutionary struggle, to work and receive a just salary, to decide the number 

of children they bear, to participate and hold offices in community affairs, to primary 

consideration in the healthcare of themselves and their children, to receive all levels 

of education, to choose who and if they marry, to not be abused, and to receive all the 

rights and duties of Revolutionary Laws and Regulations.  

 However, despite the inspirational rhetoric, as often is the case, the gap 

between discourse and reality was vast. What I actually saw as my time in Chiapas 

unfolded was that the women were having a difficult time finding their place in what 

they saw as male-dominated official Zapatismo, and they were instead focusing their 

efforts in predictably ‘feminine’ and ‘practical’12 yet less official or visible places like 

weaving and food cooperatives, while men managed the masculine and strategic 

                                                
11 In fact, the Zapatistas were recognized as “the first guerrilla movement in Latin 
America to advocate and prioritize gender demands within their own political 
agenda” (Hernandez 3). 
 
12 Feminist sociologist of social movements Maxine Molyneux (1985) distinguishes 
between women’s practical and strategic interests, often separated as feminine and 
feminist.  
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realms of all things political. As standpoint feminism holds, seeing this social 

situation through the eyes and experiences of women instead of men drastically 

altered my viewing of it. Despite everything I had read and discussed with Zapatista 

men and even urban women, I hadn’t even seen a glimpse of the real lived 

implications for indigenous women until they showed them to me. What I saw was 

that many of the experiences women were having as a result of Zapatismo, both 

positive and negative, were in fact unintended consequences.  For example, the 

official Zapatista line claimed that serving on the rotating autonomous governing 

bodies (in which  “the whole village learns to govern”) was the most empowering 

experience for community members, yet women found their participation 

exploitative.13 Participation in co-ops was overlooked by urban feminists as feminine 

and even exploitative while the indigenous women I talked with cited that work as 

incredibly empowering. As I shifted my focus away from the discourse and towards 

women’s day-to-day lives in Chiapas, I began to wonder what this chasm between 

rhetoric and reality might look like in other places with projects claiming to serve 

women. My time in Chiapas highlighted the increasingly important role of NGOs in 

social justice and women-centered work, and I soon realized that in addition to 

looking at the interactions between the state and civil society (vis-à-vis social 

movements), I would also have to understand the work happening in the development 

sector, as it is positioned between the state and civil society.  
                                                
13 I have referred to this as “half a village learning how to govern” to more accurately 
reflect that is in fact an experience drawn on gendered lines, and it is the men whose 
half of the village has this empowering experience of autonomous governing. 
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 As a fluent Spanish speaker living in Mexico, I had the opportunity to partner 

with an organization in another state in Southern Mexico, Guerrero. Here I was 

invited to participate in a collaborative effort between an urban NGO and rural 

community members to secure transparency and accountability in government 

dealings. This group was mostly demanding access to information from the 

government as it related to health and education on behalf of poor and marginalized 

rural communities, yet the more I worked with them the more I realized that many of 

the poor and marginalized rural community members we were representing were 

actually interested in transparency and accountability from the NGO. Again, I was 

struck by the contradictions between discourse and lived experiences, and by the 

limitations of the organization (much like the official Zapatista bodies) in recognizing 

let alone rectifying these perceived injustices. As I worked with the women served by 

this organization I began to see some of the “backstage” work (Goffman 1959) or 

“hidden transcripts” (Scott 1992) which painted a much fuller picture of poor, rural 

and marginalized women’s actual experiences with projects claiming to serve them.  

 During my experiences in Guerrero and Chiapas, both poor states in 

decentralized Southern Mexico, I realized the importance of the history of the 

longtime paternalistic relationship between the Mexican government and its poor 

rural citizens, particularly in the South. A relationship of exploitation and dependency 

formed during colonialism seems also to shape the nature of the interactions between 

present day NGOs and their “participants,” many of whom don’t always know where 

the state ends and NGOs begin (a distinction even some NGO workers in Mexico are 
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unable to identify).14 As I thought through the Mexican experience of development 

and the ways it might be typically Latin American, I became interested in other poor 

development ‘hot spots,’ especially places people commonly thought of when 

considering efforts around “global poverty” and “women’s empowerment.” As the 

world’s most populous democracy, and home to the largest number of the world’s 

poor, India quickly emerged as a major contender for studying women’s experiences 

with development due to the sheer number of NGOs, with most sources claiming 

India is home to at least one registered NGO for every 600 citizens (Mahapatra 2014), 

as well as the newly decolonized nation’s long term interest in development.15 

According to the Indian government about 70% of officially registered NGOs are 

operating in rural areas, and many in a ‘para-state’ capacity, delivering or aiding in 

the delivery of government services like education, healthcare, water and electricity; a 

mode of operation which fit my criteria for development projects based on what I had 
                                                
14 This historic dependency is often referred to as paternalism (Dieterlen 1988).  
15 According to a United Nations Human Development Report on India, the nation’s  
“First Five Year Plan (1951-56) stated that ‘the central objective of planning in India  
is to raise the standard of living of the people and to open them opportunities for a 
richer and more varied life.’ The document went on to state: ‘It is no longer possible 
to think of development as a process merely of increasing the available supplies of 
material goods; it is necessary to ensure that simultaneously a steady advance is made 
towards the realisation of wider objectives such as full employment and the removal 
of economic inequalities.’ Successive five-year plans continued to emphasize poverty 
eradication, and the attainment of economic equality and social justice as key 
objectives. The Eighth Five Year Plan (1992-97) identified human development as 
the ultimate goal. It aimed to create jobs, contain population, eradicate illiteracy, 
universalize elementary education, and provide safe drinking water and primary 
health care facilities to all. The Approach Paper to the Ninth Five Year Plan (1997) 
reiterates the importance of focusing on human development, and argues that there 
can be no two opinions about this being the ultimate goal of all public action” (Kumar 
1996: 1).  
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already researched in Mexico. Furthermore, India has also had a notable and 

organized movement for accountability and transparency, one that is said to have 

inspired the group I was working with in Guerrero. This interested me because 

attention to transparency and accountability depends on a certain level of informed 

participation and often generates critical perspectives on at least government service 

delivery, which would resonate with the organizations I had been working with in 

Chiapas and Guerrero.  

 

 As I planned my time in India, I knew it would be important to conduct 

research in both the North and the South as they are known for being very distinct 

regions economically, culturally, and especially in terms of ‘development.’ While 

both regions host millions of NGOs (the Southern state of Kerala alone claims nearly 

four million), Kerala is also of particular importance for those interested in the 

relationship between social movements and social development without economic 

development16, as I was in Chiapas. As noted, “The Kerala Model” has been well-

documented by social scientists around the world17 for achieving exceptionally high 

rates of literacy, life expectancy and gender equality while substantially decreasing 

infant mortality, fertility and child malnutrition rates, without economic growth. The 
                                                
16 Kerala, Cuba, Sri Lanka, Costa Rica, and pre-reform China are often heralded as 
places that have achieved drastic and rapid improvements in human development 
(primarily health and education) without major economic growth (Sen 1999:46). 
 
17 Particularly useful for a historic overview of the Kerala Model is the work of 
Barbara Chasin and Richard Franke first published in 1989 titled Kerala: Radical 
Reform as Development in an Indian State. 
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Kerala figures are notable on a global scale, “For example, only 39 out of 150 

countries in the world - and all of them by far richer - reported a lower infant 

mortality rate than Kerala’s in 1995” (Kumar 1996:3), and Kerala’s sex ratio was 

higher than Japan’s in the same year (104 women: 100 men vs. 103 women : 100). 

Most touted however are Kerala’s achievements in comparison to the rest of India: 

girls in Kerala can expect to live at least 20 years longer than their Northern 

counterparts (74 years compared to 54), less than 12% of adult women are illiterate in 

Kerala compared to nearly 75% of women in most Northern states (Kumar 1996:3), 

and while the fertility rate in Kerala has long hovered at or below two children per 

woman, in most Northern states it is four (Franke & Chasin 1991: 20). Given the 

marked differences especially for women in Kerala as compared to women in most 

Northern states, it seemed essential to spend time in both places as I sought to 

understand women’s experiences with development projects. In order to trace this 

narrative arc of contradictions in women-centered development, I went from working 

with indigenous and mestizo folks in both rural and urban areas in Chiapas and 

Guerrero, to working with tribal and non-tribal urban and rural communities of a 

range of caste and religious backgrounds in both Northern and Southern India, 

specifically in the states of Uttarakhand18 and Kerala. In both regions in India I was 

fortunate to establish close relationships with the directors of small projects, and was 

able to live closely with the community members who were participating while I 

                                                
18 In the foothills of the Himalayas, Uttarakhand shares borders with Tibet and Nepal 
and became India’s 27th state in 2000.  
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conducted research and volunteered. I had regular access to female translators, and 

did not encounter many methodological hurdles as I conducted participant 

observation, focus groups and interviews. 

  

 While working in India with deeply local and grassroots projects, I became 

curious about places whose development trajectory was being shaped by larger and 

foreign-led development projects, and made contact with such organizations in 

Ethiopia. I was interested to see how development would play out in the second most 

populous Sub-Saharan country and the only country in Africa whose inhabitants 

proudly claim they have never been colonized.19 At least in the development world, 

Ethiopia has recently become something of a poster child for political stability and 

economic growth in largely unstable and stagnant Sub-Saharan Africa, but the figures 

and narratives connected to said growth and stability are quite misleading. I found it 

took being physically present in Ethiopia to understand the complicated relationship 

between foreign aid and a repressive government regime in Ethiopian development. 

For example, at least half of Ethiopia’s annual revenue is actually from Overseas 

Development Aid (OECD DAC Statistics Ethiopia 2014), and though Prime Minister 

Meles Zenawi was widely regarded as a dictator who “ruled Ethiopia with an iron 

fist” for over two decades, President Obama said upon his death in 2012 that “Prime 

                                                
19 Though Ethiopia was invaded by Italy in 1936 and occupied until 1941, Ethiopians 
themselves reject the claim that this was a period of colonization. While historians 
debate the reach of Italian rule, for the purposes of this project it is important to 
recognize the view of Ethiopian citizens today as it undoubtedly shapes their 
relationships to foreign presences in their country.  
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Minister Meles deserves recognition for his lifelong contribution to Ethiopia’s 

development, particularly his unyielding commitment to Ethiopia's poor” (Al Jazeera 

2012). This is curious praise considering that Ethiopia receives billions of dollars in 

humanitarian aid from the US every year, yet Ethiopia remains the world’s second 

poorest country, with over 80% of rural Ethiopians living in acute poverty (Oxford 

Poverty and Human Development Initiative 2014).  With contradictions this large on 

the surface, I was eager to learn the intricacies of women’s experiences with large-

scale development projects in both rural and urban settings in this complex country. 

My time in Ethiopia provided unexpected challenges to my research agenda and to 

my commitment to exploring development practices so they might be improved. In 

Ethiopia more than anywhere else I struggled to contain my own exasperation with 

development as an industry while I was carted around the capital of Addis Ababa in a 

white Land Rover and flown to devastatingly poor rural villages as a volunteer.20 

While each site presented unique methodological difficulties, my emotions in 

Ethiopia were a force to be reckoned with as I felt overwhelmed by my awareness of 

the tensions of economic inequality, racism and neocolonialism in ways that felt new 

and particularly challenging; an admission that brings me to my methodological 

framings. 

                                                
20 This was during my time collaborating with FAIR which operates a multi-million 
dollar budget yet runs very small scale projects. 
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 The formation of this project draws largely on standpoint feminism(s), 21 

which emerges from the wider body of standpoint theory, and ultimately the thesis of 

situated knowledges. To work backwards, a situated knowledge thesis holds that what 

we know is shaped by our social location, or in simpler language, what we see 

depends on where we stand.  Standpoint theory is a political and social epistemology 

which builds on the importance of noticing where we stand, and furthers the situated 

knowledges premise by showing how social standing and diversity (vis-à-vis gender, 

race, class) would enrich rather than compromise scientific inquiry. More 

specifically, standpoint theory revealed how “those who are subject to structures of 

domination that systemically marginalize and oppress them may, in fact, be 

epistemically privileged in some crucial ways” as they may know things differently or 

even better than those who are “comparatively privileged” (Wylie 2003: 26). Feminist 

Marxists in particular argued for standpoint feminism as recognition that  “the 

position of women is structurally different from that of men and that the lived realities 

of women’s lives are profoundly different from those of men” (Hartsock 1983:284), 

and that women’s lived experiences should thus provide a starting point for 

investigation. 

 While debates have raged about the value of standpoint feminism as a theory, 

with one prominent feminist dismissing it as “ ‘a quaint relic of feminism’s less 

sophisticated past’” (Heckman as quoted in Wylie 2003: 27), I find its 
                                                
21 Often referred to in the singular, though there are various approaches to standpoint 
feminism, and the theory itself suggests multiple readings of any particular social 
experience, thus I suggests feminisms in the plural as a more appropriate description. 
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methodological implications politically and scientifically powerful. Standpoint 

feminism as a methodology involves approaching “inquiry from the perspective of 

insiders” (Wylie 2003: 28), in the case of my study, marginalized women 

participating in development projects.  I have been most influenced by feminist 

sociologist Dorothy Smith’s radical notion that women’s own “everyday and 

everynight lived experiences” (Smith 1987) are a critical starting place for analysis. I 

appreciate Smith’s distancing from the critiques that standpoint feminism privileges a 

certain knower, and her explanation of how it instead “shifts the ground of knowing, 

the place where knowledge begins” (1992:91). In my work, the place where 

knowledge begins is in the everyday, everynight experiences of poor women targeted 

by development projects.  

 Standpoint feminism’s methodological emphasis on experience could be 

traced to the consciousness-raising circles of the women’s movement in the US 

during the 1960s and 1970s, a period in which women in the United States shared 

their life experiences with one another, and made links between these experiences and 

their gender. 22 I have seen that usually without meaning to, development projects 

provide the space for dialogues similar to those of the consciousness-raising circles as 

many women in development projects are sharing their experiences with other 

women for the first time. I will attend to this transformative and often ‘unintended 

                                                
22  This is a connection carefully pointed out in Felicity Amaya Schaeffer’s 2013 
ethnographic work, Love and Empire: Cybermarriage and Citizenship Across the 
Americas. 
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consequence’ as I discuss empowerment later on. In my own journey, the impetus to 

pay attention to women’s everyday lives emerged while conducting research with the 

Zapatistas in Chiapas. There I was pushed by the women themselves to learn from 

their everyday experiences instead of relying solely on more traditional social science 

methodologies which were rendering a limited picture of their realities. At their 

behest, I began to see the importance of being a part of their days before attempting to 

tell their stories. This is not to say that investing time in other women’s realities has 

made me entirely comfortable or confident about my power or assumed responsibility 

to “report back.” I have faced criticism from colleagues about my decision to research 

the lives of people “so different from me” and have been asked why I am not working 

“in my own community.”  

 These are useful questions, as they have encouraged me to turn the mirror on 

myself, to recognize that I too am a present and active participant in the processes that 

I seek to understand. Anthropologist and historian Karla Poewe explores this process 

through the concept of experiential ethnography, a methodological approach in which 

“the self and especially experiences in the field are ‘epistemologically productive’” 

(1996:181). Poewe also cites the language of Jill Dubsich, who prioritizes 

recognizing the “reciprocality of experiencing” (as cited in Poewe 1996:193). In other 

words, if the ethnographic other experiences something, so can, indeed should, the 

anthropologist. In general, anthropology as a discipline has offered more critical 

reflection on the relationship between researchers and participants and some have 

encouraged ethnographers to explore their own positionality, their relationship to “the 
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truth” and the fact that all ethnographic work is inherently partial and structured by 

power (Clifford and Marcus 1986; Marcus and Fischer 1986). Anthropologist James 

Clifford was motivated to explore what he has called “the crisis of representation” 

when he saw a photo of the famous anthropologist Malinowski sitting at a table 

writing. This began a shift towards focusing on the act of writing itself as a site for 

interrogation of how “ethnographic ‘subjects’ “are constituted ... in specific historical 

relations of dominance and dialogue” (1983:119).  

 If any story is inherently partial (as in only part of it is told and/or the said 

story favors a certain position), how do we choose what part to tell? As sociologists 

we know our reading of social stories is affected by the vantage point from which 

they are seen, but as social scientists we don’t often reveal how we choose our 

vantage points. That is to say, why didn’t I take on the perspective of men working as 

NGO directors in the Global North? My decision to learn about development from the 

perspective of poor women encouraged me to employ insights from feminist 

epistemologies like Donna Haraway’s discussion of “situated knowledges” (1988), 

Chela Sandoval’s articulation of  “differential oppositional consciousness” (1991, 

2000) and Dorothy Smith’s “everyday world sociology” (1990).  In my deployment 

of these frameworks I have actively situated myself as a participant, not an objective 

knower or observer, in the lives of the women whose realities I wish to understand.  

As a result, my own experiences in each context have redirected me, and by extension 

the research, and I intend to account for these shifts through what I am calling here 

self-reflective ethnography: a feminist-informed methodology that has encouraged me 
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to recognize myself throughout the research process. Harding says of feminist 

research: “the beliefs and behavior of the researcher are part of the empirical evidence 

for (or against) the claims advanced in the results of the research” (1987: 9). In this 

way, my own beliefs and behaviors are attended to alongside those with whom I have 

been working and studying. This results in an approach to ethnography that 

recognizes my own experiences, feelings, memories and interpretations of the events 

I have been an integral, active and present part of. Similarly, I rarely use direct 

quotes, as most of what I’m saying has been filtered through my own experience and 

often translated in ways that I am not always sure how to scientifically account for 

other than clearly claiming my own perceptions as such. I have also avoided direct 

quotes and invoked hypothetical language when representing a composite 

interpretation of something I have seen and heard repeatedly.  

 During my fieldwork in India, Mexico and Ethiopia I have been asked by 

numerous participants why I would travel so far to learn about their lives, and I am 

always struck by the power of this question. From a methodological perspective, I am 

drawn to answers provided by activist research which “aims at challenging inequality 

by empowering the powerless, exposing the inequities of the status quo, and 

promoting social changes that equalize the distribution of resources” (Cancian 

1993:92). I am committed to applied social science research that exposes inequities 

and promotes social change, and as a result this project has been shaped particularly 

by literature regarding activist anthropology (Speed 2006), activist feminism (Naples 

2003) and engaged public sociology (Burawoy 2005).  My project relies on “research 
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processes arising from, and embedded in, relationships and dialogue with other 

activists and organizations that develop through collaboration in formal and informal 

networks” and I agree with many activist researchers that “building relationships is 

central to effective activist research practice” (Choudry 2013: 128). For these reasons, 

I will highlight the nature of these relationships as I discuss my work in each site.  

 As much as ethnography seemed the to be the best, and is some ways only, 

method for gathering the type of information I was interested in (women’s everyday 

lived experiences of development), ethnography does not resolve my methodological 

concerns about objectivity, validity, and most importantly power relations in social 

science research, and often even produces new concerns. Yet in many ways it was the 

last method standing after noticing the weaknesses of other approaches. For example, 

my rejection of surveys and the quantitative information they could provide has a lot 

to do with the population I am interested in, as well as my approach to understanding 

their experiences, and this was confirmed during my collaboration with an NGO 

using Likert scale surveys to gather data about women’s participation in NGO 

projects in rural Mexico. First, many poor women do not feel comfortable enough in 

their literacy skills to fill out a survey on their own. If they don’t, then someone who 

is literate (usually an NGO worker) will have to fill out the survey with/for them, an 

encounter that some women have told me makes them nervous, as it resembles 

potentially stressful or shameful encounters with the bureaucracies; this nervousness 

likely affects their responses. Similarly, in my experience there have never been 

enough facilitators to fill out all the surveys with or for participants in a group 
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meeting (which is usually the only time to poll all the participants), so women who 

cannot or do not want to fill the survey out alone have to self-identify in front of their 

neighbors, friends, and NGO workers as illiterate or incapable of filling out a survey. 

The women who decide they are literate enough to fill out the survey might not 

actually be, as women have told me after the fact that they took a survey and pencil 

because they were embarrassed to say they were illiterate. If they are in fact able to 

read the survey, they might be confused by the language used for the scale, the 

formatting, or the ranking system in general. I have learned this during survey 

debriefing, when both the women participants and the facilitators have expressed 

shock to learn of the differences between what the women hoped to report through 

their survey responses and what the survey results actually showed. For example 

many of the women that I talked with after a survey reported that they chose the word 

neutral or regular to describe the positive experience they had had. They explained to 

me that neutral meant the absence of negative, and that regular meant good, and thus 

should be interpreted as the most positive response.  Obviously the largely neutral 

ratings were coded differently for the funding report and the women were quite 

dismayed to learn this.  

 As a feminist ethnographer interested in viewing development from the 

perspective of women who are participating in it, a very practical concern throughout 

my research has been access and language. In some cases, I have both gained access 

to women’s day-to-day lived experiences and communicated with them through a 

man serving as gatekeeper or translator. In my research in Chiapas there was literally 



 

41 

 

a man standing at a gate to the autonomous Zapatista community who had to approve 

my request to enter the community to talk with women. Though some women in 

Ethiopia spoke English, in two of my three field sites (slums and brothels) a man 

from a local NGO accompanied me as I conducted my research and served as a 

translator in both sites as well. In India I almost always met and talked with women 

without a man present.  

 My preference is to communicate with women on my own whenever possible, 

but I am only fluent in Spanish and managed some very basic conversational Tzotzil, 

Amharic, and Hindi. When I have not been able to communicate directly, I have had 

to rely on translators, an interesting relationship of power that I think deserves more 

critical attention that it often receives in the reporting of translated academic findings. 

While there are many theoretical debates about the translation of written texts, 

substantially less (if any) attention is paid to the act of translation within ethnographic 

fieldwork. Some scholars explore translation as a metaphor, and suggest that 

regardless of language, all ethnography is translation (Churchill 2005) or allegory as a 

result of translation (Clifford 1986). Clifford explains his view of ethnography “as a 

performance emplotted by powerful stories. Embodied in written reports, these stories 

simultaneously describe real cultural events and make additional, moral, ideological 

and even cosmological statements. Ethnographic writing is allegorical at the level of 

both its content (what it says about cultures and their histories) and of its form (what 

is implied by its mode of textualization)” (1986: 98). I find this a useful if provocative 

approach to questioning how we write ethnography, but it stills begs the question of 
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how the words we are writing appeared to us in the first place. The actual linguistic 

challenge, what happens when the researcher does not speak the language of the 

research subjects, is one that I have struggled with.   

 I have found my interest in participatory action research particularly difficult 

in practice. My initial attempts at social science investigations were formed by my 

experiences in Chiapas with the Ejército Zapatista de Liberación Nacional, the 

Zapatista movement, whose participants have been quite clear in their demands from 

and limitations on researchers.23 My presence and work in Zapatista territory was 

highly regulated by the governing body, whose members were quite explicit in their 

articulations of what I should and shouldn’t do to serve the community while I was 

there. For example I was encouraged to help the women at the women’s weaving 

cooperative while explicitly restricted from staying in women’s homes. However the 

other communities I have visited have not had these unique gatekeepers at the helm to 

negotiate terms of mutual benefit for participants, and my participation has not been 

explicitly restricted or even regulated anywhere else. I have been responsible for 

initiating dialogue about setting limits on time and space, and have been perplexed by 

the power inequalities that have surfaced. I have doubted if the women I have worked 

                                                
23 Subcomandante Marcos, the main communicator for the EZLN, penned a critique 
of aid and impositions of ideas called “The Pink Stiletto” in which he explained how 
someone from the US had mailed a single size 6 pink stiletto-heeled shoe all the way 
to a Zapatista community as a donation. “The Pink Stiletto” offers a gentle critique of 
the good but misinformed intentions of many distance do-gooders. As a result, the 
Zapatistas have adopted a pretty consistent orientation to aid that leads them to reject 
many propositions. 
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with feel like they could really say “no” to me, or otherwise limit my participation, so 

I have tried to set those limits myself.  

 I have encountered many difficulties navigating reciprocity and participatory 

activist research (made famous by Robert Chambers’ 1983 notion of participatory 

rural appraisal), and am troubled by the critique of participation in development that 

might also apply to participation in social science that “more often than not, people 

are asked or dragged into participating in operations of no interest to them, in the very 

name of participation” (Rahnema in Sachs 1992: 117). It is unsettling to fear 

perpetuating inequality in an attempt to uncover it. Unfortunately, I have not found 

any methodological texts that directly address this concern, though I will explore it 

through the development literature in regards to participation in development 

projects. For that reason, these difficulties have raised new questions for me about the 

possibilities and responsibilities of ethical social science interrogation of inequality, 

and this is something I intend to pursue with more rigor and creativity in future 

endeavors.
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 CHAPTER 2: Women and Development in Theory and Practice  

Their New York Times best-selling book is called Half the Sky, and it’s being called 
the manifesto for our times. In it they expose a global human rights crisis that is 
estimated to have killed more little girls and women in the last 50 years than the total 
number of men lost in all the wars of the 20th century. That is what is going on while 
we shop. 

   -Oprah Winfrey, Oprah Show. December 1, 2009.  

 The authors she is referring to are Nicholas Kristof and Sheryl WuDunn, a 

husband and wife team of US journalists who often appear at the forefront of public 

conversations about development.  Their book, Half the Sky (‘the manifesto for our 

times’), is not just a journalistic exposé of the discrimination, violence, and 

oppression faced by women in the developing world, it is also a call to First World 

readers to take up arms in this “revolution, so far unnamed because it is just 

beginning.”  It is a revolution that could be led (according to Kristof and WuDunn) by 

someone like Muhammad Yunus, the Nobel Prize winning father of microcredit and 

the aforementioned Grameen Bank, or perhaps by you, wiring funds to an NGO for 

Cambodian refugees on your lunch break, but most likely it will and should be led by 

poor and oppressed women, victims turned heroines. This ‘revolution’ is essentially 

neoliberal development for poor women, as each individual is responsible for herself, 

and by extension her community. Kristof’s revolution differs from a more classic 

interpretation of revolution in which organized individuals make large-scale demands 

on the state. This is an important distinction as it marks a trend in development away 

from macro-level demands and resolutions and towards micro-level demands and 
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solutions focused on individuals.24  

 Regardless of whether or not I agree with the approach, Kristof and 

WuDunn’s message is important for a number of reasons; but primarily because of its 

wide reach. Though it was published in 2009, Half the Sky continues to splash across 

mainstream media as tangential products are released in relation to the book: the 2-

disc DVD documentary bearing the same title and boasting appearances from George 

Clooney, Meg Ryan, and Angelina Jolie, the Facebook game that allows players to 

experience the life of a poor woman of color in the Global South through a series of 

digital misfortunes, and the spinoff documentary called Girl Effect which has secured 

substantial funding through Nike and is now a self-proclaimed ‘social movement’ 

with student generated chapters on college campuses across the US.  

 This is all to say that popular media messages are most of what we’re hearing 

about women and development, though ‘development’ itself is a buzzword 

worldwide, one that is on the minds of academics, Third World farmers, European 

students, First World moms and indigenous activists alike. Now more than ever, 

people from all different walks of life have a vested interest in understanding the 

complicated relationships that make development work, or not. Kristof is telling 

stories people want to hear, hence the book sales, Pulitzer Prizes, blog followers and 

his ever-increasing number of columns in The New York Times in which he tackles 

the major themes of the academic development literature on a weekly basis.  

                                                
24 Wally Goldfrank refers to this as “international social work”.  
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Participation: “Former President Jimmy Carter’s plan to eradicate Guinea worm 

worldwide is succeeding because local villagers are involved in the effort;” The Role 

of Governments and Elites: “President Omar Hassan al-Bashir is preparing to kill 

people en masse, not with machetes but by withholding the aid that keeps them 

alive;” North Meets/Saves South: “The challenge we Americans face in Sudan is this: 

Are we willing to save Abdelrahim and Muhammad, and two million more like 

them?” If a range of readers is interested in questions about how development is 

addressing poverty and global inequality, where are development scholars in these 

conversations, and what are they saying?  

 In order to decipher some of the history of development studies as a field, I 

offer here some tentative working definitions for concepts that commonly appear 

throughout these discussions. While the term development is rarely agreed upon, for 

the purposes of this project I have cast my net perhaps as widely as possible and use it 

to refer to projects related to ‘improved’ living conditions by way of interventions in 

the fields of health, technology and infrastructure, government and political 

organization, education, human rights, employment and economic activity and the 

environment. I include as actors in these activities the agencies and agents of nation-

states, global institutions (IMF, World Bank, UN), the academy, non-governmental 

and governmental organizations, private and public sector organizations of all levels 

(national, international, regional, local) and of course, civil society.  I offer here a 

definition provided by development scholar David Korten who suggests that 

development is “a process by which the members of a society increase their personal 
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and institutional capacities to mobilize and manage resources to produce sustainable 

and justly distributed improvements in their quality of life consistent with their own 

aspirations” (1990: 67). This definition represents a neoliberal approach to 

development in its emphasis on individuals increasing their own capacities, while a 

more critical perspective holds that development is a “complex, contradictory 

phenomenon, one reflective of the best human aspirations and yet, exactly because 

great ideas form the basis of power, subject to the most intense manipulation and 

liable to be used for purposes that reverse its original ideal intent” (Peet and Hartwick 

1999:2). I appreciate that Peet and Harwick highlight the tensions in development, 

which ultimately relate to power.  

 Though my research will highlight the complex and contradictory nature of 

many development projects, for now I want to consider development more generally 

and less critically in order to understand its wide reach. That is to say, whatever the 

definition, development is everywhere. A 2010 government commissioned study 

concluded that India is home to at least 3.3 million officially registered NGOs, 

resulting in one registered NGO per every 500 people. This means there are more 

NGOs than schools or hospitals.  A general Google search returns thousands of  

“development websites” which not only offer daily commentary on “development 

issues” but weekly webinars on “how to get your next development job” and 

downloadable “Resume Formats for International Development Professionals,” 

claiming thousands of “members” accessing these resources from all over the world. 

Universities across the globe offer Masters and PhDs in development studies, and 
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both The Economist and The Guardian advertise development employment 

opportunities in each issue.  This shows that in addition to the provision of free or 

low-cost goods and/or services offered to poor and marginalized people around the 

world, development should also be understood as a booming industry, providing a 

range of paid jobs to people all over the world as well. If we consider development as 

a relationship between service and good providers and receivers, it becomes 

increasingly important for scholars of development to study power, equality and 

opportunity in said dynamic. Yet, despite this increasingly evident global 

phenomenon, ‘development studies’ as a field is still not well equipped for evidence- 

based analyses of development as a set of practices. It remains a hotly debated 

theoretical concept, yet real lived implications of its existence are noticeably absent 

from the literature. For example, the major impasses in development studies have led 

scholars like Rahnema (1988, 1996), Illich (1968, 1979, 1997, 1995), and Escobar 

(1984, 1988, 1989, 1995, 2000) to suggest that development should be altogether 

abandoned, that it is unnecessary, or even more finally, it is dead.   

 Understanding why scholars would make such claims is essential to the 

debate, (particularly because these claims highlight the racist, colonialist, sexist and 

otherwise oppressive histories from which development practices emerge), yet 

focusing only on these debates (as the literature so often does) occludes the 

importance that ‘development’ holds for so many whose everyday lives are deeply 

affected by development theories, policies and projects right now. And to put it most 

simply, the people in the world most affected by development are poor women. So 
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rather than only engaging the polemics about how or whether development should 

happen, this dissertation begins with a recognition of the time, energy and resources 

that have been and are continuously being invested in the name of development for 

women, or most simply, with the premise that development is happening. Considering 

that development currently accounts for billions of dollars of investments, millions of 

book sales, numerous national and international laws and governing bodies, millions 

of NGOs, hundreds of thousands of jobs for burgeoning development elites and 

countless ‘opportunities’ for the world’s 1.2 billion ‘extremely’ poor (United Nations 

2013), it seems increasingly important to revisit the history: how did we get here, and 

how did women arrive at the center of these endeavors?  

 Though I strongly believe that development scholars should push for self-

critical yet active accounts of development from more angles than ever before 

considered, constant conflict over what to say/not say, do/not do, has visibly 

paralyzed the field. Language has definitely been at the crux of this paralysis. As I 

discuss the geographic places in which development work is occurring, I will try to 

use and explain the terms as they were used at the time by the scholars whose work I 

am considering. This language is usually based on binaries (which renders them 

inherently contentious), and unfortunately, most attempts to break the bad social 

science habit of dichotomies have failed.  Those that are widely used in development 

conversations include: First/Third World, Developed/Underdeveloped or Developing, 

(Global) North/South, West/Non-West, Core/Periphery. There is disagreement in the 

literature not only about which concepts to use, but whether to use any at all.  
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 For example, a term such as ‘the Third World’ homogenizes peoples and 
 countries and carries other associations –economic backwardness, the failure 
 to develop economic and political order, and connotations of a binary contest 
 between ‘us’ and ‘them,’ ‘self’ and ‘other’ (Darby 1997: 2–3) – which are 
 often inscribed in development writings. These practices of naming are not 
 innocent. Rather they are part of the process of ‘worlding’ (Spivak, 1990: 
 114), or setting apart certain areas of the world from others (McEwan 2001: 
 95).  

 

 Because I will employ what Spivak calls “worlding” (1990) language to 

differentiate some places and experiences of the globe from others, I do think it worth 

noting that while the terms Global North and South are popular in the academy, those 

terms are rarely used by the ‘grassroots’ activists and scholars I have worked with in 

Latin America and Africa. They tend to prefer the terms First/Third World and 

Developed/Developing, which have lost cachet at the institutional level and in the 

“Global North.”  These terms (first/third and developed/developing) seem to retain 

relevance in the “Global South” because of they refer to inequality and domination. 

The misleading geographic language of North and South25 might be symbolic of the 

general depoliticization of development, a problematic trend that provides impetus for 

my interest in this work.  

 The purpose of this section is to briefly review major shifts in thinking about 

development over the last 60 years in order to understand where we are today. It is 

not a review of development practices or even policies, but of important concepts and 
                                                
25 Assuming that the equator determines what is north and south, Australia and New 
Zealand are south of the equator while places like India, Guatemala and more than 
half of African nations are north of the equator.  
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contributions to the field of development studies from a social science perspective. 

While my own work takes development practices and experiences as sites of 

investigation, it is important to understand development as a highly contested yet 

traceable concept, with roots in economic and political history, shaped by both 

academic musings and local interpretations. The literature offers an opportunity to 

explore the slippery relationship between development discourse and practice, and I 

hope that situating myself in a privileged place between the two might contribute to a 

body of knowledge that could serve the emancipatory ends many development 

participants imagine.  I have tried to connect these greater development narratives and 

their very real implications for people’s lives by tracing the roots of the double helix26 

that is development discourse and practice by moving chronologically. I realize that is 

an awkward presentation of knowledge production, but I hope it allows for a useful 

viewing of these selected contributions and complications of the field, while perhaps 

hinting at a view of the horizon beyond the impasses.  

 Many scholars suggest that the birthplace of development was Bretton Woods, 

an ‘international’ conference of 44 nations held in New Hampshire in 1944. This 

encounter was largely dominated by the United States and Britain with developing 

country participants attending mostly from Latin America; hardly a ‘global’ meeting 

which likely contributed to the relative ease with which the US would manipulate the 

agreements. The central theme of the encounter was how to shift “nationally-centered 

economic behavior to internationally co-ordinate finance and trade” (Allen and 
                                                
26 I am thinking of the ways in which a double helix intersects and separates.  
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Thomas 2000:291) in the post-WWII world. Most of the specific agreements were 

related to currency (exchange rates, national reserves) but the general commitment 

was to a formal permanent institution for coordination of an international monetary 

regime. The institution designated for these tasks would be the IMF (the International 

Monetary Fund), which would make collective decisions through a vote system 

dependent on participating governments’ quotas (or economic relevance), with the 

US already representing one-third of the voting power -- enough for a veto. The IMF 

proved unable to handle the instability following the postwar transitional period, 

which led to the United States “in effect assuming the role of global monetary 

hegemon: money manager of the world” (Cohen “Bretton Woods”).  

 We must embark on a bold new program for making the benefits of our  
 scientific advances and industrial progress available for the improvement and 
 growth of underdeveloped areas. The old imperialism—exploitation for 
 foreign profit—has no place in our plans. What we envisage is a program of 
 development based on the concepts of democratic fair dealing…. For the first 
 time in history, humanity possesses the knowledge and skills to relieve the 
 suffering of these people (Truman Inaugural Address, January 20, 1949). 

Truman’s call for the US to embark on a ‘bold new program of development’ 

coincided with the beginning of three important geopolitical shifts that would both 

explain and shape the ensuing concept of development in the world at large; the US 

was emerging as a global superpower (economically and politically), decolonization 

efforts were underway and growing, and the US perceived threat of communism was 

spreading. This perfect storm of events led to an unprecedented (at least in the US) 

interest in what was becoming known as the Third World. Referring to themselves as 

the ‘Third Force’ or ‘Third Position,’ the leaders of the then non-aligned world 
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(namely Tito of Yugoslavia, Nehru of India and Nasser of Egypt) coalesced around a 

position of neutrality in the Cold War and out of interest for a new model of 

economic independence. The idea of the Third Force/World/Position was meant to 

distinguish the path of these nations from those of their predecessors: the capitalist 

First World and the communist Second World. As Worsley says, “What the Third 

World originally was, then, is clear: it was the non-aligned world. It was also a world 

of poor countries. Their poverty was the outcome of a more fundamental identity: that 

they had all been colonized” (1979:102).  

 Yet early on, the First and Second Worlds were not interested in the colonial 

history or even the poverty of these regions, but in how effectively these model-less 

nations would adopt the First or Second world proposals. The model proposed by the 

US was based on what Truman called ‘our scientific advances and industrial 

progress’. In one of the earliest works on the subject, C.E. Ayres (1944) refers to 

development as the “technological revolution,” calling it “irresistible” and warning 

that  

the arbitrary authority and irrational values of pre-scientific, pre-industrial 
cultures are doomed. Three alternatives confront the partisans of tribal values 
and beliefs. Resistance, if sufficiently effective, though it cannot save the 
tribal values, can bring on total revolution. Or ineffective resistance may lead 
to sequestration like that of the American Indians. The only remaining 
alternative is that of intelligent, voluntary acceptance of the industrial way of 
life and the values that go with it (xxiv). 

 

Ayres’ early prediction reveals the core of what would become the modernization 
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argument, a series of ideas underscoring the importance of the undeveloped world 

embracing modern development as industrial capitalism for national economic 

growth, plus its accompanying values. Modernization theorists and policy makers of 

the first half of the twentieth century talked about sharing with “the South American, 

Asian, and African continents” the “social, economic and political systems that have 

developed in Western Europe and North America from the 17th to the 19th century” 

(Eisenstadt 1966:1). Yet, according to Colin Leys, modernization theories or 

‘developmentalism’ were born out of Western (and namely US) interests regarding 

“how the economies of the colonies of Britain, France, Portugal and other European 

powers, colonies comprising some 28% of the world’s population, might be 

transformed and made more productive as decolonization approached” (1996:5). The 

development discourses and practices coming out of the 1950s did not, however, 

address colonialism, but rather the need for models for development and economic 

growth in these poor nascent nation-states. National economic planning became all 

the rage in the post WWII world, particularly in the US, and economic growth was 

pushed hard by the US as a most desirable national agenda, and the only one that 

might stop the spread of communism.  

 Despite the emphasis on economics, modernization and early development 

theory were not in the hands of economists alone; US political scientists and 

sociologists worked hard to sell the idea that “in the transition from ‘traditional’ to 

‘modern’ forms of social organisation, already completed in the industrialised West, 

the complex interactions between social change and economic development, mediated 
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by politics, could be traced with some precision, using ‘structural-functional analysis’ 

and a typology of social structures derived from Weber by Talcott Parsons” (Leys 

1996: 2). The main ideas of modernization theories portrayed development as a 

phased, homogenizing, desirable and irreversible process in which traditional 

structures should be replaced by modern (read Western) values (Rostow 1958; Lerner 

1960; Smelser 1964; Tipps 1967; Huntington 1976). While these theories enjoyed 

great popularity in the 50s and early 60s, they were under substantial attack by the 

1970s, giving way to a series of new and important accounts of development. Here I 

will turn to the lingering relevance of modernization concepts as they relate to my 

concerns about women and development. 

Modernizations and Development as a Straight Line 

 Modernization texts like Rostow’s (1960) “The Stages of Economic Growth: 

A Non-Communist Manifesto,” Talcott Parsons’ (1964) “Evolutionary Universals in 

Society” or Daniel Lerner’s (1958) “ Passing of Traditional Society” have since been 

rejected by many sociologists as inappropriate theories of development. But their 

ideas of universal linear progress continue to inform mainstream development 

discourse and policy today.  The most influential of these three theorists was and 

continues to be Rostow, who aside from his writings as an economist served for many 

years as a national security advisor to both Kennedy and Johnson as a supporter of the 

Vietnam war and a staunch anti-communist. Perhaps optimistic about the economic 

growth coming out of the 1930s and 40s, he committed himself to explaining the 
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factors leading to material growth in economic history. He developed what is known 

as the “Rostovian take-off model” in which he identified five categories of society, 

each denoting an increased level of economic development: 1) traditional society, 2) 

preconditions for take-off, 3) take-off, 4) the drive to maturity and 5) the age of high 

mass consumption. He defines economic development as an inevitable and linear 

trajectory involving a series of changes from traditional to post-traditional in which 

the society is altered to permit regular growth depending on changes of politics, 

technology, social structure, values and economy. According to Rostow, made 

properly, these changes lead to widespread acceptance of the idea that economic 

progress is not only possible, but also a good and necessary condition for national 

dignity and general human welfare (Rostow in Roberts and Hite 2000:102).  

 This study falls under the ‘blame the victim’ category of development 

literature (as does most modernization theory), and is easily faulted for the suggestion 

that each country’s development depends on internal conditions alone, and worse yet, 

conditions of their own making. Others have critiqued Rostow’s rigid notion of 

unilinear progress, which does not allow for reordering or repeating of stages, let 

alone deviations. Nonetheless, during his time, he was highly influential in policy 

circles, particularly in the developing world where his stages were seen as a 

prescription for economic growth to be implemented through government planning. 

Adopting his stages as strategies is highly problematic as Rostow didn’t explain 

‘how’ economic growth occurs, but instead described what it did and what it would 

look like (his last stage was a prediction for the future). As Rostow supporter Supple 
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concludes, “The stages-of-economic-growth ‘theory’ was, after all, less a theory than 

a language, gaining in its power to invade the discourse of development in measure as 

it lost precision and specificity” (1984: 114). 

 But development language isn’t just language, it actually determines and 

shapes development practice, and thus people’s lives. For that reason it would be a 

great mistake to accept Supple’s disappointment that all Rostow invaded was 

development discourse. Rostow’s modernization model is said to have influenced The 

Marshall Plan and the Alliance for Progress in Latin America (McClelland 1964) and 

his understandings of progress can be seen in action in a range of development 

projects happening across the globe. Outside of nationally sponsored programs which 

more overtly embrace Rostow’s model, even some of today’s ‘alternative’ 

development projects use as a starting point the importance of challenging traditional 

values and embracing ‘Western’ values. I have seen this in the workshops I have 

participated in across Latin America organized by ‘alternative NGOs’ in a concerted 

effort to teach rural women to embrace market values and behaviors through their 

participation in small enterprises. As an interesting legacy of modernization values, in 

most of the world, human dignity and social welfare are still inexorably related to 

economic growth.  

 Rostow’s model is perhaps the most well known of modernization theories, 

but his ideas about cultural impediments both explaining underdevelopment and 

hindering development were also shared by Lerner (1958) and Parsons and then 
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furthered by Smelser (1964). Lerner’s attention to development in the Middle East led 

him to the conclusion that citizens of underdeveloped nations should adopt a “mobile 

personality,” shaped by commitments to science, free market capitalism and 

democracy. Unlike Rostow, Lerner ‘tested’ his theory, conducting a study on attitudes 

relating to this hypothetical personality type in the Middle East in an effort to link 

cultural values and personal traits to development. He says his “data fell beautifully 

into place” and revealed “what distinguished these illiterate, rural, nonparticipant 

individuals…from their peers…was a keener interest in impersonal matters, a deeper 

desire to become participants of the opinion arena” (Lerner in Roberts and Hite 

2000:131). He concluded, “Here we stress that the transition to participant society 

hinges upon the desire among individuals to participate,” a desire which requires an 

“empathic skill” that is “not highly valued in the traditional community” (Lerner in 

Roberts and Hite 2000:131).  Lerner’s identification of the importance of desire and 

willingness to ‘participate’ in development represents an increasingly important issue 

in development work today, a conversation that will be taken up in the subsequent 

section on participation.  

 Though Lerner employed some (albeit questionable) ethnographic methods in 

his work, development and its impacts were not being studied firsthand. The 1950s 

was marked mostly by discourse about growth and advancement in the rest of the 

non-US world, but practices aimed at achieving this progress were still largely 

unobserved, at least from the First World. One of the few documents I have found on 

early development programs is cited by Arturo Escobar (in Sachs 1992) and is from 



 

59 

 

the International Bank for Reconstruction and Development.  Escobar says:  

  The first ‘mission’-note its colonial, Christian missionary overtones-sent by 
  the World Bank to an ‘underdeveloped’ country in 1949, for instance, had as 
  its goal the formulation of a ‘comprehensive program of development’ for the 
  country in question, Colombia. Staffed by experts in many fields, the mission 
  hoped…. ‘Colombia would not only accomplish its own salvation but would 
  at the same time furnish an inspiring example to all other underdeveloped  
  areas of the world’ (135-136). 

 

This insight into the language and undertones of what we now consider one of the 

earliest official development projects reminds that value-based interventions by 

‘experts’ into the lives of the poor have historic roots in Christian missionary work27, 

an interesting site for further comparative studies. However, the more important and 

less obscure theme to be drawn from this observation is that of the relevance of 

poverty as a justification for development interventions. A shift in attention away 

from economic growth and towards economic deficiency was underway in the late 

50s, marked in President Kennedy’s address in 1961, 12 years after Truman’s 

inauguration of development: “To those people in the huts and villages of half the 

globe, struggling to break the bonds of mass misery…we offer a special pledge--to 

convert our good words in good deeds--in a new alliance for progress--to assist free 

men and free governments in casting off the chains of poverty” (as cited in Sachs 

1992:136).  Turning good words into good deeds meant moving away from the 

classic modernization commitment to spreading industry and raising GDP, or 

                                                
27 Similarly, Gilbert Rist has described development as “a global faith” (2009). 
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economic expansion at all costs as justified by Lewis (1955): “Our subject matter is 

growth and not distribution” (as cited in Sachs 1992: 12). 

 Now US and subsequently UN attention would turn, as JFK suggested, to 

“good” development through actions in the name of the eradication of poverty.  The 

shift in discourse created a tidal wave in practice and policy, beginning with the 1962 

UN Proposal for Action changing the definition of development from pure economic 

growth to “growth plus change.” In 1963 the UN established the United Nations 

Research Institute for Social Development (UNRISD) as a body dedicated to the 

study of “relationships among various types of social development during different 

phases of economic growth” (3).  Soon after, people like economist Heinz Arndt 

began asking why “most of the countries of Latin America had been independent for 

at least a century, yet the great majority of their people remained in poverty” 

(1987:119). Then, addressing the Eleventh World Congress of the Society for 

International Development in 1969, Dudley Seers proclaimed: “It looks as if 

economic growth may not merely fail to solve social and political difficulties; certain 

types of growth can actually cause them. The questions to be asked about a country’s 

development are therefore: What has been happening to poverty?” (3). After 10 years 

of UNRISD research, some important questions had been raised and maybe even 

answered. In 1972 the International Labor Office called for “redistribution with 

growth” and finally, in 1973 World Bank President Robert McNamara admitted in his 

Address to the Board of Governors that early reports revealed: 



 

61 

 

 a very severe degree of inequality…. The data suggest that the decade of rapid 
 growth has been accompanied by greater maldistribution of income in many 
 developing countries, and that the problem is most severe in the countryside… 
 policies aimed primarily at accelerating economic growth, in most developing 
 countries, have benefited mainly the upper 40% of the population and the 
 allocation of public services and investment funds has tended to strengthen 
 rather than to offset this trend…. The fact is that we can no more measure the 
 achievement of multiple development objectives by the GNP alone than we 
 can describe the quality of life in a city exclusively by its size…. Experience 
 demonstrates that in the short run there is only a limited transfer of benefits 
 from the modern to the traditional sector (5-6). 

 

As Seers suggested, it was becoming apparent that not only was economic growth 

failing to create ‘development,’ it might have been causing underdevelopment. This 

widespread critique of the progress of development was in part a result of major 

innovations and interruptions in what had been mainstream development or 

modernization theory, presented by the dependency and world systems theorists who 

called to center stage colonial and capitalist relations as they shaped development and 

underdevelopment.   

 An interesting commonality between the oldest and newest ideas in 

development theory is that modernizationists were as quick as postdevelopmentalists 

to recognize the homogenizing potential of development. Levy said in 1967 that “as 

time goes on, they and we will increasingly resemble one another because the patterns 

of modernization are such that the more highly modernized societies become, the 

more they resemble one another” (207). Postdevelopment scholar Jonathan Crush 

said 33 years later that “development is the power to generalize, homogenize, 
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objectify” (1996:22). The notable difference here is that while modernization 

theorists celebrate(d) that homogenization, postdevelopmentalists have found it 

regrettably destructive.  

 The aggressive economic agenda of modernization focused on growth in GDP 

and industry with disregard for local experience has certainly taken a backseat to 

other development foci, but classic modernization ideas abound both within and 

outside of neoliberal development, a fact not often recognized by those working from 

the latter. In neoliberal circles scholars like Francis Fukuyama and Samuel 

Huntington have kept classic modernization ideas alive in policy and public opinion 

by praising the fact that “Today virtually all advanced countries have adopted, or are 

trying to adopt, liberal democratic political institutions and a great number have 

simultaneously moved in the direction of market-oriented economics and integration 

into the global capitalist division of labor” (Fukuyama 1995:3). They portray a world 

in which those who haven’t changed inevitably will as in Fukuyama’s view for the 

future: “What we may be witnessing is not just the end of the Cold War, or the 

passing of a particular period of post-war history, but the end of history as such: that 

is, the end point of mankind’s ideological evolution and the universalization of 

Western liberal democracy as the final form of human government”(1992). 

Huntington’s ongoing obsession with the traditional element of modernization theory 

is clear in both the titles and the content of his major works The Clash of Civilizations 

and the Remaking of World Order and Culture Matters: How Values Shape Human 

Progress, both of which have enjoyed a wide readership. Yet what I find most 
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important about these arguments, which are rashly disregarded by alternative 

developmentalists, is the depoliticization of poverty and inequality in the name of the 

understanding/misunderstanding of differences caused by culture. By depolitization I 

mean that power and politics are often rendered invisible through a focus on culture. 

This is a problematic shift I have seen in many development sites across the globe. 

These manifestations of classic modernization ideas as they occur outside of 

neoliberal development discourse and in real development practices deserve close 

attention. I am claiming that we can trace many ‘modern’ development practices to 

these original modernization ideas. This is especially true in the continued, and even 

increased, Western interventions in Third World traditions and values via social 

services and modern reincarnations of the ‘caring professions’ of not only the 1950s, 

but of colonizing and evangelizing missions of hundreds of years ago. In this way, 

development often looks like international social work,28 with the South being 

encouraged and rewarded for modeling social institutions and practices after Northern 

examples. Perhaps most importantly, development also operates from the 

omnipresent assumption that development is good and necessary. 

 

                                                
28 It is interesting to think here about the role of religion in shaping ideologies and 
practices of charity. At least 1500 years ago, Christian churches set up poorhouses 
and orphanages with funding from the Empire, and in most religious traditions charity 
has been linked to piety. Social work and religious charity are historically based on 
practices of direct giving as opposed to challenging structural or institutional causes 
of poverty. Similarly, social and charity work have long been gendered fields of 
activity—in the US our first social workers were Jane Addams, Mary Richmond and 
Dr. Elizabeth Blackwell.  
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Dependency Theories: The History of Underdevelopment  

 Dependency is an historical condition which shapes a certain structure of the 
 world economy such that it favors some countries to the detriment of others 
 and limits the development possibilities of the subordinate economics...a 
 situation in which the economy of a certain group of countries is conditioned 
 by the development and expansion of another economy, to which their own is 
 subjected (Dos Santos 1971: 226). 

 Dependency theorists were the first to offer a deep political critique of 

development after its official onset, though their assessment was of the historic 

international relations between the developed and underdeveloped regions of the 

world. Basing themselves in Marxist understandings of the causes of imperialism, 

dependency theorists were moved to explore the consequences of capitalist 

imperialism for the ‘underdeveloped’ world. What they revealed was that 

underdevelopment is inherent to the logic and even process of (imperialist capitalist) 

development. Scholars like Andre Gunder Frank, Theotonio Dos Santos, Samir Amin, 

Fernando Cardoso and Enzo Faletto challenged dominant US modernization 

discourse in their calls for attention to the violent processes by which the First World 

took first place. They were (and continue to be) celebrated particularly in Latin 

America for their explication of the existence and persistence of underdevelopment as 

a logical and necessary consequence of development.  

 Basing his work mostly on his investigations in Chile and Brazil, Andre 

Gunder Frank began by rejecting widely accepted modernization assertions that 

underdevelopment was a natural, traditional or original stage, claiming that it could 

not be attributed to “archaic institutions” or shortage of capital, as suggested by his 
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predecessors. Gunder Frank laid out his idea of dependent (under)development as one 

in which the First World operated as the metropolis, and the Third World its satellites, 

made so by First World decree. He posited that the metropolis was in fact enriched by 

the capital and resources it violently extracted from its satellites, on both regional and 

international scales, and that this structure alone accounted for uneven development. 

His argument faulted earlier theories for failing “to take account of the economic and 

other relations between the metropolis and its economic colonies throughout the 

history of the worldwide expansion and development of the mercantilist and capitalist 

system” (1969:4).  While the theory seemed to focus on the underdevelopment of 

Latin America compared to the development of the US and Western Europe, it also 

offered the potential to account for similar structures within nation-states, for example 

the enriching of the metropolis of Mexico (Mexico City) through the extraction of 

labor and resources from the Mexican countryside (or satellite). In this way, 

dependency theory offered our first understandings of the historic constructions and 

manipulations of space as an integral facilitator of capitalist development.  

 Gunder Frank criticized the idea that underdeveloped regions would ever 

develop through investment from the metropoles, and warned against importing static 

and irrelevant stereotypes from the metropolis. In fact he advocated the opposite, 

saying that (at least in the experience of Latin America) satellites would “experience 

their greatest economic development and especially their most classically capitalist 

industrial development if and when their ties to the metropolis are weakest” (Gunder 

Frank 1965: 11). This claim was seen in practice in Latin America’s alternative 
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development model of import substitution industrialization (ISI), which furthered 

dependency questions about the role of the ‘metropolis,’ particularly in nation-state 

growth. While dependent development offered the first structural explanation of 

underdevelopment as a configuration of imperialist capitalism, it was based on 

regional experiences mostly understood at the nation-state level.  

 Immanuel Wallerstein is recognized worldwide as the scholar who led the 

movement beyond the tentative regionalized hypotheses of dependency theory to 

offer a grounded historical and global analysis of the rise of the developmental state 

and its subsequent transitions in the system of the capitalist world-economy. In his 

now four volume work, The Modern World System, Wallerstein developed a major 

structural-historical model to explain the cycles and trends of what he identified as a 

trimodal capitalist world system: composed of the core, the semi-periphery and the 

periphery. Building on dependency theories’ ideas of core (metropolis) and periphery 

(satellite) relations, Wallerstein introduced the intermediate zone of semi-periphery 

and by doing so drew attention to not only the importance of the interactions at each 

level, but identified the possibility for mobility.  This meant that what was once a 

peripheral country, region or community even could potentially become semi-

peripheral, depending of course on its relations in the world-system. This had 

liberating effects for development policies and practices and allowed for 

understanding what could have been inexplicable world events.  Unlike the bimodal 

model of dependency theory, which focused on how the satellites were affected by 

the metropolis, world-systems theory demanded attention at each of the three layers 



 

67 

 

of the global processes that create and maintain inequality. Most importantly, world-

systems theorists identify the existence of each at regional, national and even local 

levels, an important observation on which my own research will build. My interest in 

the relationships among women in development work leads me to question how 

women negotiate their own and each other’s positions in the core, semi-periphery and 

periphery of their nations and communities, and even in the world of development 

work itself—which is highly stratified.  

 

 Despite the fact that dependency theories continue to somehow inform most 

historical analyses of development, they have been thoroughly critiqued and struggle 

to maintain relevancy in the greater development conversation29. One of the few 

observations I find useful (though perhaps it is rather obvious) is that dependency 

theorists do not analyze development per se, nor do they explore development in its 

myriad manifestations, but they focus exclusively on the phenomenon of dependent 

development (Pieterse 1998), which surely can’t account for all of the historic and 

ongoing expressions and experiences of development. That more considerable claim 

aside, dependency theorists have been criticized from other angles, but with little 

consensus among the critics. As Goldfrank explains, world-systems is faulted by 

some for being too economistic, by others as not economistic enough; by some as too 

political, by others as not political enough (2000:192); the blame game goes in 

                                                
29 This is not necessarily because of the quality or content even of this scholarship but 
is largely because of the effects of the poststructural turn on development studies, 
which will be considered in depth in the following sections.  
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circles. The only other popular critique is one of consensus, but doesn’t offer much 

room for debate as it simply says, these structural analyses are just “too structural” 

(Howard, Hume & Oslender 2007). World-systems and dependency theories might 

not be the banner young social scientists are rushing to take their place under, but 

dependency theory remains the only global, structural analysis of one of the most 

notable experiences of recent human history for a reason.  

 

 I’ve glossed over these three major trends in development thinking in 

unfortunate oversimplifications so as to understand the context of some of the early 

development projects (like the creation of the World Bank and Latin American ISI) 

and, more useful to my own interests, in order to recognize key concepts of each as 

they re-appear in the development discourse and practice of today.  I realize I have 

skipped over a vast amount of information about development as it occurred in the 

50s, 60s, and 70s- leading up to what is often called ‘The Lost Decade of 

Development’ in the 1980s. I make this move so as to best situate myself in the 

literature and practices I find most relevant today in development work, but don’t do 

so without hesitation.  

 

 ‘The Lost Decade’ 

  
 The 1980s marked the beginning of what came to be known as the ‘impasse’ 

in development studies in which major world events would stump even the most 

seasoned development theorists and practitioners, bringing the burgeoning field of 
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development studies to what some thought might be its deathbed. Some of these 

puzzling and even contradictory events included the rise of the ‘Asian Tigers’ in the 

East, the declining welfare state in the North, the global depression of the late 70s, the 

shortcomings of socialism, an anti-modernization revolution in Iran, the massive debt 

and vulnerability of Third World markets and the opening of Communist China to 

rapid market growth (Booth 1995; Lieten 2002; Schuurman 2000; Sylvester 1999).  

These major shifts left development theorists from all perspectives wondering what 

could and should be said about development, as previous models and predictions 

seemed inadequate. With that realization, scholars like Manzo (1991) argued that the 

impasse was not a result of these specific events but was instead indicative of a 

structural problem of the discipline resulting from the continued viewing of ‘the 

North’ as the model, which had been stunted in the ‘South,’ and the nation-state as 

the subject of development, albeit a disabled subject” (Ramamurthy 2000: 246). 

Others, like Ramamurthy, suggested that “the impasse in development studies stems 

from its inability, once shorn of universalizing trajectories, to generalize either a logic 

of explanation or articulate a coherent program of action” (2000:253), which seems 

the best explanation for not only the impasse but what has followed.   

Inspired by poststructuralist critiques of essentialism, postdevelopmentalists soon 

descended on the presumed cadaver of development studies and began deconstructing 

the homogenizing, industrial capitalist post-war paradigms and practices attended to 

by modernization and dependency theorists.  
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 The postdevelopment assessment of what had been done thus far in the name 

of ‘development’ led to varying degrees of rejection of the concept and the 

subsequent agreement that development as it was being discussed and practiced must 

be changed or abandoned altogether. Encouraged by poststructuralism to interrogate 

the operation of truths and knowledges in development studies, postdevelopmentalists 

denounced development discourse and practice as a destructive imposition on the 

lives, economies and cultures of the Third World (Escobar 1995; Esteva 1992; Esteva 

and Prakesh 1998; Rahnema and Bawtree 1997; Rist 1997; Sachs 1995).  The more 

specific grounds on which development has been opposed range from critiques of 

development as the ‘new religion of the West’ (Rist 1990), claims that development is 

the imposition of science as power (Nandy 1988), concerns that it is encouraging 

‘laboratory States’ (Vishvanathan 1988), observations that development  is really 

Westernization and homogenization (Constantino 1985, Esteva 1992, Escobar 1995), 

because it is accompanied by environmental destruction (Shiva 1989) and the 

feminization of poverty (Fernandez- Kelly 1983, Beneria 1982, Sen & Grown 1988),  

because it is morally unjustifiable (Illich 1968,1979,1997) or because it  simply does 

not work (Kothari 1990,1995). While attention has been paid to each of these sub-

claims of postdevelopment, the general viewing of development offered by 

postdevelopment is that of an imposition of an hegemonic system, namely capitalist, 

consumer-based and Western, that seeks to economize human life while subsuming or 

destroying local traditions, knowledge and visions (Simmons 1992; Illich; Rahnema; 

Temple 1987). As Rahnema says, “the main theme of many postdevelopment 
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writings is the economization of life with all its implications (cultural, political and 

social) - subjecting its participants, all over the world, to often invisible and structural 

processes of addictive manipulation” (in Sachs 1992: 127). 

 The economization of life or the study of it is surely not new (as it was the 

basis of  Karl Polanyi’s great work in 1944), but postdevelopmentalists claim interest 

in the new ways in which  economization is forced on and experienced by those in the 

now ‘Third World,’ the invention of which forms a large part of the postdevelopment 

critique. Colombian scholar Arturo Escobar, prominent and prolific in the 

postdevelopment movement, explains the birth of the Third World as such:  

As in the case of the mapping of ‘the social’ in 19th century Europe, where 
society first became the target of systematic state intervention, Third World 
people’s health, education, farming and reproduction practices all became the 
object of a vast array of programmes introduced in the name of increasing 
these countries’ ‘human capital’ and ensuring a minimum level of welfare for 
their people. Once again, the epistemological and political boundaries of this 
kind of ‘rational’ approach-aimed at the modification of life conditions and 
inevitably marked by class, race, gender and cultural features- resulted in the 
construction of an artificially homogeneous monochrome, the ‘Third World,’ 
an entity that was always deficient in relation to the West, and so always in 
need of imperialist projects of progress and development (Escobar in Sachs 
1992: 138). 

 

Other post-development scholars trace mainstream development ideology to 

Enlightenment thinking, like Boaventura de Sousa Santos (2004) who identifies five 

Enlightenment ‘monocultures’ and their corresponding non-existent cultures which 

inform today’s development world. He calls them the monoculture of knowledge 

(dominated by science, non-existence as ignorance), the monoculture of linear time 

(based on linear time as progress, non-existence as backward), the monoculture of 
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classification (based on naturalized hierarchies, non-existence as inferiority),  the 

monoculture of the universal and the global (preference for large scale, non-existence 

as non-credible local)  and  the monoculture of capitalist productivity and efficiency 

(based on market growth, nonexistence as non-productive). He concludes that these 

monocultures have produced “the ignorant, the residual, the inferior, the local and the 

non-productive” who need the development expertise of “the scientific, advanced, 

superior, global, or productive”(2004:239). But moving beyond sheer criticism and 

deconstruction of development (which is quite easy and often the extent of 

postdevelopment thinking), Santos calls for a “sociology of absences” which would 

draw attention to the “disqualified and rendered invisible, unintelligible, or 

irreversibly discardable,” in order to view them as “alternatives to hegemonic 

experience” (Santos 2004:238-39). He says that these alternatives must be “discussed 

and argued for and their relations taken as object of political dispute,” thereby 

creating the “conditions to enlarge the field of credible experiences” and widen “the 

possibilities for social experimentation” (Santos 2004:238-39). 

 

Whose Rights? Postdevelopment Criticisms and Contributions 

 
 In this way, Santos stands out from other postdevelopment scholars who are 

critiqued by practitioners in the field, community members and other scholars for 

their extensive deconstruction of development unaccompanied by proposals for 

change (Nustad 2001; Peet and Hartwick 1999; Pieterse 1998). But most 

postdevelopment theory is not saved from these accusations. Perhaps the 
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postdevelopmentalists most unlikely to be accused of not proposing new concepts for 

development are those who speak out against ‘development’ in all of its 

manifestations and call instead for a total rejection of all development ‘interventions’. 

Ivan Illich has been the leading figure in this movement, often thought of as anti-

development, but few others fall squarely in this camp and have instead at some point 

advocated development alternatives while at other points abandonment, as is the case 

with Rahnema and Escobar. Most other non-mainstream development writers and 

practitioners claim to fall in the category of alternative development, represented by 

calls for new development practices or renegotiated development. Yet as Pieterse 

points out, why the emphasis on naming when both camps are misnomers? 

‘Postdevelopment’ of course incorrectly implies we are beyond development and 

proponents of ‘alternative development’ rarely propose alternatives.  Nonetheless, 

alternative development has certainly been a center of gravity for those bewildered by 

development as it stands, but unsure of how to participate in change.  

Alternative development has been fashionable because it came upon a crisis in 
development thinking, because it matched general doubts about the role of the 
state, both among neoliberals and from the point of view of human rights. The 
‘alternative' discourse was a way of being progressive without being overly 
radical and without endorsing a clear ideology; it could be embraced by 
progressives and conservatives who both had axes to grind with the role of 
states. It was a low-risk way of being progressive and its structural unclarity 
ensured broad endorsement. It was a postmodern way of being post- 
ideological. It was everyone’s way out except that of the last bureaucrat 
(Pieterse 1998: 348). 

 

Alongside not proposing alternatives, postdevelopment is most often faulted for its 

own homogenization of development. Many scholars suggest that 
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postdevelopmentalists do exactly what they criticize mainstream development and 

modernization theorists of doing--lumping myriad experiences and processes under 

one umbrella category and calling it development or modernization (Babbington 

2000; Nustad 2001; Peet and Hartwick 1999; Pieterse 1998).  This quote sums up 

these critiques: 

Post-development theory is guilty of homogenising the idea of development, 
thereby conflating all theories of development with the outmoded (and long 
discredited) theory of modernisation. Moreover, post-development theory is 
reluctant to suggest concrete political alternatives, arguing the post-
structuralist position that to do so implies 'capture' by the development 
discourse. But this view similarly homogenises the development discourse, 
and leads to an alternative politics that uncritically celebrates resistance 
without analysing its differing political implications. When more concrete 
alternatives are suggested (as for example by ecofeminism), the result is an 
uncritical, romantic celebration of the local which can have reactionary 
political implications” (Kiely 1999: 30). 

  

 Aside from summarizing popular critiques of postdevelopment, Kiely’s 

frustrations also reveal the ‘nothing is right’ with development studies tone that 

understandably creates fear, paralysis and lackluster scholarship. That aside, 

postdevelopment’s accusation and rejection of an alleged ‘one-size-fits-all’ model of 

development is in fact very frustrating for anyone who has witnessed development 

projects on the ground and thus knows that there are often too many things going on, 

certainly not one recurring constant. Yes, most development projects operate within 

the capitalist world system and thus might limit themselves to certain kinds of 

participation and goals, but diversity really does abound and unfortunately for many 

scholars it seems accounting for it is harder than rejecting its distinct manifestations. 
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For that reason some neo-Marxist authors suggest nuanced critiques of capitalism 

instead of broad assumptions about modernity (Pieterse 1998; Peet and Hartwick 

1999; Babbington 2000), while others call for attempts to reveal the multiple ways 

and places in which development is resisted, transformed or contested (Moore 2000; 

Nustad 2001; Arce and Long 2000; Long and Long 1992).  

 

 The final critique I will present is one that challenges postdevelopment on a 

different level, ultimately asking who is allowed (according to postdevelopment) to 

claim or reject their rights, and in whose name. Some Third World Feminists argue 

that postdevelopment actually reifies (instead of deconstructing) the North/South 

binary through its emphasis on discourse instead of practice; a discourse which is 

largely inaccessible to those who haven’t been educated by Northern institutions and 

thus reproduces a hierarchy of knowledge and power that is disadvantageous to most 

of the world’s women (see Nzomo, Udayagiri in Marchand & Parpart 1995).  The 

role of the expert is an important concept in development work and one I will turn to 

in the following section, but here it is important to note that some (particularly poor 

Third World activists) see postdevelopment as serving that hierarchy. This stands out 

when positioned beside the claim made by Escobar (a self-declared middle-class 

Colombian scholar who has lived in the U.S. for decades and teaches at University of 

North Carolina) that “it is puzzling that almost without exception the anti-

postdevelopment critics are white male academics in the North” (2000:3). In my own 

experiences in Mexico, Ethiopia and India I have found some postdevelopment 
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messages so disconnected from the expressions and experiences of the people they 

claim to represent, that they are in fact incomprehensible to ‘locals’ who are so 

committed to their beliefs about development that they spend more hours a day 

working for ‘mainstream’ development projects than Escobar and his white male 

Northern colleagues could imagine spending on their critical articles.  

 

 It is here that I would appreciate a conversation between, say, Serge Latouche, 

a prominent French postdevelopmentalist, and someone like Kenyan feminist activist 

Maria Nzomo. Latouche posits that Western values like ‘progress’ and ‘universalism’ 

do not correspond to nor take on meaning in other societies (Latouche 1996), while 

Nzomo demands recognition of  “the current strategies and visions of African women 

whose struggles for gender-sensitive democratization hinge upon universalist feminist 

ideals” (in Marchand & Parpart 1995: 141).  As someone who has worked closely 

with communities willing to risk their lives for their understandings of democracy, 

justice, development or rights, it is hard to reject any appropriation of these concepts 

and ignore their ‘local’ meanings. I would not disagree that many practices and 

processes occurring under the name of development arrive as foreign imports, but I 

cannot see how that makes them irrelevant to our understanding and thus explanations 

of people’s visions and actions for social change. In fact, I believe focusing only on 

what some postdevelopment scholars would call ‘organic,’ ‘authentic,’ ‘local’ 

‘grassroots,’ ‘from within’ or ‘below’ has resulted in an unfortunate reliance on a 

small and overexploited sampling of exemplary experiences. 
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 For example, the Zapatista movement has been propped up by professors and 

activists as a golden go-to example for the above, but their uncritical reliance on the 

tired story of what happened in 1994 has actually rendered a grand misrepresentation 

of the complex and illuminating experiences of those communities in their ongoing 

struggles for alternative development. And in the meantime, the ideas and actions for 

social change of millions of others across the globe are jettisoned; branded 

inauthentic, imported, or discounted as false consciousness, imitations or foreign by 

the very scholars who have made a career for themselves clamoring for more room 

for the voices from below. Perhaps it would be more fruitful for 

postdevelopmentalists (both out in the world and inside their own writings) to explore 

how mainstream, Western or Enlightenment-rooted ideas like democracy and equality 

have important and interesting ‘local’ meanings that are often even used for very 

radical purposes.  

 

 The most useful of postdevelopment discussions are those that call for new 

understandings of development as multiple practices and visions, though I am 

disappointed by the general absence of representations of such in academic literature. 

As Escobar himself suggests, “Modernity can no longer be treated as the Great 

Singularity, the giant attractor towards which all tendencies ineluctably gravitate, the 

path to be trodden by all trajectories leading to an inevitable steady state. Rather, 

‘modernity and its exteriorities’… should be treated as a true multiplicity, where 
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trajectories are multiple and can lead to multiple states” (Escobar 2004:255). 

Unfortunately, Escobar and Santos’ calls have not materialized ethnographic studies 

of such multiple trajectories and ecologies but instead may contribute to the stalemate 

that is the ‘impasse’ in development studies. In the absence of grounded investigative 

projects, development practices are evolving even more radically and with even less 

critical attention. Which leads us to a pivotal question in development studies: who 

should be doing this work, and how? 

 

Power and Participation: ‘To Hell With Good Intentions’  

 In his biting address to a large group of North American students volunteering 

in Mexico in 1968, Ivan Illich drove home his message about the outrageousness of 

development work and the danger of ‘participation’ in a speech referred to as “To 

Hell With Good Intentions.” Throughout the condemning speech, Illich makes 

dramatic comments about how the Peace Corps spent over $10,000 per volunteer for 

cultural preparation, yet no one spends a dollar or a minute preparing the local 

population for the culture shock of meeting the Peace Corps. He breaks the bad news 

to the young volunteers that they won’t even be interacting with the 

“underprivileged,” claiming that there is no common ground for them which is why 

they will instead be working with local “imitations of the North American middle 

class.” In closing, and perhaps most provocatively, he tells them: 

If you have any sense of responsibility at all, stay with your riots here at 
home. Work for the coming elections: You will know what you are doing, 
why you are doing it, and how to communicate with those to whom you 
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speak. And you will know when you fail. If you insist on working with the 
poor, if this is your vocation, then at least work among the poor who can tell 
you to go to hell. It is incredibly unfair for you to impose yourselves on a 
village where you are so linguistically deaf and dumb that you don’t even 
understand what you are doing, or what people think of you (Illich 1968). 

 
The question of working in one’s “own community” has become substantially more 

dynamic since 1968, as people across the globe are evermore tuned in to the lives of 

those in other parts of the world. Some globalization scholars would argue that many 

of us know much more about the lives of these far away others than we do our own 

neighbors and that our global interconnectedness expands and complicates notions of 

community in ways unforeseen in 1968. Nonetheless, the accusation that it is wrong 

to work outside of one’s own community is one I have encountered myself, and I find 

(as I’m sure did the students hearing Illich’s speech) that it raises more questions than 

it answers about how we understand community, particularly in the United States. As 

I mentioned earlier, I am the daughter of a Croatian-American mother and a Serbian 

immigrant father and was raised by my hard-working single mother. I have now spent 

half of my adult life living in “The Global South”30 with my Mexican partner.  I am 

not sure where my community is, or what I should be doing in it, but I do know the 

sting of being asked why I’m not ‘there.’ Interestingly, it is a question that I have only 

been asked in the US, which perhaps explains why I am haunted by Illich’s statement 

that at least in the US, or ‘my own community,’ I can be told to go to hell in a 

language I will understand. This accusation (and the fear it produces) raises some 

                                                
30 Here I am referring to economically poorer and socially less developed regions of 
the world like Latin America, Sub-Saharan Africa, and South Asia.  
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very important questions about power relations in development, some of the most 

unsettling questions in this field.  

 

 Who should participate how is perhaps one of the largest and most interesting 

questions I have encountered in development work. Talking about participation 

allows us to see power differentials at play, which reveals a lot about the assumptions 

on which development functions. Marie Dominique Perrot claims that the power 

differential between the producers and receivers of development discourse depends 

on authority, legitimacy and faith wherein the producers have the authority and 

legitimacy and the receivers are supposed to have faith. Perrot suggests that the 

simple act of being present in the field is thought to imply knowledge and lead to 

experience, which has an “almost magical effect: mere presence brings about 

knowledge and almost any old activity is equivalent to ‘doing development work,’ a 

situation which works in favor of the producers, though one which “obviously 

nobody will admit” (Perrot as cited in Rahnema and Bawtree 2006:83). My research 

begins by admitting that this power differential not only exists but is challenged and 

sustained by myriad practices on behalf of both receivers and producers, and I intend 

to explore our respective roles in this process. I hope to challenge the “illusion” that it 

is “unseemly, given the situation in the Third World to ask too many questions about 

those working in this field” (2006:83), and instead posit that asking too many 

questions is just what this field needs. For this endeavor I find inspiration in the 

words of development critic Jonathan Crush who claims that the power of 
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development is “the power to transform old worlds, the power to imagine new ones” 

(1995:2). 

 I am fascinated by James Scott’s notion of ‘hidden transcripts of resistance,’ 

which he explores in his book Domination and the Arts of Resistance: Hidden 

Transcripts. Scott distinguishes between “public transcripts” which are visible 

interactions between subordinates and those who dominate, and “hidden transcripts,” 

represented by the discourse and actions that “take place ‘offstage,’ beyond direct 

observation by powerholders” (1990:4). He shows how “a combination of adaptive 

strategic behavior and the dialogue implicit in most power relations ensures that 

public action will provide a constant stream of evidence that appears to support an 

interpretation of ideological hegemony” (1990: 70) when really “the naturalization of 

domination is always being put to the test in small but significant ways, particularly at 

the point where power is applied” (1990: 197).  I think employing these concepts 

offers an exceptionally interesting analysis of social relations in development work, 

though they haven’t yet been used in this context. In the coming chapters I will 

explore my own observations of public and hidden transcripts (as well as ruptures in 

public transcripts) in women’s participation in development projects. 

  I offer here a small sample of what I find interesting about these ideas in the 

context of development work. 31 In southern Mexico the educated, urban and mestiza 

                                                
31 I was privy to this “hidden transcript” one day when I was in a village visiting 
some women’s group members who had invited me to help them prepare for a double 
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NGO coordinator Rosa arrives in the rural village a few days before an upcoming 

workshop so she can give money to the local women’s group’s treasurer for the food 

and drinks that will be provided that day. Though she is bringing just a fraction of 

what she claimed for food expenses in the grant, there is no way for the women in the 

community to know this, and they are expected (by Rosa) to use the money she gives 

them to buy and prepare the day’s meal. Word will spread fast about what will be 

offered, which will serve either as an incentive or disincentive for women on the 

fence about attending, and the more signatures on the sign-in sheet, the easier it is for 

Rosa to justify her own income from these projects. 

  She arrives in makeup, heels and tight pants and is visibly struck by the dust 

and heat as she steps out of the city taxi she’s arrived in. The treasurer and other 

members of the women’s group begin emerging from the dark smoke of their kitchen 

huts to receive Rosa as an honored guest, fluttering around her--insisting she rest her 

taxi-tired legs in a coveted plastic chair, and offering a lukewarm glass of agua de 

jamaica while they scramble to send the nearest child running with a coin. He returns 

wide-eyed and reluctantly hands over a dust-covered package of cookies from the 

lady who sells sodas and shiny wrapped junk food out of her living room. “Mil 

gracias, al ratito.”  

 Rosa pushes the cookies to the side of the table as she slowly counts out the 

bills she is giving to the treasurer. She asks that the treasurer now sign the paper, to 
                                                                                                                                      
wedding (two brothers from one family were marrying two sisters from another) that 
would be taking place in the community soon. 
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attest to the amount she has received. Doña Elia signs an X for her name and folds the 

bills in her apron pocket. She says she will do her best to prepare as much delicious 

food as she can, using as little of the money as possible, saying things like “Oh yes 

Rosa, you know us women of the coast. We aren’t like city women. We know how to 

stretch $100 pesos (~$10US), and make it taste good too! We will make you 

something nice, and even try to get you change- and receipts yes we know you need 

receipts.” Rosa is thankful for their unprompted compliance to help cut corners while 

also justifying expenses, as unspent funds will likely end up in her purse as taxi fare 

so she doesn’t have to take the local buses after the long workshop. She thinks of this 

and remembers to ask how much they will need for those buses for their next meeting 

in the capital, where they will sign the documents that will release the next cycle of 

funds for their microcredit enterprises, and Rosa’s macro credit card payment. They 

exaggerate the fare in telling her that the local collective buses have been threatening 

to strike and prices might double, so she leaves them ‘more than enough.’   

 They see her off with a wave and return to one of the smoke-filled kitchens 

where they quickly agree they will use the food money to pay a debt in their bakery 

collective and will instead each contribute a bag of rice, some scoops from their 

husband’s bean harvest, and an old chicken for the meal. They agree to have one of 

the women’s nephews use his truck to drive them to the meeting in the capital, and 

realize after chipping in on his gas they will each have about $30 pesos left, enough 

for a soda and tamale for themselves that morning and maybe a few pieces of candy 

from the capital for their kids. They disperse in unspoken allegiance and perhaps 
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feeling more empowered by these unaccounted-for decision-making processes than 

the self-esteem workshops they have been attending. 

 What I mean to reveal in this vignette is how our view of power and 

participation in development is largely determined by the route we take to get there, 

and I argue that the view from Rosa’s taxi is quite different from that of the women 

who will stand for three hours on the bed of Jose’s pickup truck to get to the same 

meeting.  As someone who has been transported to these workshops both asleep in 

the back of a taxi or standing for three hours in the back of the truck, I think careful 

reflection in both places can allow us to bring these two views into conversation with 

one another. It is my belief that generally unnoticed practices could be transforming 

development in unanticipated ways, yielding new relations of power and 

opportunities for women on both sides of these arrangements, a potential I find 

fascinating, and maybe even emancipating.  

Participation 

 Perhaps this begs the question, where did this concern, obsession even, with 

participation in development come from? The inability of mainstream development 

programs to alleviate poverty and underdevelopment in the 1960s and 1970s was 

often attributed to the lack of participation from the very people whose lives were 

affected by said programs, an observation made mostly by development critics. In 

response, the UN Economic and Social Council (ECOSOC) recommended that 

member states “adopt participation as a basic policy measure in national development 
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strategies” (Rahnema in Sachs 1992: 116). This call to adopt ‘participation’ as a 

strategy is key to understanding the shift of responsibility from the state, to 

international organizations, to NGOs and most recently to ‘local’ people as the 

instruments for resource distribution, a shift that has possibly led to the 

depoliticization of development. As Rahnema explains: 

In its present context, to borrow from Karl Polanyi’s description of the 
modern economy, participation has come to be ‘disembedded’ from the socio-
cultural roots which had always kept it alive. It is now simply perceived as 
one of the many ‘resources’ needed to keep the economy alive. To participate 
is thus reduced to the act of partaking in the objectives of the economy, and 
the societal arrangements related to it. It is in this sense that one should 
understand Daniel Lerner and others, when they consider that ‘traditional 
societies are not participant’. For the modern construct of participation, a 
person should be part of a predefined project, more specifically, an economic 
project, in order to qualify as a participant (in Sachs 1992: 120).  

 

In the 1990s, disembedded participation shifted from a message of “do it for yourself” 

to a neoliberal calling to “do it by yourself” (Cornwall 2007:473). While it might 

seem implicit who is supposed to be doing it for or by themselves, ‘participation’ is 

not clearly defined in development theory or practice. The only common assumption 

in both the literature and the field seems to be that participation is represented by the 

actions of the community members the project or program is intended to help, 

rendering community members ‘participants.’ Participation or participant is not meant 

to refer to the researcher, development professional or other non-‘local’ person 

involved in development, though clearly such projects also rely on their participation. 

In both the literature and the workshops, participation refers almost exclusively to the 
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activities of ‘local’ people. For example, in development studies, ‘participation’ is 

used to describe activities of local people engaging in pre-designed projects to 

promote locally led action (Brock and Pettit 2007), it often means local people being 

involved in community decision making processes (Jacobs and Robyn 2010), or in 

the case of women, domestic decisions (Schuler, Islam & Rottach 2010). Participation 

is often understood as local people being physically present at or even discussing 

political meetings, rallies or protests and considers local people voting as well as 

managing money, businesses or other assets as valid forms of participation (Schuler, 

Islam & Rottach 2010).   

 Women’s participation is an especially important component in development 

work, and is one that is depended on at the UN and international NGO (INGO) level 

as well in the smallest of development organizations. Women’s participation is vital 

to development discourse and practice for two important reasons: 1) participation is 

often used as an indicator of empowerment and 2) development largely depends on 

the work of women (a phenomenon that should shift our attention from the former 

‘triple burden’ of Third World women’s experiences of race/class/gender, to perhaps 

a quadruple burden, in which we account for the demand on women’s resources made 

by the very projects that are supposed to alleviate their loads). Despite the countless 

glossy brochures and fat UN reports touting women’s efforts, women themselves 

often feel confused about the nature of their ‘participation’. In Jacobs and Wilford’s 

review of NGO accountability they explained that while at least 80 per cent of those 

they interviewed reported ‘participating’ in many project activities, a closer look 
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revealed that “Their level of participation was being ‘informed’ about what was 

happening…. As one focus group respondent said: ‘We don’t contribute in decisions, 

they come and had already make plan for us on what we will be going to receive 

[sic]’” (Jacobs and Wilford 2010:805). This was particularly true in the women’s 

groups where the problem of representation in participation was raised by a woman 

respondent who said “‘It is too difficult to encourage people to talk [at meetings], we 

always hear someone from the community who are vocal enough or village chief 

speaking sometimes on our behalf [sic] ’” (Jacobs and Wilford 2010:805).   

 I have witnessed this problem of representation or what should be called 

‘symbolic participation’ in many settings in the developing world, but perhaps the 

most poignant example occurred at a meeting held by a local transparency 

organization in Mexico working with rural communities to enhance government 

accountability. They were in the early stages of their formation, deciding what they 

would be focusing on and thus called a meeting at their offices in the capital to talk 

about how they would determine their projects. As it happened, I had mentioned to 

Elia, the president of the women’s organization they worked with, that I would be 

attending the meeting and asked if she had been invited (as she was at that time their 

principal liaison ‘to the communities’). She had not been invited and asked me for the 

details. The meeting began with a screening of a film about Participatory Action 

Research (PAR), throughout which the urban project professionals scribbled notes 

and nodded confidently as images of brown faces claiming their right to set research 

agendas appeared on the screen. At the end of the film, the project director asked for 
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feedback, and a few of the professionals offered their hearty agreement with the 

importance of ‘community participation’ and ‘respecting community members’ own 

needs’.  With a puzzled look on her face, Elia, the president of the women’s 

organization who had traveled four hours at the last minute to attend this meeting said 

“If this is so important to all of you, why am I the only one here?” This rupture in 

Elia’s public transcript was, as Scott predicted it should be, met with notable 

defensiveness on behalf of the NGO professionals who responded to her. They 

quickly began explaining that they were at the pilot stages of the project and the 

community members would be involved in the later processes, in blatant 

contradiction of the message of the ‘PAR’ film we had just watched.  

 Building on psychologist Kurt Lewin’s notion of action research and Paulo 

Freire’s critical pedagogy, Orlando Fals Borda popularized Participatory Action 

Research in Latin American communities as a methodology based on horizontal 

power relations and collaboration between professionals and community members. 

Fals Borda positioned researchers as co-learners who should be responsive to the 

ideas presented by community members and responsible for making results and 

processes transparent to all, such that the project is constantly subject to review and 

change. Thus PAR (in theory) depends mostly on ‘participation’ from community 

members, which as we have seen is a complicated dynamic. PAR is not without its 

critics. Robert Chambers, champion of PAR methodology concedes here, “However 

much the rhetoric changes to participation, participatory research, community 

involvement and the like, at the end of the day there is still an outsider seeking to 
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change things... who the outsider is may change but the relation is the same. A 

stronger person wants to change things for a person who is weaker. From this paternal 

trap there is no complete escape” (Chambers 1983:1).  The only partial remedy? 

Respecting the poor and their desires, starting with ‘their’ priorities, not yours, and 

checking in again and again in hopes to “check some of the worst effects of core-

periphery paternalism” (Chambers 1983:1). Like Scott, Chambers suggests looking 

into silences, reading beyond what is said in the interview, and paying as much 

attention to what the poor do as to what they say. On the other (more dismal) hand, 

postdevelopment scholar Rahnema concludes that the participatory approach was not 

only unsuccessful in creating new forms of power but that it in fact “contributed to 

disvaluing the traditional and vernacular forms of power,” replacing “them with a 

most questionable notion of power, highly influenced by that of the leftist traditions 

in Europe.  This vision of power did, in practice, prove useful to the development 

establishment. For it helps to persuade its target populations that not only are 

economic and state authorities the real power, but they are also within everyone’s 

reach, provided everyone is ready to participate fully in the development design” 

(Rahnema in Sachs 1992: 123).  

 As Rahnema hints, somewhere along the way here, a formerly central force in 

development has quietly exited the stage that is now set for ‘participation’. All this 

talk about how local people should be participating and what professionals should be 

doing to get them to participate has distracted our attention from this major change in 

characters: where has the state gone? This is one of the biggest questions of 
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development studies, and the answer varies greatly with respect to time and place, but 

the general belief seems to be that development can occur with or without the state, so 

in many cases, the state has accepted the neoliberal suggestion (or requirement) that 

they rid themselves of development investments, which often means transferring the 

development workload onto civil society. Sometimes this is done with evidence that 

NGOs are more efficient, responsive or responsible, which might explain the general 

acceptance of this now common practice. 

Since the 1980s, NGOs all over the world have become increasingly important 
vehicles for ensuring access to credit and other resources, reducing poverty, 
promoting economic development, and managing the negative and short-term 
effects of structural adjustment programmes. Their increased participation in 
the aid nexus reflects a shift in multi- and bilateral donor assistance from state 
and parastatal institutions to NGOs, and a growing appreciation of the role of 
NGOs in meeting official aid objectives. NGOs also mark what is assumed to 
be a progressive alliance between the development aid agenda and the 
interests of civil society, women, and the poor (Feldman 2003: 5).  

 

As Feldman suggests, not only has the state taken a backseat to the NGOs (or perhaps 

forced NGOs into the driver’s seat) but major international institutions have too, as 

the funds channeled by NGOs greatly “exceed the total annual disbursements through 

the IMF and World Bank” (Pieterse 1998: 345-346).  

 Though the impacts of neoliberalism on development warrant (and receive) 

substantial attention, for the purposes of this project we move on to accepting the 

reality that development is mostly happening through the work of NGOs and civil 

society. For that reason, I return to the theme of PAR as one of the more radical 
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alternative development practices and one of the most un-state like approaches, yet 

vastly popular. How radical is PAR?  Rahnema asks if participatory action research, 

dialogical interaction and other such ‘participatory’ methods could ever in fact 

confront processes of domination and colonization, wondering if instead, the 

‘participatory myth’ is a Trojan horse that ends up “substituting a subtle kind of 

teleguided and masterly organized participation for the old types of intransitive or 

culturally defined participation, proper to vernacular societies?” (Rahnema in Sachs 

1992: 125) Is it possible then that participants aren’t actually participating? Tania 

Murray Li holds that they must be, that “popular acquiescence” if not energetic 

support (on behalf of the community members) is essential to the ‘functioning’ of 

development projects, (note the operative word ‘functioning’)  (2007: 16). This 

appears logical at first glance but is actually a complicated claim. Development 

projects won’t function how, or for whom, without at least acquiescence from local 

people? What factors might determine whether they merely say ‘sure, build the 

bathroom,’ or energetically engage with its purpose and design? Considering the 

notable concerns about unresolved power imbalances in development interactions as 

well as Scott’s illuminating call to observe both public and hidden transcripts, how 

are developmentalists to distinguish popular acquiescence from silent rejection?  

  Given the highly contentious terrain of development, perhaps it comes as no 

surprise that development studies as a field has become increasingly depoliticized.  

Academic articles from the journal Development in Practice often read like nervous 

tales of detached hopefulness: “Improving Agri-Food Marketing in Developing 
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Economies: Contractual Vegetable Markets in Ghana,” or “Using Human Rights to 

Combat the HIV/AIDS Pandemic.” The fear is almost palpable in the titles, their 

authors trying hard not to say anything too radical, too essentializing, or at all self-

critical. Schuurman says that while we must work to avoid “false generalisations 

caused by essentialist fallacies,” we won’t find much if we are buried “in the trap of 

nonessentialism” (2000:14). Are development scholars buried in a trap of 

nonessentialism? While peasants are killing themselves over unjust prices and poor 

mothers are using the UN Millennium goals to demand an end to maternal mortality, 

some of the world’s most interesting scholars seem to be waiting in the wings for the 

next Zapatista movement--bored by stories of struggles to enter the market or claims 

to universal human rights 

  Meanwhile mainstream development scholars are making small celebrations 

of or gently prodding reports back from NGOs about whether they met their own or 

the communities’ goals, reports which must bore even the development scholars who 

are likely to arrive at the same conclusions: some things seem to work while others 

don’t. And it’s not just scholars doing arriving at these dead ends without learning 

from them, development practitioners often fall in the same trap.  This is the 

depoliticization of development.  As Nustad puts it, “What a development 

organisation can do is to identify the lack of some specific piece of technology (a 

well, community centre, houses) as a problem and concentrate its efforts on 

delivering it. This explains the widespread emphasis on technical solutions and the 

construction of the problem as localised. In this way, the depoliticising effect of 
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development is produced” (Nustad 2001 :482)  The well project is less messy than 

getting caught up in whether or not white college kids from the states can practice 

solidarity with black Muslim women defending genital cutting. The safe stories are 

the ones that end up in the journal articles and NGO reports, while the questions of 

shifting power dynamics, threats to development, the benefits for elites remain largely 

unexplored.  

 Interesting dynamics are always unfolding alongside these dry and 

strategically depoliticized presentations of the world of development. For instance, in 

his book The Anti-Politics Machine: “Development,” Depoliticization, and 

Bureaucratic Power in Lesotho, James Ferguson reveals not only how a large rural 

development project (predictably) fails to do what it set out to do, but how it 

simultaneously empowers local government agencies and elites in the process, an 

often unaccounted-for byproduct of development.  His call to attend not to what 

development says it does, or to what critics say it doesn’t, but to what actually 

happens is one worth responding to with nuanced analysis.  Burgeoning academic 

attention to the unplanned benefits reaped by elites in development practice reflects 

some of the hushed conversations among ‘participants,’ conversations that should be 

accounted for by the very messengers of accountability.  A little self-reflection would 

go such a long way. 

 Popular narratives do in fact affect the course of development practice and 

policy. So then it seems important to ask, what stories are getting told and heard? 
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This leads me to what might be a new consideration for emerging development 

scholars, the generation of students who in unprecedented numbers, worldwide, 

aspire to work in ‘development’. The scholarship they have access to about what is 

happening in this discipline and the world it attempts to understand will inevitably 

shape their entrances into the field. What do we want them to go in thinking, 

‘knowing,’ desiring? Radical scholars’ inattention to the complexities inherent in 

these negotiations represents a great loss of potentially transformative scholarship, 

and an almost deafening silence. 

 A certain mystifying discourse soon spread all over Africa. ‘Partisan divisions 
 are over. Everyone should unite behind the leader in the struggle for 
 economic development.’ In short: ‘Silence! We are developing!’ And in the 
 process we have lost both development and democracy: ‘Silence! We are 
 killing!’ (Ki-Zerbo as cited in Rahnema and Bawtree 2006:88) 

 

Meanwhile, the silence is being broken all the time. The ongoing resistance, 

negotiations and appropriations of development concepts we thought we already 

understood offer a wealth of opportunities to not only observe but engage in 

emancipatory politics. The invitation is open. As Elia from the rural women’s 

organization asks, “If you all care about this so much, why am I the only one here?” 
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Women in Development (WID): Founding Mothers and Theoretic 

Underpinnings 

 Urvashi Butalia, a founding member of India’s first feminist publishing  
 press, tells of an Indian journalist who published a series of stories of 
 village life in India, based on his visits to a particular village. He spoke of  the 
 men who owned the land and those who laboured on it, of their livelihood 
 strategies, of their livestock and poultry, of the crops and the seasons; but he 
 never spoke of the women in the village. When he was asked why not his 
 answer was simple: he had not seen any (Kabeer 1994: xi).  

The term Women in Development (WID) was coined in the early 1970s by a 

“Washington-based network of female development professionals” (Tinker 1990:30) 

who, as a result of their international travels, concluded that women were being 

overlooked by development planners and policies. They also realized, as a result of 

this great oversight, that not only were development processes affecting women 

differently than men, but such processes “appeared to be contributing to a 

deterioration of their position“(Razavi and Miller 1995:2). Their observations 

coincided with lobbying work of other women activists in the U.S. struggling for 

gender equality, particularly the right to equality in employment, and in 1973 the 

Percy Amendment to the U.S. Foreign Assistance Act was passed which required the 

U.S. Aid for International Development Agency (USAID) to “‘give particular 

attention to those programs, projects and activities which tend to integrate women 

into the national economies of foreign countries, thus improving their status and 

assisting the total development effort’” (USAID as cited in Tinker 1990:31). Out of 

this act came an UN-initiated international shift towards attention to women’s issues, 

beginning with the 1975 UN World Conference of the International Women’s Year in 
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Mexico City, and the United Nations Decade for Women (1976-1985). The WID 

perspective thus emerges during this time as a broad social movement demanding 

social justice and equity for women worldwide and encompassing a wide range of 

development activities concerning women in which NGOs, donor agencies, 

governments, and inter/intranational government agencies participate.   

 The coalescence of Women in Development as such cannot of course be 

understood outside of the greater context of development. While the very concept of 

development is highly contentious, for the purposes of this discussion of gender in the 

‘developing’ world, development refers to the planned process by which resources, 

techniques and expertise are combined to bring about improved rates of economic 

growth in order to improve social indicators in an area variously designated as the 

Third World, the developing world, the periphery, the South and so on. In its broader 

sense it refers to a purposeful project, no doubt, but one with unacknowledged 

assumptions and unanticipated outcomes. Development then becomes the broader 

process of social transformation unleashed by the attempts of the diverse 

development agencies at local, national and international levels, both within the 

official domain and outside it, to achieve various, and often conflicting, goals (Kabeer 

1994: 70). 

 The birth of the modern individual was in essence, the birth of “economic 

man;” rational, innovative, competitive and self-interested. As for modern woman, 

early developmentalists didn’t have as much to say about her, though they did think 
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that modernity would free her from “traditional societies [which] are male-dominated 

and authoritarian,” liberating her into “democratic and egalitarian” “modern 

societies” (Jaquette 1982:269). As sex-role theory would have it, because of his 

personality, physiology and other virtues, modern man would be exclusively involved 

in economic production for the market. On the other hand, modern woman was, 

logically, best suited for domestic household labor, given her reproductive role. 

However, like her male counterpart, modernity would not render her static in her 

status, and the opportunity to “achieve” more would be provided by technology that 

would alleviate domestic drudgery with inventions like washing machines and birth 

control.  As an influential advocate for Third World industrialization put it, through 

modernization and economic growth  

 Women benefit even more than men … Woman gains freedom from 
 drudgery, is emancipated from the seclusion of the household, and gains the 
 chance to at least be a full human being, exercising her mind and talents in 
 the same way  as men. It is open to men to debate whether economic 
 progress is good for men or not, but for women to  debate the desirability 
 of economic growth is to debate whether women should have the  chance to 
 cease to be beasts of  burden and to join the human race (Lewis as cited in 
 Kabeer 1994:19). 

 

  After ten years of increases in unemployment, poverty and inequality despite 

aggressive growth-focused development programs, the First UN Development 

Decade lasting from 1961 to 1971 concluded, without any specific references to 

women, that “the ultimate objective of development must be to bring about sustained 

improvement in the well being of the individual and bestow benefits on all. If undue 
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privileges, extremes of wealth and social injustice persist, then development fails in 

its essential purposes” (UN statement as cited in Adjibolosoo 1999:2). This 

conclusion marked an important shift in development policy perspective, as it moved 

beyond what had been a near exclusive reliance on economic growth rates and began 

to incorporate social issues like injustice and inequality. This is not to say however 

that the emphasis on economics was to be left behind, and in fact WID was one of the 

forces that helped to keep it alive. 

 Though the WID perspective evolved in relation to a global development 

context, it saw women’s issues through a certain lens, as it developed alongside the 

resurgence of the women’s movement in the United States, which at this time was 

headed by mostly white, middle-class, self-proclaimed liberal feminists fighting for 

equal rights in employment and citizenship for women in the U.S. Because the 

primary focus of what came to be referred to as the ‘white U.S. based women’s 

movement’ was equality in employment, the international conversations around 

women’s issues in the Third World also turned towards discourse of women’s 

productive labor, as opposed to a focus on a wide range of locally emerging demands 

and issues. What is of particular importance here is to note that this exported 

emphasis on labor marks the beginning of the trend of First World feminists 

determining the agenda for all women.  

 Often used to assess WID, as well as other theories of women and 

development, is Moser’s (1993) five-pronged approach: “welfare, equity, anti-
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poverty, efficiency and empowerment” (as cited in Razavi and Miller 1995: 1). 

According to these categories WID, albeit in a very limited way, marked a shift from 

early colonial authorities’ and post-war development agencies’ focus on the “welfare 

approach” which identified and treated women solely as dependent wives and 

mothers, while early WID fought to view women also as workers. From this context 

emerges the historic shift from women as “passive” and “needy beneficiaries” to 

women as “active” “productive members of society” (Razavi and Miller 1995:4). 

Women thus become a “missing link” in development, a hitherto undervalued 

economic resource in the development process (Tinker 1990:31). This perspective 

henceforth situates all issues pertaining to women and development within an 

economic framework, one that explains women’s lesser status and oppression as a 

result of exclusion from the productive sphere, and thus prescribes greater inclusion 

in markets and production as a means for achieving increased status and power.  So 

by arguing that by “improving women’s access to technology and credit, women’s 

productivity would increase and impact positively on national development” (Razazi 

and Miller 1995:5), an “efficiency approach,” WID workers came to advocate a 

“women-only” focus in policy, research, and delivery of resources, a focus that would 

have lasting repercussions on our understanding of power in gender relations. 

 Hailed in its time as the greatest source of information on women’s status in 

the Third World was Danish economist Ester Boserup’s Women’s Role in Economic 

Development (1970). The blurb on the 1989 book jacket calls it “the first 

investigation ever undertaken into what happens to women in the process of 
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economic and social growth throughout the Third World.”  As Boserup makes her 

groundbreaking claim about women’s substantial contributions to the productive 

sphere she takes on issues of migration, marriage, market employment, and education 

yet says in passing in the preface, “Of course, no first-hand field enquiries could be 

made for this study. But the tables here presented are entirely new in the sense that 

the data was culled from census…”(1970:xxi). 32  Boserup and the WID era in 

general are credited with challenging women’s exclusion from development and the 

first case for ‘mainstreaming’ women, an argument hinged on equity-- or the notion 

that women should have the same opportunities as men in development because 

women are also contributing to the economy. Boserup explored women’s roles in 

agricultural economies and revealed a positive correlation between women’s 

participation in agricultural activities and their societal status vis-à-vis men. 

Boserup’s work “challenged the conventional wisdom that women were less 

productive and therefore unentitled to a share of scarce development resources” 

(Jaquette 1990:61), which is why it was so widely embraced by WID advocates as it 

helped to legitimize “efforts to influence development policy with a combined 

argument for justice and efficiency” (Tinker 1990:30).  

 Boserup argued for greater access to technology, markets and training, in 

order to make women more efficient and thus afford them greater power in their 
                                                
32 I think it is important to point out here that though Boserup’s pivotal work has 
hardly been faulted for lack of “first-hand field inquiries,” as she calls them, neither 
have more contemporary development studies. Most of today’s prolific development 
scholars, and especially development critics, do not actually conduct fieldwork, 
regardless of their discipline.   
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respective modernizing societies. Her book became the foundation for defense of both 

the equity and efficiency approaches as proposed by WID scholars. Taking its lead 

from the U.S. women’s movement, advocates emphasized equity in economic 

development, or what came to be referred to as ‘efficiency’ in terms of women’s 

production and participation in development processes. This shift toward an emphasis 

on productivity was not without its critics who worried that “articulating WID in 

efficiency terms means that the impetus for the allocation of scarce resources lies in 

the market conception of merit, that is, that productive efficiency deserves reward” 

(Jaquette 1990:65). This approach is clearly problematic for women’s equity as it 

means that if women’s productivity were shown to be less than men’s, then such 

women would be eligible for fewer resources. For this reason, WID policy makers 

relied heavily on studies and labor statistics which documented women’s 

productivity, an emphasis which eventually allowed efficiency arguments to take 

center stage in international development discourse.  

 The impact of these shifts in perspective was made visible in UN conferences 

and declarations during the UN Decade of the Woman (1975-1985), highlighted most 

dramatically perhaps by the 1979 UN “Convention on the Elimination of All Forms 

of Discrimination against Women” which recognized a plethora of women’s rights 

but focused on women’s political rights and legal status as individuals regardless of 

marital status. Another emphasis of the convention was on “women’s rights to non-

discrimination in education, employment, and economic and social activities which 

“are given special emphasis with regard to the situation of rural women, whose 
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particular struggles and vital economic contributions, as noted in article 14, warrant 

more attention in policy planning” (www.un.org; “Convention on the Elimination of 

All Forms of Discrimination against Women New York, 18 December 1979”). While 

this document and others like it certainly reflect the key components of the WID 

perspective, what became undoubtedly clear around the same time was that 

internationally, women-led discussions about women’s rights had turned largely to 

questions about the sexual division of labor and began to demand remuneration for 

women’s unpaid work. This turn towards gender equity was largely rejected by 

development experts and policy makers as, according to Moser, it implicitly involved 

a redistribution of power in both public and private spheres (1993: 6); and as history 

suggests, demands for redistribution are most often met by great resistance, largely by 

men. 

 The arguments made by development workers against the gender equity 

platform invoked fears of cultural imperialism, though ironically, the same 

developmentalist agencies had used Boserup’s 1970 findings that agriculturally 

producing sub-Saharan African women had recently shared “equal” status with their 

male counterparts to prove that “the claim that women should have more equal access 

to resources could not be dismissed as a Western or feminist import” (Jaquette 

1990:59). The contradictions in this strain of developmentalist thinking abound, as 

concerns about cultural imperialism “do not apparently dampen the enthusiasm with 

which other development preoccupations such as population control or lately, good 

governance are taken up by development institutions” (Goetze 1994:29). 
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Coincidentally, the WID line reclaimed its initial focus and shifted from concerns 

about how development could serve women to questions of how women could serve 

development.  As Tinker puts it, “National planners may have seen women as an 

unused labour force, but the thrust of the WID argument was that women were 

overworked and underproductive in their economic activities” (1990:37). In order to 

make said women more productive, they needed to “be relieved of much of the 

drudgery characterizing their daily struggle to supply basic needs to their families” 

(Tinker 1990:37). Thus the WID perspective reclaimed the welfare approach, which 

was used in conjunction with the efficiency approach and thus presented a dichotomy 

in which women were seen and addressed by developmentalists only as mothers or 

workers. In order to not reinforce stereotypes of weak and needy women, WID 

activists did not advocate traditional post WWII charity-like welfare programs but 

instead programs that increased women’s economic activity. WID planners 

encouraged the development community to embrace the notion that these programs 

would be most efficient if women themselves were integrated into them, both as 

planners and participants, ultimately rendering efficiency “the primary argument used 

by WID practitioners” (Tinker 1990: 39).   

 By 1981 Eleanor Leacock and Helen I. Safa published what they already 

called “yet another book dealing with the division of labor by gender” (ix), but 

claimed this one was different because all of the chapter authors agreed that there was 

an “inseparable link between the gender division of labor at the household level and 

such a division at the societal level, demonstrating that no strategy of change confined 
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to one level alone can succeed in eradicating female subordination, even under 

socialism” (x), thus concluding that the “productive and reproductive roles of women 

cannot be separated, that the division into domestic and public domains is artificial, 

and that the debate about one domain over the other is futile” (xi). This academic 

claim emerged at the same time as development debated shifted away from previous 

emphases on poverty reduction and equity, towards efficiency, a shift from 

mainstreaming to what I would call ‘streamlining,’ a recognition of women’s work in 

the home only as a site for efficiency interventions (not for, say, redistribution of 

workload or challenges to gender roles). Though the academic literature has moved 

on, development practice has not and many of the projects we will explore have the 

goal of improved efficiency at the core of their activities. 

 We now know that worldwide, poverty usually has a woman’s face, and we 

know a lot about the ways in which women absorb the shocks of neoliberal policies, 

economic crises, Structural Adjustment Programs, wars and famine. But what do we 

know about how and why women also represent the face of development? How are 

they absorbing the shocks of development programs and projects claiming to serve 

them? I suggest we begin by deconstructing the increasingly popular women-centered 

narrative found in The New York Times, UN declarations, television shows and NGO 

mission statements alike which all suggest a viewing of empowered girls and women 

as solutions. In this narrative, poor women and girls become the solutions to the many 

problems they face in a gut-wrenching and heart-warming transformation from 

victims to heroines. As one author puts it: “women may be gang-raped if they leave 
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the house; they’re beaten daily, sold into brothels or married off as little children. 

They’re stoned to death in the Middle East for infringements on the family honor or 

burned to death in India over dowry spats. Acid is thrown in their faces; they endure 

genital cutting and ghastly fistulas or internal ruptures from botched births” (See 

2009), and though I’ve stopped here, the list in fact goes on. But it concludes with 

triumph; the exceptions to the rule, the heroines: “women who have endured rape, 

beatings or medical afflictions but have managed to found a school or a hospital or a 

small business that lifted them and those around them out of poverty and despair,” 

suggesting, as the title of this article does, that “They Can Do It” as they are “The 

Third World’s Untapped Power” (See 2009). In this narrative, ‘victims’ of some of 

the worst horrors known to humankind are also capable of preventing environmental 

destruction, terrorism, poverty, and illness while promoting equality, peace and 

community development.  

 While some might read this as an honor, a compliment, a vote of confidence 

for women; I see it as a neoliberal displacement of responsibility, and an undue 

burden on what I would call the world’s ‘most tapped power,’ poor and marginalized 

women. Seeing poor and marginalized women, particularly in the Third World, as an 

‘untapped’ resource is certainly not new, and in part explains why I believe they are 

in fact quite ‘tapped.’ For instance, many poor and marginalized third world women 

are already responsible for the lion’s share of unpaid domestic work like cooking, 
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cleaning and childcare 33 (sometimes referred to as reproductive work), many work 

outside of the home in the informal and/or formal labor market as ambulant vendors 

or factory workers (sometimes referred to as productive work), and some participate 

in what I am here calling development work, like attending workshops for or laboring 

in anything from microcredit to goat milk soap. 

 Though it is inherently an oversimplification, I think it is important to begin 

by thinking about women’s time, and offer here a short sketch of a possible “day in 

the life” of an above-mentioned woman: 

4:00 am: Wake up, bathe and dress 
 
4:30 am: Sort and hand-grind corn in the dark alone for morning and afternoon meal 
for everyone in the house  
 
5 am: Set fire. Boil water for morning beverage, then cook breakfast meal for all and 
lunch for husband (one pot on fire at a time) 
 
6:00 am: Wake, bathe, dress, and feed children (and possibly husband, elderly 
parents, livestock) 
 
7:00 am: Walk young children to school 
 
8:00 am: Ride public transportation (if safe/if there is money) or walk to low paying 
job  
 
9:00 am: Work at low paying job (textile/electronics factory, Kentucky Fried 
Chicken, bakery, domestic servant) 
 
                                                
33 A 2014 survey by the Organization for Economic Cooperation and Development 
(OECD) shows that in India for example, women spend an average of 298 minutes 
per day on unpaid housework, while men spend an average of 19 minutes per day on 
the same. This is an average, and it is likely the gap is even wider in rural areas than 
urban areas, where most of the respondents probably lived.  
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2:00 pm: Ride public transportation or walk home 
 
3:00 pm: Walk with girl children to gather water and firewood from wooded areas 
near village (most studies suggest women spend up to five hours a day gathering food 
and water. Here we’ll round down substantially to two). 
 
5:00 pm: Attend women’s savings group circle   
 
6:00 pm: Prepare, serve and clean up after evening meal 
 
8:00 pm: Attend village water council meeting (a municipal project development 
which is requiring presence of village women to allow vote on water pump 
installation) 
 
9:30 pm: Package goat milk soap for NGO development project 
 
10:30 pm: Wash (by hand) and/or iron all family members’ clothing and children’s 
school uniforms (children with dirty or wrinkled uniforms will be sent home) 
 
11:30 pm: Sleep four to five hours (assuming family members do not need caretaking 
during the night) 

 

 Despite the fact that even mainstream media critiques of gender gaps in labor 

include opening lines like “everyone from economists and sociologists to Oprah 

knows that women work more than men” (Waldfogel 2007), this ‘knowledge’ is 

rarely accompanied by nuanced analyses or understandings of the complexities of 

women’s lives. For this reason, even critical development studies literature is often 

based on unfortunate deployments of “empowerment” as uniform assumptions that 

(poor) women are interested in, responsible for, or even capable of taking on yet 

another role. Remembering the schedule offered above, many women have often 

asked me “When in the day do I have time to [insert development task here]?” (Some 

possible development tasks might be anything from weeding a small organic garden 
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to attending a two-hour workshop.) I argue that because of increased pressures on 

women in the absence of more nuanced analyses of their lives and lived experiences 

of development, many common development practices and processes have 

disempowering consequences for the women they claim to serve.  

  

 This is not to say that empowerment projects do not empower women, as 

many do, even the same projects that I will identify as disempowering. What I am 

interested in showing is how a closer look at women’s lived experiences can reveal 

what are likely unintended negative consequences of often well-intentioned 

endeavors. In order to understand these women-centered projects, it is important to 

consider how and when women were placed at the center.  For example, the gender 

and development argument in the late 1980s and 1990s claimed: “since women 

constitute the human element linking the availability of food, rural energy sources 

and water in many parts of the world, a sound and effective development practice 

should, therefore, place ‘poor women’ at its center” (Marchand & Parpart 1995: 

43).  This statement is a clear representation of the women-centered development 

model. Though the literature claims development has shifted from a women-centered 

vision to a gender-centered approach (WAD to GAD), a visit to communities engaged 

in development work will reveal that women are in fact very often at the center of the 

development practices and projects, whether they want to be or not. I think this is an 

important distinction to make from the popular aforementioned discourse of victims 

turned heroines that seems to imply that becoming a heroine (taking on the problems 
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of one’s community as a public figure) is a desirable role. While some women 

actively spearhead campaigns for village access to medical attention or reforms to 

local garbage disposal, many other women are reticent to participate in development 

projects because of the extra time, energy and resources they will be obliged to 

contribute in addition to their already existing workloads and commitments. 

Similarly, there are myriad reasons why working publicly on community issues could 

create new and complex problems for a woman and her family.  

  

 These are some of the issues I will be discussing in chapter 4, but for now I 

will suggest that the increased emphasis on ‘women in development’ over the last 

40+ years can actually be seen as a pressure on women wherein their work and 

participation are exploited in the name of development/peace/community/the 

environment/education/health etc., as many development projects require poor 

women to perform a disproportionate amount of unpaid or very minimally paid work 

in order for such projects to take hold in their communities. Most simply, for poor 

women development work is exactly that, work. Except, like much of the work poor 

women are responsible for, it is usually unpaid.  To highlight women’s 

responsibilities as ‘workers’ in these various capacities, I propose the following 

schema of ‘shifts’:34 

                                                
34 Usually in the literature these roles are understood as First Shift, paid labor outside 
the home, Second Shift, unpaid labor in the home (Hochschild 1989), and some 
women of color feminists activists in the US have referred to the Third Shift as 
community organizing though it is not widely used.  
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1st shift: unpaid reproductive domestic labor. For example childrearing, cooking, 
cleaning, water and fuel gathering. 

2nd shift: (low) paid work in formal and informal economies. For example domestic 
servant work, factory work, prostitution. (This shift can also present a 3rd shift as in 
the case of take-`home piecework. For example a woman sewing in a factory may 
take pieces home to finish them). 

3rd shift: unpaid community work not related to NGOs or government. For example 
organizing clearing brush in communal areas or organizing religious festivities.  

4th shift35: unpaid or low-paid36 development work. For example attending 
workshops to receive conditional cash transfers or mandatory meetings for microloan 
participation.  

 

 The following chapters will focus on poor and marginalized women’s 

development activities as a 4th shift, with consideration of both the empowering 

consequences of taking on this role as well as the disempowering effects. While I am 

critical of the ways in which said women (vs. their ‘educated’ counterparts) are being 

asked to engage in development activities, it could not have been made more apparent 

to me in my research that my critiques, of course, do not fully reflect the realities of 

women’s experiences. Nor is there one side to this story, even if told from the 

perspective of one woman. Most simply, many women participating in development 

projects are having very positive experiences that they identify as empowering 

                                                
35 I will refer to this herein as the 4th shift, though arguably for some women bringing 
home piecework it could be the 5th. 
 
36 Many women I have talked with who receive wages for their participation in 
development initiatives believe that these wages are much lower than what they 
would make if they were working even in the informal labor market (as an ambulant 
vendor for example). 
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(though some of these experiences are not identified as such in the literature and 

popular discourse), and similarly, these same women are experiencing aspects of the 

same projects as negative and potentially disempowering (though some of these 

experiences are not identified as such in the literature and popular discourse). Though 

I organize my findings as empowering or disempowering, I believe that 

empowerment is a dialectical process and a single experience cannot be simply 

understood as empowering or not all the time.  

 My overarching argument is that women-centered development is highly 

contradictory, and creates new and often unseen burdens and inequalities while also 

offering opportunities for what women see as empowerment.  For this reason I have 

made a concerted effort to organize patterns and trends, guided by what I have seen 

and heard in women’s lives, in hopes that some clear directions for ‘better practices’ 

may emerge.  
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 CHAPTER 3: Empowerment   

em·pow·er transitive verb\im-ˈpau̇(-əә)r\ 

1: to give official authority or legal power to <empowered her attorney to act on her 
behalf> 
2: enable 
3: to promote the self-actualization or influence of <women's movement has been 
inspiring and empowering women — Ron Hansen> 
— em·pow·er·ment  noun  Examples of EMPOWER 
·1 seeking changes in the workplace that will empower women 
·2 <the federal agency empowered to collect taxes> 
 
 
 A quick glance at the most recent definition of empowerment in the Merriam-

Webster dictionary shows two of three examples of the word empower/empowerment 

are related to women. This reflects the increasingly gendered understanding of the 

word as ‘a good thing for women.’ This is not to say that empowerment is inherently 

about women as of course it is not, but I do find it interesting that the association is 

made so explicit. As for a development-specific definition, the World Bank calls 

empowerment “the process of increasing the capacity of individuals or groups to 

make choices and to transform those choices into desired actions and desired 

outcomes” (worldbank.org). Empowerment in development discourse coming out of 

the WID perspective (which in many ways still reigns) is a view of power as ‘power 

over’ (like the dictionary definition). In this viewing, women should be “brought into 

development” and become “ ‘empowered’ to participate within the economic and 

political structures of society.” I will show how this definition best captures what is 

actually happening in the name of women’s empowerment.  

 Most scholars suggest that empowerment be understood as a process, not an 
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outcome. “Empowerment is an ongoing process rather than a product. There is no 

final goal. One does not arrive at a stage of being empowered in some absolute sense. 

People are empowered, or disempowered, relative to others or, importantly, relative 

to themselves at a previous time” (Mosedale 2005:4). Most of the experiences women 

in these projects have identified as empowering or positive are relative to women’s 

previous experiences. “Before I felt afraid to leave the house, now I feel happy to see 

new things and be outside of the home.” Conceiving of empowerment as a process 

means we can think about power as power to, power from, power with. Standpoint 

feminist Nancy Hartsock encourages us to think about power as energy, as generative, 

for example “the power some people have of stimulating activity in others and raising 

their morale” (Hartsock 1985: 223). Some women I have talked with say things like 

“Now I have the power to make decisions in my home about money.” While these 

definitions expand the boundaries of what we should be thinking of and looking for 

when we consider how empowerment could be happening, these expanded definitions 

also raise difficult questions for development practitioners seeking to evaluate and 

often quantify empowerment. How do you send a program officer out into the field 

charged with the task of assessing the relative, transformative, generative, ongoing 

process of empowerment? “Defining empowerment as a process, and as something 

which cannot be done to/for women, but which has to be their own, raises serious 

questions for development agencies” (Afshar 1998:3). Authors reflecting on how then 

to measure empowerment have returned to questioning the outcomes of 

empowerment.  “Is it power over resources? Is it the ability to create ‘effective 
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demand’? Is it about access to resources and how they are controlled, politically or 

economically, by NGOs, by political parties, by the state? Do political parties 

facilitate, or do they channel energies away from empowerment? To what extent is 

empowerment explicit or implicit? Is it important to evaluate the degree to which, in 

different circumstances, the state has been seen as a provider of resources?” (Afshar 

1998:2).   

 In response to questions about resources, leading women and development 

author Irene Tinker views empowerment as an ‘unintended result’ of initiatives 

intended to change the economic but not the gender status quo. Tinker makes an 

important point in this formula and reminds us again of the distinctions between the 

three primary phases of literature and practice: Women in Development (WID), 

Women and Development (WAD) and Gender and Development (GAD); wherein 

both the WID and WAD periods and approaches focus on women’s economic roles, 

and only GAD attempts to draw attention to relationships of gender inequality. Most 

of the projects I have looked at are not explicitly setting out to empower women by 

challenging the gender status quo (with the exception of some groups in Kerala, 

India) but are instead addressing women’s economic situations through the language 

of helping or empowering women.  

 As I explored some of the unintended consequences of empowerment 

initiatives, I thought a lot about how depoliticized the empowerment process often is 

and see a direct connection to the absence of analysis of power relations (among 
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women and between women and men) as highly problematic for empowerment. 

Where is the power in empowerment? Shirin M. Rai, Jane Parpart and Kathleen 

Staudt invoke a Foucaldian view of empowerment as “ the exercise rather than 

possession of power” in which “empowerment cannot transcend power relations; it is 

enmeshed in relations of power at all levels of society” (2007:1). Haleh Ashfar 

(1998), Jo Rowlands (1997), Naila Kabeer (1994) Srilatha Batliwala (1993) and 

Andrea Cornwall (2005) have suggested that empowerment be understood both as 

process and an outcome, though there is disagreement about how empowerment 

should occur as well as how to measure it. Is incorporating women into existing 

gendered economic hierarchies empowering? Should empowerment strategies focus 

on Moser’s other prongs: welfare, equity, anti-poverty and efficiency?  Or should 

empowerment attend to what Patricia Hill Collins calls “an equally fundamental” and 

“empowering” change “in the private, personal space of an individual women’s 

consciousness” (1991: 111)?   

 Some scholars/activists claim that empowerment requires that women 

themselves “set the agenda and manage the pace of change” (Rowlands in Afshar 

1998:28). I think this is an interesting requirement because in some of the projects I 

have looked at women are often setting the agenda and managing the pace, but the 

class and often race differences among these ‘managerial’ women and those being 

targeted by the projects suggests that power cannot be understood without examining 

the relational context.  I offer the following story as an example of how power can be 

seen in context. On a characteristically hot day in Southern Mexico, I attended a 
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workshop in the capital for participants of women-based organizations interested in a 

funding opportunity. As is often the case with these events, organizations from all 

over the state sent a woman or two to learn about what was being offered. For rural 

women this meant waking up before dawn for a series of bus rides to the capital that 

they would have to pay for. Their urban counterparts arrived in taxis from their 

homes or offices in other parts of the city, rides likely paid for through the 

organization.  As we filtered from the sunny sidewalk down the stairs of the dingy 

hotel towards the basement banquet room, we ducked under a large white tarp that 

proclaimed this the site of the “WORKSHOP FOR ORGANIZATIONS WORKING 

FOR WOMEN’S LIVES FREE OF VIOLENCE.”  The date was written out in purple 

cursive below the clunky all caps title, Saturday the Thirteenth of March Two 

Thousand and Nine; and the entire banner was, as these banners always are, flanked 

by at least a dozen small colorful symbols representing the countless agencies that 

contributed to making this day possible. 

 As many women in attendance know, these banners are an instrumental part 

of the beginning and the end of a day like this and they often make up a significant 

portion of the budget for workshops like these, running anywhere from $80-$300 US. 

In the morning, the banner serves to welcome the attendees to the event, and at the 

end of the day the participants will assemble around the banner for a ceremonial 

photo, which must be sent to the respective supporters as proof that the workshop did 

in fact occur. In some cases a representative from a supporting agency will show up 

just as the event is ending so that he or she might actually stand under the banner with 
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the women for the photo. This same photo will then appear on government websites 

or in news articles about the great strides being made by Agency XYZ in the name of 

women.  

 Two women in skirt suits and heels, light-skinned thirty- or forty-something 

year-old development professionals from Mexico City were running today’s 

workshop. In attendance were about fifty women from all over the poor southern state 

of Guerrero, from a range of different backgrounds: indigenous, urban, newlyweds 

and grandmothers. I was the only foreigner present. Three long tables made a rigid U 

to face a large screen in the dimly lit basement, and the attendees took their places 

and corresponding water bottles and pencils while the presenters assumed positions, 

one at the laptop in the corner and one alongside the large projector screen that 

quickly lit up with a title slide bearing the same text and symbols as the banner. The 

purpose of the workshop was to invite the women in attendance to submit funding 

proposals related to the yearlong international development theme of “a woman’s 

right to live free from violence.”  On the next slide, icons of megaphones danced 

from side to side and confetti burst across the screen spelling out, FELICIDADES!, 

congratulations.  The woman next to the screen, the narrator, began by saying:  “We 

know it has taken a lot of work for you to get here today. Becoming an empowered 

woman means learning your rights and exercising them, and for that you deserve a 

round of applause.” The narrator began the clapping.  

 Though I assume the workshop facilitators meant this as an introductory, 
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break-the-ice-with-flattery sort of statement, what it led to was an avalanche of 

comments from the attendees who immediately began telling emotional stories of 

what they called ‘their paths to empowerment.’ The workshop was not supposed to be 

about empowerment, in fact the word didn't even appear in any of the subsequent 

slides that the facilitators raced through once they reeled the conversation in. But at 

the simple mention of the work that women likely had to do to participate in meetings 

like these, the attendees began to share their experiences: their struggles with their 

children and husbands and neighbors to get them to understand that they wanted to 

change their lives and would need support. Some women’s husbands and children 

‘got it’ and began helping more around the house, while others said they still face 

great resistance when they try to talk about women’s issues in their homes or 

communities. Many were using the terms empowerment and women’s rights 

seemingly interchangeably, and despite their different backgrounds, they seemed to 

find each other’s experiences relatable.  

 Then one woman began to say that when she learned about feminism… and 

she was immediately interrupted by another participant. The patient sharing of 

personal stories turned into a louder back and forth about what it meant to the women 

to call themselves feminists. As they conversed across the conference room, the 

Mexico City facilitators smiled politely and nervously straightened their jackets, 

checking their watches and scrolling ahead in their slides, coming back with anxious 

wide eyes to the first and only one they had presented. Some of the rural and 

indigenous women began identifying themselves as such and saying that maybe the 
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urban women don’t experience this, but in their communities feminism is very 

misunderstood, people think it means you hate men, or you think women should 

attack men. Other rural women nodded in agreement, and some spoke in hushed tones 

to their neighbors. At this point Leti, a small indigenous woman with long black hair 

and thick beaded necklaces tangled at her chest raised her pointer finger and said in 

slow and truncated Spanish, “That’s why I say: Be Careful. This gets dangerous. The 

men end up saying that what we want, is to ride them.”  The double entendre doesn’t 

go unnoticed and leads to roaring laughter. In the lull an older indigenous woman 

with watery eyes smiles and says with her arms crossed and a smile, “I’ve done it!” to 

more laughter. Leti squints her eyes and shakes her head. In a quieter, serious tone 

she says,  “I’m saying, Be. Careful. Because you know what they will say to you? 

(She pauses.) They will say to you, you SLUT. SLUT. Where did you learn that?” 

Leti goes on to talk about the Church, and how its message to men has to change. In 

this way I think the mounting comment could also be related to the role of the 

Catholic Church in rural communities in portraying men as the sexual teachers of 

women who should only learn ‘missionary’ sex. The general parallel between the feel 

of some of these meetings and the experiences of people in the developing world 

converting to Evangelical Christianity is striking and would make for fascinating 

research. Sometimes the language and tactics about accepting empowerment into 

their lives sounds like accepting Jesus as your savior.     

 The silence that befell Leti’s comments felt tense, as if we collectively 

imagined the sting of her being slapped by her husband as he accused her of learning 
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bad things that good women shouldn’t do, like ask for help around the house, or work 

collectively with other women, or  ‘ride’ her man. Her pierced enunciation of the 

word puta (slut) drove home the point that especially in rural and indigenous 

communities, the slut learns her ways elsewhere, and while bucking tradition brings 

problems to her and her family, she is also seen as independent. The silence lingered, 

a few women nodded. The Mexico City team nervously suggested a 10-minute 

refreshment break in which the women ate the first round of what they were 

disappointed to find would be the ‘meal of the day,’ cookies and instant coffee, and 

the facilitators milled around asking that we try not to linger as “there was a lot of 

work to be done now.” ‘Empowerment’ was not mentioned for the rest of the day.  

 It made me uncomfortable to think through my role as a development 

professional/outsider in Leti’s exercising of her rights, her empowerment, her ‘riding’ 

of her husband and the ensuing complications. Perhaps that is why many 

development professionals try to push past these charged moments, checking their 

slides and trying not to give in to what might feel like an unguided group therapy 

session, trusting instead that “Empowerment is the Greater Good,” and it is the 

professional’s job to help women continue to achieve it. This entire scenario felt like 

quite a contradiction as the theme of the meeting was women’s rights to lives without 

violence. Yet we spent the rest of the meeting attempting to awkwardly couch 

depoliticized grant proposals about clean rivers and sewing workshops in hollow 

language of rights and violence, while weighty elements of violence and violations of 

rights that the women talked about earlier lurked beneath the surface, somehow too 
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big to take on.  

 Some studies are paying attention to how empowerment as access to resources 

is happening in the context of gender inequality. Schuler, Islam and Rottach (2010) 

conducted a 15-year longitudinal project in Bangladesh in which they “define 

women’s empowerment as women’s acquisition of resources and capacities and the 

ability to exercise agency in a context of gender inequality” (841). They used 

quantitative surveys accompanied by qualitative investigation to measure the 

following eight indicators of women’s empowerment: political and legal awareness, 

economic security, (physical) mobility, making small purchases, making larger 

purchases, involvement in major decisions, participation in public/political protests or 

campaigns and freedom from domination by the family. These indicators used in 

Bangladesh are emblematic of the foci of women’s programs worldwide aimed at 

increasing women’s ‘participation’ (in their communities, politics, the market, etc.) 

through the guise of empowerment. As Shelley Feldman argues, the 

professionalization and bureaucratization of NGOs around the world “leads to a shift 

in the discourse from social welfare and redistribution to individualism, 

entrepreneurship, self reliance, and empowerment” (2003:5).  

 For all these reasons, empowerment is inherently complicated in theory and 

even more complicated in practice. It often raises more questions than it answers, and 

some feminists reject its place in this sort of development work altogether, claiming 

that “only women themselves can be agents of such a process of change” (Smyth 
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2007:585). The nature of empowerment in development is also criticized in the claim 

that “a feminist tradition understands relevant processes of empowerment as being 

collective endeavors, versus those that promote individualism and even consumerism 

(Rowlands 1998), again as appears to be the case among popular microfinance 

interventions” (Smyth 2007:585).  I am somewhat skeptical of quantitative studies of 

limited scope that definitively report women gaining autonomy, or being empowered, 

such as this which claims: “Thus we find that the borrowers have gained greater 

autonomy in certain spheres of decision-making (such as freedom to spend money, 

reproductive decisions, etc.)” (Osmani in Afshar 1998: 82). I prefer language that 

explores women’s own claims, in their own terms, to experiences that lead to greater 

autonomy. This is not to say that women don’t know what they are experiencing, 

quite the contrary. The framing of reporting women’s claims as such reminds that 

women have strategic reasons behind making certain claims, and in other instances 

they have often been coaxed to claim a particular outcome.  In the following section I 

will explore some of the claims women have made to me about experiences they have 

found, in their words, “empowering,” “positive,” “good,” “fortunate” “bettering.” I 

traced the empowering trends in each of my research sites and organized them around 

the following themes: social solidarity, freedom to move, health, home relations, and 

tradition. 
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Social Solidarity: ‘These women saved my life’ 

  As I visited various sites in Ethiopia, Mexico, and India the most powerful 

and moving stories I heard were about women’s experiences with what I am calling 

gendered social solidarity. Of the solidarity experiences I learned of in each of these 

sites, Nurmala’s was certainly the most unforgettable. Her story begins in a small 

tribal village in the mountains of Northern India. I arrived in January by way of a 

slow overnight train that sleepily chugged me from the dense smog and mindboggling 

chaos of Delhi to a smaller, colder version of the same; a dusty, bustling city in a holy 

northern state. I had decided to come to this state a few months earlier when I found a 

post on an international volunteer site by a North American woman running a small 

elementary school and women’s empowerment project in a remote tribal village. She 

eagerly accepted my request to research and volunteer in the community she was 

living in, and quickly sent me a long list of things she wanted from the US (stickers, 

children’s clothes, classroom materials, etc.).37 Her email directions told me only 

what train to take from Delhi to the city nearest her, so I spent most of the sunrise 

wandering around the bus station poorly pronouncing the name of the next town I 

hoped to get to. 

  A young man swaddled from chest to eyes in a large grey scarf, he couldn’t 
                                                
37 There is an interesting distinction in this trend towards asking participants to bring 
material goods or other economic support that I have only experienced when 
collaborating with US or European folks. In the programs run by local people I have 
never been asked to bring things upon arrival. This same woman would later prohibit 
gift bringing as she said it was creating a “culture of begging” among children and the 
elderly. 
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have been more than 16 years old, gestured me aboard some dusty steps and choked a 

rickety old school bus into gear. For the next two hours he violently zigzagged us and 

our bags and boxes up the hairpin mountain curves, the outrageously majestic 

Himalayas cutting white jagged lines across the morning sky the whole way. The 

tailpipe coughed thick black exhaust that lingered over the passing scenes of cold 

mountain poverty as we climbed up the mountain pass. While our young driver 

aggressively searched for the right gears for the steep incline, I took in the heart-

plummeting drop below. As I began to contemplate what might happen if our bus 

jolted off the cliff side, an old woman emerged from the bright green puzzle of 

terraced fields below. She paused when her bare feet steadied on the crumbling edge 

of the narrow roadway and stood still in an ankle length blue skirt and long simple 

tunic. She wore a dark scarf tied like a headband around her hairline-- dress that in 

Northern India (as women’s dress does in most places in the world) denoted her 

status: tribal. Her sagging breasts were smashed by a crisscrossed fabric that I hoped 

was helping her carry a bundle of curvy sticks as wide and tall as her body on her 

hunched back. An ornate silver earring dangled from her septum, covering both of her 

lips, and her grey blue eyes locked with mine as the bus jerked to a halt. We stared at 

each other until the bus finally lunged forward, my gaze shifting to reencounter hers 

through the dusty back window. We both waved slowly until the bus gained enough 

momentum to pull me around the bend and out of view.  

 This was the beginning of the journey that ultimately brought me to Nurmala, 

though I didn’t find Nurmala in the place I intended to go. In a strange turn of events, 
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I could no longer stay at the original village with the North American woman I had 

met through the volunteer website. As my need to depart became increasingly 

evident, I serendipitously encountered another organization also running a school and 

women’s project in another small village in the foothills of the Himalayas. The 

directors of these programs are a married couple from the south of India who 

relocated to the North when, at the age of 70 or so, he finally retired from a long 

career in economics and decided it was time to scale back their cosmopolitan 

lifestyle. With the profits from the sale of their flat in Bombay and her artsy touch, 

they built a whimsical house in this small northern village using reclaimed wood and 

bricks from dilapidated colonial estates that once housed British soldiers. The irony is 

not lost on this pair of intellectuals who came of age during Indian independence and 

eagerly awaited quiet relaxing days of reminiscing on their already long and rich lives 

here in their final home in the hills. Used to maintaining only a small apartment, 

Ma’am, as everyone calls her, hired a local village woman to help her with some 

cooking and cleaning, and soon enough the lives of the two women became 

inextricably paired in the dance of power and privilege that women’s lives so often 

do. At her house helper Aditi’s urging, Ma’am scrambled to find some nominal 

employment for Aditi’s sister and daughter. At the time Ma’am was sewing a large 

patchwork quilt for her own daughter-in-law and suggested that perhaps Aditi’s 

relatives could come help her sew. In a few months, there were as many as 10 women 

crouched in different corners of the house, sewing patches for quilts that Ma’am was 

running out of friends to gift, and more importantly, she was also running out of 
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money for supplies. She decided that she, “educated and relatively financially 

secure,” could not live here without “doing something for the village women.”  

 With this in mind, she helped a group of about 20 local women start a small 

prepared foods venture wherein the women would come to her house and make bags 

of puffed rice and toasted nut snacks that are favored in the South, where Ma’am is 

from. Much to their surprise, they had tapped into a niche market in the North and 

soon there was demand for their snacks in the nearby city, but none of the women felt 

comfortable travelling to sell the products. That’s when the group decided to involve 

some local young men in the distribution as well as the accounting, since most of the 

women didn’t know how to read or write and those who did couldn’t write well 

enough to manage recordkeeping. The women I talked to from this original group say 

this was their big mistake. They claimed that the men “made a mess of the project,” 

and soon after the women had to fold. One woman felt the project had been sabotaged 

by “the men who were jealous that the women had a good thing going,” even though 

the men were also making money from the sales. The dissolution of the snack group 

caused some reticence to reconvene, but Ma’am got the quilting materials out again, 

and even more women came this time.  

 In something of a fairytale unfolding, by the time I arrived in here in 2012, 

about ten years after the first quilt, the women were no longer perched on the stairs in 

Ma’am’s rustic house. Now nearly 100 local women were sewing patchwork quilts in 

a newly constructed two-story building on the same property where most of their 
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children were attending a free, English instruction day-boarding school founded by 

Ma’am’s husband.  Every weekday morning, the women and their little ones stream 

off the hand-painted bus that picks them up from their distant villages in the dark 

morning hours and drops them at the downhill entrance to the school and sewing co-

op. The women wind their way down the footpath in a colorful and chatty parade of 

bright saris and shiny gold bangles; metal lunch tiffins swinging from one hand and 

small children’s fingers woven into the other. As workers in the sewing cooperative, 

their children under five are guaranteed a space in the highly coveted Early Education 

Center, an English instruction preschool with sandboxes and finger paints and 

tricycles. Their older children are given priority for enrollment in the K-12 school on 

the premises, but these competitive spots are dependent on student performance as 

well.  

 Once they’ve dropped their children at the Center or the School, they head to 

the Sewing building where they take their respective places at hand-quilting tables, 

sewing machines, or on the floor to trace and cut fabrics. Though most women don’t 

know each other when they begin working here, and many are from different villages, 

castes, and even religions, as happens in many workplaces, over time general 

camaraderie and even close friendships develop.  This process is especially facilitated 

by their work groups, called Self-Help Groups, which are usually about 8-10 women 

who motivate each other to produce high-quality pieces as efficiently as possible 

since in their co-operative work structure they earn collectively and share their profits 

equally among self-help group members. Each group has its own President, Secretary, 
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Treasurer and bank account. The women of each group are responsible for tracking 

and recording their production and sales and they meet with one of two paid staff 

members often to talk about how they are reaching their own and group goals. 

Because of this close contact and interdependence, women come to learn and care 

about each other’s lives, and this is where Nurmala’s story begins.  

 Nurmala was one of the quieter women in her group, thin with long black hair 

that she always wore in a thick braid. She seemed older than the many of the others, 

though she was likely only 40, but she did not know her exact age, and she often 

looked very tired. The women in her group knew that her husband “was not a kind 

man.” In fact, they knew that he had recently “taken a much younger second wife” 

and from what the women inferred, Nurmala was being treated like their servant. Her 

refuge from this increasingly oppressive home life was the sewing co-op; it was the 

only place she wanted to be, and she would come even if she was feeling ill, which 

she often was. So when Nurmala was absent for the first time since joining the co-op, 

the women already sensed something was terribly wrong. The women say they talked 

about her absence all day. 

 What they didn’t yet know of course was that the evening before her absence, 

Nurmala had been severely beaten by her husband and his other wife and was, in her 

words38, “left to starve and die in a small locked room.” When morning finally came, 

she awoke weak and terrified, and immediately thought of her sisters at the co-op, 
                                                
38 I use quotation marks sparingly when referencing these translated conversations 
due to the fact that translations are also approximations to words and concepts.  
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sitting with their needles and fabrics, wondering where she was. She wanted them to 

know she was alive, and decided she had to make her way to them. Severely injured, 

hungry, thirsty and tired, she escaped through a small opening in the wall of the 

cowshed she had been locked in and walked all the way in the hot sun to the sewing 

co-operative. As they tell it, she fell right into the women’s arms and quilts, and when 

they felt they had hugged her for long enough, a group of them decided it was time to 

march to Nurmala’s village, and demand justice from the local authorities, and they 

did exactly that. In a rare response, the local leaders held a village meeting two days 

later during when it was decided that Nurmala’s husband and his other wife would 

issue Nurmala a public apology, return her stolen jewelry, and allow her a safe and 

separate living area. Rocking back and forth on her haunches as she and the others 

told me the story, Nurmala said over and over: “These women saved my life, these 

women saved my life.” 

 In a strikingly similar story recounted to me in a rural village in Ethiopia, 

Haile and Aster had been husband and wife for over 11 years and had three children 

together. Aster said that one day Haile told her she “was becoming too old” and he 

forced her to leave their home so that he could “take a younger wife.” Aster went to 

her friends from her women’s savings group. They reminded her of a female police 

officer who had been trained by the Ethiopian Rural Self-Help Association and was 

thought to be supportive of women’s issues. Aster was able to talk with this female 

police officer who facilitated a discussion with the husband and helped Aster to get 

what she wanted—to return to her home.   
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 It is stories like these that lead me to the conclusion that the social solidarity 

women experience when they have opportunities to build relationships together is of 

paramount importance to understanding their empowerment, and their positive view 

of development projects that facilitate such social bonds. I do think it is particularly 

relevant that part of what is happening at the site of Nurmala’s experience is in fact 

empowering in most senses of the word. Ma’am talks openly and often about 

women’s rights, and has created a safe space in which women actually are accessing 

tools and resources linked to academic definitions of empowerment. When these 

women were reflecting on their decision to march to Nurmala’s village and demand 

justice, they laughed when I asked if they could imagine doing something like that 

before they were involved in the co-op. They said they never would have even known 

Nurmala, let alone her struggles, so no. But furthermore, they said that they felt they 

were able to do what they did because, in their words, “while one woman might be 

weak, a group of women can always be strong.”  In that way these stories are also 

testament to the power of collectively claiming rights at the local level. As was 

explained to me in Ethiopia by an NGO program leader, “If an issue cannot be 

resolved in family discussion, then we must work with traditional and local leaders, 

elders, judges, law enforcement, and teachers so they will also be proponents of 

empowerment.”39  

                                                
39 At the time of my research, the President of Ethiopia, Wolde-Giorgis, had recently 
instituted development language gag policy that restricted the use of words like 
empowerment, rights, and advocacy.  Though media repression is commonplace in 
Ethiopia (historically one of the most dangerous countries for journalists, many of 
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 The experiences I have identified in my research as associated with the 

concept of increased social solidarity are those with the most potential for further 

empowerment and by extension social change. This is not to say that increased social 

solidarity always leads to another experience of empowerment, but that the potential 

for ‘gendered’ change is greatly increased as a result of social solidarity among 

women. This has been explored in detail by feminist sociologist of social movements 

Maxine Molyneux, who claimed that ‘strategic’ mobilization of women often occurs 

as a result of women working together to achieve ‘practical’ needs (1985). Molyneux 

based this distinction on her work with women in Nicaragua where she found that 

poor women tended to organize around ‘practical’ gender interests such as access to 

affordable drinking water, food and housing. She claims that these women were not 

directly challenging gendered divisions of labor or women’s subordination as they 

sought to address these more traditional or domestic needs. Strategic interests, 

however, explicitly counter systems of patriarchy, such as securing birth control and 

eliminating violence against women, and were usually taken on by middle-class 

women whose basic needs have already been met. Relative to development, she 

                                                                                                                                      
whom have fled or are serving jail time for terrorism), restrictions on NGO freedom 
of expression are still a new and particularly confusing policy. Before the American 
director of the transnational NGO I was working with there explained it to me, she 
closed her office window so no one could hear her.   
 
A common justification for media repression offered by Ethiopian politicians 
(including Wolde-Giorgis who was usually photographed in a cowboy hat) is that 
freedom of expression, much like development ideals, are imperialist Western 
impositions on the oldest independent African nation. During my time there Ethiopia 
ranked 127 out of 179 countries on the Reporters Without Borders’ Press Freedom 
Index of 2011-2012.  



 

132 

 

highlights how “women’s gender interests can be instrumentalized by political forces 

which claim to be promoting women’s interests in general, as if they were self-

evident, unproblematic and uncontested” (1985:157).  

 

 Revolutionary scholar Julie Shayne explains how Molyneux’s notion of 

practical organizing can also be used to understand how women come to strategic 

mobilization: 

 When women spend time together outside of the home they tend to share 
 stories of their personal experiences with sexism, including domestic violence, 
 only to find that such events are hardly unique. At the same time, these 
 women become comfortable with their more independent lives outside of the 
 home….  Together these factors may, in Molyneux’s estimation, enable 
 strategic mobilization (Shayne 2004, 3). 
    
While this description closely resembles what I have learned from women in weaving 

cooperatives in Chiapas, self-help groups in India, and saving circles in Ethiopia, it 

also leads to a common critique of Molyneux’s work which is the implication that 

practical interests, such as those served by collective soup kitchens and weaving 

cooperatives, are apolitical, and thus less valuable, while strategic interests are direct 

challenges to gender inequality and thus more politically meaningful. Similarly, 

scholars like Jane Jaquette have argued that for poor women, meeting immediate 

needs can be strategic, while for middle-class women strategic demands can represent 

immediate needs (1994). Regrettably, in the women’s movement literature her 

distinction between practical and strategic interests has often been simplified to read 

as feminine (practical) vs. feminist (strategic).  
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 Shayne rejects this common criticism and claims that “participating in a soup 

kitchen tends to be an action in response to an unequal distribution of wealth, most 

certainly a political circumstance” (2004: 4). In the case of Chiapas for example, 

Maya women have been weaving for centuries, but increased production for sale and 

demands for fairer wages earned in cooperatives are often made in response to 

political outcomes including sharply declining wages, increased costs of living, low 

intensity war, migration, and loss of agricultural land.  These political circumstances 

directly affect women’s abilities to secure their practical interests and in their 

strategic interests as well. Similarly, Shayne offers the case of women in Allende’s 

Chile who participated in mothers’ centers, which developed in response to fulfilling 

a basic need, or practical interest, and gave rise to other forms of women’s political 

organizing. Shayne says of the mothers’ centers that though they  

 reified femininity and patriarchal divisions of labor, they also provided 
 outlets for the exchange of ideas, experiences, and even philosophies 
 that were, in some cases, later transformed into the foundation for 
 political leadership in organizations such as unions and neighborhood 
 associations. As a result of spending time together, often for the first 
 time, women at the mothers’ centers transformed traditionally 
 feminine spaces into locales for what Norma Chinchilla (1992) calls 
 “doing politics” (Shayne 2004: 81).  
 
Clearly it is not easy or even necessary to disentangle practical interests from 

strategic interests. In fact, a brief review of the history of women’s organizing all 

around the world highlights the range of contributions that cannot be easily identified 

as either practical or strategic, feminine or feminist. For example, the organization of 

Madres de la Plaza de Mayo in Argentina began with fourteen mothers who 

organized weekly public demonstrations in which they demanded information about 
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the government’s involvement in the disappearance of their children.  Organizing 

around their feminine roles as mothers, they created a radical national movement that 

quickly grew to involve the participation of thousands of women.  Fully embracing 

their gender role in their political struggle, their efforts are not indicative of feminism 

and in fact, often clearly oppose it.  Shayne has said of this and other cases of 

women’s organizing that “Assumptions about who is a feminist and who is not are a 

bit counterintuitive ….  For example women who demonstrate political militancy as 

guerrillas or union activists are not necessarily feminists.  Similarly women who 

embrace their identities as mothers are not necessarily antithetical to feminism” 

(Shayne 2004: 4-5). 

 

 I point to these theoretical debates here only to highlight the importance of 

using women’s lived experiences as the starting point for analyses of processes of 

empowerment and mobilization, as the tendency to first categorize women and their 

actions as individuals as either feminine or feminist, strategic or practical, often 

obscures the very real implications of such actions. In this vein, the following stories 

of social solidarity are connected to other experiences of empowerment like improved 

health and overall well-being. 
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Solidarity Through Finance: ‘These women will bury me’ 

 Savings groups are one of the most popular and prominent women’s 

empowerment projects I have seen, trumpeted by everyone from UNICEF to local 

governments. Some claim women’s savings groups as the original women’s 

empowerment project, and many women I’ve talked with have stories of their own 

mothers and grandmothers participating in similar endeavors. In some communities 

savings groups are new concepts met with great mistrust at first.40 While the groups 

can take many forms, the ones I have visited in all three countries of this study 

involve anywhere from 5-25 women contributing monthly amounts to a collective 

kitty.  In Latin America and India this kitty is increasingly held as an official 

collective bank account (“microfinance”)41 while in Sub-Saharan Africa is it usually 

                                                
40 In the US, women’s ‘gifting circles’ have re-emerged from decades ago, still linked 
to a story about ‘empowering’ a domestic violence survivor in Canada but now with 
added messages of spirituality and sisterhood that seem to reach mostly white women 
in the West. Each woman puts in $5,000 to eventually receive a ‘gift’ of $40,000, and 
attends regular phone call meetings addressing women’s empowerment and spiritual 
growth with group members from across the country whom she likely has never met 
and whose full names she might not know. Questions about the legality of these 
‘gifts’ and accusations that these groups are actually pyramid schemes plague these 
secretive circles while tandas, as they are called in Spanish, are similarly formed 
groups comprised of Latina women in the US, and are praised by government 
officials and NPR news alike for “helping Latinas save and invest” (Meraji 2014).  
Discussions of tandas usually invoke the role of trust and camaraderie amongst 
marginalized and working class Latinas, as well as their familiarity with the practice 
as a tradition in their families and/or places of origin.  
 
41 Microfinance as we know it today is usually traced to Nobel Peace Prize Laureate 
Muhammad Yunus and his 1976 economic experiment of lending about $47 to poor 
rural people in Bangladesh. Based on the successful outcomes of those small 
collateral-free loans, he developed the Grameen Bank, a lending institution for poor 
people, (primarily women who are 98% of the bank’s clients). He has long criticized 
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still held in a wooden or metal “safe-deposit box.”42 The women might be saving to 

meet a group goal (for example to buy supplies to open a small bakery together), or 

they might be saving so that individual members can borrow as needed (for a child’s 

school fees or for funeral expenses). Regardless of the nature of their goals, the 

women in these groups, known academically as ROSCAs (Rotating Savings and 

Credit Associations), usually commit to saving a set amount every month. For 

example, in Mexico I worked with a ROSCA group, or caja de ahorro as it is called, 

which involved 10 women of the same village who met every month for nearly a year 

to contribute about $5 each to a locked wooden box with a paper inside annotating 

each deposit. I spoke with some members of an Indian chit as they are often called 

made up of 20 women, many of whom were family members, contributing $1 per 

month to a registered bank account. Another group I met in rural Ethiopia was 

nervously preparing to dismiss one of its elderly members who had failed to meet her 

monthly contribution of $.35 for the last three months. Many, including the women 

themselves, often attribute the success of ROSCAs to the social pressure that holds 

women accountable to the group, in addition to low or no transaction costs (Ardener 

& Burman 1996).  I would point out here that while savings groups often create more 

trust and social solidarity among members, they largely depend on the pre-established 

trust and social solidarity among members.  This is important to note when 
                                                                                                                                      
predatory lending practices that exploit the poor and argues that access to credit is a 
basic human right.  
 
42 For many women, transaction costs (childcare, bus fare, time away from 
work/home, costs of making copies of documents, etc.) are what limit them from 
using a bank account.  
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considering the possibilities for disempowering experiences related to such groups. In 

other words, what are the effects of savings group problems on said pre-existing trust 

and solidarity? 

 While many saving circles begin on their own, they have also become a 

product or service offered by NGOs who send program officers to communities 

where women are not yet saving in groups. Based on what I have seen in Ethiopia and 

Mexico, the NGO field officer helps form the group (perhaps by inviting interested 

women to a meeting at the home of a well-known local woman who has agreed to 

host) and then provides training in basic accounting and savings principles. The field 

officer will likely set up the savings log, and help the women determine their own 

goals and rules for participation.  In the beginning she might physically visit the 

group once a month and then provide support on an as-needed basis.  

 Like the self-help groups in rural North India, ROSCAs also create (and 

depend on) trust and solidarity among participants. In Ethiopia I accompanied two 

field officers from an international NGO on a trip to visit some villages near Lalibela, 

in the North, where some such groups had recently been organized. A quick flight 

followed by a two-hour bumpy Jeep ride brought us to the red clay hills and square 

red clay houses where we would talk with ROSCA women who were using their 

pooled finances to run a very small shop which was basically an enclosed bookcase 

selling basic necessities like soap, lentils and coffee. Actually, that was exactly what 

they sold, nothing more.  We were led past the small stand into a single room house, 
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where 15 women sat on the dirt floor along all four walls. The room was filled with 

smoke, left over from the large lunch they had prepared for us visitors, injera (a large 

circle of spongy bread made of teff flour) covered in shiro wat (a sauce made of 

tomatoes and garbanzo paste). Though I was hungry and it was one of the most 

beautiful displays of food I had seen (they had spread bright green chiles in a 

starburst pattern across the deep red sauce), I found it hard to accept the gracious 

offering knowing one of the woman across from me with the tattoos like railroad ties 

down her neck was going to be asked to leave the group due to her inability to 

contribute $.45 US per month to the collective saving account. This difficult decision 

is made based on the rules the group agreed to when they first organized and in most 

of the cases I have seen, exceptions are made at least once for women who are not 

able to pay. Participants will often try to help the financially challenged group 

member think of new ways to secure her contribution, but if she is still unable they 

will return her contributions without interest.  Though this might threaten their 

solidarity (something I will discuss in the coming chapter), it is important to the 

group’s cohesion that women are saving and lending responsibly, and managing their 

own records and group dynamics is a form of empowerment for many participants.  

 This particular group started in 2011 with 15 members contributing 10 

Ethiopian Birr per month, about 45 cents. They meet every other week and in addition 

to collecting monies and bookkeeping, they also discuss formerly taboo issues like 

HIV, child marriage, and female genital cutting.  As I listened in on the business of 

this check-up meeting with the NGO representatives visiting from the capital I 
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noticed that the more vocal women looked younger. Later in the meeting I wondered, 

out loud, what role age played in this solidarity and confidence they had developed 

with the group, as there were some very young looking women who might have been 

girls and quite a few who looked much older and brought their grandchildren to the 

meeting. One of the younger women, Abebe, knew her age to be 26, and she rose 

from her squatting position on the cool mud floor to tell me that she thought it was 

very important that the women in this group saw themselves as an example for other 

women and girls in their community. She said she encourages all the young girls in 

this village to go to school so they don’t end up like she did, married off so young 

that even her abusive mother-in-law slept in bed with her for two whole years to 

protect her from her husband. She was 11. Abebe’s mother-in-law, though beating 

Abebe regularly, insisted every day that her son wait until his bride was 13 before 

forcing her to sleep in his bed, but Abebe was still pregnant before the two years were 

up. She said that she has found incredible strength in this group, to which many other 

women breathed in sharply, an Ethiopian way of saying “yes.”  

 Abebe attributed this strength to the fact that in this space together they can 

discuss anything, even things they would never dare say the name of before, like 

HIV. The minute she says HIV a few women began clucking and pointing towards an 

older woman sitting in a loose grey dress that had been stitched and re-stitched in 

choppy black thread that zigzagged like Frankenstein scars across her body. They 

pointed her out to me across the dark and smoky hut to tell me that she is one of the 

ones who still “won’t call the name” of HIV. The woman shakes her head and looks 
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down. Though I sense that this sort of shaming or tattle-tale behavior seems to be an 

important component of the NGO’s commitment to changing women’s attitudes 

about traditional practices, Abebe doesn’t bite at this distraction and goes on with her 

impassioned speech, telling me that what happens here is good, that they tell their 

histories, they share their household problems, and they “have a sense of belonging” 

that they haven’t had anywhere else, ever. Now she’s done, and she gathers her long 

dress between her skinny legs as she returns to her haunches on the mud floor. As she 

sits, one of the older members who hadn’t spoken all afternoon looked around the 

edges of the room slowly, as if taking in the faces of each of the women while saying 

with gravity in her voice, “ Do you know who these people are? These are the people 

who will bury me. I know it, these women will bury me.”43 

 The power, agency, and solidarity the women feel and engage in through this 

financial support group often materializes into monetary support as well.  Misha, one 

of the women of the sewing cooperative in Northern India, was struggling to learn 

what was wrong with her young son’s eyes since he began walking, though she says 

she always knew something was wrong. Repeated visits to local healers and doctors 

seemed only to aggravate his condition, and Misha often cried at the sewing co-op as 

she shared her fears about what it would mean for their lives if her son were to go 

completely blind. When the visiting health clinic finally came to her village, she had 

the chance to meet with a “good doctor” who told her that her young son’s partial 
                                                
43 As my translator explained, she meant this in the sense of being cared for until the 
end of her life, with proper burial representing the ultimate and last respect extended 
usually to a family member.  
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blindness could be cured by a surgery in Delhi. Her joy immediately turned to despair 

as she realized that even if she sold her wedding jewelry (many Indian women’s only 

asset, if they are lucky enough to control it), she wouldn’t afford the train trip and the 

surgery. She returned to the sewing co-op disheartened, and shared her sadness with 

the women as they lunched outside. She knew she would find comfort in their 

listening, but instead found that many of the women had been pooling small monetary 

contributions for months, sensing that her son would need surgery and knowing that 

Misha could not afford it alone. Thanks to these donations, and a small loan from 

Ma’am (the director of the sewing co-op), Misha’s son had the surgery and no longer 

has problems seeing. As she likes to say, a smile beaming in her own eyes, “These 

women gave my son his vision”.   

Power in the Body: Health and Mobility 

 In this same vein, the direct physical health benefits for the women 

participating in these projects are also notable. In the sewing co-op, Ma’am has been 

tracking marked improvements in Body Mass Index and decreased cases of anemia, 

in addition to facilitating regular doctors’ visits and even vision exams which she has 

coordinated with local doctors whom she has convinced to support her work in the 

community. Ma’am claims that something as simple as an eye test can change a 

woman’s whole life, and it seems she is right.  One woman shared with me her 

experience as a young girl who was told by her family and her teachers that she was 

slow or stupid and had ‘very bad learning problems,’ and she believed them. Her 
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whole life she thought she would never be able to read or write, let alone do math, as 

none of these things made any sense to her, as she put it. When she joined the co-op 

last year Ma’am also noticed her problems with measuring, cutting, even sewing and 

decided to encourage her to have her vision tested. As it turned out many of her 

learning problems were actually related to her poor sight, and since beginning to use 

glasses her ability to read, write and do simple accounting have greatly improved. She 

said, with a laugh, that she always thought her mind was bad, but it turns out it, 

luckily, it was just her eyes.   

 While some projects overtly address health issues by providing women with 

vitamins, drinking water, or food, many women experience the benefits of increased 

attention to their health as an unintended consequence of their participation in various 

projects. For example in Southern Mexico, Doña Lupe talked about how it took a 

health scare for her family to come to value her work in and outside of the home, 

which led to greater support from her husband and children. She had been working 

two jobs, one at Kentucky Fried Chicken and another as a housemaid, in addition to 

her longtime role as a community activist and now her involvement with a 

development project, not to mention her unpaid domestic work as a wife and mother 

of four. This schedule resulted in nights when she frequently slept only three to four 

hours and she says the stress and exhaustion had finally accumulated in what she 

called a “collapse of the nerves.” She literally collapsed, and was taken to the 

hospital. When her husband saw her in the hospital bed he said he thought it was 

because of  “a women’s problem,” and he immediately went to talk with the women 
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of her savings group to see what they knew.44 They boldly proclaimed that Doña 

Lupe was on the verge of being “worked to death” and suggested that her husband 

and kids begin to help her around the house, so that she could be healthy enough to 

work again. Doña Lupe says this was a wake-up call for her husband who helped 

institute a new division of labor in the home, wherein the children were each 

responsible for washing their own school uniforms. She says her return from the 

hospital marked a new era in her family in which her health was seen as a value to the 

family, and even the community. She said that she felt that they then began to help 

her take care of herself, and she felt warranted to take a rest or eat well when she 

needed to. Women in India reported similar experiences, sharing stories of being fed 

by mother-in-laws who would previously withhold food, but now saw their 

daughters-in-law as valuable contributors to the family who deserved to be cared for 

as such. In each of the three countries women suggested that participation in 

empowerment activities was correlated to the ability to exercise control over one’s 

own body, particularly reproduction. Ethiopian women in savings circles talked about 

accessing government sponsored birth control as a result of their group discussions, 

                                                
44 This might also be a reference to the common judgment of women who participate 
in community activities as “loose”. Men especially criticize other men whose wives 
participate in such activities and they warn each other to be on the lookout for 
infidelities occurring during times that women are supposed to be doing community 
work.  Doña Lupe has been accused of ‘looseness’ by her husband and even her son, 
though in the many days I spent with her it was hard to imagine she had thirty 
minutes to spare.  
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rural Mexican woman talked about having regular gynecological exams45, and Indian 

women said increased power in the home meant they felt they were able to have 

conversations about reproduction that they did not have before.  

 More generally, many women linked their experiences as economic 

contributors to their households to increased decision making capacity in their 

families. Empowerment scholar Kabeer Suman’s exclamation, “Now he listens to my 

ideas” was echoed in various articulations. Similarly, some women talked about 

feeling more respect from their older children, in-laws, and parents as a result of their 

financial earnings. North Indian and Mexican women described a noticeable increase 

in concern in the household for their overall well-being, with in-laws who used to 

deny them food asking if they had eaten, husbands who used to beat them now 

noticing weight loss or sluggishness, male children who never wanted to help with 

livestock taking on new responsibilities; but they were quick to point out with a laugh 

that if they were sick they wouldn’t be bringing in the extra income or small benefits 

of development projects that the family now relied on, and that is the real reason why 

family members expressed care for the women’s health. These changes in women’s 

individual homes are not represented by wider value shifts at the community level, as 

evidenced by the fact that women participating in income generating projects 

encourage other women in their lives to participate so that they too might have similar 

experiences.  

                                                
45  Also provisioned through the government as a condition for receiving the 
Conditional Cash Transfer through Oportunidades. 
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 In a Zapatista community in Chiapas, the women’s weaving cooperative 

attracts visitors through the cold mountain fog with a brightly painted image that 

covers the entry to their shop, a small wooden room. The painting is of two women 

kneeling together, weaving two rainbows into a heart that encompasses them. But 

unlike other murals of women weaving in Mexico, these women are indigenous 

rebels, and one is wearing a black ski mask over her face and the other a red bandana, 

which covers her nose and mouth. The co-op is called the Sacred Rose (in Tzotzil 46), 

and inside, the small cinderblock and clapboard room feels freshly constructed, 

though it was one of the first buildings to break ground in this autonomous 

community about five years before my arrival. Perhaps it seems new because the 

women who work there care for it around the clock—someone always seems to be 

sweeping or rearranging the merchandise. When a visitor enters the weavers begin to 

eagerly unfold their fabrics, and their stories, with ease uncharacteristic of women of 

this region. Their confidence, desire, and ability to interact with strangers are 

markedly different from that of their counterparts who have not had the experience of 

working in a collective. 47  

  We talked among the brightly colored hand-woven blouses hanging from a 

string across the ceiling that made the blouses dance in the cold wind.  Some of the 

most common things I heard here were about the heart, an important word and 
                                                
46 Tzotzil is an indigenous dialect of the Maya-Quiché language family spoken in the 
highlands of Chiapas and is also used to refer to the ethnic affiliation of its speakers.  
 
47 In his analysis of Dutch traders, Craig Reinarman refers to this as “the hidden 
curriculum of commerce” (forthcoming). 
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concept in the Tzotzil language.  The greeting in the Tzotzil is actually a question, 

“What does your heart say today?” The women of the Zapatista sewing cooperative 

say that before they began participating in the weaving collective, their hearts were 

often sad. They explained that being in the house all day makes one feels sad, because 

she doesn’t live many things, she only lives what is in her house. As Antonia said, 

“My heart was sad only in my house all day. Now when I am here, seeing and doing 

different things, I feel happy. In my heart now I am happy.” The freedom to 

physically move, alone, from one’s house to other places was new for many women 

before they started participating in the co-operative. They explained that most of their 

time outside of the house was previously spent gathering water or firewood, 

accompanied by girl children, and that this was not a time for socializing. In fact, in 

some communities, the fear of soldiers, some of whom have raped local women and 

girls, led to women wanting to move as quietly and quickly as possible when outside 

of their homes. Zapatista women say that now they walk slowly and with more peace 

as they move with each other from their homes to the school, clinic, co-ops and 

government buildings.48  

 Another opportunity to experience agency over one’s own body, and by 

extension the bodies of her children, comes through the support provided by many 

development projects for the rejection of Harmful Traditional Practices.  The term 
                                                
48 All of these sites are autonomous and run by the Zapatistas themselves. 
Government schools, clinics, and police/civic offices, if they existed, were driven out 
of Zapatista communities. In this way, Zapatista communities offer a unique 
articulation of development during neoliberalism. 
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Harmful Traditional Practices, or HTPs, might have been developed by the United 

Nations, but I found it most closely linked to international NGO work in countries 

where female genital mutilation/cutting/circumcision49 occurs.  The UN says that they 

have been interested in eradicating practices “affecting the health of women, 

particularly female genital mutilation” since the 1950s, but that these practices have 

persisted because they have been “considered sensitive cultural issues falling within 

the spheres of women and the family. For a long time, governments and the 

international community had not expressed sympathy and understanding for women 

who, due to ignorance or unawareness of their rights, endured pain, suffering and 

even death inflicted on themselves and their female children” (United Nations Fact 

Sheet 23). NGOs, especially NGOs receiving funding from the West, have taken on 

these practices with direct campaigns against Harmful Traditional Practices.   

 In an interesting utilization of the social pressure created and used by savings 

groups, the women’s savings group in rural Northern Ethiopia has decided (with 

consistent “encouragement” from the international NGO that is supporting them) to 

levy a 1000 Birr (about $30 US) fine on any of their group members found to arrange 

early marriage or female genital mutilation/cutting/circumcision for a girl in their 

community, a 1000 Birr fine for the HTP of extracting milk or baby teeth (a 

                                                
49 There is great debate over this language. The United Nations and World Health 
Organization (WHO) use the term “female genital mutilation” which the WHO 
defines as “all procedures that involve partial or total removal of the external female 
genitalia, or other injury to the female genital organs for non-medical reasons” 
(World Health Organization 2014). 
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procedure done often done with rusty wires and no anesthetics or antibiotics), and a 

1000 Birr fine for uvula extraction (a procedure also done to children to remove the 

hanging skin from the throat and often the tonsils, also performed without anesthesia 

or antibiotics).  At the meeting I attended, the women concurred that they have not 

had a single violation of these rules of theirs regarding HTPs since they initially 

agreed to them. There was discussion about whether an early marriage was being 

planned for a girl in the community whose family members were not present at this 

meeting, and the women seemed to conclude that it would be important to talk with 

that girl’s mother and explain why they were against child marriage in their group. 

When I asked if they have changed how they feel about HTPs they told me these were 

topics they would have never even discussed before forming their group.  

 They all agreed about how taboo it would have been to ask these questions of 

one another before they began their savings group, but the more vocal members said 

that now they were comfortable with these ideas and have been sharing this 

knowledge beyond their circle, leading to interest from other women as well. While 

the term ‘Harmful Traditional Practices’ is prevalent in the development world of 

Sub-Saharan Africa, particularly in countries where female genital 

cutting/mutilation/circumcision occurs, the practice of evaluating and rejecting 

traditional practices that affect women is something I have seen in some way in all 

three countries. As I mentioned in the context of the Ethiopian savings group, many 

development projects in Ethiopia are strongly encouraging communities, but 

particularly women, to reject Harmful Traditional Practices like female 
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cutting/mutilation/circumcision, child marriage, and uvula and baby teeth extraction. 

These are all practices that directly involve children’s bodies, and entrusting women 

to challenge such practices implies that women have control over and responsibility 

for children’s bodies, an implication that many women find empowering when they 

have the agency to do something about it as is clearly the case in Ethiopia.  

 There is a similar discussion about traditional practices occurring in Zapatista 

communities as well, though different in that it is not widely supported by outside 

groups as is the case in Ethiopia, and seems to be emerging from among the women 

themselves. While since the first day of the uprising, Zapatista men have been 

internationally vocal (and celebrated) in their claims for universal rights and 

privileges as Mexican citizens and indigenous peoples, Zapatista women have 

struggled to remind their compañeros, and the world, that the same egalitarian 

discourse of human rights extends to indigenous women. In their increased rejections 

of forced marriage, spousal and child abuse, alcoholism, and male limitations on 

female participation in various activities, Zapatista women are often accused of 

“changing the indigenous way of life.” Some women respond that they are not 

changing indigenous ways but reclaiming traditional values that have been forgotten, 

like the notion of gender complementarity. When they are accused of being co-opted 

by first world, mestiza, urban, western or any other kind of non- indigenous 

feminism, they remind themselves and their male counterparts that the rights they are 

fighting for are rights they have always had.  
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 As it has been explained to me50, many indigenous men and women in 

Chiapas see gender as something like the Eastern idea of yin and yang, and their 

expectations of male-female interactions seem to build on examples from nature of 

symbiotic relations based on, not working to overcome, difference.  According to 

anthropologist Christine Eber’s extensive fieldwork in Chiapas, many indigenous 

elders in the highlands, men and women alike, say that “relations between spouses 

should mirror the complementary, reciprocal, and respectful relations that exist 

between the Earth and other spiritual beings” (Eber 1999: 8). However, as both 

Eber’s work and my own reveal, “despite continued belief in the ‘rightness’ of a way 

of life based on the reciprocity with spiritual beings [and] gender complementarity … 

the reality of life in Chiapas often collides with these ideas” (Eber 1999: 8). While I 

have seen some of the contradictions between what Eber calls a belief in a way of life 

and a reality of life, I would suggest viewing the relationship between rhetoric and 

reality in the lives of indigenous women of Chiapas as a chasm rather than a collision. 

Though it is wide and deep, it is slowly being bridged by women who are rejecting 

traditions they find oppressive and reclaiming traditions they find empowering.  

 As was explained by a group of indigenous women in their notes from the 

workshop titled The Rights of Women in Our Customs and Traditions, “When it is not 

the will of a woman to get married, there is quarreling and the man more easily 

                                                
50 The complexity of indigenous notions of gender warrants close anthropological 
attention, but since that has not been my own training, I offer here my own 
elementary understanding of indigenous Maya concepts of gender as based in the 
notion of complementary beings. 
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harasses the woman” (workshop organized in San Cristóbal de Las Casas, Chiapas, 

May 19-20, 1994). I have spoken with many indigenous men and women about the 

tradition in indigenous communities by which young women are forced to marry a 

partner, usually of their father’s choosing, against their will. In most cases the father 

is courted by the suitor often with gifts of alcohol, the rampant consumption of which 

is directly linked to alarming rates of spousal and child abuse in indigenous 

communities. I have even heard it referred to as “the indigenous custom of beating 

one’s wife,” and when a woman I know was in the hospital suffering life-threatening 

damage to her internal organs from being abused by her alcoholic husband, she says 

she was referred to by the mestizo hospital staff never by her name, but only as 

“another indigenous woman dying from being beaten.” In some of the most extreme 

cases of forced or arranged marriages I have heard of first hand, girls as young as 

thirteen have been kidnapped from their family homes by the boy or man who wants 

to marry them and take them to another community. While many girls have tried to 

escape such arranged marriages, some even facing rape while running away, (many of 

them arriving at Yach´il Antzetik, a center I volunteered at for women in crisis), most 

feel they “must” marry, even if it is against their will.  

 In autonomous Zapatista communities, however, forced marriage or the “bride 

petition” as anthropologists refer to it, (Eber and Kovic 2004; Rus 2003) is becoming 

less and less common. Community members claim that there are now many women 

who have married men of their own choosing. In theory, Zapatista women are legally 

protected in their decision to reject suitors and choose mates by the seventh demand 
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of The Women’s Revolutionary Law which states that “Women have the right to 

select their partner and are not to be forced to marry” (Appendix 1). Again, given the 

limited enforcement and knowledge of the law, changes in marital arrangements 

would be better attributed to another source. Analysis of other Latin American 

revolutions suggests that shifts in marital and childbearing traditions are often 

supported during the period of guerrilla organizing, a time during which pregnancy is 

discouraged and marriages are likely not carried out in the ways they historically 

were given the demands of guerrilla life, limited resources and increased female 

autonomy due to their status as soldiers. Whether or not these changes spill over into 

the revolutionary period often depends on the culture into which the movement 

emerges, as well as the collective efforts of women. Given the unprecedented levels 

of female participation in the EZLN period of guerrilla organizing, there are more 

female former guerrillas living in Chiapas than in other regions of revolution, and 

their experiences as such are undoubtedly shaping their communities. 

 It was evident in my conversations with Zapatista women that not only are 

they challenging the tradition of forced marriage, marriage as a tradition may be 

changing altogether, as I have met many women in Zapatista communities who have 

chosen to remain single well into their twenties, a marked shift from virtually 

universal rates of marriage amongst even teenage women in other indigenous 

communities. A conversation with a young woman working at a Zapatista cooperative 

turned to the question of marriage, first her asking me if I was married and then my 

asking her. She was 21, which she said used to be considered “too old” for marriage 
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in her community, but she said that she knows she is young and that said that she 

would wait as long as she had to, maybe not marrying ever.  

 Zapatista women who have not been forced to marry and have exercised their 

right to choose their own marital partner are likely to experience different power 

relations in their homes than women who have not been able to choose their own 

partner, or not marry at all. This was highlighted during my interview with Martha 

Chinin Santiago, president of one of the largest associations of indigenous women’s 

cooperatives in Chiapas.51 Martha’s experiences as a Tzetzal52 woman who has 

worked to organize hundreds of indigenous women weavers over a period of nearly 

thirty years have given her insight into many aspects of women weavers’ lives, 

including marriage. Martha cites changes in marital traditions as one of the most 

transformative experiences for indigenous women, as the way in which a woman is 

married has far reaching impacts on virtually all other areas of her life.  She says over 

the years she has invited hundreds and hundreds of female weavers to participate in 

weaving cooperatives, many of whom have declined saying only “I cannot.  My 

husband will not give me permission.”   

 Martha says that this is a less common response in Zapatista communities 

where more and more women have partners they wanted to marry, or they haven’t 
                                                
51 All Zapatista weaving collectives as well as this non-Zapatista collective headed by 
Santiago, are organized for indigenous women by indigenous women, not by 
foreigners.  
 
52 Tzetzal is the most widely spoken Indigenous language in Chiapas and is also used 
to refer to the ethnic affiliation of its speakers.   
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married at all. In the cases of “freely” married women, Martha claims they express a 

different negotiating ability with their partners than women who were forced to 

marry.  This is not to say that Zapatista women do not face the same gender norms 

that associate women with the home and discourage female participation in public 

political, economic, and social activities, because they clearly do.  But it is to say that 

these women are often able to interact differently with their partners as they begin to 

address these issues because these women are likely to have begun their marital 

relations on more (though not entirely) equal terms. It seems to follow that marrying a 

partner by mutual choice would likely allow for more conversations about what is 

expected from the other.  For example, Martha told me that Zapatista women who do 

not already participate in weaving cooperatives but intend to are likely to tell their 

(potential) husbands this while they are still courting.  She says that the women who 

have navigated this with their male partners beforehand are the married women who 

enter the cooperative experience with the most freedom and confidence.   

 Similarly, Zapatista women are more likely than their non-Zapatista 

counterparts to know something about collective work and feel supported in their 

commitment to it by their fellow community members, as the structure of Zapatista 

communities depends on it. The women’s responses to my questions highlighted how 

valued collective work is in autonomous communities, particularly the work of 

women: 

 It is the women who work collectively to care for the animals, to make and 
 sell their weavings.  It is the women who are organizing into more and more 
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 cooperatives, with many members.  They are learning what it means to work 
 collectively, and though it is hard sometimes, they are learning little by little.  
 And in this way they continue the struggle, the women in our communities 
 continue to resist (collective response, March 2005).53 

Without any government aid and ever decreasing international support, the 

community of La Esperanza works collectively to run a large clinic (where I have 

seen even surgeries performed), a primary and secondary school, a horticulture and 

animal cooperative, a coffee cooperative, a leather cooperative and two weaving 

cooperatives. With the work of cooperatives at the core of the autonomous Zapatista 

development strategy both men and women find support from their community as 

women enter cooperative work.   

 My discussions with Martha led me to realize just how central the experience 

of working in a women’s cooperative is to the process of gendered autonomy and the 

women’s empowerment that accompanies it.  Weaving is a tradition that has been 

actively chosen by many Zapatista women, as indigenous women who are 

establishing their right to choose to embrace the traditions they appreciate and reject 

those they do not. Maria, a Tzotzil mother of seven who told me, “I want to be able to 

pass on the ways of our ancestors, like weaving and our language, to my daughters.  

                                                
53  My requests to interview Zapatista women directly were denied by the Junta, and 
the representatives explained to me that the process of information exchange in La 
Esperanza and other autonomous Zapatista communities is based on collective 
response to ensure that the voice of the community is not represented by any 
individual community member. I submitted 10 written questions to them and was told 
they would hold a meeting with interested women and would report the results to me 
when I returned a week later. The collective response was read to me by a Zapatista 
woman in Spanish.  
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But also, I should be able to live as a woman in the twenty-first century.” While 

weaving itself is a deeply rooted in gendered indigenous traditions that women of this 

region have participated in for centuries, weaving as an economic practice does not 

share the same long history, as women have only recently54 introduced their products 

into the market for sale.  In most cases, women who are selling their goods are doing 

so either as individual ambulatory vendors in larger towns, in unregulated artisan 

marketplaces set up in the same towns, or in women’s weaving cooperatives in town 

and/or in their communities. Martha encouraged me to notice the differences between 

the working practices of weavers who work in organized cooperatives as compared to 

those who sell their goods in the streets or the marketplace. 

   My observations of the women who work in the streets and marketplaces 

revealed that these women are inherently in competition with one another, as the 

woman who offers her goods at a lower price will likely garner the sale over the 

women who have set their prices higher.  I have repeatedly seen this competition 

played out in a situation in which one woman is attempting to make a sale, say to a 

group of tourists, and just as she has reached agreement with them on a price for her 

items, another woman approaches and offers to sell the same merchandise for less.  In 

this way, these women are working in an environment in which every woman is out 

for herself and selling becomes a race to the bottom of an unfixed pricing system.  

This sharply contrasts with the experience in cooperatives where women are not 
                                                
54 It has been suggested to me by many local women, including Martha, that the mass 
selling of women’s woven goods began to become common practice in Chiapas in the 
early 1980s as the influx of international tourists increased. 
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competing with one another and instead, their economic successes depend on and are 

shared by the group, who determine and protect fair prices for their products based on 

informed knowledge about the economic value of their labor.  I have seen what 

happens at the end of the day when a woman who sells in the street or the market has 

not yet made a sale and she has yet to buy the tortillas for her children before dinner: 

she will often sell one of her goods, say a hand-woven blouse, for less than it cost her 

to buy the materials with which she made it out of desperation for cash.  These 

women who sell independently do not always know how to determine the value of 

their goods, and they may find themselves trapped in a cycle of losing money instead 

of making a profit, unlike women in cooperatives who learn to set prices based on 

costs of materials and labor time, and have the strength of their collective efforts to 

ensure the prices they ask are the prices that are paid.   

 Women who weave in cooperatives are empowered by the experience of 

learning the value of their work and selling their products based on the knowledge of 

their worth. This empowerment is greatly affected by the often unfamiliar experience 

of weaving alongside a group of other women.  The group dynamic of indigenous 

women’s weaving cooperatives is phenomenal in the sense that women of different 

regions, different ages, different religious and political backgrounds, who often speak 

distinct languages, all come to meet in a certain space at a certain time to work 

together.  Martha described the hesitation with which many women approach this 

type of work saying, “most often, in the case of adult women, these are weavers who 

are very accustomed to working on their weavings alone in their homes, or maybe 
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with one other woman from their family.”  She explained to me that after women 

overcome the often difficult experience of securing their ability to leave home to 

work in the cooperative space (providing for child care, transportation costs, time for 

completion of other responsibilities), they then confront the initial discomfort of 

weaving in a new and communal environment.  

 Martha says “Many women are very shy when they first come to the 

cooperative.  They usually come because another woman has told them of the benefits 

of working in a cooperative, but it is difficult for them to see these benefits in their 

first days of weaving for the cooperative.” She says that in the beginning many 

women tell her that they are too nervous or uncomfortable to weave with the others.  

She says that these women say things to her like: “Martha, I am afraid to make 

mistakes with the others watching me.”  “I don’t know how to weave like she does.”  

“I do not speak Spanish like the others.”  “I am not from the same community as the 

others.”  Martha says that when a new woman joins a cooperative it is an important 

time for all the women, as it is the group’s responsibility to reassure a newcomer that 

she is welcome and will learn how to enjoy the work as the others have. This often 

leads to women sharing their own stories in order to make one another comfortable.  

Martha says that when a newcomer is hesitant to participate, some of the women who 

have worked in the cooperative longer will reach out to her, telling her that they too 

were nervous at first, that they didn’t know Spanish either and learned it with each 

other.  The elders will remind her of what women who worked in cooperatives had to 

overcome in decades past, telling the stories of those who had to lie to and sneak 
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away from their drunken and abusive husbands, only to face more harassment from 

men in the streets who knew the women were involved in a cooperative.  And the 

elders will learn the stories of the younger women who have decided not to marry or 

have married their partners out of love and are able to work with their husbands so 

they may come to the cooperative with the support of their families and their 

communities.  

 While cooperatives are established to meet a ‘practical’ economic need, the 

latent implications of women coming together to work is a reflection of a newly 

emerging culture of gender. This process has been obscured by existing literature 

which seeks to define women’s participation in terms of feminism, a framing which 

does not always allow for the local context and women’s own perceptions of their 

realities. For example, Zapatista women’s lived experiences have been overlooked by 

literature which celebrates Zapatista rhetoric about gender equality without 

investigating realities in Zapatista communities.55 Despite official Zapatista 

declarations of desires for revolutionized roles for women in all societies, a close look 

at women’s roles in these communities reveals a substantial gap between what the 

Zapatistas may have intended and what they have actually achieved.56 Though 

                                                
55 There are many articles and books about gender and Zapatismo, and only one of 
them stands out for openly criticizing women’s participation in autonomy (Rojas 
1994).  
 
56 As women still do not participate in politics through serving on the Juntas del Buen 
Gobierno, and because they do not elect one another nor are they elected by their 
male counterparts, it is evident that community wide leadership and decision making 
remains a male-dominated process. While their absence as leaders in the new 
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indigenous women of Chiapas have in many ways been locked out of access to 

education, healthcare and the power and resources to make decisions about their own 

lives especially through politics, transformations in marriage and work have opened 

up space in everyday life for Zapatista women to realize a new and empowered role 

in within their communities and society at large.  

Empowerment Through Skill Acquisition: ‘Anything Other Than This’ 

 FAIR57 is a large transnational NGO operating in Ethiopia as well as seven 

other countries around the world, though they are looking to expand their services in 

Sub-Saharan Africa. They have entered a long-term funding agreement from USAID 

of nearly 90 million dollars per year for work in the interest area of Highly 

Vulnerable Populations (largely women and children).58 They are providing funding 

to a national organization, who provides funding to RELA, a small local organization 

working towards the popular Ethiopian mission of providing support services to 

Orphans and Vulnerable Children (OVC) and their families. 

 

                                                                                                                                      
governing bodies can be more thoroughly understood through a broader historical 
analysis of gendered roles in indigenous communities, it is still an absence lamented 
by men and women alike, which is a reflection of a deep shift in indigenous notions 
of gender. 
57 These are fictitious organization names.  
 
58 USAID claims that Ethiopia represents one of its “largest and most complex” 
portfolios in Africa, though it is worth noting that in 2012, the only countries in the 
world that received more funding than Ethiopia were Afghanistan, Israel, Iraq, Egypt, 
Pakistan and Jordan, in that order (www.USAID.gov). 
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 The staff of the Women’s Empowerment program at FAIR suggest I go out to 

see RELA’s operation and take some notes about what they are doing. They ask if I 

can go now, and they call a driver (from FAIR) to take me. All I know is I should 

take some notes, so I bring my notepad and pen and climb into the passenger seat of 

the older white Land Rover with the FAIR logo on both sides. The driver, who 

doesn’t speak much English and seems to know my Amharic greeting was the extent 

of my local language skills, makes a sound that feels like scolding. I sting with 

embarrassment wondering what I’ve already done wrong and soon realize I am 

unsure of the customs of NGO transportation in Ethiopia. My experiences of transport 

in Mexico and India would best be described as “get in where you fit in.” Once we 

pulled out onto the main road of this zone that is home to many NGOs and diplomatic 

offices, my fears were confirmed as I began to notice the other white women in Land 

Rovers with acronyms on the sides; wearing sunglasses and talking on cellphones in 

the back of the car, their Ethiopian drivers up front.  I had neither sunglasses nor a 

cellphone, and was now uncomfortably aware of the fact that I was not sitting in the 

back. My shame came in waves as I thought that each road we turned onto was going 

to be the road that the organization’s office was on.  As it turned out, RELA’s 

operating area was nearly 45 minutes from the FAIR Office, a fact I only learned 

once we arrived of course. We were still in Addis Ababa, but in many ways a world 

away. 
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 The Zenebe Work area, as this zone is called, is marked by a thick cloud of 

dark smoke that lingers over the muddy streets. Spending time in Mexico and India 

acclimated my taste buds to the acrid taste that comes from inhaling the smoke of 

burning plastics. I feel I have regained some credit with my driver when I ask about 

garbage, and he responds, “yes. dump.” This is Addis Ababa’s city dump, and as we 

get closer we pass heaping mountains of garbage that smolder day and night. All of a 

sudden the pavement ends and we enter what feels like a rural village. The bumpy dirt 

roads are flanked by huts, some made of mud, some of cardboard and corrugated tin. 

We stop to pick up a man with his hand in the air, Gabra, a RELA caseworker who 

will be showing us where the office is. He gets in front and greets the driver in 

Amharic. As our Land Rover jerks down the rocky roads, a line of kids screams 

“Gabra! Gabra!” as they run frantically alongside the car that doesn’t slow as the kids 

get closer.  

 

 Gabra had been quiet since we picked him up at the entrance to their 

neighborhood, only muttering a few words in Amharic to the driver. Now he turns 

from the front seat and says to me, already sounding bored, as if he’s explained this 

many times: “These children are orphans. Their parents die from HIV. I am like a 

parent to them. About 54 of them will be at the center today for a hot lunch. They 

come every day.”  Perhaps my face conveys the right kind of interest, as Gabra goes 

on to explain that twenty years ago, this area was a gorge and the only people who 

lived here were lepers. Now new migrants from poor rural villages in the North arrive 
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here nearly every day. He tells me that you won’t find any of the conveniences of a 

city here. No drainage, water, electricity, transportation, or garbage collection. He 

ends by saying “I will tell you that the mix of lepers, prostitutes, garbage pickers, 

orphans and desperate migrants creates a very stressed environment here.” I notice 

the tired distance in his voice as he says this, and also notice that he forgot to mention 

the presence of NGO staff, as I know many have visited this center, taking the tour I 

am, deciding whether or not it is the right fit for new or continued funding; hence 

what felt like a memorized sales pitch.  

 

 We arrive at a cement house with the letters RELA painted on the outer wall. 

Gabra instructs me to talk with two women who are RELA staff of the Children’s 

Center in a cement-floored living room where about 20 small children are sitting in 

rows of small plastic chairs. I ask how old they are and one of the women tells me 

they are probably two to four years old. She explains that if these little ones are lucky 

enough to have parents, they are out looking for day laborer jobs. If not, these 

children are orphans. I know the men might work breaking stones or collecting 

garbage, but I’m less certain about the women. As I try to begin forming a question 

about what kind of day labor jobs their moms would be looking for, she cuts my 

thought short and says, “Most likely they are orphans.”  

 

 The “most likely orphans” are facing a tall young woman who is their teacher. 

She stands before them reciting the alphabet in English and they literally scream it 
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back. Then “Teacher,” as she is called, begins calling out numbers, first in Amharic 

and then English, in a strong clear voice. The little ones repeat back with eager 

attention that surprises me. The loud repetition and the simple colorful posters on the 

walls absorb my attention, and I am confused when Gabra returns and tells me I will 

be interviewing this teacher in the long blue dress with the puffy winter jacket and 

sandals. As I look at her I try to figure out why, about what?  Her hair is in tight short 

braids and she stares at me with big saucer eyes. Gabra tells me we can talk in his 

office and says a few words to her in Amharic. She turns her class over to the woman 

standing by the door, and she and I take seats in plastic chairs facing Gabra in his 

small office. As we sit I notice that his office is exceedingly simple, and small, and 

his pants have been sewn and re-sewn with different colors of thread. He has a 

different air about him than most NGO men I’ve met with so far. He seems really 

hardworking. He motions with his hands to me and begins sifting through the papers 

on his desk so I assume this means I should begin “the interview.” 

 

  I turn to the young woman and begin by thanking her for talking with me and 

tell her my name, then ask hers, unsure how much English she understands. She tells 

me that her name is Masresha and she adds on her own that she is 25 years old. I 

begin to imagine a story in a FAIR brochure about how serving vulnerable children is 

also benefitting young socially-minded teachers like Masresha, and I take notes as I 

ask how long she has been working here. Three years. When I ask what she was 

doing before that she says without hesitation, “Prostitute.” My glossy brochure piece 
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shifts. I ask where she was doing that work she says, here, in this neighborhood, at a 

liquor house 59. Then she asks if I want to see her room. If so, she can take me. I say 

Gabra’s name with a questioning tone, a child seeking a parent’s permission, and he 

says yes, if you want to, we will go.60  

 

 As the three of us walk through the sticky clay mud alleyways, shooing clouds 

of flies from our bodies, women and children linger at the entrances to their huts, 

staring at me, calling others to do the same. Masresha explains with a laugh that I 

look funny to them, an explanation I am often given in many parts of the world. I tell 

her I am used to it, and that my husband has been getting laughed at a lot too. I tell 

her and Gabra how he is from Mexico and is better at hand-washing clothes than I 

because I always had a washing machine. They both ask if Mexico is as poor as 

Ethiopia and we talk about the differences. I continue my story, telling them how he 

is hand washing our clothes at the communal washing area in the apartments where 

we are living in Addis and that every time he is in the washing area I can hear the 

women laughing and calling to each other. I tell Masresha a word they are saying and 

she and Gabra burst into laughter before explaining that it is a word for a man who 

thinks he is a woman. We all laugh, and I feel some comfort as we push through the 

                                                
59 Liquor houses are usually a partition of someone’s home where locally brewed 
grain alcohol is served, usually araki which is 45% alcohol. These houses also serve 
tej, a sweet honey wine, or talla, a homemade beer. 
 
60 Gabra accompanies us but I did have some time alone with Masresha during the 
day. 
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flies and clay together. 61 When the laughter subsides, I ask how Masresha and Gabra 

met, as it seems there is an important story of development in their work together.  

 Masresha begins by saying she owes everything to Gabra. As the community 

outreach representative for RELA, Gabra often does rounds where he enters the local 

liquor houses to talk with the women and girls who are working as prostitutes in 

hopes that he might educate them and convince them to come to RELA for skill 

training so they can work in something else. Many owners now know him, or know 

of him. He usually just stops by a brothel, tells the owner he just wants to have a 

drink and to talk with the girls if they are not busy, and some owners let him in, 

others of course do not. While prostitution, even child prostitution, is legal in 

Ethiopia, pimping and/or brothel ownership is not. 

 

  In one of these visits, he met Masresha who was working in one such liquor 

house brothel. She says that during Gabra’s visits he would talk to her about all the 

problems around here: HIV/AIDS, family planning, alcohol and drugs, violence. 

These are also some of the problems that drive women and girls to prostitution. Many 

women ended up in prostitution because they were married young, 13 years old seems 

to be a common age, and suffered abuses at the hands of their older husbands. Some 

                                                
61 It should be noted that in addition to NGO work, many of the foreigners, or 
forengis as they are called in Ethiopia, are in Addis Ababa to adopt children or for sex 
tourism. Ethiopia is the second most popular country for international adoptions and 
is called the “Thailand of Africa” in some sex tourism circles, meaning that it is a sex 
tourism destination becoming known for the availability of sex workers, including 
children.  
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girls flee these abusive arranged marriages by escaping to the city.62  Others are 

orphans, some are encouraged by family members to come work as servants in the 

capital, or are sold into prostitution by family members. Most of the women working 

in these liquor houses are from rural northern villages, and most of them have HIV, 

whether or not they know it. 63 Masresha’s story bears many of these elements. This 

is how she told it: 

 “I came here because my family had fallen apart. I am from a small village 
 near Gondar in the North. I came here to Addis Ababa all alone. I was 16, I 
 had no other options, no family, no support so when I got here I had nothing. 
 Girls like me were only begging on the streets. The only thing I could do was 
 be a prostitute. I was at the local liquor house for two years. What was hard 
 about it? Everything, absolutely everything. The atmosphere is simply 
 horrible. So horrible. All the community members discriminate against us. 
 Here prostitution is seen as a very bad thing, and there is so much 
 discrimination. Many people from outside might not know about the lives of 
 prostitutes here. Their lives are horrible. These women and girls have 
 addictions, to drugs and alcohol. Very bad addictions. They have so many 
 mental  problems because of their situation. They are often sick. Very sick. 
 They may get many bad diseases and infections. They live in fear. In fear  of 
 HIV/AIDS, of abuse. It is horrible.” 
 

 

Yet Masresha smiles. We’ve arrived at a large hut. Masresha invites me to follow her 

to her room in the back. She has a big bed with a yellow bedspread with little red 

flowers and matching pillows. Her dresser is covered in a yellow cloth and her 

                                                
62 83% of Ethiopia’s population lives in rural areas, and Ethiopia ranks 174th out of 
184 countries on the United Nations Human Development Index (UNDP Human 
Development Reports 2014). 
63 Women at Risk Ethiopia estimates that at least 150,000 women in the capital of 
Addis Ababa are working as prostitutes and at least 75% of them are HIV positive 
(http://www.w-a-r-e.org/).  
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lotions, perfumes and make-up are lined up neatly next to the TV and radio. She puts 

on a DVD of a music video for me, watching proudly as I write down “DVD player” 

in my notebook. She smiles and says she bought the TV and DVD player for herself 

with her savings. She tells me that her favorite thing to do is to come home and have 

her dinner and relax watching a video. She loves it because she was never able to do 

it before; there wasn’t a TV in the liquor house. In fact, in the liquor house “there was 

nothing to distract or comfort. Sometimes a radio, but even then you couldn’t listen to 

the music you wanted. Nothing was for you. Nothing.”  She sees me trying to imagine 

this and insists we go to a liquor house so I can see, or even feel, the difference. 

 

 After a short muddy walk, we have arrived at another hut that is the liquor 

house. Gabra points to the woman out front and tells me she is the owner. My own 

assumptions are revealed when I admit that I am surprised the owner is a woman. 

Perhaps I assumed this, despite the history of madams, given how male-dominated 

the Ethiopian economy appears. Men seem to run most businesses in Ethiopia. Gabra 

tells me that the liquor house brothel64 owners are almost always women. This owner 

is wearing sweatpants and a t-shirt and washing a bed sheet in a small bucket. She has 

short-cropped hair and looks tired, angry even. She nods at us and talks briefly with 

Gabra. As she wrings the sheet, Gabra tells me she has agreed to talk with me. She 

                                                
64 There are of course many types of brothels: hotel brothels, discotheque brothels, 
large-scale brothels etc. These liquor house brothels are found in more rural areas. 
They are called liquor houses because they serve araki, the strong locally made grain 
liquor. It seems this is the cover for the operation as well, though of course police are 
among the most frequent clients.  
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throws the grey water on the side of the hut and sort of collapses onto a very low stool 

in the dirt in front of the house. She looks down, her hands clasped between her legs 

and before I say a word, she looks me in the eyes and tells me, “I can’t do this 

anymore. “ Looking down, swinging her head she says, “I will do something else, 

anything else, but I won’t do this.” The silence that follows is heavy and I feel 

nervous. Gabra and Masresha look away. She’s saying something over and over in 

Amarhic. I ask Gabra and he says what she’s saying is, “I will do anything. I won’t do 

this.” I ask her how long she’s been running the liquor house and she says it’s been a 

year. I can hear in her voice that it was a long year, that perhaps even one year too 

long. Everything feels sad and I feel the responsibility to engage her, though I have 

no idea what to say. I ask what she wants to do next and she says she has started to 

learn hairdressing at RELA and maybe she will do that. Or maybe she will go to 

Dubai. Probably Dubai. “Anything, anything other than this.”  

 

 When she says Dubai, I am reminded of my flight from Bahrain to Ethiopia. 

Nearly all of the passengers on the flight were Ethiopian women, and when we landed 

in Addis they began cheering with an emotion I have certainly never witnessed on a 

plane. They were making a loud noise with their tongues and the stood up to hug each 

other in the aisles. The flight crew seemed to understand why they were so joyous and 

didn’t even try to make them sit during landing. I would later learn that at least 

150,000 Ethiopian women are working in the United Arab Emirates and Bahrain, 

most as housemaids, and many as slaves who have their passports revoked upon 
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arrival and work seven days a week. Abuse by employers is rampant, and many 

housemaids are raped, impregnated, even killed by their male bosses. After a rash of 

Ethiopian women committed suicide in the UAE, in 2012 “Ethiopia imposed a ban on 

its female citizens from applying for domestic jobs in the United Arab Emirates. It 

cited employer abuse, recruitment agencies abuse and human trafficking as reasons 

for the suspension” (Press TV “Ethiopia to favor female nationals working in UAE,” 

January 1, 2013). Many women of course are unaware of this law, and of the 

conditions for Ethiopian domestic workers in the Middle East and still see working 

abroad as a possibility to escape the violence and poverty they experience in Ethiopia.  

 

 I don’t tell the owner any of this, and instead tell her she would probably be a 

great hairdresser. Our silence is broken by the laughter of men from behind the 

tattered curtain that serves as a door to the first room of this small mud house. The 

owner invites me in. Seven young men, mostly looking to be about 20, are shoulder to 

shoulder on a bench against one wall. On the other side of the cramped room, just 

three steps from the men, five girls sit on another bench. A few have their hair 

covered in scarves and they are all wearing skirts. Two more girls squat on the floor 

next to a tray of greying ceramic teacups. One of these girls has the traditional tattoos 

on her chin and neck that tell us she’s from a rural village in the North. None of the 

girls looks older than 20, and quite a few look recently post-pubescent.  Everyone 

looks up as the owner switches on a bare light bulb that dangles overhead. The men’s 

eyes are glossy, and though it is one o’clock in the afternoon on a Wednesday, it 
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smells like strong alcohol. The room is quite small, and as I try to imagine where or 

how I could sit, the owner gestures for me to keep going, past the other tattered 

curtain. I move it to the side, grateful to have somewhere else to go, but quickly 

realize I can't take another step. This small room has exactly nine twin beds arranged 

in a mind-boggling configuration. The only way to get anywhere from the entrance 

would be to crawl over the beds. Three of the beds are bunk beds and the ceiling is so 

low that an adult couldn’t possibly sit up on the top bunk without hitting their head on 

the tin roof. I try to adjust my eyes to the sight of a room literally full of beds and 

look around for anything else. There are no shelves, no dressers, no racks, no tables. 

Just beds, two plastic shopping bags hanging from the ceiling, and a metal box of 

condoms nailed to the wall by the entrance. I look at Masresha and say that I can’t 

believe nine people sleep here. She corrects me and says “Eighteen. Nine girls, nine 

boys.” I ask what’s in the bags hanging from the ceiling and a girl stands on the 

puzzle-like configuration of beds to pull them down. She motions me onto the beds 

and we look together at lacy panties, a tube of lipstick, a small washcloth. I try to ask 

if it is hers, and she seems to understand. She motions around the beds. These coveted 

items are shared. 

 

 I turn around and am back in the liquor room. I squeeze onto the ‘girls’ bench 

and try to make small talk. I ask the ‘boys’ if they have jobs. They all say no. No. Not 

one of them has work. They tell me the situation in this area is very difficult. They 
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say there are too many people and not enough jobs65.  The girls, perhaps slipping into 

their routine, begin showing me all the local liquor they sell there. I can’t focus on the 

Amharic names for each unlabeled bottle, all I can think about is the vicious cycle of 

the orphans at the center, the metal condom box nailed to the mud wall, the 

unemployed boys, the migrant girls.  As we leave the liquor house I ask how those 

men/boys can afford the prostitutes, and the liquor. Gabra tells me that many of the 

boys will go out at night to steal. Seeing as though I had my own wallet and cell 

phone stolen by a group of boys on the main road two nights earlier, I’m curious to do 

the math. Masresha says bluntly, “A short session of only one ejaculation is 9 Birr 

(about 45 cents). And then it goes up from there, depending on the girl’s beauty, the 

man’s needs...” I quickly calculate that my wallet alone was worth almost 50 

ejaculations. 

 

 Now we are walking towards the market, and I realize that many of the tinned 

roof mud huts we are passing have the same scene beyond the dark entryway- men 

sitting across from girls, teacups between them and curling posters on the walls. 

Masresha tells me that inside each of those houses is a bedroom like the one I saw. 

She and Gabra think there are at least 50 such houses right here in this small 

neighborhood. We step gingerly around used condoms in the mud and I go back in 

forth in my head each time I see one, is it a good thing? I ask Masresha how she feels 

                                                
65 With one of the highest unemployment rates in the world about 31% of Addis 
Ababa’s adult population is currently unemployed, and over 50% of men under 30 are 
unemployed (Gebeyaw 2011).  
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as she walks by these liquor houses and she says, “I feel free. I have my freedom, but 

they don’t. I have this life I have now because of the support of RELA. I learned how 

to sew and when I got my first job I felt so good. So happy, so proud.” I ask her about 

her first job sewing.  She says that after deciding to go with Gabra to learn new skills 

at RELA she received training in embroidery and sewing. Then she got a job sewing 

at a small company where she worked for three years. She admitted that it was hard to 

stay there, because she was making less than she did as a prostitute. But, at the same 

time there were other benefits. “No discrimination and honest work” were the main 

ones, and to Masresha they were worth the pay cut.  

 

 In the meantime she was also volunteering as a peer educator with RELA, 

because she wanted to help other girls like her. She said, “As a peer educator, I teach 

condom demonstrations and talk with other prostitutes during our coffee ceremonies66 

about how my life has changed now. I tell them how I am able to have my own things 

now, like my own makeup and clothes. When you live at the liquor house, nothing is 

yours, nothing. There is one lipstick for all nine girls to share, you share clothes, you 

eat whatever you can. You don’t even have a teacup! Now I prepare my own food, I 

watch my TV, listen to music, I sleep alone. When you are there you can never relax, 

there is no TV, and nowhere else for you to go. Now I have my own space, and my 

freedom. I have a schedule, and I am healthier and mentally more stable. I know 

when I will sleep and I have my free time on the weekends. When you are there, you 
                                                
66 Ethiopians practice a ritual of drinking fresh, traditionally brewed coffee and often 
eating popcorn.  
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sleep at random times, work at random times, nothing is consistent, not even the 

money. And nothing is yours. Even your time. I tell them how the community 

members treat me differently now, how they are kind and good to me. And I tell them 

that now I am not afraid. That I have no fears.” She tells me about the fears of the 

women and girls who are still in sex work: HIV/AIDS, pregnancy, other STIs, drug 

and alcohol addiction, abuse by clients. She says that clients often become abusive 

when the women and girls ask them to use condoms. Because of the education work 

done by groups like RELA and peer educators like Masresha, some sex workers and 

even brothel owners are starting to encourage condom use. That is why the brothel I 

visited allowed RELA to hang a condom box on the wall of the bedroom. Despite the 

fact that workers and owners are concerned about the health of the workers, many 

clients of course are not. One way some prostitutes in this area are navigating this is 

by offering the men a lower price if they use a condom.  

 

 Masresha believes that the coffee ceremony chats are slowly changing some 

of the practices in the brothels in this area. She tells other prostitutes her story about 

how she was trained to sew and joined a savings circle and little by little began to 

save for the things she has now.  She talks to the women and girls about the 

importance of re-establishing contact with their families, if they have families to 

contact. She says this can be a very important part of the process, of what sounds like 

a reclaiming of what is theirs. She frequently mentions that the life of a prostitute is a 

life in which nothing belongs to you, and reconnecting with family seems a way of 
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reclaiming something that once belonged to you, and still does. Masresha says her 

work with the children at the RELA center has ultimately been the force that has 

changed her life. “The community treats me so differently now. Everyone is good to 

me. They encourage me to keep on this good path I am on now. That makes me feel 

good.  I feel so lucky, so happy now. Now I know what to do with my life. As a 

prostitute I had no skills, no options, so support. I only studied to 7th grade. Now I 

want to continue with my studies. I want to finish high school and go on to 

University. I know I can. I feel so strong, like now I can do anything.”  

 

 We have arrived at a tarped stand in the open-air market where skirts and T-

shirts are dancing in the wind.  Gabra tells me I will now be talking with Yeabsira. 

This is Yeabsira’s stand, and she emerges from behind the dancing shirts and is warm 

and welcoming.  I compliment her merchandise selection. In fact she has a nice green 

skirt I am imagining buying at the end of our talk since some of our clothes were 

recently stolen off the communal laundry line, and truthfully, in situations like these I 

sometimes find comfort in leaving some of my own money in the hands of these 

women. I ask her how she runs her business and she smiles proudly and offers me a 

seat on a woven basket chair. She explains how she goes to Mercato (the large market 

in the city) every month to carefully select the clothes she will bring here. She knows 

what people in this area like, and business is good. She herself is wearing bright green 

pants and a colorful blouse, her graying hair back in a headscarf. When I ask how she 

learned how to do this she says “RELA. RELA taught me this. RELA taught me how 
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to start. And now I have learned from others here. RELA gave me the money I 

needed to start this, they gave me 700 Birr (about $41 US). But before this, I didn't 

know how to do anything. Only how to be a prostitute.”  

 

 She said that she studied to 7th grade in a rural area in the North, and then she 

came to Addis with her aunt. After only about two years, her aunt told her that she 

could no longer support Yeabsira, that she would have to find a way to support 

herself. Yeabsira said she thought and looked and asked in many places but she didn’t 

know how to do anything, and no one wanted her. She said, “I had no choice. So I 

became a prostitute. I was working every day, never leaving that place (the liquor 

house). I decided I would save so I could go back to [my village], but I never could. It 

was so hard there. Everything was so hard.” As she says this, a beautiful young girl 

comes over and with a big smile on her face she runs off with some coins from 

Yeabsira’s hand; her daughter. Yeabsira goes on. “The men are violent.  The alcohol 

causes so many problems. Sometimes the men won’t pay, and if we go to the police 

or members of the community they see us as a service for the men. They support the 

men, not us, because the service is for the men. If we are sick the owner of the house 

will tell us to leave and we will have to go find someone to stay with. The men refuse 

to use condoms sometimes. They will say they will pay more, double, to have sex 

without a condom. These are the problems we had to deal with.” She says that after 

six awful years, she learned about RELA and went to learn sewing. RELA gave her a 

Singer sewing machine and about $50 US seed money. With that money she was able 
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to rent a room, and as she says, “Then I had my freedom.” She raises her eyebrows 

repeatedly as she asks if I want to go see her house.  

 

 As we walk together through a muddy alleyway, she greets another woman 

and then tells me with a smile, “neighbor.” She unlocks a padlock on a wobbly door  

that opens to a large room. There is a small cooking area on the floor with a bucket of 

dishes, a queen sized bed, a TV on a plastic chair, and another plastic chair with her 

Singer sewing machine, draped by a large white cloth. She uncovers it proudly and 

tells me that with this machine, she began sewing bed sheets and simple clothes. Then 

she joined a women’s savings group (through RELA) and starting buying clothes at 

the big market to bring back here to sell. Eventually she opened her own stand and 

now, she has all of this, gesturing around the room. There is a large black and white 

photograph of a stern faced man on the wall near the TV and I ask who it is. It’s her 

husband, the father of her two children. She points out that he “is a person from the 

community,” not a client or even someone who has visited a brothel. He is a good 

man, and he loves her, even though he knows about her past as a prostitute. She says 

they have made a life together, a real life. Nothing like the one she had before.  

 

 I ask her how she sees that past life now. “At RELA I learned how to see these 

problems. I learned about what we suffer, the abuse, the fear. I learned so much that I 

decided to volunteer to be a peer educator, I wanted to give this service to the other 

girls. I taught them about family planning, HIV/AIDS, how to deal with violence and 
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mental problems.” When I ask how she feels when she walks past the liquor houses 

she says, “I just pray to God. I just pray to God that they will be helped. You know, 

when I was working as a prostitute I was 20 years old, and most of the others were 

too. Now many of those girls are twelve and thirteen. Twelve and thirteen. The 

government and the NGOs must support those girls. They are children. They are 

illiterate, and they are migrants. We must stop the migration from the North. They 

need education, and healthcare, and condoms, support. They need support. And may 

they have the chances I have had. They are all my sisters.”  

 

 I ask Yeabsira to tell me again how her life is different, what her chances have 

been. She says, “Look. I make a profit every month and I have savings in the bank. 

My life is so different now. You know, that before, that wasn’t a life. This is a life. I 

have a husband, a person from the community. I have two children, I have my own 

home, my business, my furnishings. This is a life. That...(she shakes her head for a 

long time) that is not a life. That is not living.  This is a life, a good life. And even if it 

gets harder, no matter how hard it gets, I will never, never go back to that. Never. 

(She shakes her head and her whole body for a long minute). Never. Never.” 

 

 When I return to Gabra’s office at RELA, I ask him about how RELA works, 

what it is doing. Like many women-centered programs, RELA is offering training in 

areas RELA is calling: Life Skills (how to face various challenges, how to change 

behavior), Basic Business (how to sell, save, keep records), Family Health (STIs, 
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family planning) and Vocational Training (sewing, leather-work, restaurant work, 

hairdressing, excavator driving). So far 150 women have received trainings from 

RELA, and he is eager for more funding so that they might expand their reach. He 

also has a new focus, to reunify girls from the North with their families back home. 

Many of these girls are prostitutes, and Gabra fears if they aren’t already working as 

prostitutes, they will. Recently RELA coordinated the communication, paid for the 

taxis and buses and even gave the girls spending money for trips to their home 

villages. Gabra is proud to report that all have since stayed in their communities of 

origin and he thinks organizations should be trying to curb the migration of these 

young girls, as they know where it often leads them.  

 

 As we sit in Gabra’s humble office, a simple wooden desk with an aging 

DELL computer and homemade posters on the walls, I sense his commitment and his 

frustration. His own pants have been mended in the crotch with three different colors 

of thread and the soles of his shoes are flapping off. He wears a white Billabong 

sweatshirt whose letters have faded into the faintest blue and he has a terrible cold. 

He’s probably in his 40s or 50s, but his watery eyes make him look really exhausted, 

sad even. He says they’ve been working really hard, as hard as they can really. After 

a pause, he mentions again the bad behavior of men, and I sense his exasperation. I 

ask him if he’s tried to work with the men instead of the women and I can tell he 

wants to say ‘impossible.’ But the glossy report on his desk with a picture of a former 

sex worker driving an excavator says “RELA: Impossible is in the dictionary, leave it 
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there.”  He says it’s really, really hard to work with men.  He says he’s tried to a 

variety of strategies such as free talks and demonstrations in the market, coffee 

ceremonies, condom distribution targeting men. He says that the few men who 

actually listen “will forget everything once they’re drunk.” He says that they will 

misuse the condoms, or rape their housemaids, a situation which many prostitutes say 

drove them to prostitution. Working as a housemaid is one of the few job options for 

young, unskilled women but many are raped by the man of the house and the minute 

their pregnancy is discovered they are literally left on the street. Other women 

become pregnant by their boyfriend or even husband, many of whom also leave the 

women when they become pregnant. As one woman I met in a rural area put it, “Look 

at me. Look around me. What else could I possible sell? The only thing I have is my 

body.” This is why skill training is so important. Women who learn how to cut hair or 

drive heavy machinery are able to sell their labor, their goods, a distinction that many 

women cite as the key to their freedom. 

Empowerment Through Skill Acquisition: “From the Hospital to the Streets ” 

 FAIR (the international NGO in Ethiopia funded by USAID that facilitated 

my meetings with the former sex workers) also sent me to a slum in Addis Ababa to 

talk with women who were formerly “street beggars” or homeless, who are now 

working with a smaller organization called New Start that is partially funded by 

FAIR.67 New Start offers a Teen Center for young people and a Skill Center for 
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beggar women where they can learn basic business skills that will hopefully get them 

off the streets. For this trip, I was sent with both a driver and a translator, so I slid into 

the backseat with ease as the translator, a young man named David, got settled 

upfront. With his eyes on the road, David told me about his own life on the streets as 

a boy and young man as we sloshed through the muddy bumpy back alley that will 

lead us to the open field where this slum has sprung up. I have a lot of questions 

about this slum, and about New Start, but David mostly wants to talk about how he is 

a singer and only turns to face me when he asks, repeatedly, when I would like to 

hear his music. It is Christian music, because he is Christian. I have learned, the hard 

way, that avoiding the discomfort that often surrounds this conversation should not 

involve saying yes since I was baptized Eastern Orthodox as a baby. I know, after 

enduring a very tense situation in a Chiapas68, that my baptism doesn’t make me a 

Christian in the way he is asking, so I say no, and the car falls silent. He leaves the 

                                                
68 I was researching in a rural indigenous community with a high rate of newly 
converted Evangelical Christians who were being persecuted by the Catholics in the 
village, some of whom were of the same families. I came to learn of this crisis during 
one of my first visits to the community when a group of angry Catholics demanded 
‘to know the religion of the foreigner staying with the Christian family.’ The family I 
was eating and talking with urgently demanded to know if I was Christian as a mob of 
Catholics approached armed and drunk on the back of a pick-up truck. I said that I 
had been baptized Christian, and the father of the family said “ah, you are a sister” 
and before I could clarify he pushed me into a wooden shed, and clicked a padlock 
into place on the outside. As he ran off he told me not to talk or try to get out until 
they were able to calm the Catholics. I later learned that the Christian pastor had been 
murdered in that village in broad daylight the same year. A few months later, his 
teenage daughter, after much taunting, committed suicide, the first suicide most 
villagers had ever heard of in an indigenous community. The violence and conflict 
between Catholics and Evangelical Christians in Chiapas is quite grave, and many of 
the homeless indigenous families seen on streets of the city have fled or been forced 
out of their communities as a result.  
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driver with instructions to wait for us on the other side of the slum, and makes a 

beeline across the muddy field toward the cluster of huts. I try my best to keep up, in 

the wrong shoes, as David zigzags around garden patches and rain puddles and ducks 

under sagging laundry lines and twisted electrical cables with the familiarity of a 

local kid. As I try to manage my anxiety about losing sight of David at the next trash 

heap, I realize a bigger fear: what if David’s moving so quickly because he doesn’t 

want to be seen with me here? He is the community worker responsible for ‘showing’ 

me the New Start project in this slum, and also will serve as the translator, so our 

‘rapport’ is important for the tasks at hand, and I wish I seemed more enthused about 

his Christian music in the Land Rover.  

 

 I find him crouched down at the entrance of a long rectangular hut, chewing a 

mefaki, a root used for teeth cleaning. He tosses it aside as we enter, telling me that 

we will be talking with a woman named Embet about her experience with New Start. 

Her house has a high ceiling (tall enough from me to stand straight with quite a bit of 

space above my head, something I am not usually able to do in the slums) and a blue 

curtain divides the hut into two big rooms. When I compliment her home, she puts 

her hands to the walls and tells me it is not rented, but that she made it herself. A big 

radio covered in a doily has a framed picture of two of her kids on one side, and a 

hand-woven basket full of hair accessories on the other. There are two large posters 

on the wall, a multiplication table and a world map.  Embet has four children, and she 

raised them on the street for more than four years. She says raising kids on the street 
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is incredibly difficult. “I myself wasn’t clean, my children weren’t clean.” She said 

that when she would approach people to beg with her children, people would look at 

her with disgust, asking ‘Why do you even have a child?’  

 

 She explained how as a girl (around thirteen years old) she had a job as a 

housemaid. But there was a fight when ‘he’ learned she was pregnant. 69 She said that 

she then had no job and no options and she lived on the street, pregnant. She lamented 

how children are forced to see everything on the street, bad things. She talked about 

being insulted regularly, with a child on her back and sleeping under a dirty rented 

plastic sheet in the rain. The street economy is particularly exploitative for women 

with children, as street lords collect nightly rent in return for ‘protection’ from other 

men, from thieves, from the elements. Embet remembered feeling desperate and 

angry. She said she was “convinced that everything is a matter of chance,” and that 

she had no chance. She says that while she was on the street she would think about a 

plan to sell something but had no way to start. Then she met David from New Start, 

who walks the streets doing outreach, and eventually she received job training and 

counseling at their center. Now she walks the streets only to sell her tea and bread, 

and comes home to count her earnings and prepare for the next day’s sales. Every she 

attends what sounded like a group therapy meeting at the center where women talk 

about their triumphs and setbacks as they embark on their respective New Starts.  

                                                
69 I suspect that like many housemaids she might have been raped by the man of the 
house. This is a common cause of homelessness for mothers on the streets of Addis 
Ababa.  
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 In her small one-room home Luababa has prepared three glasses with 

matching saucers and small silver spoons on a plastic tray above a jerrycan so that we 

can each sip some of her homemade tea as we talk. She has been selling tea around 

this village for the last five months and has already managed to save nearly $60USD. 

This is significant as full-time garment workers make about $15 per month. As she 

shows me her savings book she says she feels proud every time she even thinks about 

that savings book. Four months ago she was on the street near the big church, an area 

where beggars often sit shoulder-to-shoulder. As she talks about what it was like 

David, repeats the words ‘bad’ and ‘heavy’ (which he seems to prefer over difficult) 

as he translates. She was shaking her head as she talked saying that “It is so heavy to 

beg from someone, you know. To stand in front of someone and tell them you need a 

coin. It is heavy. It takes courage to stand before someone and ask this. And it is 

heavy for us that our kids have to see us do this.”  Luababa talked about the extra 

heaviness of being a woman on the street saying that the most you will eat many days 

is a piece of bread, and while the boys and men will go through the garbage to look 

for more, the women can’t; it is dishonorable. She talked sharply about how the street 

boys abuse and insult the women and how this results in more street pregnancies, 

more poverty. At times she was just listing words: sun, rain, fear, hunger. Like the 

other formerly homeless women and former prostitutes I had talked to ,Luababa 

mentioned the deep shame, the fear that your relatives or friends will see you on the 

street, know what you are doing.  
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 When I asked about her family of origin, she told a common story of growing 

up in a very poor and rural village in the north and a male family member, in her case 

her uncle, promising to send her to school in the capital, but instead sending her to 

work as a housemaid. When she arrived in Addis she was about twelve, and though 

she never got to go to school she said she worked for a decent family, who even 

offered to support her when she became pregnant by a boy who left her as soon as he 

found out. Their decency did not extend to her child however and they told her once 

the baby was born she was on her own, and on her own she was, the very day she 

gave birth.  She said she left the hospital with literally nowhere to go, and like so 

many other women went to the street. “I had nothing. I knew nobody. The first day I 

was so confused. I didn’t know what to do. It is not a job. It is not a life, walking 

around town trying to find leftovers from hotels and churches.”  David seems to ask 

about meeting him, which they both recall with a laugh as she said she was scared he 

was going to rob her of the few coins she “might get that day”. But the fear seemed to 

become trust, and as she put it, “I came to love that place, New Start.” She says that at 

New Start she learned that the rain, the hunger, the sadness they were enduring was 

“not human.” She said that she had unlearn the street lesson of laziness, bad ways, 

and instead had to learn how to work, which she did, washing clothes for others.  

Now she is a part of society again, “a person with pride.” 
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 With New Start’s help, Meserat also left her life on the streets and learned 

how to prepare and sell bread and tea and has been making enough money to pay rent 

on a small house that she has furnished with her own earnings. Her little home has a 

big bed with a wooden frame and neatly folded blankets and her children’s backpacks 

hang on the wall next to a laminated learning poster about the human body. She 

proudly hands me her son’s class 1 exam and smiles as she tells us he wants to be a 

pilot. “On the street I couldn't even afford to feed him many days. I could never 

dream of paying for his school.” Her young daughter twirls around in a long skirt and 

rain boots and her son, proud in his clean school uniform, shows off a set of pearly 

white teeth to match. When I comment on his bright white teeth, she tells me that she 

takes them to the doctor regularly and feeds them well, but that she is careful not to 

spend all her earnings. She pulls out her savings account book to show that she has 

saved nearly $100 USD. With her first savings, she bought the TV, which she sees 

not only as a source of entertainment but an asset, one that she can sell if she ever 

needs the cash. But now Meserat has long-term business plans, and she is saving to 

open a small cafe where she can serve coffee and food, and I sense that she will as 

she radiates confidence, and I tell her this. Sensing we are preparing to leave, she 

delivers an impassioned speech, desperate to let me know how much of a difference 

this program has made in her life, and eager to see it serve other women too. She tell 

us how having a job and a home means that now other people trust her, and stand 

with her. Meserat also talked about reclaiming her dignity, another common them for 

women who have felt degraded by their poverty. She said, “I feel like any other 
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person because I can support myself and provide food for my children and pay my 

rent, I don’t need to beg... the difference is inside and outside. Inside I feel so much 

satisfaction. I feel proud. Now I am clean and dressed. I am beautiful.” 

 

 These descriptions of girls’ experiences coming from a rural village to the 

capital were echoed in many of my conversations with women in Addis.  The women 

talked about having no way of making money other than begging, or as one woman 

put it “selling the only thing you have, a body.” Many women who have lived on the 

streets told stories of becoming pregnant while working, being fired, failing to find 

another job (most citing discrimination of pregnant women), and then living on the 

streets, begging. Both the women who had lived on the streets and those who had 

worked as prostitutes talked about suffering physical abuse, especially at the hands of 

drunk men, and having limited control over their bodies and lives before encountering 

the NGO practitioner; an undeniably monumental turning point in their trajectories.  

 

Stories of Empowerment 

 As economic and ecological pressures mount, poor women often identify 

themselves as responsible for developing solutions. In this process, efforts that might 

begin as independent survival strategies often take on a collective nature that is 

capable of generating widespread change. Academic attempts to understand women’s 

organizing in these contexts range in perspective with many authors  (Stephen 1989, 

1992, 1997; Stephen and Logan 1990, Escobar 1989, Jelin 1990, Basu 1992, Ray 
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1999, Eber & Tanski 2001) drawing attention to women’s activism as members of  

‘disenfranchised’ groups: “indigenous populations, landless and land-poor peasants, 

participants in the urban informal sector, and the under and unemployed- all those 

who populate the contradictory categories and identities created by the process of 

dependent capitalist development” (Stephen 1992:83). Christine Eber and Janet 

Tanski (2001) explore how women in one particular indigenous township of Chiapas, 

Mexico are responding to economic crises through what the authors call “cooperative 

survival strategies,” collective projects which “move beyond survival to transform 

consumption relations within households and the public sector ‘so as to put more 

resources at women’s disposal and enhance women’s dignity, autonomy and 

bargaining power’” (442). This work is recognized for its presentation of crucial 

alternatives to the neoliberal model of development, which inevitably increases 

burdens on the “unpaid reproductive economy” (Eber &Tanski 2001: 446). In their 

ethnographic study of indigenous women in Chiapas, Eber and Tanski reveal the 

transformative potential of women’s cooperative production, which challenges 

domination by elites, both local indigenous elites and ruling political party elites, 

while also challenging existing gender ideologies. According to the authors, “women 

express this transformative70 potential by (1) seeking greater autonomy in small 

decentralized cooperatives, which the women themselves manage; (2) preserving and 

strengthening their cultural heritages within their communities; (3) obtaining greater 
                                                
70 It should be noted that the transformative nature of these experiences is culturally 
specific to the women addressed by Eber and Tanski’s (2001) particular study.  
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political awareness; (4) participating more extensively in the political affairs of their 

communities; (5) and attempting to create alternative economic strategies” (Eber 

&Tanski 2001: 448-449).  

 

 Other discussions that privilege women’s roles as agents of change in crisis 

situations are found in studies of SEWA, the Self-Employed Women’s Association 

based in Ahmedabad, India. Kalima Rose, for example,  explores SEWA as a model 

of a new type of Third World union, led by poor women organizing to demand 

regularized wages and protection from police brutality and extortion, to form 

productive as well as child and health care cooperatives, to offer training and legal 

services and to seek access to financial institutions (Rose in Visvanathan et al. 

1997:382-386). Ida Susser’s article “Women as Political Actors in Rural Puerto Rico: 

Continuity and Change” also allows for a more complicated view of poor, rural 

women as leaders in their communities in the areas of health, environmental defense 

and in protest of destructive industry as in the case of Union Carbide Grafito (Susser 

in Visvanathan et al. 1997: 374-378).  

 

  While studies like these are beginning to emerge with more frequency out of 

feminist/women’s studies projects, such an emphasis on gender relations in the 

context of globalization and development studies is often missing. As Carla Freeman 

asks, “Why have so many of the major treatises of globalization in the social sciences 

been systematically bereft of gender analysis when we have, by now, so many 
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excellent accounts of global production and global consumption when addressed at 

the ‘local’ level?” (2001: 1007) She suggests that the problem is likely “the implicit, 

but powerful, dichotomous model in which the gender of globalization is mapped in 

such a way that global: masculine as local: feminine” (2001: 1008). Freeman’s own 

study of Caribbean ‘higglers’71 breaks with this tradition as she explores how the 

lives and actions of higgler women: 

challenge any notion that global spaces are traversed by men and gendered 
masculine. She [the higgler woman] also disrupts familiar formulations in 
which the ‘third-world woman’ is defined either outside globalization or as 
the presumed back upon which its production depends. Thus, she forces us to 
reckon with two related problems: the collapse of local specificity in 
macroanalyses of globalization and the slippery equation between local and 
women/gender that has effectively eclipsed the latter from the macromodels of 
globalization (2009:1012). 
 

Freeman’s nuanced analysis of women’s actions and experiences in the global 

economy is important because the proliferation of simplistic, celebratory discussions 

of Third World women as global workers (employed by a transnational firm or 

factory) seem to dominate many development discussions. Such celebratory 

approaches render flexible, low-wage transnational employment opportunities as the 

“solution for lifting poor women and families out of poverty,” “as a key pathway to 

reducing… gender inequality” while fostering the “empowerment of women through 

                                                
71 Freeman explains the term ‘higglers’ as one historically used in the Caribbean to 
describe “people, primarily women, who trade in agricultural foodstuffs, transporting 
agricultural goods from the countryside and manufactured and imported goods from 
town,” though her use of the term implies a more specific contemporary social actor 
“whose entry into haggling is directly tied to their employment in the offshore 
informatics sector in Barbados” (2009:1009) 
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job related training and skills development” (UNDP Report “Case Study Guyana,” 

2009) and “preventing extremism” (WuDunn & Kristof 2009).  

 

 However I hesitate to claim these collective experiences of empowerment as 

an emerging women’s movement of sorts, and am reminded that, as Craig Reinarman 

aptly points out, “the existence of compelling troubles or substantial human suffering 

may be necessary but not sufficient conditions for the emergence of a successful 

movement for public action” (1988:101). In fact, as I reflect on the many stories of 

empowerment of ‘disenfranchised’ women that I have shared here, I have certainly 

had reoccurring experiences throughout my research around the transmission of such 

stories. In many situations I felt doubtful of the accuracy of the translations being 

provided, or suspicious that I was being told something that a woman was prompted 

to tell me. I often wondered what parts of the story were being left out, or played up, 

depending on who was there and why. Ultimately I often felt insecure about trust: did 

the women trust me, the interpreter or NGO practitioners, the other women in the 

room?  Did I trust the women, the translator, the NGO staff? The issue of trust is a 

complex philosophical and methodological challenge often unaddressed in social 

science research, and one that really speaks to the profound inequalities, and 

possibilities, in our encounters with the unknown.  

 

 What I would like to make clear here as I hint at the inequalities and 

possibilities of such exchanges is that I did not set out to retell stories of women’s 
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empowerment, and positively transforming experiences. In fact I entered the field 

quite skeptical and critical of such stories.  I was, and still am, hard-pressed to believe 

the academic celebrations of the media-blitzed armed indigenous movement, the 

scrolling picturesque images of the sewing cooperative with women and blankets and 

smiles strewn across the workshop and the website, the transnational NGO’s glossy 

annual report claiming financially empowered women by the thousands. What I do 

believe is what I saw and felt as I participated women’s everyday and everynight 

lived experiences. Whenever I felt compelled to only poke holes at what wasn’t 

working, to point out the contradictions or imperfections, it was as if another set of 

experiences was presented that begged me to see more than the shortcomings, and to 

actually recognize the profoundly positive change that really was taking place in so 

many ways. Women in Mexico, India and Ethiopia, regardless of the translator or 

who was in the room, showed me over and over again how their opportunities to learn 

new skills that would enable them to work and save (collectively or independently) 

paired with sharing experiences with other women helped them feel dignified, 

capable, trustworthy, loveable, smart, healthy, human, and clean; worthy of their own 

possessions, safety and dreams: remarkable experiences that should certainly be 

called empowering. 

  

   Through this sense of well-being women often come to hold a new self-

image, and the power of this shift of perception is fundamental. Batliwala (1993) 

explains the importance of transformation and claims that “‘unless women are 
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liberated from their existing perception of themselves as weak, inferior, limited 

beings, no amount of external interventions-whether in the form of resource access or 

economic power- will enable them to challenge existing power equations in society, 

the community or the family’” (as cited in Cornwall and Edwards 2014: 6). In these 

cases, the external interventions are inevitably linked to the women’s liberation from 

their existing perceptions, and these shifts towards en empowered sense of self are 

worthy of substantial attention from academics and practitioners alike. It is essential 

that we see, name, and even celebrate what is working in the name of development; 

while also holding space for the possibilities for improvement. What follows is a 

section that attempts to name some of these unnamed possibilities in the hopes that 

drawing light to these darker corners of development practice will allow for the 

emergence of creative solutions and better practices.  
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 CHAPTER 4: Disempowerment 

 In these very projects that organizations and community members have 

identified as empowering, participants are also experiencing what I am calling 

unintended disempowering consequences of women-centered development. Much 

like the empowering consequences, many of these unintended disempowering 

consequences are in fact closely linked to one another, and in some cases one might 

even be leading to another. It is important to see how these project outcomes are often 

unintended, as such a viewing also allows us to see the ways in which these 

consequences are avoidable.  Exploring disempowering experiences as potentially 

avoidable contradictions emerging from projects that women are also benefitting from 

situates this chapter as a critique intended to foster a conversation about better 

practices and possibilities in women-centered development.  

 

Divide and Conquer: who gets what? 

 Many of the disempowering consequences I will explore here can be 

connected to a large problem present in virtually all development projects. I have 

summarized this problem in a simple question: who gets what? Every development 

project has limitations, especially neoliberal NGO development projects which are 

usually piecemeal attempts to address widespread systemic and structural inequalities, 

and often project limitations determine who will get what.72 Usually these limitations 

                                                
72 Even large-scale development programs attempting to address widespread 
structural inequalities face the ‘who gets what’ challenge. Some activists in Mexico 
have raised concerns about the rollout of the internationally acclaimed and mimicked 
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are an obvious result of the way a project is designed. For example, if an organization 

is planning to distribute 10,000 free water filters to families in rural Ethiopia, how 

will they decide who gets a filter and who doesn’t? The organization would likely 

start by deciding which region they will focus on, and then limit themselves to 10,000 

families in said area. Once the project scope has been decided, lines must be drawn, 

and I have watched as development practitioners literally draw lines on a map, saying 

that project outreach will “have to end here,” as it has to end somewhere. If that 

‘somewhere’ is determined by someone who does not live in that area, the line they 

are drawing might be unintentionally divisive. I refer this process as “divide and 

conquer” because communities and community members are often divided, 

intentionally, as a result of the scope of development projects. What is conquered is 

access to the space and residents in between the lines, and this represents what I am 

calling development territory: the physical places and people that development 

projects both serve and rely on.  

  

 Though you would be hard-pressed to find a development practitioner who 

would admit it, the competition for development territory among organizations exists 

for a number of reasons: 

  

1) Community members can only be involved in so many development projects at 
                                                                                                                                      
Oportunidades program, the national conditional cash transfer poverty alleviation 
program, which sent people door-to-door to enroll poor mother in the program via 
survey results. If you weren’t home on the day that the outreach representative came 
by, you could not be enrolled later.   



 

196 

 

any given moment, as each project places demands on participants’ time, resources, 

community networks, etc. For example, a quick look at a woman’s daily schedule 

who is already participating in a development project often reveals that she literally 

does not have another hour of the day to dedicate to, say, a savings group meeting. 

 

2) Each community can only engage in so many projects before the community itself 

becomes less suitable for development projects. Once all the women in the 

community have access to income generating activities, empowerment workshops, 

healthcare and savings groups, the community as a whole is less attractive to women-

centered development organizations as there is less to ‘develop’ there.  

 

3) Whether large or small, most development organizations work separately from one 

another. In some cases this is due to lack of information sharing and often 

practitioners know very little about other organizations’ efforts, which makes it 

difficult to collaborate. In other places there is actually a lot of overlap in terms of 

organizational missions, especially with women-centered development, and thus 

projects might actively work to avoid each other so as to not tap an already tapped 

resource (ie: marginalized women).  While development practitioners conquer 

development territory for different reasons and through a range of strategies, what I 

am interested in here are the divisions created as development territory is conquered, 

and the unintended disempowering consequences those divisions often yield for 

community members.   
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 During my time in Guerrero I witnessed and regrettably participated in a most 

poignant example of how women’s lives are often moved strategically, like chess 

pieces, across development territory. During my three years living there I made a lot 

of friends who worked in development in some capacity, and one night I received a 

phone call asking if I was available to help a friend of a friend file some last minute 

paperwork in the capital. My friend explained that the person I was going to help, 

Juan, was a sort of proyectista, someone who writes and processes grant money for 

development projects. Juan’s job might be better described as an independent 

development contractor, a surprisingly common yet amorphous position in Mexico 

where development often takes the form of accessing obscure government funds 

earmarked by sector (for example agriculture, home improvement, health). The funds 

usually trickle down73 from the federal government to state governments and then on 

to municipalities through a complicated process that often relies on development 

organizations and practitioners as intermediaries. Outreach about the availability of 

these funds is limited and the application process is quite exhaustive, especially 

considering that the projects intend to serve marginalized rural women who are often 

illiterate. Juan’s description of his position was to 1) research available funding, 2) 

find suitable applicants and 3) help them “bajar recursos,” literally ‘bring the money 

down.’ This means that Juan is often scouring the depths of government agency 
                                                
73 An emerging transparency and accountability movement in Mexico has taken issue 
with tracing the money, as it often ‘evaporates’ as it trickles down. Mexicans usually 
rank corruption as one of their top three concerns about life in Mexico. 
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websites to find calls for proposals and application deadlines, and he then takes to 

‘spreading the word’ that there is funding available and that he can assist with 

applications.  

  

 For instance, if Juan came across a project with funds earmarked for 

ecological cook stoves,74 he would look at a map to draw lines around communities 

that were likely to be suitable for such a project. In this example, he would first try to 

learn whether or not that community has already had an ecological cook stove project 

in order to avoid a counterproductive attempt to conquer already conquered 

development territory. Perhaps he might check to see if there is widespread access to 

natural or biogas in that community, or if they are facing a wood shortage.  Once he 

decided on an appropriate community, he might visit or reach out to a contact with 

contacts in that area to encourage suitable residents to apply. He would then organize 

the necessary documents which range as some projects require everything from birth 

certificates to 10 page applications, and he would then ‘handle the rest’: submitting 

the application, following up on it as necessary.  From what I could gather he worked 

on commission, and participants who were awarded funds for projects paid Juan 

accordingly; an arrangement which no doubt contributed to his motivation to ensure 

that projects would actually be approved.  

 

                                                
74 This is a popular women-centered initiative worldwide as it addresses both 
women’s health which is negatively impacted by smoke inhalation from cooking as 
well as the ecological effects of inefficient wood burning.  
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 When I arrived at his small unmarked office above a dental clinic in the 

capital, his desk and a table in the middle of the room were both flanked by stacks of 

papers. These stacks were made up of packets of women’s applications for this round 

of ‘productive project’ funding, which were really just black and white copies of 

groups of four to ten poor rural women’s government ID cards. The first ID copy in 

the packet was supposed to be the woman identified as the contact person or leader 

for the group, and in the margins around her ID, often in the kind of measured 

handwriting that denotes very limiting schooling, there was usually a note about her 

relationship to the other women in the packet, and a simple phrase denoting the 

project their group was interested in. For instance, the note might say: 

Mari: sister-in-law 
Noemi: cousin 
Filomena: sister-in-law 
Sandwich stand near elementary school 
 

 Juan was frantic about getting more applications in before the fast 

approaching deadline and wanted ‘good ones,’ so he instructed us (another 

development practitioner friend and I) to start taking apart the stapled packets of ID 

copies spreading them out across the table. He then began moving the papers around 

as if he were playing Tetris, putting this woman over there, that woman over here. As 

we ripped apart the packets, I was struck with my own emotion at separating the 

photos of the women from one another, from the handwritten messages that seemed 

to declare a shared vision for the future: Group Gloria-laundry mat, Group Socorro-

school supply stand, Group Eugenia- tamale sales.  Desperate to understand Juan’s 
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logic, I tried to trace his movements but finally blurted out, “what the hell are we 

doing?” He mumbled something about too many groups of old women and why it 

made more sense to raise goats in village X and run a smoothie stand in village Y. My 

immediate discomfort about un-grouping these one-dimensional images of women 

from their dreams, from their cousins and neighbors, quickly turned to regret.  

  

 Juan kept hushing me and saying things like ‘don’t worry, calm down, it will 

all get resolved later.’ He and my friend made jokes about gringas, women from the 

U.S., and how we “love following the rules” and “have to understand everything.” 

The light-hearted shaming served to remind me I was an outsider, and clearly alone in 

my doubts about what it meant to slide these ID copies around the table. While Juan 

obviously had more of an understanding than I did of the development territory, the 

physical space and its inhabitants, I could foresee that his strategy for how to divide it 

might yield the most opportunity for him, while creating at least unexpected, if not 

undesirable, outcomes for the applicants. When I mentioned something to this effect, 

Juan explained how the negative consequences that could ensue for the women would 

be outweighed by the fact that they would at least have the funding. In that way, he 

saw himself representing what he perceived as the women’s primary interest, 

‘obtaining the money.’ He claimed that the women sought him out for his knowledge 

of the development territory, which properly applied, would result in more approved 

projects, and that was his priority---get them the funds, work out the details later. 

While the women of the community might not know that a pig project hasn’t been 
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approved in their town in three years and it’s likely because the mayor owns a pig 

ranch, Juan does. So he trusts that they will be grateful that he applies this knowledge 

on their behalf so that they can receive the funds, and that they would work out the 

details accordingly.  

 

  What I have seen in some communities suggests that working out the details 

could greatly jeopardize even the access to the money.  Arbitrarily forming groups of 

women who might not live close enough to each other to successfully collaborate on 

an endeavor that might not be something they are interested in or even capable of 

running, presents myriad complications. Furthermore, these complications negatively 

affect the more marginalized women most. If a woman is older, less mobile, poorer, 

sicker, has more responsibilities or less decision making power at home; she is much 

less likely to struggle to participate in a roadside roast chicken operation far from her 

home with women she might not know or trust. The women most likely to challenge 

the maldistribution of development goods and services are usually the women with 

more schooling, more decision making power in their homes or communities, more 

income, more time, more confidence. In this way, the women most in need of 

opportunities to participate in development projects are often the most left out. 

  

 Justifications about how development territory is divided and ultimately 

conquered often invoke notions of ‘the bigger picture.’ One development practitioner 

I questioned about the possible effects of dividing community members through 
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allocating goods and services to some and not others got upset and admitted that 

while ‘maybe there are better ways to do this, everyone must agree that trying to 

provide some things for some people is better than not providing anything to anyone.’ 

Providing ‘some things to only some people’ in the name of development can be 

worse than not providing those things at all, especially when those things are T-shirts, 

broken sewing machines, small bags of organic fertilizer, and other material goods of 

limited use that can be imbued with problems for community members that will long 

outlive the object itself. 

 

 Surveillance: who is doing what? 

 

 In the aforementioned water filter scenario in Ethiopia, the line that was 

drawn meant that a family who received a water filter could be living next to a family 

who did not. This simple fact creates a new difference, or inequality, between these 

families that did not previously exist, and left unmitigated, this new difference can 

threaten relationships of interdependence and communality that are often integral to 

families’ wellbeing in rural areas.  Similarly, after Juan re-arranges projects and 

participants in rural Mexico, the women approved for funding might be shocked to 

find that instead of raising chickens to sell at the market in the morning they will be 

running a school supply stand in the afternoon. Furthering their confusion, they might 

be ‘assigned’ to a group of women they hardly know, or worse yet a group of women 

they do not want to work with. Why did their group and project change? Will they go 
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forward with the project anyway? Why were some women picked and others weren’t? 

These are the details the women will have to ‘work out’ on their own. What is most 

problematic about these differences, tensions and confusions that emerge as a result 

of the divide and conquer approach to development territory is that they are rarely 

addressed by the development organization. That is to say that development 

practitioners do not usually talk with excluded members about why they were 

excluded, and so community members are often left to determine their own reasoning 

for what is usually an arbitrary unequal distribution of access to goods or resources.  

  

 As folks try to decipher the reasoning on their own, I have heard community 

members suggest that maybe they were excluded and their neighbor was included due 

to corruption. Perhaps the water filter-receiving neighbor offered the development 

practitioners something in return for her inclusion in the project? Money? Sex? 

Information about other villagers? However unfounded they might be, such 

accusations point to the ways in which some community members find development 

territory a competitive, confusing or disempowering environment. In the absence of 

transparency and accountability from development practitioners, these community 

members’ desires to better understand this new or changing territory often leads to 

surveillance of other community members. Close observation of participants by non-

participants is a logical attempt to not only explain what has happened this time (why 

did she get the filter?), but to also gather information to better position oneself for the 

future (how can I get the next thing?). If a woman who didn’t receive a water filter 
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closely observes the actions of one who did, maybe next time she will know more 

about the process of accessing development goods and services. 

 

 For example, I was working in a community in Guerrero where some 

members of a local women’s group were dismayed to learn that Ceci, one of the 

youngest members of the group that represented about twenty women, was just 

approved for her second productive project grant in less than a year while many of the 

rest of them, who applied with the help of the same organization, were denied. Ceci 

was in her early 20s, and was married with only one child, while most of the other 

women in the group were older and had at least three children. Earlier in the year 

Ceci had applied for and received funds to run a small convenience store adjacent to 

her home. Most of the members of the women’s group had applied for funding during 

that first cycle as well but, at the suggestion of a development practitioner, many 

applied for collective projects to be managed by two or more women together. Most 

of them were denied, and as usually happens, no reason was given by the funding 

agency and the development practitioner who had suggested collective applications 

simply said it was a matter of luck. This first experience raised suspicions for some of 

the participants about why Ceci’s individual project was approved, and the collective 

ones were not. One member of the women’s group said that after Ceci was awarded 

the first project, she began to notice that the women’s group coordinator, an educated 

woman in her late twenties from the capital, seemed to favor Ceci because ‘they were 

both young and so they had more in common.’  
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 When Ceci received the funds for the second project, a pig-raising endeavor, 

some of the women began to talk quietly amongst themselves, especially those who 

had now been denied twice. They began asking each other why Ceci would be 

approved for two projects, how could she manage both, did she deserve so many 

‘opportunities’ with just one child? In the absence of answers from the organizations 

making funding and distribution decisions, perhaps a closer look (by the community 

members) at Ceci’s life would reveal what was ‘really’ going on. In a pattern I have 

seen in many places, the perceived inequality led to questions, which led to 

surveillance, as development questions without answers often do.  In this case, the 

women’s surveillance of Ceci led to a range of discoveries, one of which is an 

example of yet another unintended consequence of popular women-centered 

development strategies, to be discussed in the next section.  

 

 In the meantime, it is important to note that community members are not the 

only ones conducting what I am calling surveillance. Most development projects must 

engage in some sort of evaluation and monitoring process in order to receive, justify 

and sustain funding.  Recent trends in evaluation and monitoring are also closely 

linked with movements for accountability and transparency in the development 

sector. Large organizations like UNICEF and the Red Cross have faced damaging 

accusations about budget allocations as some large NGO CEOs have come under fire 

for earning $1 million per year and widespread doubts have been raised about 
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whether aid actually reaches the intended beneficiaries. Smaller organizations are also 

wary of bad press, and are often eager to comply with requests from donors to 

thoroughly evaluate their programs.  Though evaluation and monitoring happens in a 

range of ways depending on the organization and funding source, for most of the 

organizations I have worked with it often involves sending someone to the field to 

observe and ask questions. I have accompanied field workers on many of these trips, 

and find that this direct approach to monitoring and evaluation often looks and feels 

more like surveillance.  For instance, a field worker in Ethiopia or Mexico tasked 

with checking up on a women’s savings circle will arrive in the village, gather the 

participants, and ask to see their group’s records. The field worker, who might be in 

this village for the very first time, will carefully inspect the women’s savings logs, 

asking any questions she would like. “Who wrote the entry about Patty? Why was 

$14 lent to Patty? What did she use it for?”  

 

 As the field worker interrogates the women about who is doing what, she also 

encourages them, perhaps unintentionally, to conduct surveillance on one another. 

Whether or not Patty is in the room, she might ask the participants, “How do you 

know that Patty used the $14 for what she said she was going to use it for?” This 

might plant a seed of suspicion or doubt and might push some of the women to 

follow-up with Patty in a way they might not have otherwise. While traditional 

savings practices are largely based on honor and trust, newer institutionalized 

programs often take advantage of this existing structure while also requiring 
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participants to comply with monitoring and evaluation processes that require more 

than just giving one’s word. While in some cases Patty would be accountable directly 

to the visiting practitioner, often the onus is on other participants to follow up with 

each other, and they are adapting to this system in a range of ways. They might 

confront Patty directly, or talk with her friends, family and neighbors, or snoop 

around her home. Each of these approaches seems to reflect mistrust and suspicion, 

and some women have cited it as a source of new tensions in their communities; 

especially if such surveillance reveals a violation of new development related norms 

or rules, another way in which divide and conquer is creating a potentially 

disempowering experiences in some communities. 

 

 In many cases, practitioners are trying to meet the demands of funders who 

want to know the outcome of projects, and so often with limited resources and 

methodologies, practitioners are responsible for gathering the data. NGO fieldworkers 

are not usually trained in social science methodologies, but rather are told something 

to the effect of “head to community x and find out how many women participating in 

the project have done whatever issue the funder is interested in: for example, sending 

girls to school, taking kids in for vaccinations, practicing in-home hygiene, etc.” If a 

field worker only has a few hours to visit the community and needs to submit a write-

up the next day, they are likely going to rely on information provided by other 

community members instead of going door-to-door to see what is happening. This 

effective outsourcing of surveillance often creates new practices, tensions, and 



 

208 

 

responsibilities for community members.  

 

 For example, during a monitoring and evaluation visit in rural Ethiopia, the 

members of a women’s savings group were talking with Halim, the visiting 

fieldworker from the internationally funded NGO FAIR, who was asking the women 

questions about the reduction of HTPs (Harmful Traditional Practices) among their 

group members, and even in their community at large. The main HTP that many 

Western donors seem to be interested in reducing in Sub-Saharan Africa is female 

genital mutilation/cutting/circumcision. 75 As mentioned earlier, one of the conditions 

for membership in this savings circle is that all participants must refrain from 

participating in any HTPs, determined by FAIR and their funding agencies to be 

female genital mutilation/cutting/circumcision, uvula (and tonsil) extraction, milk 

teeth extraction, early marriage and marriage by abduction. The only way for the 

group members to know that these practices are not occurring among their members 

is to ask questions and ‘look closely,’ as suggested by sponsoring NGOs. 

 

                                                
75 As mentioned earlier, each of these terms has a somewhat different politicization to 
it. The World Health Organization uses the term Female Genital Mutilation (FGM), 
as do many Western organizations working to end the practice. In places where it is 
practiced the translation is often cutting or circumcision. These are the terms which 
are said to more closely represent the concepts in local languages while also 
reflecting parents’ rejection that they are mutilating their daughters but rather 
practicing a cultural tradition.  Though I will avoid this popular debate beyond its 
relevance for current development work, a particularly pointed academic critique is 
offered by feminist scholars who trace the colonial legacy of Western women’s 
pathologizing the oppression of the non-Western body of ‘other’ women (Mohanty & 
Torres 1991).  
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  During this particular meeting with Halim, she asked if there were any 

breaches in the agreement about rejecting HTPs. The women somewhat slowly and 

quietly replied no, there had not been any certain breaches. Halim seemed doubtful 

and asked if someone might have been a part of an HTP. A younger woman finally 

spoke up saying that there was some confusion about whether or not someone had 

allowed them to ‘cut’ her daughter, but as it turned out she had not. Halim then asked, 

“How do you know she didn’t cut her daughter? Did you look? Did you look 

closely?”  To think that even talking about what these women are now calling HTPs 

was entirely taboo just a year ago in this very village, and now they are being asked if 

they are looking closely to see who is cutting whose genitals seems to mark a 

significant shift in both discourse and practice.  

 

 My interest is not however in such possible cultural changes, but rather in how 

an attempt to provide required monitoring and evaluation might be leading to the 

unintended consequence of community members closely monitoring and evaluating 

one another in what are often small and tightly knit communities. This surveillance 

includes men as well who often follow women (usually their wives but sometimes 

their sisters or even mothers) to see if the women are really attending the 

development activities they claim to be attending. Especially in Mexico, men were 

very suspicious of whether or not their wives were actually going to the women’s 

group meeting, and not in fact meeting a lover or going to a friend’s house to gossip, 

things other community members often accuse women participating in development 
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projects of doing. I heard stories, from both men and women, of men following 

women on the bus to the capital, skulking behind her on the streets all the way to the 

door of the organization’s office, the place she was supposed to be, in order to 

assuage his own fears while also proving to the other community members that he 

does in fact ‘know what his woman is up to.’ This surveillance of women by men has 

been linked (especially by feminist activists in Chiapas and Kerala) to increased 

safety risks for women who travel for development related activities. Concerns in 

Kerala about women’s experiences particularly with sexual violence while using 

public transportation has led to many women having their activities restricted by male 

family members while the murder of a well-known women’s organizer in Chiapas has 

led many women there to restrict their own movement. The next section explores 

another example of control over women’s participation in development that also 

emerges from this dynamic of surveillance.  

 

 

 

 

Women as Pawns: Sign on the XX and Loaned to Death 

 

  In my experiences with many development initiatives, despite the intentions 

or scope of the projects, I came to see how poor women are often used as pawns for 

accessing development related resources. I use the word pawn in two ways: 1) to refer 
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to how an object can be moved strategically for the benefit of the other, as in chess, 

and 2) to refer to how an object can be used as security for access to another resource. 

as in a pawn shop. Most simply, poor women provide leverage for men and 

development practitioners as they are used to access resources. My experience with 

Juan, sliding images of women’s faces across the tabletop, represented a most 

poignant example of how women are used as leverage to gain access to funding, 

much like pawns on a chessboard. In the same way, the same women are also a 

source of collateral for accessing those resources, as each re-assembled packet of IDs 

and project titles represented a possible opportunity for Juan to secure his own 

livelihood. The ways in which women can be used as pawns by both development 

practitioners and the men in their lives are of particular concern as they represent 

some of the most grave examples of disempowering experiences encountered by 

women in development.  

  

  In the case of Ceci in Mexico who, to the other women’s chagrin, was granted 

her second microenterprise project in less than a year, her neighbors’ surveillance on 

her family and her income-generating activities revealed a very common yet 

undiscussed trend in women-centered development. As the women snooped around, 

they came to learn that both of Ceci’s projects actually belonged to her husband, 

despite the fact that it was her name on the paperwork. They were his idea, and he 

and a male relative were running both, relatively unsuccessfully as the interested 

women came to learn, and as a result Ceci was hardly benefitting, nor was their son, 



 

212 

 

and it was a major source of contention in her small family. Ceci later confided in me 

that her husband was using the limited sales profits from the projects for his own 

purchases, namely alcohol and stereo equipment, when her hope was that the money 

would be used for familial expenses like putting a cement floor in their kitchen76 and 

buying school supplies for their son. But Ceci was unable to negotiate access to the 

control of the resources for these projects, and though she was eager to manage a 

project of her own, she was discouraged from applying again.  

 

  Ironically, her husband’s (mis) management of these ‘women-centered’ 

resources points to one of the main reasons that so many programs and projects 

currently focus on women as recipients.  Why, for example, do most conditional cash 

transfer programs specifically designate women as beneficiaries? Why do most 

microloan programs focus on women as loan recipients? Though seeming to rely on 

an implicit common sense (or essentialist) assumption that women are more likely to 

allocate their resources for improving the health and well-being of their children, 

these decisions, like most economic decisions, are actually backed by numbers, and 

development experts argue that giving money, or access to resources, to women is a 

better investment in the long run because women are more likely than men to use 

                                                
76 Cement floors are correlated to decreased illnesses and the Mexican government 
actually runs a special funding program to offset the costs of putting in cement floors, 
but Ceci’s application was denied.  
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these resources to better the lives of their children. 77  This has been made explicit by 

the world’s most famous microfinance institution, the Grameen Bank, where at least 

97% of the clients are women. The focus on women is explained in the words of 

Grameen Bank founder and Nobel Laureate Mohammed Yunus who said: 

  If you are born into a poor family, if you are a woman you have seen the  
  worst of poverty. In a cultural way in the families in Bangladesh it's the  
  women who eats last…. She misses out. So everything comes in the raw deal 
  for her. So, given a chance she works very hard to make a change to improve 
  her life. And by training she is the most efficient manager of scarce  
  resources. Because with the little resource she has, she has to stretch it as  
  much as she can to look after the children, look after the family and  
  everything else, unlike women - men want to enjoy right away. Whatever he 
  got, whatever tiny bit of thing he got he doesn't care for much what's coming 
  up (October 3, 2007, ABC interview). 
 

 

Though statements like these allude to existing gender inequalities within homes and 

communities, the question remains, what happens in places where gender relations 

are unequal and men feel (or actively are) excluded from opportunities to generate 

income through development initiatives? What impact does this exclusion have on the 

relationships between men and women in families and communities? How is this 
                                                
77 Migration scholars have also tracked gendered patterns of sending and spending via 
remittances (the money sent by migrants to family members in their home countries) 
and often find that compared to men, women are less likely to spend their earnings on 
personal consumption and they send a higher proportion of their income for longer 
periods and more consistently (UN-INSTRAW 2005, 2008). For example a study on 
gender and remittances conducted by the UN International Research and Training 
Institute for the Advancement of Women concludes that this is because “women 
fundamentally conceive their migratory project in terms of their own self-sacrifice for 
the well-being of future generations, whereas men will often reserve their money for 
their own personal expenses and interests” (UN-ISTRAW 2008: 5). The same could 
be said of microfinance commitments. 
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exclusion negotiated? In many cases, men see using women as pawns as a way to 

gain access to funds or opportunities, and thus they take advantage of gender 

inequality as they have women ‘sign on the xx,’ a chromosomal play on words, on 

men’s behalf. In cases like Ceci’s, it is often quite hard for development practitioners 

to know that a man coerced a woman into applying for a project on his behalf. fI was 

under the impression for quite some time that Ceci was in fact running her own 

projects as I often saw her working at them.  If it hadn’t been for the surveillance of 

the other women, the women’s organization likely wouldn’t have found out what was 

happening, and Ceci’s experience couldn’t have been a catalyst for a conversation in 

this community about why, from the perspective of many men and women, women-

centered development wasn’t working.  

 

  Women are often used as pawns by development practitioners in a similar 

way; as practitioners come to learn of opportunities for funding for projects serving 

women, they need the women who can participate in the project in order to apply. I 

was surprised to see how this was happening in Kerala, a state famous for its history 

of grassroots and even feminist activism. While I was there I spent a few weeks living 

on the property of Ashtrinka, one of the oldest Keralan NGOs, founded in the 1950s 

by a nationally recognized philosopher and philanthropist whose visions for rural 

development were based on a unique commune-like model of sustainability achieved 

through residential education and local livelihood opportunities for poor and tribal 

youth. The community is still spread over 50 acres of lush tropical land. In addition to 
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providing free boarding school from pre-k to vocational college, it includes a range of 

self-sufficiency projects, mostly staffed by men, ranging from agricultural tool 

production including a patented coconut tree climbing device to a complete rainwater 

harvesting system. There are also a variety of income-generating projects on the 

property which are mostly staffed by women and include things like ceramics and 

candle production, book binding and interestingly a large, privately-owned condom 

factory.   

 

  While I was in this community as a volunteer, I worked closely with Ronit, 

the director of operations who entered the organization when he married the founder’s 

daughter, Vasu, who is also an administrator at Ashtrinika, though of less rank than 

Ronit. They were both aware that I was there to volunteer and also to research, which 

I was often afraid would affect practitioners’ behavior, yet Ronit’s unbridled desires 

to expand Ashtrinka’s development territory revealed themselves in virtually every 

interaction I had with him. I listened as he dictated eager email responses to foreign 

volunteers who had limited training but were eager to ‘make a difference in people’s 

lives in India’ with funds from some absurdly specific grant. Could a few of them 

come to Ashtrinka to try their hand at X with a group of local women? Sure! He’d 

even pick them up from the airport. Behind his back his wife Vasu would roll her 

eyes, and would quickly tell me that it was a waste of everyone’s time and money to 

round up 20 local women for a daily goat milk soap workshop run by two college 

students from Sweden who haven’t yet made goat milk soap. But where Vasu saw a 
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waste of resources Ronit saw development territory opportunities. Could they later 

charge local soap makers a minimal rent to use the fully furnished but likely 

abandoned soap-making workshop paid for by the grant? If the Swedish students 

ended up liking Ashtrinka enough might they help figure out how to put Ronit and 

Vasu in touch with someone at Sida, the famously generous Swedish government 

anti-poverty agency that funds projects all around the world? In this way the poor 

rural women living in or near Ashtrinka were seen and often used by Ronit as pawns 

to gain access to other goods and services that might or might not serve the women, 

but in his eyes ultimately served an agenda of community development.  

 

  Perhaps the most popular strategy for providing poor communities and 

particularly poor women greater access to resources has emerged in the form of 

microfinance. As noted in chapter 2, the most famous microfinance institution in the 

world, the Grameen Bank, became so popular that in 2008 it expanded its area of 

service from Bangladesh to New York City and has since provided over 80,000 loans 

to US women. Microfinance seems to be a solution for poor women everywhere, and 

certainly in each of my research sites, and in chapter 3 I explored some of the 

empowering experiences women associate with microfinance in India, Mexico and 

Ethiopia. Here I explore how, as David Roodman, a senior fellow at the Center for 

Global Development, puts it, “credit is both the source of possibilities and it’s a 

bond” (as cited in Polgreen and Bajaj 2010). In fact, despite the international 

celebration of the possibilities afforded by microfinance, some analysts claim that 
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upon closer look, “Most borrowers do not appear to be climbing out of poverty, and a 

sizable minority is getting trapped in a spiral of debt” (Polgreen and Bajaj 2010). In 

fact, there is fear particularly in India among both politicians and NGO leaders that 

“microfinance could become India’s version of the United States’ subprime mortgage 

debacle” (Polgreen and Bajaj 2010). Concerns about the impacts of microfinance 

were echoed in my interviews with both the director of a government-run Women’s 

Affairs Office in the northern Indian state of Uttarakhand and the director of a rural 

women’s NGO in that area, as they each told me that they were very careful to even 

use the word microfinance. In fact, as I asked probing questions about the ways in 

which women were managing small scale finances through collectives, savings 

groups and lending circles, both the NGO director and the government Women’s 

Affairs director explicitly asked that I not use the word microfinance to describe what 

either of their respective programs were facilitating. This fear of being associated 

with microfinance at an organizational level seemed to correspond to the national 

concerns about its economic sustainability, but would pale in comparison to the 

hushed and personal stories I heard about microfinance in the southern state of 

Kerala. 

 

  While I stayed as a resident volunteer in Ashtrinka, I spent time talking with a 

translator with groups of women who were working in income-generating projects 

like soap-making or ceramics. I also had the opportunity to talk alone with many 

women who spoke quite fluent English, including the manager of the condom factory, 
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the sales woman at the Ashtrinka community shop, and Vasu, the daughter of the 

founder. In my conversations with each of these women, I came to learn of what they 

each referred to as a sort of sad secret of the rural villages in the area. I first heard it 

from Mary, the Ashtrinka shopkeeper, whom I saw often as I was making a habit of 

stopping by the shop daily to buy a small bag of jackfruit chips on my way back from 

the women’s group on the other side of the community. The jackfruit chips were like 

potato chips but made from a local fruit and were remnants of a women’s income-

generating project from seasons past, and as I did my best to discreetly wipe the dust 

from the bag I always tried to imagine who else in the vicinity might have the right 

combination of free time, expendable income and craving for salty chips in a plastic 

bag. The two other volunteers who were staying in Ashtrinka at the same time as I 

was were both young foreigners who avoided ‘local foods’ whenever possible and 

snacked out of a suitcase tightly packed with what seemed to be a never-ending 

supply of European treats. One day Mary finally accepted my invitation to eat some 

of my jackfruit chips with me and so we began sharing stories. She said she had been 

curious to know more about me since the first time I came into the shop and I told her 

she could ask me anything she wanted. So Mary quickly learned I was married 

without kids, and that I was waiting to have kids because I was worried about money. 

She laughed at this and said that is why in Kerala women know better than in other 

places and only have one or two. The fertility rate in Kerala has been the lowest in 

India since the 1970s, with women giving birth to fewer than two children on 

average, while in some northern states the average is five. She went on to say that 
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though she only had one child, it was still hard, financially. When I suggested that she 

had a ‘good job,’ working as a paid staff person of an NGO she vehemently disagreed 

and said that her pay was ‘very bad’ and that all the money goes to the top in NGOs, 

just like in government. I thought immediately of class inequalities within 

development projects, another unintended disempowering consequence, and about 

how Ronit and Vasu, the administrators, had two cars and a nice house on the 

property with couches and satellite TV. Their sons who attended private school were 

always eager to practice pronouncing the American name brands of their clothes with 

me when I visited.  Mary said her son is always in need of things she and her 

rickshaw driver husband can’t afford: school supplies, shoes, more vegetables. 

 

  As we talked about strategies for getting by, she confided in me that the 

women showing up for the two-hour ceramics workshop in Ashtrinka each morning 

were getting about $15 USD per month for their participation. According to Mary, 

that was the only reason any of them were even there, which might have explained 

the lackluster collection of pinch pots also gathering dust alongside the jackfruit chips 

in the shop.78 From the ceramics workshop the same women might go on to spend an 

hour in the women’s community garden, where they are also getting a small stipend 

for showing up to weed and care for plants, in addition to taking home some tomatoes 

before working a few hours of paid labor somewhere outside the village in addition to 

the hours of daily housework that poor Indian women are responsible for. But 

                                                
78 Minimum wage in a rice mill is about $70 USD per month. 
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according to Mary, even if you can handle the commitments, it’s better not to be 

involved in a lot of these sorts of activities because word spreads, “people start to 

notice you” and they take an interest in what you are doing (surveillance), because 

they know you are “getting things:” money, pottery, tomatoes. 

  

  This is something I heard often in regards to savings circles as well. Many 

women didn’t want other community members or family members or even friends to 

know about their participation in saving circles because if those other people didn't 

know about the women’s participation, then the women were less likely to be 

approached for loans or favors. Some women feared being taken advantage of or even 

robbed. This fear of surveillance often leads to secrecy, which was causing big 

problems in Kerala because, according to women I talked to about it, the women who 

are ‘secretive’ about the loans they are receiving and the projects they are a part of, 

are often getting in over their heads, and no one really knows it but them.  Mary said 

that she was sure that almost every woman she knows has microloans that they are 

struggling to pay back. She confessed that even she did, and that despite how 

secretive they are about it, she knew that some women had many, way too many. And 

then she said in a very hushed and serious voice, “You know, it is a poison. The 

microcredit is a poison.”  

  

  Though I had heard speculation among NGO practitioners in the north of 

India about the possible ‘microfinance bubble,’ Mary’s language felt different. She 
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wasn’t talking about the potential economic crisis that might be spurred by 

microcredit schemes that could shake India’s entire finance sector, as some scholars 

feared (Polgreen and Bajaj 2010); she was talking about a social problem, one deeply 

affecting women’s lives. When I asked what she meant she said, “It is killing us. The 

poison is killing us. There have been four here alone, no, five, six… six women 

poisoned. Near Ashtrinka only.”  Eager to be sure I was understanding her, I had 

Mary explain this to me many times, though she was hesitant at first. The gist of the 

crisis, according to Mary, is that women in the area were applying for numerous 

microcredit loans on behalf of their whole family, often at the behest of male family 

members who could not apply for the gender-specific loans. Because of the 

aforementioned lack of communication amongst agencies and programs, women are 

able to have multiple loans at the same time, one woman she knew had twelve, and no 

matter what the arrangement with the rest of their family, on the books it was the 

women who were carrying the loans, and thus the women who carried the shame of 

the rapidly mounting debts incurred in their name.  

 

  Supporters of microfinance are often shocked to learn that the global interest 

rate average for microcredit loans exceeds 35% (Goldberg & Pallidini 2010).79 While 

this is obviously an incredibly high rate that raises important questions about how 

microcredit could lift women out of poverty when they are forced to pay upwards of 

                                                
79 The variation between countries is notable, with average microcredit interest rates 
in Uzbekistan exceeding 80%.  
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35% in interest on each loan, there are other important and less visible effects of these 

interest rates. Many of the places where microcredit is made widely available are 

communities with traditions of interest-free savings and lending (vis-à-vis traditional 

lending circles for example), so microcredit recipients often do not understand the 

terms of the loan agreements and especially the interest rates, which Mary cited as a 

most important factor in the ‘poisoning.’ By her account, when women come to 

realize that they are responsible for paying back even more than they thought, an 

overwhelming fear and shame sets in. They suffer it in silence because they have 

been afraid to tell their friends and neighbors and even female family members about 

the funds they have access to, initially out of fear that others might want a piece of the 

pie, but then out of fear that they have brought shame to their family, or even their 

community. As the women do the math, assessing how much they owe in interest 

alone and how they could re-allocate their limited earnings from the community 

development projects and their other paid labor, if they have it, they often have to 

make the difficult decision to sell whatever assets they might have--- perhaps their 

coveted wedding jewelry, 80 or in the worst cases, their body via sex work. If a 

woman has already had to make this decision, Mary says the poison is usually next. 

That is to say, the woman commits suicide by drinking rat poison, or a highly toxic 

plant substance.  

                                                
80 Many Indian women traditionally receive a large gold necklace that covers much of 
their chest at the time of their marriage. The necklace has symbolic and economic 
value for protection throughout a woman’s marriage, and is supposed to remain with 
her until her death.  
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  The connection between suicide and microfinance came to light in 2010 when 

about 40 male farmers from the Indian of Andhra Pradesh committed suicide after 

defaulting on their in microcredit loans (Sarma 2004 ).81 Substantially less attention 

has been paid however, to women’s experiences with microfinance and the unique 

pressures they face as a result of women-centered development that privileges and 

encourages women’s participation in microfinance in communities where gender 

inequality, surveillance and poverty greatly inhibit their opportunities to benefit from 

microfinance initiatives. Microfinance might exacerbate existing inequalities between 

men and women. Despite calls for more ethical lending and recovering practices, as 

well as demands for regulation and oversight, many women in Kerala remain 

unconvinced that the for-profit microfinance sector is interested in the well-being of 

poor women. When communities mistrust outside practitioners, locally-based 

grassroots activism often gives way to alternative development strategies, as has been 

the case in both Kerala and Chiapas. In the following section I provide a closer look 

at the gendered implications of the governing strategies in both of these famously 

alternative development hotspots.    

  

The Politics of Numbers: Half of a Village or 33%?  
                                                
81 Some Indian news sources cited cultural shame regarding indebtedness as the cause 
of suicide while others faulted coercive collection strategies of microfinance 
practitioners. Regardless of the motivation, these suicides highlighted the exploitative 
nature of market-driven microfinance and led to national calls for ‘sustainable’ and 
‘socially just’ microfinance in India. Nonetheless, microfinance is still a central 
component of women-centered development in each of the countries I researched in.  
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  Keralan civil society and the Zapatista movement are both known 

internationally for the radical politics that have driven an alternative agenda focused 

on social development without economic development. Because of their respective 

notoriety in actually achieving improved social development, it is important to note 

the role that radical politics have played in both Kerala and Zapatista communities. 

One commonality between these two vastly different places is the shared recognition 

of the importance of women’s participation in politics as key for social development. 

Part of what draws many scholars, activists and even development practitioners 

(including myself) towards Keralan or Zapatista communities is often an interest in 

the role women are playing in local governments. Most importantly, many scholars, 

activists and practitioners claim that most of the disempowering experiences I 

outlined above could be addressed by having more women in power. While there are 

countless examples of the empowering experiences related to women in government, 

not just for the women in the position but for the women affected by the decisions 

made by women in government, are there disempowering components to women-

centered government strategies? Could there be disempowering consequences for 

women participating in governing even in places steeped in radical and grassroots 

politics? What happens when we look closer yet at practices in communities 

celebrated for engaging in alternatives? 

 

Half of a village learning to govern 
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“Welcome.  You are in the autonomous territory of the Zapatistas in 
rebellion. Here the people command and the government obeys.  For 
everyone everything, nothing for ourselves” (Sign at entrance to 
Zapatista caracol community of La Esperanza). 

In contrast to the forced reservation system of India, community members in 

autonomous Zapatista municipalities in Chiapas freely nominate one another to serve 

on Juntas del Buen Gobierno, autonomous Zapatisa ‘good governing councils,’ 

during regular community meetings, called general assemblies, which are usually 

attended by virtually all fellow community members over the age of fourteen.  

According to the community members I’ve talked to, those who are nominated to 

serve on the Junta del Buen Gobierno have usually already held other positions of 

responsibility which have made their commitment to their community noticeable, for 

example in the areas of education, health, cooperative work, or religion. It is in this 

way that particular community members are recognized over others as qualified for 

the important and demanding position of serving on the Junta del Buen Gobierno.  

Upon nomination by a fellow community member, the nominee must then be 

unanimously elected by the assembly to serve a one-year term that is divided into 

rotations of service among the various caracoles, or autonomous territory capitals, 

with each rotation lasting about fifteen days. This means that the nominee will travel 

among the five caracoles, serving as a member for a period of about a month on each 

of the Juntas. The year-long commitment offers no economic incentive and is 

referred to as a cargo, a term used to describe traditional positions of leadership in 

indigenous villages that also means “weight.” Historically, cargos are unpaid 

positions that require intensive energy and even economic commitments on behalf of 
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the chosen community member who becomes responsible for organizing and 

financing religious activities in the community.  Serving on the Junta is similarly 

energy intensive in that it requires members to be gone from their home for months at 

a time, but it is not as financially demanding as traditional cargos are. In Zapatista 

villages, fellow community members work collectively to care for the absentee’s 

crops and animals while they leave the community to serve on the governing council. 

Similarly, local community members  collaborate to provide the visiting council 

members with food and housing. While the experience can be strenuous, in the words 

of the EZLN,    

The plan is that the work of the Juntas de Buen Gobierno should be rotated 
among the members of all the Autonomous Councils of each region.  This is 
so that the task of governing is not exclusive to one group, so that there are no 
“professional” leaders, so that learning is for the greatest number of people, 
and so that the idea that government can only be carried out by “special 
people” is rejected.  Almost invariably, once all the members of an 
Autonomous Councils have learned the meaning of good government, there 
are new elections in the communities, and all the authorities change.  Those 
who have already learned return to their fields, and new ones come in … and 
start over again.  If this is analyzed in depth, it will be seen that it is a process 
where entire villages are learning to govern (Marcos 2004 at 
http://www.ezlnaldf.org/comunica/040820video2-eng.html0). 

 

The EZLN has established this system so that, as Subcomandante Marcos says, 

“entire villages are learning to govern” (2004).  While the Junta is henceforth touted 

as a revolutionary experiment in creating democracy through the devolution of power 

to the community level, I have claimed that the rotation system employed in these 
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autonomous territories so celebrated for their alternative and deep democracy politics 

is not functioning in its own intended capacity.     

 Because of what I knew about the typically stringent system of rotation, when 

I returned to the Zapatista caracol community of La Esperanza four months after my 

first visit I expected that, like most visitors from civil society, I would have to re-

explain myself to an entirely new group of representatives of the Junta del Buen 

Gobierno.  During my previous visit I had only met with two members of the Junta in 

a space used as a greeting center, one of whom was a quiet woman with grey eyes, a 

black ski mask over her face, and the only pair of white high-top sneakers I have seen 

on an indigenous woman in Mexico to date. My meeting four months later was with 

the entire Junta in the official office of the Junta del Buen Gobierno and when I 

entered, I was taken aback at the sight of four men in black ski masks sitting in a row 

behind a large wooden table. As I finished my greetings and adjusted to the sight of 

these masked men staring at me from across the table, I noticed yet another set of 

eyes in the corner of the room.  

 

 During our introductions, a woman had entered, as if to disprove my growing 

suspicion and Rosa Rojas’s (1994) assertion that in Zapatista autonomy “the women 

are missing.” Only this woman’s presence wouldn’t necessarily quell my concern, but 

would lead me instead to ask a new question, as I realized immediately that she was 

in fact the same woman I had spoken with four months earlier.  She nodded as I 

smiled at her, yet when I said excitedly that I remembered meeting with her during 
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my last visit in October, she quickly stared down at her white high-top sneakers and 

walked to a bench in the corner of the office, behind where the men sat, where she 

remained for the duration of the meeting without saying another word. This was the 

second of over a dozen meetings I would have with the Junta in La Esperanza over 

the course of three years, and seeing this same woman for the second time accounted 

for half of four meetings in which I encountered a woman or women in a Junta 

meeting at all. The next time the two young women present sat separately from, and 

behind, the men and were not at any time invited to engage in the conversation. They 

giggled to each other when I also handed them copies of the documents that the men 

had asked me for and throughout the meeting they, unlike the men, did not take any 

notes. It was my impression that they were not in fact members of the Junta, but had 

been invited to the meeting because I was asking questions about women. The other 

time there was a woman present she had been specifically summoned to respond to 

my questions about women’s participation in the movement, and it was again my 

impression that she was not actually a member of the Junta.  

The Zapatistas’ ability to attain their self-determined goal of universal 

participation in autonomous governing remains severely hindered by the extremely 

limited participation of women in the Juntas del Buen Gobierno. As part of the 

analysis of the success and shortcomings of the caracoles, the EZLN has officially 

concerned itself with the “place of women” in autonomy. The following is the first 

and only official EZLN document regarding the “place of women” since the 
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formation of the caracoles.  Unfortunately, it was not written by a woman, but instead 

by the EZLN’s world famous spokesman, Subcomandante Marcos. 

… [O]ne flaw which we have been dragging along with us for some 
time has to do with the place of women.  The participation of women 
in the work of the organizational management is still small, and…in 
the Autonomous Councils and the Juntas del Buen Gobierno it is less 
than 1% on average.… Government work is still the prerogative of the 
men.  Despite the fact that Zapatista women have had, and have, a 
fundamental role in the resistance, respect for their rights continues, in 
some cases, to be just words on paper.  Domestic violence has 
decreased, it is true, but more through the limitations on alcohol 
consumption than through a new family and gender culture.  Women 
are also still being limited in participating in activities that involve 
their leaving the village.  It is not something written or explicit, but the 
woman who leaves without her husband or children is viewed and 
thought of in a bad light. …I'm talking about courses and meetings 
organized by the EZLN, the Juntas del Buen Gobierno, the 
Autonomous Municipalities, the women’s cooperatives and the 
villages themselves.  It is a shame, but we have to be honest: we still 
cannot give a good report regarding women, in the creation of 
conditions for their gender development, in a new culture which 
acknowledges their capacities and aptitudes that have purportedly 
belonged exclusively to men.  Even though we are aware that it will 
take a while, we hope some day to be able to say, with satisfaction, 
that we have achieved the disruption of at least this aspect of the 
world.  Only in that way will it all have been worthwhile ( 2004,”Leer 
Un Video: Segunda Parte: 
http://palabra.ezln.org.mx/comunicados/2004/). 

 

 Clearly the motivation for the inherently complicated system of rotation and 

frequent elections being practiced in autonomous municipalities is far from achieving 

its goal of allowing an entire village to learn how to govern itself.  Instead, because 

participation in the Juntas and Autonomous Councils is dominated almost entirely by 

men, it would be more accurate to say that only half of a village is learning how to 
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govern, a division incontrovertibly drawn along gender lines. As a man serving on the  

Junta del Buen Gobierno of La Esperanza told me, “It is an injustice, purely an 

injustice”.  

In his discussion of the lack of women’s participation on the governing 

councils, Marcos alludes to, without suggesting how to address, the obvious gap 

between Zapatista discourse regarding women’s rights and Zapatista women’s lived 

experiences in autonomous communities.  The community members I have spoken 

with have helped me to understand a few of the primary factors that are sustaining 

“the injustice” that has limited women’s participation in this aspect of autonomous 

life. First, one of the main reasons women are not enjoying the rights provided to 

them in the Revolutionary Women’s Law is that most Zapatistas are not aware of this 

law and its implications.  In fact, of all of the women I have spoken with in Chiapas, 

none are familiar with its terms.  

Possibly because of community members’ lack of knowledge about the law, it 

is not being consistently enforced in all autonomous municipalities. However, the 

extent to which the law could even be enforced would depend on the women who 

invoke it. This is because the functioning of the Juntas as a body of justice is such 

that community members seek out the counsel of Junta members in their own 

attempts to address violations of rights and customs or general disputes 82. This is to 

                                                
82 I was once waiting for a meeting with the Junta alongside three men who were in 
disagreement over whose chickens were whose and were waiting to see the Junta to 
have them help settle the matter.  
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say that if women are not aware of their rights as outlined in the law, they are not 

likely to seek redress amongst Junta members, regardless of whether or not those 

members are familiar with the law. As research on female police officers in the U.S. 

has shown, women whose rights have been violated by men often feel more 

comfortable seeking justice when female officials are present. I also observed this in 

Ethiopia.  Following this logic, we can imagine that Zapatista women could be less 

likely to address the Junta because it is a male-dominated structure, but this does not 

explain why in such an egalitarian and democratizing project so committed to the 

horizontal devolution of power, women appear to be left out.  

As discussed earlier, a primary factor used to identify a fellow community 

member as qualified for service on an Autonomous Council, and thus on a Junta, is 

often based on his or her history of community-based work.  Because the EZLN has 

been one of the first movements in indigenous communities to even allow for the 

participation of women in the political and governing structures, very few adult 

women in indigenous communities have already been exposed to political roles.  

Similarly, indigenous women in most communities have not traditionally been 

permitted to hold ranking positions within churches, schools, clinics, and even 

women’s work cooperatives.  As of now, most adult women simply haven’t had 

enough “political” experience to be thought of as potentially suitable leaders in their 

communities, thus rendering women “unelectable” to their community members and 

often in their own eyes as well.  
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In addition to previous leadership experience, because of the elevated level of 

commitment required to serve on the Junta, community members also consider the 

amount of other, particularly domestic, responsibilities a potential council member 

might have. For example, in a discussion with a Zapatista man who had walked for 

days from his community to bring his ill young son to the clinic in the La Esperanza, 

I learned that while he had previously held leadership positions in his community and 

now desired to serve on the Junta, his community members had not chosen him 

because of his responsibility to help his wife care for their sick child.  His case is 

unique in that in most indigenous and even Zapatista communities, the responsibility 

of caring for children is generally, and sometimes exclusively, referred to as the work 

of women. If the additional domestic burden created by the extenuating circumstances 

of tending to a very sick child could hinder even a man’s opportunity to leave his 

home and serve his community, the assumed female responsibility to be constantly 

present to raise all of a family’s children largely prohibits most community members, 

even other women, from perceiving mothers as capable of leaving their homes in 

order to serve on a Junta.   

 Eber notes from her work with indigenous women in the highlands of 

Chiapas that “most women with children face formidable obstacles to attending 

meetings, among them providing for child care, paying for transportation, and 

exhaustion from adding organizing work to housework, child care, field work, and 

weaving for household use or for sale” (Eber and Kovic 2004:148).  These factors 

undoubtedly restrict the political participation of women with children, which has led 
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many Zapatista women to decide that “only single women should be representatives” 

as it is “too difficult for married women to fulfill their obligations to both their 

households and the base (community)” (Eber and Kovic 2004: 157).  

One male representative of the Junta del Buen Gobierno in La Esperanza 

shared with me his own reaction to the fact that it is exceptionally hard for women to 

participate in autonomous governing:  

It is an injustice.  It is an injustice that the men are the first ones to participate 
in the organization, but that they brought this idea [machismo] to the 
organization?[shaking his head, pause] It is an injustice when a woman cannot 
speak, cannot participate, when women do not have the right to be nominated 
and then they don’t participate.  And this organization had to explain to the 
women that they must learn to think, to speak, to give opinions [in order] to be 
nominated in their groups and communities.  After years of learning that the 
women are the most exploited, the most marginalized, then slowly they began 
to participate in community-based work. 

The more I came to understand these injustices, the less I thought I understood 

Zapatismo. But in a strange twist of fate, seeing the grey-eyed woman in sneakers for 

the second time reminded me of what she told me the first time I met her. At the end 

of our first meeting she took my hands in hers and thanked me for coming from so far 

away to learn about the struggles and triumphs of Zapatista women. And then she 

said, “Keep looking.”  

33%: “It is the men who win really” 

  One particularly muggy afternoon Vasu, the firstborn daughter of the 

philanthropist who founded Ashtrinika, and I were talking alone in her office, without 

her beloved fan. The electricity had gone out, and we were lazily stuck in our palm 
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chairs in the dark. She began to explain to me that the electricity was likely cut off as 

a part of some political stalemate in the capital, and while my attention wandered as 

she complained about the incompetency of each of the political parties, I was struck 

by the tone in her voice when she finally said,  “You know what is a problem that no 

one wants to talk about here in Kerala? Women in politics.” I thought immediately of 

the glowing reviews I had read in college and even more recently about Keralan 

women’s  achievements in local politics, and I mentioned these claims. She nodded 

and said yes, these were the claims, and this was exactly the problem. “Many women 

run and some are even elected, but really it is the man who wins.” What happened, 

according to many women in Kerala, was that in 1993, it was declared, somewhat 

overnight,83 that 33% of panchayat, or village council, positions now needed to be 

held by women. The percentage of women in government positions is often used as a 

barometer of gender equality in a given region, and it is one of the three components 

of the Gender Inequality Index (GII) used by the UNDP to rank countries’ 

achievements of social, economic, and political gender equality.84  The reserved seat 

quota system has put Rwanda on the gender equality map as it recently surpassed 

                                                
83 This was a top-down decision made by the central government, not a result of 
grassroots or bottom-up organizing.  
84 “The GII measures gender inequalities in three important aspects of human 
development—reproductive health measured by maternal mortality ratio and 
adolescent birth rates; empowerment, measured by proportion of parliamentary seats 
occupied by females and proportion of adult females and males aged 25 years and 
older with at least some secondary education; and economic status expressed as 
labour market participation and measured by labour force participation rate of female 
and male populations aged 15 years and older” (UNDP Human Development 
Reports).  
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Sweden for gender parity in politics, and now ranks number one in the world with 

over 56% of all government seats held by women.85 As Vasu explained it, what 

commonly happens in Kerala is that since 33% of candidates need to be women, a 

man often “puts a woman up” for election, on his platform. Really he would like to 

run, but he can’t so he pushes his wife or sister to run in his place and with his ideas. 

As she explained her view of this political puppetry, I couldn't help but think of her 

own life experience, the daughter of the founder of one of the state’s largest NGOs, 

the wife of the director, and in each of our meetings, a staunch critic of NGO work in 

general and even this NGO specifically.  

 

  I took my questions about women in politics to the director of a self-

proclaimed feminist organization in Kerala working out of the capital. She explained 

that in the 1990s when the quota system was first put into place, literally hundreds of 

women were ‘forced’ into government positions overnight without any preparation, 

and often without any desire to participate in party politics. Her organization began 

offering trainings, skill-building workshops, and general outreach for elected women 

who were often quite confused. In such a disempowering situation, they were often 

marginalized and ridiculed by men in government meetings who often critiqued the 

women’s ignorance of laws and legislative procedures. The director ultimately 

lamented that despite their continued commitments to offering public speaking, 
                                                
85 Some analysts would remind that after the genocide that ended in 1994, women 
made up over 70% of Rwanda’s population. Also important to note in the case of 
Rwanda, the reserved seat quote is set at 30%, yet actual positions held are nearly 
double the quota. 
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writing, and leadership workshops, in their opinion “one-third of all elected women 

ultimately do not fulfill their roles.” She explained that this could be due to lack of 

transportation, lack of domestic help, pressures from family members to recede from 

politics, lack of time, or inability to effectively legislate due to exclusion by male 

politicians.  In these cases, the woman often leaves discouraged as a male politician 

steps in to take over, and unfortunately most studies celebrating the quota system 

emphasize theory over practice.  Further research on women’s experiences with quota 

systems is needed, especially in India as a bill is currently making its way to change 

the constitution of India to ‘reserve’ 33% of all statewide and Lower House seats for 

women. After my experiences learning about women’s participation in radical and 

grassroots male-centric politics in both Kerala and Chiapas, I would suggest using the 

word “required” over “reserved.”  

 

‘The fourth shift’ 

  A close consideration of the range of responsibilities a woman might take on 

when participating in the many facets of development work leads any observer to 

thoughts about time and work.  In the above example of women in politics in Kerala, 

the reasons cited for women ultimately not participating are largely related to time. 

The attention paid in the literature to women’s experiences with increased demands 

on their time and energy have mostly focused on processes of globalization and/or 

neoliberalism and the resulting poverty. What I am claiming here is that the 

development process, including explicitly women-centered processes, are also placing 
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new demands on women’s time, energy, resources and health further exacerbating 

their poor or marginalized status. Development work, is very much work, and it is 

largely done by women. 

 

To return to the literature, the ‘local’ specifics of gender and development 

began to be accounted for by Beneria and Sen (1982) who were among the first to 

point out how in parts of sub-Saharan Africa loss of land rights and access to 

common property resources led to an exacerbated work load for women who collect 

water and fuel for domestic use, while in urban Latin America commercial production 

began displacing women as independent artisans, and in Southeast Asia the reliance 

on female factory workers led to mass migrations of young women from the 

countryside to urban centers. According to Lynn Stephen, whose decades’ long 

research has focused on women in Latin America, 

Women are receiving little help from husbands and children with the most 
time-consuming domestic duties, and ecological impoverishment creates a 
harsh living and working environment. Deteriorating health conditions cause 
increasing physical strain on women as they care for themselves and often 
permanently sick children. Lack of access to drinking water, transportation, 
and food markets in peripheral cities often further increases the time required 
to perform their unpaid domestic chores (1992: 77).  
 

Scholars were beginning to explore similarities of conditions for rural and urban 

women under structural adjustment programs as well as similarities in survival 

strategies as declining real wages, cutbacks in services and increased prices for goods 

led marginal urban women as well as rural women to seek work in the informal 

sector. Others pointed out that many urban women were engaging in poorly paid 
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industrial homework while many rural women began “‘intensifying their unpaid labor 

on the family plot, entering the wage labor force and/or reducing their personal 

consumption’” (Arizpe and Botey as cited in Stephen 1992:79). Rural women 

experience this burden differently from urban women and Stephen points out they are 

“responsible for all unpaid labor of reproduction, which in agrarian societies is much 

heavier and more strenuous than that performed by most urban women” (1992:79). 

This reproductive work includes 

preserving, processing and preparing food, washing, preparing and often 
producing clothing, socializing and educating children, participating in kin 
networks on ceremonial occasions, cleaning houses and courtyards, hauling 
water and firewood (often from a long distance), transporting food to market 
to be sold, maintaining the household’s ties with the church, providing 
medical and psychological care, and mediating family disputes and conflicts 
(Stephen 1992:80).  
 

Other rural studies reveal that these duties often also include planting, caring for and 

harvesting crops as well as caring for, slaughtering and selling livestock. 

 

 What is important to note here about women’s time is since the 

aforementioned studies that drew our attention to women’s already labor intensive 

days in both rural and urban communities, development activities have added yet 

another set of demands on their time. Unfortunately, gender-based time allocation 

studies still remain relatively absent from the academic literature. Perhaps worse yet 

is the inattention to time on behalf of development interventions. Much like a dam 

project requires an environmental impact assessment before it can proceed, women-

centered development initiatives should require time allocation studies as part of a 
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“gender impact assessment.”86 Time allocation studies could also serve as an 

important component of women-centered development strategies if they are carried 

out by the community members themselves. The potential for this attention to time 

and gender (in)equality became evident to me during a particularly tense development 

meeting attended by about ten men and fifteen women in a rural community in 

Guerrero, Mexico. Early in the meeting some of the men in attendance had suggested 

that the women’s group should take on the tasks required to receive funding for a 

community beautification project which required removing trash from walkways and 

rivers, and doing community outreach about how to dispose properly of trash in a 

place without trash collection.   One woman responded with something about how the 

men were responsible for a lot of the trash, suggesting that they threw trash on their 

way to and from their work in the fields.  She closed by saying that the men should do 

it. The men reacted immediately and began saying things about how they had to work 

in the fields all day and had no time for such a project, yet the women had all day. 

The women acted shocked. This elicited a back and forth of ‘have you no idea what 

we do all day?!’ accusations from both genders. A fellow facilitator and I strategized 

quickly about how to intervene and it occurred to us to turn to our flip charts. In 

Mexico development meetings, workshops, and trainings are not complete without a 

handful of markers and flip chart paper taped to a wall.  We began to write ‘a 

woman’s day, men’s ideas’ on one and ‘a man’s day, women’s ideas’ on another.  

 

                                                
86 I appreciate Craig Reinarman helping me conceptualize this term.  
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 We asked the men to begin by telling us their understanding of the women’s 

days. The men said things like ‘Ah, this is easy. There isn’t much. Wake up late. Send 

the kids to school. Then gossip with friends and neighbors until the men come back. 

Watch TV. Cook. Sleep.’  The women began yelling back immediately, starting at the 

top and making their way through the list. ‘Wake up late?! Have you ever even seen 

us sleeping? We wake up before you and go to bed after you because we are doing all 

the work.’ One woman asked, ‘Or do you believe the work is done by fairies, or 

gnomes?’  The men responded that work was in the fields. Though there was laughter 

throughout, one woman invoked a popular refrain “entre broma y broma la verdad se 

asoma,” a rhyme that claims that between the jokes the truth peeks out. The women 

then provided an equally oversimplified day and agreed that the men woke up late.  

They added that when they woke up everything was already prepared for them, by the 

women, or the fairies, depending on their beliefs. Worked in the fields. Gossiped with 

other men in the fields. Listened to the radio. Ate lunch. Slept under a tree. Worked 

some more. Came back to eat and sleep some more.’ The men did not approve, and 

some were especially annoyed by the assumption that they napped after lunch. It was 

clear that there were important conversations to be had on this topic .  

 

 We asked the women and the men to break into gendered groups and each 

work on an honest and thoughtful sample schedule as a team, with the intention of 

sharing information with the other, and what followed was actually incredibly useful. 

Both groups finally listened to the other’s description of their own day, ultimately 
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conceding that neither are napping or gossiping, and recognizing tasks they hadn’t 

thought of or known about. It seemed really important to some of the men that the 

physical demands of fieldwork be recognized, and some of the women, many of 

whom have also worked in the fields, agreed that it was hard work. The women were 

able to highlight the many things they too do out of view of the men, and the simple 

acknowledgment that almost all of the men regularly wake up to food and coffee 

seemed to stand in for many of the things that the women do without the men seeing.  

A handful of men were visibly shocked to learn how early their wives wake up to 

make the fire for the morning coffee and the day’s food and water. The exercise 

allowed for an important conversation that shifted the direction of the meeting away 

from pending development projects and towards a concern that I will explore further 

in the conclusion: what happens when men and women are both involved in 

considerations for development projects.  

  

  Deeper knowledge of women’s daily lives would also be useful for 

development practitioners who, without nuanced understandings of women’s 

“everyday and every night” realities (Smith 1987), often assume that women are 

eager and able to participate in development projects. Detailed ethnographic accounts 

of poor women’s days would reveal why they often are not.  Here I return to the 

hypothetical schedule I proposed in chapter one to highlight how development should 

be considered for its demands on women’s time in the ways globalization, 

neoliberalism and even poverty already have.  
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4:00 am: Wake up, bathe and dress 
4:30 am: Sort and hand-grind corn in the dark alone for morning and afternoon meal 
for everyone in the house  
5 am: Set fire. Boil water for morning beverage, then cook breakfast meal for all and 
lunch for husband (one pot on fire at a time) 
6:00 am: Wake, bathe, dress, and feed children (and possibly husband, elderly 
parents, livestock) 
7:00 am: Walk young children to school 
8:00 am: Ride public transportation (if safe/if there is money) or walk to low paying 
job  
9:00 am: Work at low paying job (textile/electronics factory, Kentucky Fried 
Chicken, bakery, domestic servant) 
2:00 pm: Ride public transportation or walk home 
3:00 pm: Walk with girl children to gather water and firewood from wooded areas 
near village (most studies suggest women spend up to five hours a day gathering food 
and water. Here we’ll round down substantially to two). 
5:00 pm: Attend women’s savings group circle   
6:00 pm: Prepare, serve and clean up after evening meal 
8:00 pm: Attend village water council meeting (a municipal project development 
which is requiring presence of village women to allow vote on water pump 
installation) 
9:30 pm: Package goat milk soap for NGO development project 
10:30 pm: Wash (by hand) and/or iron all family members’ clothing and children’s 
school uniforms (children with dirty or wrinkled uniforms will be sent home) 
11:30 pm: Sleep four to five hours (assuming family members do not need caretaking 
during the night) 

 Revisiting this schedule might help explain some women’s resistance to 

development projects, physical and mental health problems that emerge for some 

while participating in development projects, and increased tensions at home and in 

social networks for other women. Furthermore, it might lead to more sensitivity 

towards women’s time and resources in the planning of development activities. 

Development practitioners might ask themselves, and the women they are claiming to 

serve: is a weekly one-hour meeting about the community garden a fair, necessary 

and sustainable demand on women’s time? Interestingly, I have asked many women 

development practitioners to ask themselves the same question, would they devote the 
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same amount of time and resources to the activities they are asking development 

participants to? The answer for me has often been no. I would not, in these women’s 

respective socio-economic situations, spend an hour a week attending meetings about 

a community garden from which I receive a few zucchinis a month. Seeing this 

participation as a demand on women’s time with greater implications for their well-

being leads me to a viewing of women-centered development work as a fourth shift 

for the world’s most already ‘tapped’ resource. Drawing on feminist scholarship of 

women’s private and public labor, my proposed shift schema moves beyond Moser’s 

claim that women’s community work (at least in Guayaquil, Ecuador) represents a 

‘triple role’ (1993) and instead pushes us to view women’s development work as a 

‘fourth shift.’ I emphasize the word shift over role as it implicates the active work, 

paid and unpaid, that women engage in, and the ways in which this work places 

demands on their time, energy, bodies, and resources that a role might not. I have 

defined this working understanding of the shifts in the context of poor women’s live 

in the development context below:  

1st shift: unpaid reproductive domestic labor. For example childrearing, cooking, 
cleaning, water and fuel gathering. 

2nd shift: (low) paid work in formal and informal economies. For example domestic 
servant work, factory work, prostitution. (This shift can also present a 3rd shift as in 
the case of take-`home piecework. For example a woman sewing in a factory may 
take pieces home to finish them). 

3rd shift: unpaid community work. For example organizing community events 
ranging from visiting health camps to clearing brush in communal areas to religious 
festivities.  

4th shift: unpaid or low-paid development work. For example attending workshops 
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to receive conditional cash transfers or mandatory meetings for microloan 
participation.  

 

A closer consideration of women’s daily lived experiences, and a wider view of their 

shifts as paid and unpaid laborers reveals that asking, or worse yet requiring, a poor 

woman to take on another task is often where the disconnect between practitioners’ 

expectations and women’s lived experiences is the most evident. This disconnect is 

especially stark between women, and leads to my final example of a disempowering 

consequence of development, the development of new inequalities among women. 

 

New Inequalities: Development Elites 
 
 
 In chapter 2, I outlined why it is imperative to also think of development as a 

booming and increasingly popular industry, providing paid employment to millions of 

people worldwide; evidenced by the countless development activities occurring at any 

given moment all around the world citing the fact  in India alone there are currently at 

least 3.3 million NGOs in operation, not to mention thousands of government 

development programs (Mahapatra 2014). I suggested that if we consider 

development as a relationship between services and goods providers and receivers, it 

then becomes increasingly important that scholars consider power, equality and 

opportunity in development relationships. To use the language of service provision, I 

am particularly interested in the emergence of new inequalities between women 

‘providing’ development goods and services (practitioners), and women ‘receiving’ 
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development goods and services (participants), though I hope to have adequately 

articulated the ways in which I do not actually see women participants as passively 

receiving development goods or services but rather actively if often invisibly working 

for them.  

 

 What I have seen is that development empowers some women practitioners in 

unnoticed ways that might be related to the disempowerment of women participants, 

and of lower ranking women practitioners as well. Simply put, practitioners earn 

money as well as professional development and advancement through the women-

centered development projects they manage.  This fact alone positions them in a 

complicated power dynamic with the women participants they are claiming to serve, 

as their careers depend on the underdevelopment of the participants. These 

relationships are further complicated by an intersectional analysis of how race, 

nationality and education affect women’s encounters with one another in 

development contexts. In some development projects, the inequality between women 

might be expressed in terms of race and nationality as was clearly the case in the large 

development organizations in Ethiopia, where the highest paid NGO practitioners are 

often white women from North America or Europe while all the other paid 

practitioners at the same NGO are black Ethiopians of substantially lower rank and 

earnings. These differences were made evident in my first meeting with the in-

country director of FAIR, the large internationally funded NGO in Ethiopia.  
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 I found FAIR by way of a memorably slow Internet connection in India when 

searching for women’s empowerment projects in Ethiopia. A few days after I sent my 

query about their work and the possibility of coming to research and volunteer I 

received an email from Halim, the staff person currently responsible for the women’s 

empowerment initiative at FAIR. She was eager to have me come to help with field 

work and document preparation, and she even coordinated my living arrangements 

for me while I was there; I was to pay $300 a month to live in a friend of her friend’s 

furnished two bedroom condominium, just a 10 minute walk from the FAIR 

headquarters. After six months of rural village life in India, I surprised myself with 

how eager I was to soon live in a place called ‘Welo Condominiums,’ and despite the 

fact that I couldn’t find even the address she gave me on any maps, I arrived in Addis 

Ababa already ashamed of how increasingly excited I was for the refuge I imagined 

the ‘condo’ would provide from the difficulties of day-to-day life in a poor place. 

Like the familiarity with which international business travellers encounter the green 

Starbucks logo worldwide, I was comforted by my mind’s stock images of generic 

condominium countertops and carpeting as I made my way through the difficult 

streets of Addis, which are literally lined with women with outstretched hands and 

children on their back.  

  

 The conflict I was feeling about my desire to be “comfortable” here was 

suspended when I finally understood the taxi driver’s instructions to put my backpack 

on and walk all the way through the maze of tarps and corrugated metal roofs straight 
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through the market to the fence at the end of the muddy alleyway; behind the fence 

was Welo Condominiums. He was right. Despite my disbelief, there at the end of the 

thickest, stickiest mud I have ever walked through, was a chain link fence around 

three tall cement buildings that bore a striking resemblance to what I knew as the 

‘projects’ growing up in New York in the 80s and 90s. The buildings were self-

segregated, with Ethiopian families predominantly occupying the first two towers, 

while the one in the back was almost exclusively Somalian refugee women and their 

children. By US standards these were very run-down apartments, but for working 

folks in Addis they were nicer than most others that did not have even a security 

fence, let alone a security guard, a very tall thin man who nodded at you on your way 

through the fence. Wobbly external stairways led up to the barebones unit I occupied 

on the fourth flour of the Somalian complex. There was running water, but it came 

through the pipes unpredictably throughout the week and rarely reached above the 

second floor anyway due to pressure problems, so I instead became accustomed to the 

routine of scrambling down the stairs to the clothesline area to fill a bucket at the 

slightest sound of water. This public ritual gave my new neighbors and me a chance 

to get to know each other, especially the Somalian women who were often outside. In 

fact, they were usually home all day while most of the Ethiopian women went to 

work which was a source of tension that I often perceived at the laundry lines. I came 

to learn that the Somalian women were paying their rent with remittances sent from 

husbands working in a range of countries as impressive as their children’s knowledge 

of each of these places. The kids were quick to test me on the capitals or current time 
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of the places their dads lived: Italy, Sweden, Canada, Iceland; and in fact many of the 

Somalian children I met spoke four languages, including the language of the country 

where their father lived most of the year. As I learned the ropes of life in Wela 

Condos, I ended up spending a lot of my evening and weekend time with my 

Somalian neighbors; washing, eating, chatting, watching children play soccer, and 

most excitingly, translating one family’s favorite show, a Colombian telenovela they 

had been following on satellite TV in Spanish! Life in Wela Condos was certainly not 

as I had imagined it. 

 

 Each weekday morning I walked past the skinny security guard and down the 

muddy alley past the market stands to the FAIR office where I would take on a range 

of tasks assigned to me by Halim, the “women’s empowerment project coordinator.” 

Halim grew up in a sort of slum on the outskirts of the city, and studied English after 

graduating from high school. She said that development jobs were the best paying in 

Ethiopia, much better than government jobs, but that still, the salaries were not that 

good considering the expenses of life in the capital. As an afterthought she once 

mentioned that the maybe the issue was that the salaries ‘weren’t as good for some.’ 

She and her husband did not live in a ‘condominium,’ but in a ‘regular house’ almost 

an hour from the FAIR office. She rode a series of cramped microbuses to the FAIR 

offices each day, and she was expecting her first child. Halim was excited and talked 

to her belly often in the office. She also told me she worried about money and joked 

that she would keep working until the day she gave birth. After two weeks at FAIR 
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including trips to the slums to interview girl students and former beggars, I was 

finally scheduled to meet the in-country director who had just returned from a trip to 

Kenya. Halim accompanied me to her office, easing her way up the stairs; she was 

about seven months pregnant and was getting winded easily. Karen, the in-country 

director, was a white woman with short brown hair and a fashionably tied scarf, and 

she was on the phone. She gave us the ‘one minute’ signal with one hand, and then a 

few seconds later waved us in with a lit cigarette in the other.  

 

 As we sat in the Staples-looking office chairs across from her desk, she 

apologized as she hung up and exhaled her smoke towards a closed window. She said 

she just got back from Kenya and was now planning her family’s annual trip ‘back 

east’ but added that this year was different and maybe just her twin boys would go.  

They were thirteen now. I was so confused that she wasn’t apologizing for smoking 

with a pregnant woman in the room and instead of following her fast American talk 

about things she seemed to think I was understanding, I felt like I had somehow 

entered a time warp on our way up the stairs. I kept looking at the closed window and 

wishing I could somehow apologize to pregnant Halim with my eyes on behalf of this 

woman who sort of looked and talked like me. I tried to conceal my judgment and 

asked Karen where she was from; “D.C. Ok, I’m sure you have a million questions so 

let’s start with the most important stuff first.” I got my notebook out and shifted my 

thoughts towards the report they were trying to develop about the outcomes of rural 

savings circles, and the grant for supplies for sanitary napkin workshops for rural 
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schoolgirls.  

 

 Karen began, “First things first. You’ve been here for two weeks. So you 

found the Limelight…” I had no idea what the Limelight was and looked towards 

Halim for clarification, but she did not meet my gaze. Karen seemed shocked. “Oh 

my god. Ok. Write. This. Down. The Limelight. Bole Rd, two blocks before the 

movie theater, the shitty one with Amharic87 movies…” She went on to explain that 

the Limelight, and the building it’s in, was the place I needed to start. Manicures, 

salads that won’t cause diarrhea, eyebrow waxing, scones, Wi-Fi, lattes. I was 

listening to a list of words I understood, but I couldn’t make out the context. My mind 

was scrambling to figure out how these things related to savings circles, grants, 

sanitary napkins for village girls? Karen lit another cigarette and droned on. Things I 

need but will not find there, or maybe anywhere in this city: dry cleaners, a good 

haircut, an unlocked iPhone, jeans that fit… She said that I shouldn’t hesitate to call 

her with any questions, after fifteen years here she knows how to find the things that 

can be found. And so does Laura, the assistant in-country director, from Oregon, who 

I will adore and should be sure to talk with before she goes out on maternity leave.  

 

 Karen tells Halim to be sure to get me a cell phone and stamps out her 

cigarette saying she has to go get her sons from school. She shows me their pictures, 

and says with a laugh, ‘Yep, they look a lot like their dad, he’s Ethiopian of course.’ 

                                                
87 Ethiopian language. 
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Then she adds something about how it won’t take me long to notice that almost all of 

the women at FAIR who are from the states “have” Ethiopian men: Laura, Sara, even 

the two interns.  She is right. I have noticed it here, but also in other development hot 

spots. The white woman living in the rural village in Northern India had once said 

something about how she was able to do a lot of what she wanted there like single-

handedly run an English language school where she took the liberty of teaching tribal 

children about the Tooth Fairy and Santa Claus, because she had married a local man. 

These comments remind me of something I read once about Barbara Wotton, a 

British social work educator who, in her critique of the inequalities in the social 

worker-client relationship (in the 1950s), famously said that maybe “the best way for 

a social worker to understand her client was to marry him” (Oakley 2014: 133).  

 

 Whether the white women were there to marry the men or ‘steal the children’ 

as many Ethiopian mothers feared,88 one thing about the inequality between Ethiopian 

women and their white Western counterparts wasn’t a matter of speculation: the white 

women make a lot more money.  A simple Google search for FAIR’s tax documents 

                                                
88 Ethiopia is a very popular country for international adoption, and historically the 
cheapest, and foreigners can be seen all over in the capital in varying stages of the 
process.  There seem to be urban legends about foreigners stealing children in 
Ethiopia. I say urban legends because I couldn’t find stories in the news citing 
kidnapping per se, though dubious situations plague even high profile adoptive 
parents like Madonna who was accused of adopting an ‘orphan’ whose father was in 
fact alive and claimed he misunderstood the arrangement. Ethiopians claim that it is 
especially white foreign women who have encountered difficulties with adoption 
requirements and end up stealing children instead. It is a popular and pervasive 
concern, and I noticed often how women would nervously sweep up their children as 
I approached.  
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revealed that according to the IRS, Karen, a long-term resident of one of the world’s 

poorest and most undeveloped nations, had made at least $250,000 USD the previous 

year. I say at least because I know that in addition to her salary, FAIR also paid for 

her cellphone, her car and driver, her travel, food and lodging for field visits, etc. 

Though Halim and her colleagues don’t know exactly how much women like Karen 

and Laura are making, they certainly are aware of the disparities. Halim once asked 

me what I thought it would take for an Ethiopian woman to become the director of an 

organization like FAIR. She suggested that many of her female colleagues are as 

educated and have as much experience in the field of development as some of the 

foreign women higher ups, yet they would never get those positions. While especially 

Americans have come to expect this sort of inequality in for-profit corporations, it has 

a different meaning in a non-profit NGO whose mission statement involves reducing 

poverty and inequality.  

   

 In many ways the unequal class and race-based relationships between women 

in the context of development can be understood through the lens of what I am calling 

‘neocolonial feminisms;’ though many feminists agree that the work of middle-class, 

educated, white, First World feminists has been problematic in its historical tendency 

to either exoticize or exclude the lives of “Other” (see Alarcón 1989, Anzaldúa 1987; 

Anzaldúa and Moraga 1981; Collins 2000; Fernandez-Kelly 1983; hooks 1984; Lorde 

1984; Maracle 1998; Mohanty 1988, 2003; Mohanty, Russo &Torres 1991; Sandoval 
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1983, 1988). 89  In fact this was the critique from which the U.S. ‘Third World 

feminist movement’ was born.90 While women of color feminists in the U.S. 

struggled for self- representation within U.S. feminism, the first essay to reveal the 

problems of such lines of work in an international context was Mohanty’s (1988) 

“Under Western Eyes”. In this groundbreaking work, Mohanty unpacks the use of 

“‘the Third World woman’ as a monolithic subject in recent (Western) feminist texts” 

(1988:1). She begins with a critique of the use of ‘women’ as a category of analysis 

as one that homogenizes in its assumption of shared oppression based on gender 

across classes and cultures. In the case of women in the Third World this 

homogenization is illustrated by constructions of Third World women as a 

“‘powerless’ group often located as implicit victims of particular socio-economic 

systems” (Mohanty 1988:3), “assumed to be a coherent group or category prior to 

their entry into ‘the development process’…with similar problems and needs…. 

similar interests and goals” (Mohanty 1988: 4). To make this point, Mohanty, like 

                                                
89 Though the US Third World women’s movement coalesced as such in the 1970s 
and 80s, critiques of exclusionary white feminism in the US date as far back as 
Sojourner Truth’s (1851) “Ain’t I a woman?” speech.  
 
90 Perhaps the most emblematic work of this movement which highlighted the 
exclusions made by white feminists while documenting the analyses and experiences 
of U.S. feminists of color was the groundbreaking feminist anthology This Bridge 
Called My Back: Writings by Radical Women of Color (1981), edited by Cherrie 
Moraga and Gloria Anzaldúa. In their introduction to the collection, the authors 
explain their desire to “express to all women, especially white, middle class women, 
the experiences which divide us as feminists,” saying that their goal is “to create a 
definition that expands what ‘feminist’ means” (Anzaldúa and Moraga 1981: xxiii). 
Though receptions of the work have varied, there is no doubt that This Bridge Called 
My Back achieved its goal of expanding the definition of feminism, not only for those 
engaged in the conversation, but for women all around the world. 
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Beneria and Sen, suggests that “the interests of urban, middle-class, educated 

Egyptian housewives, to take only one instance, could surely not be seen as being the 

same as those of their undereducated, poor maids?” (1988: 4). Her essay commended 

what “careful, politically focused local analyses” like Mies’s (1982) study of lace 

makers in Narsapur, India can accomplish, while warning against work that simply 

reifies binary divisions between men and women, First and Third World, white and 

non-white, etc., as not only are “such simplistic formulations historically reductive; 

they are also ineffectual at designing strategies to combat oppressions” (Mohanty 

1988:5).  

Much like This Bridge Called My Back, “Under Western Eyes” was also met 

with diverse reactions from feminists, some of whom felt and continue to feel 

threatened by the implications of the fact that that the basis on which many white 

Western feminists were working was not only erroneous but potentially detrimental to 

the very women whose lives they intended to better through their work. In this early 

work, Mohanty spoke to this “greater good” claim and clearly problematized the 

popular notions of ‘global sisterhood’ or ‘feminist solidarity’ in development work, 

which was largely based on the deeply ethnocentric and dangerously limited 

assumption that particularly First World white women could work with women 

anywhere in the world because women were united in shared gender struggles across 

cultures. 
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Though to many development and feminist scholars, this sort of discourse 

may sound outdated, I would like to suggest that Mohanty’s 1988 critique of the way 

in which many, though clearly not all, white ‘Western feminists’ were doing their 

work still rings true as we take a closer look at the work of many development 

practitioners of today. Despite decades of calls for accountability of researchers and 

practitioners to their participants, such practices rarely go beyond the usual ethics of 

social science research to include, for example, unexamined ethnocentrism, sexism, 

classism, racism and homophobia; each of which is frequently written into 

ethnographies, policies, programs and worldviews with unintended and often 

undesirable consequences. This kind of accountability would suggest, as Marx did, 

that the material settings of people’s lives are often arranged by social relations that 

are not readily visible to them. As researchers, scholars and practitioners the least we 

can do is hold ourselves accountable for the fact that, as is true for our ‘participants,’ 

where we sit affects our view, too.  

 
 

 It is on that note that I suggest as a white, middle-class, First World feminist 

scholar, that while feminist theories have come a long way since the 1970s, feminist 

work, as it is done in the field or the classroom, continues to bear many of the early 

errors of the aforementioned WID thinking. Though there is little literature on this 

subject, I identify “neocolonial feminism” for the role it plays a role in upholding the 

‘Third World woman as victim’ model of today’s analyses, campaigns and policies 

and thus threatens our ability to imagine new relationships. The continued use of 
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‘Third World women’ or ‘women from the Global South’ as a category of analysis is 

problematized by the same scholars and activists who carefully employ the concept. 

These scholars still warn (as Mohanty’s early work did) against Third World women 

becoming a “singular monolithic subject” which “produce[s] a corresponding set of 

universal images…such as the veiled woman, the powerful mother, the chaste virgin, 

the obedient wife, etc. These images exist in a universal, ahistorical splendor, setting 

in motion a colonialist discourse which exercises a very specific power in defining, 

coding, and maintaining existing First/Third World connections” (Mohanty et al. 

1991:51,73). Nonetheless, we can find countless references in current feminist 

literature and syllabi to the aforementioned proof of Third World women as victims: 

bride burnings, femicide, female genital cutting/mutilation/circumcision, etc. It must 

be said that these are of course experiences women are actually living, and critiques 

of how we come to understand these experiences are not in any way meant to 

diminish the importance of their existence. The critique I propose is of the ways in 

which our knowledge of these experiences is constructed, accompanied by an analysis 

of the purposes such knowledge serves. 

 

As some feminists, such as Mohanty, see it, in these neocolonial discourses, 

First World women are real agents, liberated from patriarchy and free to see the 

realities of Third World women even more clearly than the women living those 

realities themselves, and First World women situate the ‘other’ woman in their 

scholarship accordingly, though under the guise of a ‘Third World women 
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perspective.’  This ideology is revealed in a critical analysis of the ways in which 

First World feminists research and teach. Some feminist teachers deploy what 

Mohanty refers to as the “feminist-as-tourist model;” “a pedagogical strategy in 

which brief forays are made into non-Euro-American cultures, and particular sexist 

cultural practices are addressed from an otherwise Eurocentric women’s studies gaze” 

(2003: 239). I find this approach most visible in what I have been referring to as the 

‘Third World woman as victim’ discourse, which overemphasizes phenomena like 

bride burnings in India, femicide in Ciudad Juarez, or female circumcision in Africa 

as a stand in for the complexities of ‘Third World women’s lived experiences.’ In the 

university context this practice is represented by a course structured primarily around 

First World (white, Western) women’s issues with a brief usually week-long jaunt 

into Third World (read non-White, non-Western) women’s issues resulting in a clear 

sense of difference in which Western culture remains untouched as it provides a 

normative context for analysis from which to “add and stir” stereotypes about ‘global’ 

women, who are not viewed for their everyday lived experiences but for the sexist 

stereotypes chosen by First World feminists to serve a primarily US narrative about 

feminism (Mohanty 2003). 91 

                                                
91 Here I appreciate the point made by Craig Reinarman who reminded me that a 
closer look at this model might reveal that a feminist professor is “obliged (in keeping 
with Freire’s Pedagogy of the Oppressed) to begin where the students are, in their 
own culture and society, and then gradually widen their apertures to take in the rest of 
the world. To proceed in the opposite way would constitute only epistemological 
arrogance of a different sort” (Personal Correspondence, May 2010). I agree. My 
concern is regarding what then is presented to such students in the week or two that 
they are programmed to “take in the rest of the world.” In my own experience as a 
student, these lessons have focused on Third World women’s experiences as victims 
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A common question women of the Global South have asked me about my 

work and the work of other development specialists and scholars is, “How does this 

information serve you and what does your knowledge of our lives do for us?” Though 

it is not a perspective that seems to be widely shared, I believe these neocolonial 

feminist projects employ something similar to Wendy Brown’s (1995) concept of 

‘injured identities’ which is used by Antoinette Burton (1998) to explore, in colonial 

terms, how Victorian feminists used the ‘injured identities’ of colonial ‘others’ to 

shape their own roles in empire-building.  In neocolonial projects and the 

aforementioned activist and academic interests, the ‘Third World woman as victim’ 

discourse is “part of a wider western feminist impulse to construct a damaged ‘other’ 

as justification for its own interventionist impulses” (Doezema 2001:1). This is a 

critique of development projects being made by Third World women who question 

how intervention in their lives allows development workers and scholars access to 

economic resources, fame, promotions, publications, etc.  

 Both the empowerment and disempowerment of women in the context of 

development is steeped in complex historical systems of race, class and sexuality -- 

with women’s empowerment beginning as a colonial project and continuing in 

neoliberal adaptations of which the results might be shockingly similar: empowering 

“third world women” is likely more empowering for the elite women engaged in the 
                                                                                                                                      
as opposed to exposure to Third World women’s experiences with local organizing, 
formation of collectives, struggles for equitable resource distribution, education 
campaigns, etc. 
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effort. The effect for third world women might often be in fact disempowering -- 

though this is an experience largely unaddressed even by feminist research. As Swai 

boldly claims in her research on education and empowerment in Africa, 

“‘Empowering’ women enables the dominant class to shape women’s conduct, 

regulate their capacities, standardize their needs, aspiration and desires, and above all, 

categorize and differentiate them from men and deny them access to power. Part of 

the criteria for this disempowerment process is identifying women as needy, 

uneducated, and ignorant” (2010: 11). In this way, empowerment is defined through 

domination and subordination, and has also historically provided a justification for 

violence, oppression and hegemony.  In fact, the empowerment of women is often 

invoked to defend power over others. It was a justification for colonizing missions in 

Africa (Swai 2010: 6) and has more recently served to justify US military 

intervention in Afghanistan. In these narratives, an important component is the 

reification of the empowered first world woman (the missionary, the US citizen) vis-

à-vis her third world counterpart (the heathen African, the oppressed Afghani).  

When A considers it essential for B to be empowered, A assumes not only that 
B has no power- or does not have the right kind of power- but also that A has 
the secret formula of a power to which B has to be initiated (Rahnema in 
Sachs 1992:123). 

In the development projects and activities I have discussed, it is ‘local’ ‘poor’ and or 

otherwise ‘marginalized’ women who are targeted for empowerment (“B”) and 

development practitioners who are in a position to facilitate, determine and measure 

said women’s empowerment (“A”). It is crucial to our understanding of women’s 
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empowerment in development that we carry out nuanced studies of how women 

development professionals and practitioners are empowered by their participation in 

development processes and projects. 

  Regrettably there is a general silence around the experiences of development 

professionals in the development studies literature. One exception is an article-with 

an unfortunate lack of ethnographic evidence- in which Cameroonian sociologist 

Rogers Tabe Egbe Orock critiques the ways in which professional Cameroonian 

women working for supposed ‘gender development “are enjoying greater gender 

equality through exploiting and politicising the agenda for such change” (2007:95) 

than the women they are supposed to be working for. He claims that the professional 

women “have gained more from the gender-equality project than have their rural and 

grassroots sisters” (2007:94). Unfortunately the article doesn’t go much beyond 

suggesting that the aspirations of community women get left in the dust,  while the 

professional women are widely respected as women’s rights activists who spend most 

of their time disconnected from women in communities while they shuffle papers in 

air-conditioned offices.  Mostly, development studies as an academic field seems to 

assume that empowerment happens once and for all, and has already happened for the 

women arriving at the workshops by taxi or in a white chauffeured Land Rover. The 

reason these women, who often are of lighter complexion and earn more money, are 

facilitating the programs instead of receiving them is because they are already 

empowered. If we return to the definition of empowerment as relative to that of 

others, how are development elites empowered in their relationships to women they 
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might see as ‘less fortunate’ than themselves?  

  I return to Mosedale’s reminder that “empowerment is an ongoing process 

rather than a product. There is no final goal. One does not arrive at a stage of being 

empowered in some absolute sense. People are empowered, or disempowered, 

relative to others or, importantly, relative to themselves at a previous time” (2005:4).  

On that note, I would suggest that an interesting shift of focus in empowerment 

studies would be towards the experiences of development professionals whose own 

participation in development projects goes largely unquestioned by the institutions 

(academy, NGO, government, private sector) they represent and are accountable to.  

Despite the fact that uneven development has long been occurring within 

development, we seem to shift our ethnographic gaze in other directions. I think this a 

hugely important claim and hope the recent sociological attention to the need to 

“study up” the power structure leads to close examination of how power operates at 

the professional levels in development. 

 In this chapter I have identified potentially disempowering and avoidable 

experiences for women emerging from the same projects that women cite as 

empowering. I say potentially disempowering because the women themselves did not 

point directly to these aspects of development saying ‘look at how this is 

disempowering’ but they did help me see how development can paradoxically create 

opportunities for experiences they want as well as new difficulties they don’t want. 

Some of these difficulties stem from unequal access to resources and goods as a result 
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of ‘divide and conquer’ practices, from surveillance which creates mistrust and 

divisions among community members, from using poor women as pawns for access 

to resources and politics, as a result of development work representing a ‘fourth shift’ 

for women, and due to the new inequalities emerging among practitioners and 

participants.  I have also claimed that these potentially disempowering consequences 

are avoidable, and in the following chapter I lay out ways in which some of the 

damage caused by the aforementioned strategies could be avoided.  
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 CHAPTER 5: Moving Forward  

  The preceding chapters have offered ethnographic evidence of the ways 

in which the same development strategies can be both sources of improved well-

being and empowerment for women, and also new challenges and inequalities. 

The women themselves have pointed me towards both criticism and praise for 

the outcomes of development initiatives claiming to empower them, though this 

was not what I had originally intended to explore.  It should be said that my 

initial interest in what was happening in the name of development was certainly 

inspired by the bold critiques of post development scholars and alternative 

development practitioners like the Zapatistas who accused mainstream 

development projects of being clever disguises for neocolonialism and 

neoliberal opportunities to profit off poverty. 92 Likely because of my attraction 

to these critiques, at first it was much easier for me to see what was going wrong 

than it was for me to hear about what was going right for those whose lives are 

affected by development, in the many forms it takes. It was only in coming back 

to the theme again and again that I was able to see the contradictory nature of 
                                                
92 Recent scandals involving USAid and CIA covert collaborations in Cuba have 
given new meaning to some communities’ suspicions about especially US led 
development strategies. The Cuban scandal involved building a Twitter-like social 
media platform that could later be used to orchestrate anti-government uprisings. 
According to The Guardian “Documents show the US government planned to build a 
subscriber base through ‘non-controversial content’: news messages on soccer, music, 
and hurricane updates. Later when the network reached a critical mass of subscribers, 
perhaps hundreds of thousands, operators would introduce political content aimed at 
inspiring Cubans to organize ‘smart mobs’-- mass gatherings called at a moment’s 
notice that might trigger a Cuban spring, or, as one USAid document put it, 
‘renegotiate the balance of power between the state and society.’” 
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especially women-centered development as facilitating deeply empowering 

opportunities and new difficulties and inequalities for women. As I grappled 

with these contradictions I realized that instead of advocating that 

‘development’ (in the mainstream sense) be altogether abandoned (as many 

postdevelopment scholars do), or that it be rejected outright (as the Zapatistas 

often do), I was interested in contributing to conversations about how 

development---in its myriad manifestations--- could do better. After working 

closely with communities affected by development in India, Mexico and 

Ethiopia, I came to see possibilities for productive engagements that could serve 

both practitioners and participants. Based largely on the potentially 

disempowering and unintended consequences I outlined in chapter 4, I offer 

here some preliminary suggestions for possible future work for practitioners, 

participants and scholars of women-centered development who are interested in 

development practices that more consistently empower the communities they 

are intended to serve.  

 Many of the disempowering consequences that are related to the tendency to 

engage development territory with an (implicit) ‘divide and conquer’ approach could 

be avoided if funders allowed for and even encouraged longer funding cycles, more 

community input during planning, and failure. Unfortunately the current approach to 

development is based on short-term investments that promise quick and tangible 

results. This quick turnover often doesn’t allow for projects to fully unfold before it is 

time to report outcomes and move on to the next initiative. More time would allow 
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practitioners and participants to explore the myriad implications of a given project as 

they are occurring, and make adjustments accordingly. Similarly, if there was more 

time to organize, fund and monitor projects then more community members could 

weigh in about what projects they would like to be involved in. The rushed feeling 

that it is either ‘this project now’ or ‘who knows what next’ leads some women to 

take on projects that they are not as committed to out of fear that this might be ‘it.’ 

They are often signing on to participate in initiatives that did not emerge with their 

input, and this affects the ways in which they engage. Perhaps they have the attitude 

that they are going to ‘get what they can out of the project’ without putting much into 

it because they don’t feel a sense of ownership over it, as is often the case with 

projects that don’t represent women’s needs and interests, like the ceramics workshop 

in Kerala and many community gardens in Mexico.  

 

 Lastly, an important opportunity to avoid the consequences of divide and 

conquer strategies could come from recognizing and accounting for project failure. 

Most development initiatives are under economic and social pressure to recognize 

and account for successes, as this draws positive attention to their work, be it a large 

NGO in Ethiopia or a Zapatista governing body. Yet as women themselves have 

pointed out to me in each of my research sites, recognizing what is not working often 

has the potential to empower women beyond the initial goals of the project, and in the 

case of at least microfinance, might even save their lives.  My conversations with two 

project coordinators from an NGO funding agency based in California highlighted the 
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importance of accounting for development failures. Both coordinators I talked with 

said their agency encouraged practitioners and participants in the grassroots initiatives 

they funded in Sub-Saharan Africa to reflect on failures and shortcomings as this was 

a commitment that set their agency apart and attracted donors particularly from 

Silicon Valley where the start-up mentality is known for its attention to shortcomings 

and failures. One coordinator and I talked about how that the simple ‘Band-aid’ 

approach epitomized by the Save the Children campaigns of decades past doesn’t 

resonate for many donors today who are increasingly aware of the complexities of 

development issues, and this awareness could shift the way projects are framed and 

reported.  

 

 Allowing for and encouraging explicit and compensated community 

management of projects would likely decrease the need for divisive surveillance and 

would foster a development culture of transparency and accountability. During a 

group interview with some of the women in the sewing cooperative in India, they told 

me that a handful of them had recently attended a sales expo in the capital with 

women from organizations all over the country. They really enjoyed the luncheon as 

it gave them a chance to talk with these other women about their respective 

participation in a range of women-centered development initiatives. One woman, 

Ruchi, told me that she went to the expo feeling so proud of all the things she had 

learned, especially about how to participate in an economic self-help group (as their 

production and savings circles are called). But she said that as she talked with some 
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other women she came to know that there were many facets to her own organization 

that she hasn’t had the chance to learn about, like design, how to price their goods, 

fund-seeking, achieving non-profit status. She said that some of the other women 

were in charge of these things and thus actually run their own organizations and 

collectives, whereas the sewing cooperative was run by a fair-skinned, educated, 

wealthy woman from the South, the designer is a college-educated woman from the 

capital, and many of the grants are secured by foreign volunteers. Ruchi returned 

from this expo with questions that she framed as ‘What’s next for us to learn?’ She 

was well-received by the director and designer who are running weekly meetings to 

turn over some of this control.  

 

 Encouraging transparency and accountability will likely lead, albeit gradually, 

to opportunities for honest discussions about who is doing what in development. 

Some of the participants in the women’s group in Mexico suggested that if they were 

able to see and talk about the grant applications being submitted on their behalf they 

would feel more trusting. Many women wonder why they aren’t being trained to 

submit their own grant applications. Their resulting speculations about how much 

money Yesenia, the coordinator, was making from the grants were actually quite 

exaggerated compared to her real earnings (some of them thought she was making 

more than five times what she really made), and conversations about income 

inequality among women in development could actually be quite fruitful. Similarly, 

women participants are eager to learn how they too could be paid, or paid more, for 
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their participation in development, and greater transparency about these opportunities, 

or even the lack thereof, would likely shift the development landscape towards 

empowerment that reflects women’s actual interests and needs. 

  

 A potentially empowering employment of surveillance could be an emphasis 

on qualitative, in-depth monitoring and evaluation spearheaded by participants. For 

example, time assessment studies carried out by community members themselves in 

collaboration with practitioners or researchers could reveal some of the challenges 

and shortcomings of development projects while also pointing to possible future 

projects by identifying other needs or interests. For example some women I talked 

with in Chiapas regarding the time they spent gathering water suggested that their 

problem wasn’t that they had to gather water (in fact the Zapatista community I was 

working with at the time rejected the Engineers Without Borders water project I was 

representing), but that while they were gathering water they were increasingly 

subjected to sexual harassment as a result of the military presence in their 

communities. Instead of paying researchers or practitioners to reflect on how 

community members spend their time, the community members themselves could be 

allocated funds for carrying out self-reflexive auto-ethnography, and in sharing their 

results with other community members perhaps they could also draw awareness to 

sources of gender inequalities within homes and communities. Time analyses before, 

during and after projects could be allow for a more nuanced and internal 

understanding of participants’ needs and experiences.  
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 Perhaps the most common suggestion expressed to me by women participants 

of development projects was that development should not be just about women. In 

fact many of the meetings I attended were interrupted by a woman who called out 

something like ‘Why aren’t the men here?’ ‘If this is about gender inequality, do men 

have a gender?’ ‘We know all this, the men need to know it too,’ ‘Why aren’t there 

more projects for men?’  Involving men in women-centered development projects 

from the beginning could address a range of potentially disempowering experiences 

including men taking advantage of women’s access to development opportunities 

(and the problems caused when they do), the complications posed by existing and 

unaddressed gender inequalities (which often affect women’s participation), and 

men’s fears about women’s participation in development projects (which often lead to 

surveillance and even violence).  

 

 As development continues to shift from large, state-sponsored poverty 

reduction strategies towards smaller and localized attempts to improve livelihoods, it 

is increasingly essential that local and multi-sited ethnographies provide nuanced 

descriptions and analyses of the everyday, on-the-ground effects of development 

initiatives on people’s lives. A closer look at the seemingly contradictory nature of 

development projects that simultaneously empower and disempower women 

highlights the need for sustained and self-conscious dialogue and reflection across 

borders, disciplines, class, gender, race and other boundaries. The best way to do this 
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complex work has not been represented by any one region, theory, group or discipline 

and thus should emerge from a careful yet creative appropriation of intersecting 

perspectives and knowledges. As Sarika, a mother of four and quilter from northern 

India insisted, these stories must be told.  
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