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BLOCK 3 : GENDER AND DEVELOPMENT
In this block you will learn about the different perspectives of gender and
development as a whole. This block consists of four units. The first unit, unit 1
provides an insight to various approaches related to gender and development like
Women and Development (WAD) Approach, Women in Development (WID),
Gender and Development (GAD) Approach. Unit 2 discusses the topic of gender
mainstreaming, it’s meaning, and policies and programmes related to women. Unit 3
speaks about the Gender Development Index (GDI). The last and final unit, unit 4
presents the meaning and dimensions of women empowerment. And also gives an
idea about the political, economic and social empowerment of women.

UNIT 1 : APPROACHES -WAD, WID AND GAD
Structure
1.1 Introduction
1.2 Learning Objectives
1.3 Gendered Approach to Development
1.4 Women and Development (WAD) Approach
1.4.1 Empowerment Approach
1.4.2 The Indian Context
1.5 Women in Development (WID) Approach
1.5.1 Welfare Approach
1.5.2 Equity Approach
1.5.3 Three World Conferences on Women
1.5.4 Anti- Poverty Approach
1.5.5 Efficiency Approach
1.6 Critique of WID (Women in Development)
1.7 Gender and Development (GAD) Approach
1.8 Let Us sum Up
1.9 Check Your Progress: Answer Keys
1.10 References

1.1

INTRODUCTION

The U.N. General Assembly declared 1975 as the International Women’s Year and
1975-1985 as the International Decade for Women. This declaration led to a growing
awareness of women’s issues and an acceptance of their demands as legitimate issues
for policy making, both at the national and international level. The major themes of
the International Women’s Year and Conference were Equality, Development and
Peace. Equality, however, had been a dominant issue for the U.N. Commission on the
Status of Women and it came primarily from the feminist movement of the Western
industrialized nations. Peace was increasingly considered to be a women’s issue by
the countries of the Eastern bloc. Development, on the other hand, was a recent issue
put forward mainly by the newly independent “Third World” nations as a key to
improving women’s lives.
During the Decade, the important but previously invisible role of women in the social
and economic development of the poorer countries was highlighted. The declaration
of the International Decade for Women (1975-85) signified the new visibility of
Women in Development (WID) in international forums. Parallel to the theories of
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development in the academia there have been theories on development and women’s
development in the ‘development policy’ sphere. Women were not seen as
contributors to development in the welfare approach but as passive recipients, while
other approaches perceived them to be active players in development. In this unit we
will learn about the approaches of WAD, WID and GAD in detail.

1.2

LEARNING OBJECTIVES

After studying this Unit, you would be able to:
• understand the different approaches to women in development, women and
development and gender and development.
• elaborate about the important approach like Women and Development
(WAD)
• discuss the Women in Development (WID) Approach
• analyse the Gender and Development (GAD) Approach
• differentiate between WID and GAD

1.3

GENDERED APPROACH TO DEVELOPMENT

The concept of gender is reflected in Anne Fausto-Sterling’s belief that the interaction
between the biological beings and the social environment influences the individual
capacities. Gender refers to the socially constructed and institutionalized roles,
behaviors, activities and attributes that a given society considers appropriate for
women and men as individuals. Gender, especially the role of women, is widely
recognized as vitally important for development issues and processes. Since the idea
of development aims at transforming societies so as to improve the living standards of
the poor and because women tend to be over-represented in the poorest segments of
almost every society, the concept of gender becomes crucial for development. The
gendered approach to development is guided by a focus on gender-equality and
women’s participation. It includes an understanding of different roles and
expectations of the genders within the community.
The gendered approach to development, as opposed to women’s development, is not
just about ‘addition’ of women or increasing the visibility of women in the already
existing development issues and processes. Cornwell is apprehensive that an
approach where women are merely added in, may provide an increased visibility to
women’s interests, but will not lead to their substantive empowerment. The ‘women’s
interest concentrates on the lives of women, whereas the ‘gender interest’ penetrates
deeper to address the structures of relations between men and women. The gendered
approach to development means the freedom and capacity of women to design and
control the development agenda in accordance with their own aspirations. In this
context, one can discuss different theoretical perspectives that differently gauge the
developmental aspirations of women. An understanding of the theoretical framing of
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women’s aspirations is important for knowing the places that women occupied in
various development agendas.

1.4

WOMEN AND DEVELOPMENT (WAD) APPROACH

The Women and Development (WAD) approach pointed out that women are already
integrated into the development process in an exploitative way. This is due to the fact
that planners hold imprecise assumptions about women’s specific activities leading to
the neglect of women’s real needs and over-exploitation of their labour. Proponents
of the WAD approach are mainly activists and theorists from the South and few from
the North who saw the limitations of WID (which will be described later in this unit)
and argued that women would never get their equal share of development benefits
unless patriarchy and global inequality are addressed.
Women from the developed nations were slowly realising that the concerns of “Third
World” women were also legitimate. They began to identify with them and their
earlier patronising attitude towards “Third World” women diminished. Efforts were
made to link issues of the family with that of politics at the local, national and
international levels. The Third World feminist movement increasingly incorporated
struggles against sexual inequality with political struggles. The gathering at Nairobi
provided women of the “Third World” as well as the “First World” the chance to
combine forces to fight against injustice.
The WAD approach provides a more critical view of women’s position than WID. It
is assumed that women’s position will improve once international structures become
more equitable. However how these could change is not clearly explained. According
to this perspective, women were not a neglected resource but overburdened and
undervalued. Their substantial contribution to development needs to be recognised,
along with a redistribution of its benefits and burdens between men and women. The
WAD approach also demanded “affirmative action” by the State as “Laissez Faire” in
the market worsened already existing inequalities.

1.4.1 Empowerment Approach
Unlike the previous approaches, the empowerment approach is a direct result of
“Third World” women’s social and grassroots movements and their realities and
experiences of mainstream “development”. Its roots were in Latin American social
movements where educationists such as Paulo Frire and Evan Ilich used
conseintisation as a tool of mobilising oppressed sections.
The approach emerged out of a critique of all other approaches, which were based on
the expert analysis of how and what “Third World” women need to develop
themselves and their communities. This approach gained momentum in the 1980s
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and continues to be popular among social activists, feminist researchers, NGOs and
Aid agencies who are genuinely interested in the transformatory potential of
development initiatives. The empowerment approach questions the notion that
“women” can be addressed as a universal category.
Further, for the first time women’s subordination was seen as a men’s problem as
well. The empowerment approach broadened the scope of development theory by
addressing issues hitherto not considered relevant. These included oppressive gender
relations, ecological destruction, and the ethics of multinational control over the
developing countries and so on. Thus the empowerment approach became most
threatening to government and international agencies. The Self- Employed Women’s
Organization (SEWA) started in Ahmedabad, India; the Grameen Bank (Bangladesh),
are examples of the success of the strategy of empowerment through organization.
At the Nairobi conference, 1985 some Third World Women formed a group DAWN
(Development Alternatives with Women for a New Era) which interpreted
development issues from the woman’s perspective. They pointed out that the concept
of development followed in the post-colonial world has been guided by a western
patriarchal and capitalist idea of economic development which believed that change is
linear. They rejected the aggressiveness of the dominant system and advocated the
values of nurturance and openness, discarded hierarchy and recognized the diverse
but equally genuine meanings of feminism of every area.
The UN decade for women brought to light the fact that women still perform two
thirds of the world’s work, but earn one tenth of its income and own only one
hundredth of its property. There was recognition of the fact that the feminisation of
poverty was on the increase. Women’s participation in the goals and strategies for
change and their empowerment, both within and outside the home, were stressed if
change was to occur.
The conferences of the International Decade for Women brought about greater
interaction and mobilisation of women from various countries. They provided the
motive to investigate the common concerns of women worldwide. Conventional
indicators of development-modernisation, urbanisation, per capita income, growth of
the economy, mechanisation, white-green-blue revolution were questioned. During
the conferences, the various meanings of the term “women in development”
predominated. Besides economic development, it also signified “legal equality,
education, health, employment and empowerment”. Equal rights for women and men
before law were stressed in the early years. During the International Women’s
Decade a number of conventions were passed, important among them is the
Convention on the Elimination of All Forms of Discrimination against Women
(CEDAW).
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Later on, legal rights were not given great importance. Though most countries had
granted women’s equality, they were not enforced. It was argued that women’s status
could be improved by educating them. However, the earlier literacy programme had
failed because classes were held at the time when the women were busy with
economic activities. No formal education systems were advocated and emphasis was
laid on reducing gender biases within the education system. Emphasis was laid on
employing women especially in the development agencies as an effective method of
ensuring that development programme reach and involve women. Consciousness
raising and empowerment of women was emphasized. Economic development
remained the main focus of “women in development”. The attempt was to remove the
gender bias in development planning that over-looked women’s role in economic
activities.

1.4.2 The Indian Context
The U.N. decade for women generated a lot of data on the status of women the world
over. In India, political emergency was declared in 1975. Yet in this period, the UN
sponsored International Women’s Decade provided the space for women’s
organisations to meet and discuss issues, organize seminars and so on. It was during
this period that an important and significant report on the status of women in India
was published entitled the Towards Equality” Report (in 1974 it was tabled in the
Parliament). The Committee on the Status of Women was appointed by the
Government of India in 1971 to look into the changes – legal, constitutional,
administrative, political, social and economic, -- that had occurred in the status of
women since Independence. The Committee submitted its report in December 1974.
Its investigations revealed the dismal reality of declining sex ratios, decreasing
participation of women in employment and political activities. Illiteracy and lack of
vocational training prevented women from being absorbed into the modern economy.
Development itself was very uneven between different regions, communities and
sections of society. The low status of women in society was indicated by a number of
factors such as – the age of marriage of girls was below 15 years in more than 1/3 of
the districts of India. The life expectation for females was 45 years as compared to 47
years for males in 1961-71. The gap in male and female life expectation was in fact
increasing. The female mortality rate was much higher than that of males especially
in the age group of 15-44 years. Though there has been an increase in the female
population, the number of females per thousand males has been declining. In 1901, it
was 972 females per thousand males, but by 1971, it had declined to 930 females per
thousand males and in 1991 it had declined further to 929 women per thousand males.
One of the reasons for the low sex ratio, it is observed, is the high maternal mortality.
In 1964, it was 252 per 1,00,000 live births in the whole country, and in 1968, it went
up to 573 for 1,00,000 live births in rural areas. Maternal mortality has been mainly
due to frequent pregnancies, abortions, malnutrition, etc. another reason is rampant
female feticide and infanticide. The literacy rate among women was much lower than
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for males – 18.4% and 39.5% respectively. The number of women in the labour force
came down from 34.4% in 1911 to 17.35% in 1971. 94% of the women workers are
found in the unorganised sector and the rest 6% in the organised sector. It was also
noted that a majority of women did not make use of the rights and opportunities
guaranteed by the Constitution. There has been an increase in the incidence of dowry
in the urban as well as rural areas and also among communities which did not follow
this practice earlier. This report demystified the popular belief that equality between
the sexes had been guaranteed by the Constitution. The mid sixties witnessed an
economic crisis, stagnation, inflation and increasing lawlessness. There was general
discontentment and displeasure in society, especially among the youth and working
class. All over the world there were strong protests by students, trade unions and antiprice rise movements as well as anti-war and colonial liberation movements.
In India too, in the seventies, there were student protests, anti-price rise morchas,
tribal revolts, and the Naxalbari movement. Women participated in large numbers in
these movements. A number of radical activists started autonomous groups involved
with education, popular science (KSSP – Kerala Shastra Sahitya Parishad), health,
environmental protection, civil liberties, women’s issues, tribal issues. Involvement
with the anti-price rise protests, student and tribal movements, made the women
realize the importance of taking up issues related to the oppression of women,
violence in the family, dowry, alcoholism, sexual discrimination against women. It
was in the decade of the 1970s that the “Third World” began to emerge as a challenge
and a force to reckon with. This heralded the critiques of “development” and “underdevelopment” in the “Third World” countries from both feminist and others.

1.5

WOMEN IN DEVELOPMENT (WID) APPROACH

The Women In Development (WID) approach was adopted pointing to the fact that
women’s contribution for development is not recognized by the policy makers.
Women are treated as “beneficiaries” of development, not as active agents of
development. Prior to this, however, women were brought into “development” policy
on very sex-specific terms. Men were seen as the heads of households and productive
agents. Women were seen as housewives, mothers and reproducers. Therefore
development efforts targeted the male population, while women were relegated to the
marginal welfare sector.
The various approaches relating to women in development are discussed below:

1.5.1 Welfare Approach
Initially, during the First Development Decade 1961-70, there was no mention of
women specifically. WID was characterised by the Welfare Approach. It was
assumed that social and economic development in general, would bring about the
desired changes for women. Women were seen as passive beneficiaries of
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development with focus on their reproductive role. However, at this early stage, the
emphasis was on equal rights for women rather than on economic development.

1.5.2 Equity Approach
During the Second Development Decade, 1971-80, the importance of the “full
integration of women in the total development efforts,” was emphasized. The Equity
Approach aimed at gaining equity for women in the development process. Women
were seen as active participants in development. The main goal was to integrate
women into the development process more productively. The key route through this
could be achieved which was equality of opportunity through education and training.
A number of committees within professional associations, new women’s groups and
others were formed. They came together on important issues like equal pay for equal
work, greater visibility of women within professional organizations, equal rights
amendment, and so on. This led to the formation of many women’s pressure groups
especially the ones concerning Women in Development (WID). The advocates of
WID pointed out to the phenomena that many scholars had observed, particularly in
the developing countries i.e. the adverse impact that development seemed to have on
women. The feminisation of poverty and the growing number of women- headed
households as a result of the development policies was also highlighted. With
pressure from the American women’s movement, the United Nations declared 1975
as the International Women’s Year and 1975-1985 as the International Women’s
Decade. With this there was a growing awareness of women’s issues and an
acceptance of their demands as legitimate issues for policy making, both at the
national and international level. The major themes of the Decade were – Equality,
Development and Peace. The UN Decade for Women and the international
conferences gave impetus to the gender component in development debates.

1.5.3 Three World Conferences on Women
In 1975, the World Conference for the International Women’s Year was held in
Mexico City. The Conference highlighted the differences in the needs of women from
the Western industrialized nations and those from the agricultural nations. This
frequently led to debates on what embodied “women’s issues”. The equity approach
was identified as “developmental”, but mainly reflected “First world” feminist preoccupations with equality. The “Second World” delegates were concerned with
peace. They argued that capitalism and militarism was responsible for women’s
problems. The “Third World” delegates were concerned with development. They
argued that development was the key to improving women’s lives. While the women
from the underdeveloped nations were concerned mainly with the survival of the
family unit, employment opportunities and legal and economic roles of women; those
from the developed nations emphasized the symbolic expressions of authority, status,
and control over one’s own body, discrimination against women, etc. It also meant
the adoption of different strategies for change in the status of women.
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Scholars like Ester Boserup, Elise Boulding and others, have noted that often,
economic development in the underdeveloped countries leads to structural changes
that dislocate women from income generating occupations, or place a greater load on
women who continue with subsistence agriculture, while men move into mechanized
agriculture, grow cash crops or migrate to the cities. It was also pointed out that there
are a growing number of female headed-households. It was recommended that these
women should also be given priority for employment on par with men with family
responsibilities. Stress was also laid on the fact that peace also could be achieved only
by realizing that women, who consisted of half the world’s population, were also
human beings with equal rights in civil, political, economic and social fields.

1.5.4 Anti- Poverty Approach
The Equity approach, however, was considered threatening and not popular with
governments. It was criticized as Western feminism. Hence there was a shift to the
Anti-Poverty Approach. This approach toned down equality because of criticism. It
was more concerned with redistribution along with growth and basic needs. Its
purpose was to ensure poor women increase their productivity, since women’s
poverty was seen as a problem of underdevelopment not their subordination.
However this approach isolated poor women as a separate category with a tendency
to recognize only their productive role. It was more popular among the NGOs and
developed at a small scale.

1.5.5 Efficiency Approach
With the UN Mid-decade Conference on Women held at Copenhagen in 1980, the
concept of WID had shifted from the equity to efficiency approach and was
articulated in economic terms. The conference was dominated by debates on trade,
development and politics. There were heated debates over the Palestinian issue, the
effects of apartheid on women in South Africa, of women refugees all over the world.
Despite the highly publicised arguments, women from different parts of the world
endeavored to understand one another and create a more congruent perspective. At
this conference it was recognized that women were both participants and victims in
political struggles. Irene Tinker in her review of the Copenhagen conference asked -“How do you take one tune and encourage variation while eliciting orchestral
support?” The response and comments to it by a number of scholars showed that
many people were looking at various women’s issues that had not been mentioned
recognized or clarified before the decade began. One of the main functions of the
Mexico City and Copenhagen conference was consciousness rising.
The emergence of the efficiency approach in this period should be seen in the context
of a declining world economy and accompanying stabilisation and adjustment
policies. With serious cuts in welfare spending, the focus on efficient development
meant that women became crucial actors in the development scenario. It recognized
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women’s resilience and ability to adjust to crisis. In the formal sector women are
prepared to work for longer hours for less pay, they are usually hired later and fired
earlier. Given these disadvantages in the formal sector, women are willing to accept
worse conditions than men in the informal sector. All these qualities attracted
development planners to focus their programmes on women. These approaches
recognise that women play a significant economic role both within and outside the
families. The efficiency approach focused on credit for women, supplementary
income generating projects for women, microenterprise for women and so on. It
focused only on economic aspects of women in development and it was designed to
suit the interests of bigger agents of development rather than the women themselves.
This approach is still the most popular WID approach for many national
governments, state machineries for women and aid agencies, as well as NGOs who
are keen to maintain the status quo in the name of economic development without
having to question the underlying power relations in the communities in which they
work.
At the third and final conference of the international decade for women at Nairobi,
the various dimensions of women’s needs came up. It was at this conference that the
needs of the “Third World” women gained recognition and were highlighted. The
main concerns of women living in subsistence societies were environmental issues,
methods in forest and water management, sustainable agriculture, etc. These issues
were combined with environmental issues on a world scale. The demands of “Third
World” countries for techniques to limit the drudgery of everyday work were also put
forward. Divisive and political issues such as the debt crises and its effects on
countries of the “Third World”, the issue of apartheid in South Africa were debated
upon. There was growing recognition of the fact that one-third of the families of the
world were headed by women. The women worked to support their families and were
also charged with bringing up the children.
Check Your Progress Exercise 3.1
Note:
I. Write your answer in the space given below.
II. Compare your answer with the one given at the end of this Unit
Q.1 Trace the emergence of the WID approach.
………………………………………………………………………………………
………………………………………………………………………………………
………………………………………………………………………………………
………………………………………………………………………………………
Q.2 Write down the first three International Women’s Conferences.
………………………………………………………………………………………
………………………………………………………………………………………
…………………………………………………………………………………………….
…………………………………………………………………………………………….
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1.6

CRITIQUE OF WOMEN AND DEVELOPMENT (WID)

The main critique of Women in Development came from three sources: - Marxist
feminists, women from the developing countries and scholars who sympathized with
the female sphere approach. In their effort to influence the development experts, the
advocate practitioners and scholars of the WID approach did not raise basic
theoretical issues, but instead, sought to adjust the contemporary development
practices to include and benefit women. As the field developed, the pragmatic
approach of the WID practitioners and advocates and the detail of women’s lives
coming from WID scholars began to influence the theorists. The theorists then raised
questions about the global power structures, values etc. which were more relevant.
The Marxist feminists have questioned the constitution of women as a “category”.
They argue that biological sex has been misunderstood as gender relations through
social, cultural, political and economic forces. However, women’s interests vary by
class. But one common factor, among women of all classes and in all societies, is
their subordinate position in society. The main cause of this is class and patriarchy.
While Marxists and other feminists would try to change this situation and fight for
equality, the feminists who argue for a female sphere, would emphasize the
difference. Over the years, other factors of subordination of women have come up
like race in the USA, colonialism, underdevelopment and dependency in the “Third
World” and the intricacies of caste, religion and ethnicity in India.
Development programmes that are supposed to help women with their practical and
material problems and to address the causes of their subordination often end up
perpetuating it. What is required, therefore, is feminism that provides a political basis
for bringing women of all classes together despite their differences. Throughout the
Decade, the effort was to associate value and status to women’s work. But often, the
emphasis has been on economic activities. Though women have worked for long
hours, be it in subsistence societies or the new industries of developing societies, their
work has not been valued and they have not got high status. The effort now is to
decrease the woman’s work and simultaneously empower her. This would need an
examination of the controls on woman’s labour and hence an examination of the
household and the issue of patriarchy.
The female sphere theorists argue that the demand for equality of work for a just and
egalitarian society may be disadvantageous for women. In a society where women
enjoyed autonomy in the private sphere, for the sake of family however, they are
withdrawn from the visible public labour force and are made economically
dependent. However, many women have chosen to retain their economic
independence. Yet another perspective is put forward by scholars like Elise Boulding,
who argue that women have developed the quality of nurturing, survival and peace. It
is these feminine values that will save the earth and not the male values of ruling and
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conquering. The need is for environment-friendly technology and efforts towards
peace.
The DAWN report points out the connection between global economic policies and
women at the local, national and international levels. The economic crises, ecological
degradation, increasing militarism and so on are all linked to the global policies.
Scholars have pointed out how the debt crises, the structural adjustment policies and
the macro-level development policies have had differential effects on male and
female work, and how they perpetuate gender bias in market policies. Rae Blumberg
argues that the African food crisis was the result of macro-level development policies
that overlooked the importance of women’s contribution to economic development.
Kathryn Ward, in her work “Women in the Global Economy”, argues that women’s
economic status has stagnated due to underdevelopment processes. Increasingly,
women are pushed into subsistence agriculture or the service or informal sectors.
Until the coming of transnational corporations, women did not get industrial
employment. However, even this employment is not permanent and they are once
again displaced into the service sectors.
Ward argues that women’s status has been structured both directly and indirectly by
the global capitalist system. She highlights three processes of trade dependency,
dependent development, and debt dependency as being particularly important in
shaping women’s status. As a result of this global capitalist system, the peripheral
regions within this system experience socio-economic dependence on the core nations
along with underdevelopment.
The major problems with the WID approach are as follows.
• WID considers women as a homogeneous group. It ignores the fact that
women are not a single uniform category. Women are differentiated by racial,
economic and other factors which are not considered important.
• WID projects the myth that women’s development can be achieved by
addressing economic issues alone. Yet in a context where women are not
allowed to own property and do not have control over resources, it is
questionable how income generating projects can lead to women’s
development.
• It does not question the kind of development that is being imposed on the
developing countries. WID does not have any scope for change and
transformation. It does not challenge existing power relations in the society.
Hence it has remained popular.
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However, since the early 1980s WID came under severe attack, mainly from “Third
World” women’s movements, who are questioning the relevance of such
development programmes in the context of continuing poverty and oppression. This
has led to a rethinking of the WID approach and resulted in the emergence of the
Gender and Development Approach or GAD.

1.7

GENDER AND DEVELOPMENT (GAD) APPROACH

The gender and development approach emerged in the 1980s as an alternative to the
WID approach when participatory approaches and rights based approaches to
development became popular. In contrast to WID and WAD, GAD perceives that
women do not have uniform interests. Women have multiple identities of caste, class,
race, ethnicity, marital status, differential ability etc. in addition to gender identity.
The gender and development approach recognises the relation between women and
men as a power relation, and sees that such power stems from social construction of
gender shaped by social institutions of family, community, market and state. The
gender and development approach does not see women as passive victims but agents
who are negotiating spaces within their multiple identities.
The Gender and Development (GAD) approach tackles power relations between men
and women and does not consider women’s problems alone. It aims to get gender
equality issues out of their “isolation” (e.g. gender equality machineries, women’s
projects etc.) to involve all actors concerned in building a balanced society and to
promote gender equality in all interventions and sectors.
GAD links the relations of production to the relations of reproduction considering all
dimensions of women’s lives. It analyses the nature of women’s contribution within
the household as well as outside including noncommodity production. In this manner,
the GAD approach rejects the dichotomy between public and private spheres,
ensuring that family maintenance and household work that women do would get
adequate attention in development. Moreover, this approach emphasizes on the role
of the state in advancing women’s emancipation.
The GAD approach sees women as agents of change rather than as passive
beneficiaries of development. It lays importance on women organizing themselves in
order to articulate their concerns. Although it recognizes that class solidarity and class
distinctions are both significant, it focuses on the ideology of patriarchy which
functions within and across classes for the subjugation of women. The GAD
perspective, therefore, evaluates social structures and institutions (Rathgeber, 1989).
The GAD approach addresses practical gender needs, such as those related to
provisions of safe water, food, health facilities etc. and also strategic gender needs
that women themselves recognize, for instance, changes in the gender division of
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labour, assertion of legal rights etc. These exist due to low status of women in
society.
There are two strands of thought within the GAD approach, namely empowerment
and equity.

1.7.1 Empowerment strand
The empowerment strand of GAD approach broadened the scope of development
theory by addressing issues hitherto not considered relevant in conferences on
women. These included oppressive gender relations, ecological destruction and the
ethics of multinational control over the developing countries and so on. At the
Nairobi Third World Conference on Women, 1985, some Third World feminists
formed a group called Development Alternatives with Women for a New Era
(DAWN) which interpreted development issues from a Third World women’s
perspective. They pointed out that the concept of development followed in the postcolonial world has been guided by a western patriarchal and capitalist idea of
economic development which believed that change was linear. They rejected the
aggressiveness of the dominant system and advocated the values of nurturance and
openness, discarded hierarchy and recognized the diversity of feminisms in third
world countries. Further, the empowerment strand recognised not only power
relations of gender, but also relations of caste, class, race etc. as having a bearing on
women’s subordinate position.
According to Moser, sought to address strategic gender needs and practical gender
needs through building new political, economic and social approaches. In India, the
empowerment strand is best reflected in the Mahila Samakhya program titled
‘Education for Women’s Equality’ under which mainly but not exclusively poor
women are organised into groups with an open agenda of discussing what issue is
important for their village. Their capacity is built to challenge all hierarchies,
including caste, class, race and gender. Further, the women’s groups at times take on
challenges of multi-national corporations and domination by corporates.

1.7.2 The equity strand
As outlined by Naila Kabeer (1994), states that a combination of women’s welfare,
empowerment, equality of opportunity, anti-poverty and efficiency strands are
required to achieve equitable outcomes (in contrast to equality of opportunities). She
argues that the dichotomy between practical gender needs and strategic gender
interests is artificial. Practical gender needs can be met through a strategic means of
mobilisation by women, a first step to them demanding strategic gender ‘interests’.
Further, unless women have access to water, child care, health services etc., they
cannot claim strategic gender interests like right to land, political participation etc.
Anti-poverty measures like access to credit are essential to make use of land. Further
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women’s work needs to be seen as central to efficient growth of economy. Naila
Kabeer positions the equity approach within a broader social relations and
institutional framework highlighting the institutions of household, community,
markets and state as important institutions wherein gender and social relations are
played out.
At a conceptual level, the social relations and institutional framework to looking at
gender and development is indeed useful. However, in the present context two new
institutions have to be added: interstate institutions (from arms of United Nations to
World Bank Group to World Trade Organisation) and state-market institutions or
public-private partnerships (see Murthy and Kappen, 2006).
Box 2.1: Gender in Development Approach
A dilution of Gender and Development approach is the Gender in Development
approach which is similar to the efficiency approach. Unlike the WID approach it
includes a gender analysis, but not of power relations but gender roles in
development. There are two streams within the Gender in Development approach.


The analysis of gender roles so that project resources could be targeted at
women and men so as to achieve project objectives.



Working with men and boys to address both women’s equality, as well as to
promote male specific issues that men and boys face as a result of their
gender identity.

GAD, which shares elements with the empowerment approach, gained popularity in
the 1980s and attempts to address the loopholes of WID. It is rooted in post
development theory and post-structuralist critiques in feminism. GAD does not
consider women as a uniform group. It maintains that women’s situation should be
seen in the context of the socio-economic, racial and other factors that shape a
particular society. It points to the importance of understanding the relationship
between women and men and how society influences their respective roles.
Development to be meaningful will have to take all these factors into consideration.
This approach rejects the dichotomy between the public and the private. It focuses
attention on the oppression of women in the family, within the private sphere of the
household. It emphasises the state’s role in providing social services to promote
women’s emancipation. Women are seen as agents of change rather than passive
recipients of development. The focus is on strengthening women’s legal rights. It also
talks in terms of upsetting the existing power relations in society. Gender is an issue
that cuts across all economic, social and political processes.
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The GAD approach attempts to identify both the practical gender needs of women as
well as the strategic gender needs that are closely related. The problem with GAD is
that it is easy in the name of gender, to disguise and even side track real issues that
affect women. Gender can rise above the personal, which means the personal can
remain behind the scene, despite all the efforts that go into the analysis of “social
construction of gender”. Most often, however, GAD is seen as just a new label for the
same old women’s programmes which do not address power relations in society or
women’s oppression. Though it is popular among funding agencies and NGOs and
has the potential to be different, it has become institutionalised like WID.
Box 1.1 Contrast Between WID and GAD

The approach

The Focus

WID
An approach that views the
absence
of
women
in
development plans and policies as
the problem
Women

The Problem

The exclusion of women (half of
productive resources) from the
development process.

The Goal

More
efficient,
effective
development
that
includes
women
Integrate women into the existing
development process

The Solution

The Strategies

Focus on women’s projects, on
women’s components of projects,
and on integrated projects

Increase women’s productivity
and income

Analysis

GAD
An approach to development that
focuses on global and gender
inequalities
Socially constructed relations
between women and men, with
special focus on the subordination
of women
Unequal power relations (rich vs.
poor; women vs. men), which
prevents equitable development
and women’s full participation
Equitable,
sustainable
development, with women and
men as decision-makers
Empower the disadvantaged and
women and transform unequal
relations
Reconceptualize the development
process, taking gender and global
inequalities into account
Identify and address practical
needs, as determined by women
and men, to improve their
condition; at the same time,
address women’s strategic
interests
Address strategic interests of the
poor through peoplecentered
development

Increase women’s ability to look
after the household
Women as main unit of analysis
Gender relations as transversal
theme in analysis, in all sectors
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Implementation

Objectives,
strategies, Objectives, strategies, activities
activities and resources target and resources target either women
women only
and/ or men and /or

disaggregated
data
Monitoring and Indicators measure changes in the Gender
situation of women only
measure relative changes in the
evaluation
situation of women and

Source: Moffat (1991) cited in Parpat (2000)

1.8

LET US SUM UP

In this unit we attempted to engage with some major theoretical approaches to
understanding the process of development and the role of women in the development
process. This Unit describes three approaches: Women in Development (WID),
Women and Development (WAD) and Gender and Development (GAD). After
explaining these approaches, the issues of central to GAD were discussed. In
conclusion, the significant issues that emerge are: The “Western” model of
development as the role-model was not only questioned but women activists in the
Third World refused the label of “always and already victims” that the Western
feminists had accorded them. This translated into viewing women, not as passive
recipients of development but as active agents in the process. The issues of gender,
nationality and ethnicity within the context of the global political economy came into
focus; rightly questioning thereby the “woman” as subject of feminist debates. The
increasing marginalisation of women in the economy, their increasing landlessness
and lack of access to resources had resulted in feminization of poverty. A significant
relationship between the feminisation of poverty and female-headed households was
brought into focus.
The unit concludes that social relations and institutional framework (within GAD)
offer an interesting framework for looking at how institutions of household,
community, market and state shape various social relations and allows for space for
negotiation. Under WAD and GAD perspectives, more efforts are needed to achieve
improvements in overall well-being of women and reduce the gender gap. In order to
accelerate development intervention and to address challenges to engender all
development issues, new perspectives have to be developed. Through the analysis of
developments of the past, new approaches have emerged.

1.9

CHECK YOUR PROGRESS: ANSWER KEYS

Ans to Q 1:

The pressure from the Third World women group led to the emergence
of WID approach. In this approach the status of women on par with
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men was discussed in terms of equality. This emerged in the year
1975.
Ans to Q 2:

1.10

The first three International Women’s Conferences which took place
are as given below:
1) Mexico – 1975
2) Nairobi – 1980
3) Copenhagen – 1985
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2.1

INTRODUCTION

While the meaning of development kept adjusting itself to the changing historical
contexts, the notions of ‘gender’ and ‘democracy’ contributed in their own ways in
enriching the general development discourse. Gender mainstreaming is the process of
assessing the status of men and women in all policies and programmes of
Government and other organisations and also its implications. The concept of gender
mainstreaming was first proposed at the 1985 Third World Conference on Women in
Nairobi. The idea has been developed in the United Nations development community.
The idea was formally featured in 1995 at the Fourth World Conference on Women in
Beijing. Gender mainstreaming is important because inequalities in the access to
development resources and opportunities hamper economic efficiency and
sustainability. Women and men have different roles, rights and responsibilities. Rural
women often have less access to productive natural resources and opportunities such
as education and training, credit, capital, land and decision-making authority. Gender
mainstreaming requires a planning process that promotes the well-being and
empowerment of both women and men. Gender should be mainstreamed at the
earliest possible point in the project or programme cycle, since it can fundamentally
influence the entire project/programme concept and structure. The interplay between
gender relations and development issues and how the drive for democracy impacts
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upon the role of gender in the process of development constitute the basic theme of
this unit.

2.2

LEARNING OBJECTIVES

After studying this Unit, you would be able to:
•
•
•

2.3

know the meaning and concept of gender mainstreaming
Evaluate the role of state and national machineries in mainstreaming
gender in the process of development;
understand the policies programmes and schemes related to gender
development.

GENDER MAINSTREAMING-CONCEPT AND MEANING

Gender mainstreaming is a globally accepted strategy for promoting gender equality.
It can be defined as a strategy of making women’s as well as men’s concerns and
experiences an integral dimension of the design, implementation, monitoring and
evaluation of the development policies in all political, economic and societal spheres
so that women and men could benefit equally and inequality is not perpetuated. This
involves an assurance that gender perspectives and attention to the goal of gender
equality remain central to all activities- research, legislation, advocacy/dialogue,
resource allocation and planning, implementation and monitoring of development
projects. According to the viewpoint of the UN (United Nations), the ultimate goal of
gender mainstreaming is to achieve gender equality in such a manner that the
structures of inequality are transformed.
In July, 1997, the United Nations Economic and Social Council (ECOSOC) defined
the concept of gender mainstreaming as follows:
Mainstreaming a gender perspective is the process of assessing the implications for
women and men of any planned action, including legislation, policies or
programmes, in all areas and at all levels. It is a strategy for making women’s as well
as men’s concerns and experiences an integral dimension of the design,
implementation, monitoring and evaluation of policies and programmes in all
political, economic and societal spheres so that women and men benefit equally and
inequality is not perpetuated. The ultimate goal is to achieve gender equality.
Mainstreaming includes gender specific activities and affirmative action whenever
men and women are not put into disadvantaged position. Gender specific
interventions can also target women exclusively or men exclusively or men and
women together to enable them to participate in and procure the benefits from the
development endeavors.
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Mainstreaming is not about adding a “women’s component” or “even a gender
equality component” into an existing development programme. It also does not
confine itself to mere participation. It implies adding experience, knowledge, skill,
interests of men and women to the development agenda. Gender mainstreaming aims
at transforming unequal social and institutional structures into equal and just
structures for both the gender groups through need identifications, chalking out the
constraints.
Gender mainstreaming is not only a question of social justice, but is necessary for
ensuring equitable sustainable human development by the most effective and efficient
means. Gender Mainstreaming makes a gender dimension explicit in all policy
sectors. Gender equality is no longer viewed as a separate question, but becomes a
concern for all policies and programmes. Furthermore, a gender mainstreaming
approach does not look at women in isolation but looks at women and men – both
actors in the development process, and as its beneficiaries. Significantly gender
mainstreaming differs from the women in development approach in that it takes as its
starting point a thorough and rigorous analysis of the development situation, rather
than a priori assumptions about women’s roles and problems. Experiences have
shown that gender issues differ by country, region and concrete situation. At the same
time, experiences have also shown that rigorous, gender- sensitive analysis invariably
reveals gender-differentiated needs and priorities, as well as gender inequalities in
terms of opportunities and outcomes.
Gender mainstreaming seeks to redress these problems. Given the above, it is clear
that a “gender mainstreaming” approach does not necessarily make the need for
specific policies, programmes or projects on gender equality obsolete. The level of
intervention (from basic “gender sensitivity” to comprehensive, targeted gender
programmes) will depend on the specific needs and priorities revealed by a gendersensitive situation assessment. Finally, as a comprehensive strategy, gender
mainstreaming should also address the environment (corporate, office) in which
policies and programmes are developed and implemented. Thus a strategy to integrate
gender concerns into programming must be accompanied by a strategy to ensure that
the working environment is gender-sensitive, guaranteeing equal opportunities and
treatment to both men and women.
Gender mainstreaming makes a gender dimension explicit in all policy sectors.
Furthermore, a gender mainstreaming approach does not look at women in isolation,
but looks at women and men – both as actors in the development process, and as its
beneficiaries. Significantly, gender mainstreaming differs from a “women in
development” (WID) approach in that it takes as its starting point a thorough and
rigorous analysis of the development situation, rather than a-priori assumptions about
women‟s roles and problems. Experience has shown that gender issues differ by
country, region and concrete situation. At the same time, experience has also shown
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that rigorous, gender-sensitive analysis invariably reveals gender-differentiated needs
and priorities, as well as gender inequalities in terms of opportunities and outcomes.
Gender mainstreaming happens to be the chief strategy and major instrument of the
Gender and Development (GAD) concept. It is often said to be a manifestation of
gender awareness. It aims at increasing gender awareness in all areas and all levels of
public life. The concept of bringing gender issues into the mainstream of society was
accepted and established as a global strategy for promoting gender equality in the
Platform of Action adopted at the United Nations Fourth World Congress for
Women, held in Beijing in 1995. It highlights the need and urgency to ensure gender
equality as a priority area in all sectors of social and economic development.
Though the concept of gender mainstreaming focuses on the notion of equality, there
has been a debate whether it is more appropriate to use the language of ‘equality’ or
that of ‘inequality’ for promoting gender mainstreaming. S. S. Ali argues that the
language of equality emphasises upon sameness rather than differences and therefore
breeds a universal discourse which is essentially inadequate in different cultural
contexts. He opines that different cultures attach different values to the notion of
gender and therefore it is ethically important be sensitive to these cultural differences
while pursuing the strategy of gender mainstreaming and asserting the equal rights of
women.
However the international bodies like the UN stress the need for universal women’s
rights because any dilution of equal treatment of women on cultural grounds
undermines the very basis of gender justice. It allows women of some countries,
religions and ethnic groups to be left out of discussion about refining the rights of
women and men, thereby reinforcing traditional gender roles. Therefore gender
mainstreaming must essentially use the language of equality. The equality based
gender mainstreaming has to be concretised by the states that are embedded in
particular cultural contexts.
Carolyn Hannan, Director of the UN Division for the Advancement of women
provides following basic principles of mainstreaming:






Adequate accountability mechanism to monitor the progress of gender neutral
development projects.
Identification of issues, area of gender differences and disparities.
Assumptions to design and implement gender-equal policies and programmes.
To carry out continuous gender analysis.
To ensure a clear political will and allocation of adequate resources for
mainstreaming. Deployment of more manpower and investment of more
finance to translate the concept of mainstreaming into a programme of action.
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To initiate efforts to broaden women’s equitable participation at all levels of
decision-making.
 Mainstreaming need not replace the need for targeted women-specific
policies and programmes and positive legislation.

Gender mainstreaming, by definition, involves integrating a gender perspective and
gender analysis into all stages of designing, implementing and evaluating projects,
policies and programmes. The 10 steps for Gender Mainstreaming include:
1. A Mainstreaming Approach to Stakeholders: Who are the DecisionMakers?
2. Mainstreaming a Gender Agenda: What is the Issue?
3. Moving Towards Gender Equality: What is the Goal?
4. Mapping the situation: What Information do we Have?
5. Refining the Issue: Research and Analysis
6. Formulating Policy or Project Interventions from a Gender Perspective
7. Arguing your case: Gender Matters!
8. Monitoring: Keeping a (Gender-Sensitive) Eye on Things
9. Evaluation: How Did We Do?
10. En-gendering Communication

2.4

GENDER MAINSTREAMING IN INDIA

The concept of bringing gender issues into the mainstream of society has been clearly
established as a global strategy for promoting gender equality in the development
agenda. Mainstreaming is not just about adding a “women's” component into an
existing activity. Mainstreaming brings together the experience, knowledge and
interests of both men and women to build upon the development agenda. Gender
mainstreaming requires that all policy, planning, implementation and resource
allocation reflect the interests and the views of both women as well as men.
Before the Decade for Women, development essentially had a welfare approach,
addressing the practical needs of women surrounding their reproductive role through
delivery of food, family planning, health care, etc. The Women in Development
(WID) approach, ushered in during the Decade for Women, was initially conceived as
an equity approach. This approach recognised women’s active role in the
development process as reproductive, productive and community workers, and
emphasized the fulfillment of their strategic needs through direct state intervention.
However, due to its political nature, this approach was not very acceptable to
governments, and was soon replaced by an anti-poverty approach. The efficiency
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approach sought to enhance women's contribution to the development process in
order to ensure the efficiency and effectiveness of project interventions, albeit it
tended to assume that women’s time and energy are elastic. The empowerment
approach considered women's improved condition and position to be the ends in
themselves. It focused on meeting women's strategic needs focusing on a bottom-up,
self-reliant approach. The equity and empowerment approaches together labelled as
Gender and Development (GAD) approaches because of their emphasis on strategic
needs. GAD changed the focus and interventions from women as a target group to
gender analysis of women and men’s roles and relations as part of all development
interventions, and to gender equality as a goal of development. More recently, a
rights-based approach sets the achievement of human rights and the creation of an
enabling environment in which human rights can be enjoyed as the main objectives of
people-centered sustainable development, as well as the means to achieve it. In this
way, a rights based approach transcends sectoral concerns, and encompasses the
concepts of welfare, anti-poverty, equity and empowerment as facets of the rights of
all people.
The UN summits on the environment, social development, human rights and
population brought issues of women's rights to the forefront of international
development debates. Amajor breakthrough was in getting women’s rights on to the
mainstream human rights agenda. Women's movements across the world mobilised
and organised in the build-up to the Vienna Human Rights Conference in 1993. The
recommendations made by women's rights groups were, included in the Vienna
declaration and Programme of Action. The mobilisation on rights continued in Cairo's
conference on Population and Development in 1994. The Beijing conference saw
major advances in pursuing women's rights commitment. It took forward the Cairo
agenda and crystallised the core rights issues: equal rights in law, entitlement to
productive resources, right to education and health, equal right to representation in
decision-making, security and freedom from violence. The Beijing Platform for
Action, 1995 (BPFA) provides the comprehensive mandate for governments to ensure
that gender equality and women’s empowerment are actively addressed as core
development concerns. It clearly mentions that without the active participation of
women and incorporation of the perspectives of women in all levels of decisionmaking, the goals of equality and development cannot be achieved. The BPFA
became the basis for civil society advocacy. Many NGOs and civil society groups
used the policy recommendations and agreements to lobby with their own
governments.
Complementing the BPFA is the Convention on the Elimination of Discrimination
against Women (CEDAW). It is one of the most important international human rights
instruments having a legal binding. These two mandates have informed the most
recently proposed Millennium Development Goal (MDGs) that resolves to promote
gender equality and women's empowerment to combat poverty, hunger, and disease
and to stimulate sustainable development.
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Achieving equal participation in decision-making and governance is a high priority
according to the recommendations of World Summit on Social Development.
Addressing gender issues in governance requires states to create space for women to
participate at all levels. Its recommendations are consistent with other International
agreements such as Agenda 21. Agenda 21 is a comprehensive plan of action to be
taken globally, nationally and locally by organisations of the United Nations System,
Governments, and Major Groups in every area in which human impacts on the
environment. It represents a global consensus and political commitment at the highest
level on socio-economic development and environmental cooperation. One of its
commitments is allowing people to participate in decision-making at all levels;
particularly empowering women and increasing their participation in decision-making
(Commonwealth Foundation, 2004).
Gender mainstreaming in India emerged in the early 1980s as a concern of the
women’s movement to move women's issues from the periphery to the centre of
development decision-making. The Eighth Plan (1 992-97) spoke of the need to
ensure a definite flow of funds from the general development sectors to women. The
Ninth Plan introduced the Women's Component Plan to ensure that 30% of funds
benefits under various welfare and developmental schemes were to be earmarked for
women. The Tenth Plan reaffirmed the major strategy of mainstreaming gender
perspectives in all sectoral policies, programmes and plans of action. Women specific
interventions are undertaken to bridge existing gaps. India's commitment to gender
equality is further evidenced by the fact that it is a signatory to Convention on the
Elimination of All Forms of Discrimination Against Women (CEDAW), which was
ratified on 25-6-1993. The aim of the National Policy for the Empowerment of
Women (2001) and the Tenth Plan has been to bring about social change - changes in
attitudes towards women and women's empowerment. The effort is to bring gender
justice and make de jure equality into de facto equality. Among the most significant
achievements of the decade has been the reservation of one-third of the seats for
women elected as representatives in Panchayats and urban local bodies through the
73rd and 74th Constitutional Amendments. This has brought about a million women
into positions of decision-making and has contributed significantly to the political
empowerment of women (Pant and Farrell, 2007).
Check Your Progress Exercise 2.1
Note:
I. Write your answer in the space given below.
II. Compare your answer with the one given at the end of this Unit
Q.1 What do you understand by gender mainstreaming?
……………………………………………………………………………………..
……………………………………………………………………………………..
……………………………………………………………………………………..
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……………………………………………………………………………………..
Q.2 How does the concept of equality become debatable in the context of gender
mainstreaming?
……………………………………………………………………………………..
……………………………………………………………………………………..
…………………………………………………………………………………………...
……………………………………………………………………………………………

2.5

ROLE OF STATE IN PROMOTING GENDER
MAINSTREAMING

The institution of state continues to be the focus of women’s movements. In order to
embed gender perspectives in the development policies and programs, the women’s
movements depend on the potential of state, especially the state-based national
machineries. National machineries, also called as women’s agencies, emerged as
instruments for advancing women’s interests after the World Conference of the
International Women’s Year in Mexico City (1975) and became more strengthened
after the Fourth World Conference on Women in Beijing (1995). As the central policy
coordinating unit inside the state government, the main task of the national
machineries is to support government-wide mainstreaming of a gender equality
perspective in all policy areas.
While women’s movements, NGO’s (Non-governmental organizations) and
international bodies have striven for the recognition of national machineries, there has
been a concern that national machineries can be used, especially where a strong
women’s movement does not exist, to co-opt the gender equality agenda within the
nationalist state policies. The dilemma associated with the capacity of national
machineries suggests that states are ambiguous terrains for women’s movements. The
women’s movements need to be cautious while engaging with state bodies and
striking complex negotiation and bargaining by both- those living within the state
boundaries and those living on the outside. Shirin M. Rai terms such a dialectical
position of women’s movements as ‘in and against the state’. She argues that the
policy-making bodies of state are not unitary but fractured and an engagement with
state bodies is not a matter option but an imperative for women if their interests,
however diverse, are to be at all represented in policies of the state.
In this context, Coroline Moser and Maxine Molyneux have made an analytical
distinction between women’s ‘practical’ and ‘strategic’ interests. The practical
interests ensure compliance with the existing order and reflect the fulfillment of
women’s immediate demands- such as housing, water, childcare, better working
conditions etc. by the state. By contrast, the strategic interests question the existing
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order and reflect the need to shift the paradigms of state power. The political links
between practical and strategic interests can only emerge through dialogue, praxis and
discussion. National machineries need to be able not only to participate in making
these distinctions clear but to strategise according to the specific contexts within
which they function.
For this national machineries must possess a combination of following features:
a)

They must be located at a high level within the decision-making hierarchy
to effectively influence government policies.
b) They must have a clear mandate and functional responsibility.
c) They must have close and strong ties with the civil society groups (NGO’s)
supportive of the enhancement of women’s status.
d) They must enjoy sufficient human and financial resource.
e) They must be accountable.
The probability of the simultaneous presence of all these features is high when
national machineries are part of a democratic state. Chazan argues that the
undemocratic military rulers follow a policy of purposeful female neglect. In a similar
vein, Goetz states that the undemocratic nature of bureaucracies is manifested in their
hostility to development agendas that challenge accustomed organizational patterns.
The unavailability of any formal institution to women in non-democratic states leads
to their exclusion from the patron-client relationships that take the place of more
visible political participation. Thus the democratisation of the state becomes
absolutely crucial for furthering the gender equality agenda.
The pertinent question that we continue to grapple with in our assessment of national
machineries for advancement of women is, whether they can deliver a sustained
agenda of women’s development, given their relatively weak position within the state
system. It is in this context that the process of democratization becomes promising.
The democratisation process facilitates the embedding of national machineries in the
architecture of state governance. This involves democratization of state and political
systems as well as gender mainstreaming within state and policy structures.

2.6

POLICIES/PROGRAMMES/SCHEMES FOR
DEVELOPMENT OF WOMEN

It was only in the 1970s that development policy oriented itself to women as a
distinctive category rather than as a residual one. Development planners of the time
were faced with the failure of the trickle-down theory, with problems of poverty and
unemployment that seemed to have aggravated with economic growth and with the
need to focus on basic needs and poverty alleviation in the second decade of
development.
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At around the same time the women’s movement gave a strong voice to the idea that
women’s issues have development policy implications. Several studies highlighting
women’s productive activities, especially women’s critical role in food production,
women’s critical role in food production, women’s preponderance among the poor of
the world and researches linking women’s fertility to their status in society came to
the fore and substantiated the need to integrate women in developmental goals. Thus
the UN Decade for women was declared. This brought about a marked change in how
development came to be directed at women.
Before 1970, policy makers had focused on women in very gender-specific ways.
While men were targeted for development as household heads and breadwinners,
women were seen primarily as mothers and dependents, hence were beneficiaries of
welfare measures rather than development itself. The welfare category has its obvious
negative connotations for it is seen in most quarters as a residual category made of
dependents who failed to be self-reliant, hence must be helped. Since women were
type cast in their sex roles without reference to the reality of developing and
underdeveloped countries, the kind of initiatives directed for them were programmes
on nutritional training, home economics, maternal and children’s health care and
family planning. This assumption of female domesticity came to be challenged by
researches that pointed to women’s productive roles and involvement in basic needs
of their families. Development initiatives thereafter translated these insights into
income enhancing programmes for women as women came to be conceptualised as
managers of low income households. For most purposes during this interim phase
development initiatives for women retained their “welfarist” projection and avoided
any redistributive outcomes.
It was much later, in the 1980s when the world economy was undergoing
deterioration that there came about a growing emphasis on women as economic
agents in their own right. It came to be realised that women’s productive capacities
had been under-utilised and as economic restructuring came to be prescribed through
processes of liberalisation and privatisation, it came to be hoped that free market
enterprise would make for a more efficient usage of human resources, both male and
female. During this time, women first came to be given focus as key agents of the
development process and were encouraged to take up micro enterprises, small scale
business ventures and parallel marketeering.
However, this emphasis on women’s economic agency has its serious pitfalls. The
basic subordination of women and exclusive responsibilities of home and childcare
continue and with structural adjustment programmes and the wrapping up of the state
welfare measures, these responsibilities only increased, thus making unreasonable
demands on women’s time and energies. The free market itself is not all that free for
women to enter the market with these disadvantages and end up getting more
exploited. The efficiency approach of women’s development again does not go very
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far in making change for better conditions in women’s lives or for equality to men.
The old fable of the fox and the stork that both needed food to be served differently to
them to be able to eat is an appropriate analogy to explain differential needs of men
and women.
Feminists have sought to influence developmental planners with the idea that for
achieving developmental goals of freeing women from their subordination and
achieving gender equality, recognition needs to be given to the gender division of
labour in production and reproduction. This world lead to better appreciation of the
differential needs of men and women. There are many programmes and schemes for
the development of women which are instituted by the Ministries and Departments in
the various states of the country. An exhaustive list programmes/ schemes are
appended at the end of the unit. Some of these schemes are general schemes (meant
for both men and women), and some schemes are specific to women.
Let us read about some of the programmes that specifically cater to the needs of
women in India.

2.6.1 Rastriya Mahila Kosh (RMK)
The objective of the corpus which was set up on 30th March, 1993 under Society
Registration Act, 1960, is to facilitate credit support to poor women for their socioeconomic upliftment. The support is extended through NGOs, Women Development
Corporations, state government agencies like DRDAs, Dairy Federations, Municipal
Councils, etc. RMK extends loan to the above organizations at 8% and these above
organization can lend the funds to women Self Help Groups/ or ultimate women
beneficiaries at an interest of 8 to 18 per cent. The RMK provides micro-credit with a
unique credit delivery model “RMK-NGO-SHG – beneficiaries” which is one of the
main reasons for its success. The other reasons are its flexible credit norms, hassle
free loans, no collateral and reasonable rate of interest.

2.6.2 Support to Training and Employment Programme for Women
(STEP)
Objectives of the STEP scheme are to:
i)

mobilize women in small viable groups and make facilities available
through access to credit;
ii) provide training for skill upgradation;
iii) enable groups of women to take up employment cum income generation
programs by providing backward and forward linkages; and
iv) provide support services for further improving training and employment
conditions for women.
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The scheme covers 10 traditional sectors of employment of women, namely,
1) Agriculture
2) Animal husbandry
3) Dairying
4) Fisheries
5) Handlooms
6) Handicrafts
7) Khadi and village industries
8) Sericulture
9) Social forestry
10) Waste land development
The target group covered under STEP programmes includes the wage labourers,
unpaid daily workers, female headed households, and migrant labourers, tribal and
other dispossessed groups. The beneficiaries under the projects are poor or asset-less
marginalized women with special focus on SC/ST households and families Below
Poverty Line (BPL).

2.6.3 Swayamsidha
Swayamsidha is an integrated scheme for development and empowerment of women.
The long-term objective of the scheme is to achieve all round empowerment of
women, especial, socially and economical empowerment. This achieved by ensuring
their direct access to, and control over resource through a sustain process of
mobilization and convergence of all the on-going sectoral programmes. The
immediate objectives of the scheme are establishment of SHGs, creation of
confidence and awareness among the SHGs regarding, health, nutrition and education
of women, sanitation and hygiene, legal rights etc. The Scheme also gears toward
strengthening of saving habit of rural women and their control over economic
resources, improving access to micro-credit, involving women in social planning and
convergence of services of MWCD and other departments.
The scheme was launched in 2001 covering 650 blocks in the country. Each Block
consists of 100 SHGs in 31 States/UTs. In most of the states, the programme is being
implemented with help of ICDS machinery. A few states such as Utter Pradesh,
Uttarakhand, Tamilnadu, Bihar etc. take help from NGOs for the propose.
Equity and empowerment cannot be achieved in policy approaches that merely add
women to existing developmental plans. Development policies must be based on a
social relations framework that accounts for the differences in gender roles and needs.
Additionally, development policy cannot justifiably premise itself on a universal
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category “woman” which does not exist. There are material differences in power,
resources and interests of women across the world that effectively stand disguised and
denied behind the concept of woman’s development, a fact that came to be deeply
resented by women’s groups in Africa, Asia and Latin America. Development does
not operationalise itself in terms of uniform benefits of all men and disadvantages for
all women.
Women are on structurally disadvantageous terms with men but the third world men
and women. DAWN (Development Alternatives with Women for a New Era), a
network of Third World activists proposed therefore that the strategies for a more
equitable development need to be worked out from the vantage point of the most
oppressed women who are disenfranchised by class, race and nationally. Only then
can the complexities of subordination by class, race and nationally. Only then can the
complexities of subordination be fully taken care of in developmental agendas. Over
the years, these insights have influenced development policies and achievement of
equality, equity and empowerment became legitimate developmental goals of women
across the world.

2.7

LET US SUM UP

In this unit an attempt has been made to discuss the recent initiatives in the gender
and development discourses. The task of achieving women’s development through
gender mainstreaming has become all the more complicated in the era of
globalisation. Not only the modes of production and exchange but also the modes of
governance and resistance have become globalised. Gender mainstreaming, gender
planning, will certainly serve as tools of gender and development. Overall, the social
policies enacted for the development of women through the various plan periods, the
schemes and programmes developed and implemented for achieving this end through
the different institutions in the post independent India, have been dynamic and
evolving. The policy framing institutions and mechanisms for addressing women’s
issues and needs are holistic and do have clear objectives and goals.

2.8

CHECK YOUR PROGRESS: ANSWER KEYS

Ans to Q 1:

Gender mainstreaming is the process of assessing the status of men
and women in all policies and programmes of Government and other
organisations and also its implications.

Ans to Q 2:

Though the concept of gender mainstreaming focuses on the notion of
equality, there has been a debate whether it is more appropriate to use
the language of ‘equality’ or that of ‘inequality’ for promoting gender
mainstreaming. S. S. Ali argues that the language of equality
emphasises upon sameness rather than differences and therefore breeds
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a universal discourse which is essentially inadequate in different
cultural contexts. He opines that different cultures attach different
values to the notion of gender and therefore it is ethically important be
sensitive to these cultural differences while pursuing the strategy of
gender mainstreaming and asserting the equal rights of women.

2.9
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3.1

INTRODUCTION

Gender is a salient factor in participation and representation in development
processes; both women and men need to actively participate. The nation-states world
over guarantee all its citizens the right to equality. It was in 1995 that the UNDP
brought out the Gender-related Development Index as a method for assessing gender
inequality. The Gender-related Development Index (GDI) is an indication of the
standard of living in a country, developed by the United Nations (UN). GDI is one of
the five indicators used by the United Nations Development Programme in its annual
Human Development Report that shows the inequalities between men and women in
the areas of healthy life, knowledge, and decent standard of living.

3.2

LEARNING OBJECTIVES

After studying this Unit, you would be able to:
•

establish relationship between gender and development

•

understand the concept of Gender Development Index (GDI)

•

know the methods to calculate the GDI

•

describe the key questions to be asked while designing gender indicators
and also some recommendations
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•

3.3

evaluate the critiques of GDI

GENDER ASPECTS OF DEVELOPMENT INDEX

Gender and development are considered important areas in the study of social sector
issues in development. The historical development of societies has placed women at
distinctively disadvantageous position. Historical studies reflect that women have
played a marginal role in the development of societies. However, modern
development theories attribute significant participation by all sections of society,
including women as a gender category, in the development process. Women
constitute almost half of human population, and their role in the development process
has critical significance in the success or failure of nations.
Since the quality of improvement through economic activities is considered as the
essence of economic development, it is natural that economists enquire into
opportunities and participation of all the population in the process of economic
development. Development process per se is not neutral between genders if left to
itself. The educational level and attainment of girl child and grown up females has
lagged behind that of their male counterparts. Arguably, an illiterate female has lesser
range of choices as to income opportunities, participation in decision-making process
about herself, family and the community. She is burdened with age old prejudices,
dogmas and discrimination which severally restrict her role in the family and society.
The development process, therefore, contains strong degree of exclusion, so far as
women are concerned. Whenever and wherever women are involved in work, they
carry the tag of weaker sex and discriminated in employment opportunities, work
conditions, wages and service conditions. Gender inequalities have only tended to
rise. In most of the countries gender disparities do exist in political participation and
representation at all levels of government. They have limited command over
productive resources and weaker ability to generate incomes. It constrains women
power to influence resource allocation and investment decision.
Further, households regularly transmit gender roles to the next generation. The gender
differences also emanate in terms of ‘time-spend’ by males and females in
households-courses or income earning activities. Undoubtedly, females have lesser
bargaining power than males with regards to decision-making. The researchers have
started talking about ‘missing women’ which relates generally to excess mortality of
females over males or significant differences thereof to the detriment of females.
There is a sharp decline in gender ratio and deliberate discrimination against girl child
and female feticides. Resultantly, States have embarked on gender aspect of
budgeting and gender-specific public expenditure programme. In India also gender
accounting in central and state budget has begun.
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The study of development with gender perspective needs to be understood for the
reasons that follow.

3.4



The gender perspective in development manifests the efforts towards
ensuring equitable distribution of fruits of development.



The idea of gender as a category has emerged as an outcome of the prevalent
disparity and discrimination between men and women in almost all societies.



Study of development and gender enables us to quantify the results of
development efforts and also reflects the relative share of each segment of
society which helps in devising sector specific policies and goals.

GENDER DEVELOPMENT INDICATORS

The gender development indicators are useful because what is measured is more
likely to be prioritised and evidence gathered against indicators can help make the
case that gender issues should be taken seriously. Indicators can be used for advocacy
and can help make the case for action by highlighting key issues, backed up with
statistics and other evidence. Some of the usefulness of gender development
indicators is discussed below:
i) They enable better planning and actions: Gender indicators can be used to
evaluate the outcomes of gender-focused and mainstream interventions and
policies and help reveal barriers to achieving success. They can provide vital
information for adjusting programmes and activities so that they better
achieve gender equality goals and do not create adverse impacts on women
and men. They can also be used to measure gender mainstreaming within
organisations.
ii) They can be used for holding institutions accountable for their
commitments on gender equality: Gender indicators and relevant data can
make visible the gaps between the commitments many governments and other
institutions have made at all levels, for example, by ratifying the Convention
on the Elimination of All Forms of Discrimination Against Women
(CEDAW) – and their actual implementation and impact. They can be used to
hold policymakers accountable for their actions, or lack of action.
iii) They can help to stimulate change through data collection processes:
Gathering of information regarding various gender issues will not only help
the organization dealing with gender development, but also will be useful to
the interviewees. For example, discussions in focus groups or in individual
interviews can help raise awareness of particular issues. They can stimulate
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discussion and inspire recognition among participants of common experiences
related to sensitive topics such as Gender Based Violence (GBV).

3.5

THE GENDER DEVELOPMENT INDEX (GDI)

Gender deprivation and inequality has long been the subject of discussion in
development. One of the critiques of HDI was that it did not take into account the
differential impact of development on men and women. To address this issue, a new
measure was invented in 1995. The Human Development Report of 1995 states that
“human development, if not engendered, is endangered”. It was in 1995, the UNDP
brought out the Gender-related Development Index as a method for assessing gender
inequality. The variables used in GDI are similar to those used for the Human
Development Index; these being education, health and income.
The Gender Development Index is the quantitative projection of the development of a
country with reference to parameters which reflect the extent of gender disparity
prevailing in any society.
It is measured on the following three parameters of development.
• Life expectancy at birth
• Illiteracy level
• Standard of living reflected in the income level of women.
The GDI attempts to bifurcate the achievements between the genders. The GDI was
developed in 1995 by UNDP to consider gender disparity on overall human
development of a nation.
Inter -district, Inter-state and Cross country comparisons of women's empowerment
are obtained from Gender related Development Index (GDI). GDI owes its origin to
its precursor, the HDI (Human Development Index), three main components of which
are per capita income, educational attainment and life-expectancy which is a proxy
for health attainment. Gender disparities are measured keeping these three indicators
into consideration.
The GDI was developed in 1995 by UNDP to consider gender disparity on overall
human development of a nation. The indicators used for measuring HDI and GDI are
common, but for GDI, it is further narrowed down to calculate gender specific
disparities in each parameter.
The three areas which are used to measure human capabilities for HDI are:
• life expectancy to measure longevity
• educational attainment or literacy level to represent level of knowledge
• an appropriately adjusted real GDP per capita to ensure a decent standard of
living
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For the purpose of calculating GDI, the above indices are adjusted to find out the
gender based results which explain the level of gender inequality prevailing in a
country. The GDI is designed to evaluate the achievement of women along each of
the three components.
While the HDI measures average achievement, the GDI adjusts the average
achievement to reflect the inequalities between men and women in the following
dimensions:




A long and healthy life, as measured by life expectancy at birth.
Knowledge as measured by the adult literacy rate and the combined primary,
tertiary and gross enrolment ratio.
A decent standard of living, as measured by estimated earned income (PPP
US$).

Life expectancy at birth is a reasonable indicator of a category (particularly women)
in achieving growth and prosperity. It depends directly on the following factors:
• health care in society in general
• availability of facilities to mother and child
• society’s cultural preferences
A higher life expectancy for male than a female indicates that there is perceptible
disparity existing in the society. Measurement of GDI using this indicator
categorically points out the level of gender inequality in a country. Similarly, the
educational attainment level or literacy rate determines the access to education. In
developing countries, with substantial population living in poverty, the accessibility
and affordability of educational facilities is a question mark for the majority. GDI
uses this indicator to correctly point out the level of gender inequality which cannot
be determined through HDI because it concentrates on the overall development level.
The standard of living is largely determined by the income level of the people.
Table 3.6: GDI Countries Ranking
Top Ten Countries
Country
Iceland
Australia
Norway
Canada
Sweden
Netherlands
France

Bottom Ten Countries

Rank
1
2
3
4
5
6

GDI
0.962
0.960
0.957
0.956
0.955
0.951

7

0.950

Country
Congo
Ethiopia
Mozambique
Mali
Chad
Central African
Republic
Burkina Faso
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Rank
148
149
150
151
152
153

GDI
0.398
0.393
0.373
0.371
0.370
0.368

154

0.364

Finland
Switzerland
United Kingdom

8
9
10

0.947
0.946
0.944

Niger
Guinea-Bissau
Sierra Leone

155
156
156

0.355
0.355
0.320

Source: Human Development Report, 2007/2008
But, calculating any parameter by using an absolute level of income can be
misleading. Income level of the population can be highly skewed with large sections
at the very end with meager income levels, while a few can be at the top of the
pyramid with huge levels of income. The GDI uses the income levels of both men and
women to decipher the extent of inequality between men and women. Whenever and
wherever there is wide disparity, the GDI will deteriorate. According to UNDP
reports, developed countries consistently score high on GDI index, compared with
developing countries. India ranks moderately on GDI scorecard at 113 with a GDI
score of 0.6 among 177 countries. The following table (Table 6) shows the top ten
and bottom ten countries on GDI score.
Check Your Progress Exercise 2.1
Note:
I. Write your answer in the space given below.
II. Compare your answer with the one given at the end of this Unit
Q.1 Define the Gender Development Index.
……………………………………………………………………………………
……………………………………………………………………………………
……………………………………………………………………………………
……………………………………………………………………………………

3.6

METHODS OF CALCULATION OF GDI

The following three steps are applied for the calculation of GDI.
Step I
• The first step is to estimate male and female development indices. As there
are three indicators, we need to estimate six development indices.
• male education development indices
• male health development index
• male income development index
• female education development index
• female health development index
• female income development index
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Step II
Step II involves combining female and male indices in each indicator /dimension in a
way that penalises differences in achievements. The resulting index is called equally
distributed index.
Step III
The final step arranges the three equally distributed indices in an outweighed manner
to obtain the value of GDI. The GDI is the average of these three equally distributed
indices and has a value ranging from 0 to 1. GDI of one (GDI=1) indicates that a
country has reached its goal on its way to development and has eliminated gender
based disparities among its population.
Box 3.1 Some Facts from the Human Development Report 2009

HDR 2009 ranks 155 countries on a global scale in terms of their GDI. It is clear from
the GDI estimates that in no society do women enjoy the same opportunities as men. The
top rank is enjoyed by Australia with a GDI value of 0.966 – compared with a maximum
possible value of 1.000 showing perfect equality. Most of the countries with a high GDI
are also countries with high HDI since GDI is discounted (for gender inequality) HDI.
Therefore an interesting data to analyse is the gap between a country‘s GDI rank and its
HDI rank since this shows how equitably basic human capabilities are distributed
between men and women. The countries showing GDI ranks markedly higher than their
HDI ranks include – Belgium, Spain, Finland, Denmark, Barbados among the countries
with Very High Human development (HDI >0.8) and Bulgaria, Romania, Trinidad and
Tobago among the High Human Development and only Mangolia and Tonga among the
countries with Medium Human Development (0.8>HDI >0.5) and none from the
countries with Low Human Development (HDI < 0.5). So we may say that poverty is
bad for gender equity but the reverse is not true meaning not all countries with High
Human Development have small gaps in their HDI and GDI ranks. It is -9 for Austria, -6
for USA, Kuwait and UAE, -5 in case of Ireland and Luxembourg which are among the
very High Human Development list, among high Human Development list Saudi Arabia
is worst at -7, among Medium Human Development countries Jordan and Syrian Arab
Republic has -8 and none of the low human development countries have less than -1.
Therefore as mentioned by the HDR 1995, ―Income is not the decisive factor. The
decision to invest in the health and education of people, irrespective of gender, seems to
cut across income levels, political ideologies, cultures and stages of development.
The report also ranks the countries on their GEMs (109 countries for which data is
available. The top four countries in this list are in the Nordic belt –Sweden, Norway,
Finland, Denmark, in that order. This is hardly surprising. These countries have adopted
gender equality and women‘s empowerment as conscious national policies in order to
end the relative deprivation of women. GEM brings out the gender inequity more
sharply. Japan with only 12% women in industrial positions and a similar percentage of
women in parliament and 0.45 as the ratio of estimated female to male earned income
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(which are some of the components of GEM) has the dubious distinction of having the
57th rank in terms of GEM in-spite of a much higher rank for HDI (10th). Similar dismal
situation is shared by some other countries such as: Ireland (22nd and 5th), Republic of
Korea (61st and 26th), Qatar (88th and 33rd), Saudi Arabia (106th and 59th). On the
other hand a relatively low income countries such as Trinidad and Tobago shows a high
GEM rank of 14 while on the 64th position in terms of HDI. Similar examples include
Philippines (59, 105), Kyrgyzstan (56, 120), South Africa (26, 129) etc.
Source: UNDP (2009) Human Development Report

3.7 KEY QUESTIONS TO BE ASKED WHILE DESIGNING
GENDER INDICATORS
Some questions that should be asked in the design and review stages of developing
gender indicators include:


What change do you want to see? What would success look like? How will
people‘s gender or sexuality affect the way they understand and experience
these changes?



Who should be involved in defining the vision of change, determining the
indicators and gathering data?



Are there existing national indicators that could be used or adapted?



What legal frameworks exist that may enable or inhibit gender equality? For
example, does national law prohibit violence against women, or GBV more
broadly? These frameworks can provide the basis for indicators.



Has CEDAW and its Optional Protocol been ratified? If so, this can offer a
framework for developing indicators.



What information already exists, or is being collected, to assist in tracking
changes? What relevant research and reports on the indicator already exist? If
there is no data, what does that tell you and where might you look?



Do partner governments have the political will to undertake data collection
around the gender indicators selected? And were they consulted in the
formulation of the indicators? Do they have the capacity to collect data?



How can you ensure small changes will be measured? There is increasing
pressure on donors to ―manage for results‖ – to demonstrate significant
changes in a fixed period. It is, however, important to consider which
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indicators could capture the often small, nuanced shifts in gender equality,
that tend to happen over time.


3.8

How will the data collected be analysed and disseminated? And how will the
results be used for learning and feedback into programme/project learning and
design?

RECOMMENDATIONS

Identify the objectives and goals – your ―vision of change. This should be the basis
for choosing appropriate gender indicators against which to track progress.

3.9



Consider a combination of qualitative and quantitative data to generate richer
data.



Use participatory approaches wherever possible, including in defining gender
indicators.



Use gender indicators to assess the outcomes and impacts of gender
mainstreaming.



Support and strengthen local statistics offices to produce gender responsive
data.



Make regular gender evaluations or internal audits mandatory.

CRITIQUE OF GDI

The GDI has been criticised for failing to take into account important aspects such as
the quality of community life, human rights and access to basic amenities. Issues as
violence against women or restrictions placed on women‘s capacity to be mobile or
household allocation of resources do not get any reflection in the GDI. Income or
education levels cannot fully capture the specific disadvantages experienced by
women.
Recognising the importance of gender based power imbalances, the UNDP has
recognised the fact that movement to gender equality is a political process. For this
the Gender Empowerment Measure has been formulated to reflect variables that take
into consideration women‘s political participation, their access to professional
positions and their earning power.
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It has been argued that majority of women in underdeveloped countries are doing
work that is invisible to valuation in the mainstream male-defined world of statistics
relating to work and income. The GDI and GEM indices based on per capita income
and work participations rates therefore, are not accurate measures for the developing
countries.

3.10

LET US SUM UP

Gender and development is one of the important issues of today’s society. In spite of
advancement in various sectors like technology, education, and health, the position
and condition of women in societies especially developing societies is still very much
behind than their male counterparts. It is important to understand that the
development and wellbeing of women will also lead to the development of the nation.
Gender indicators can be used for advocacy and can help make the case for action by
highlighting key issues, backed up with statistics and other evidence. They enable
better planning and actions. Gender indicators can be used to evaluate the outcomes
of gender-focused and mainstream interventions and policies and help reveal barriers
to achieving success. The Gender-Related Development Index (GDI) measures
achievement in the same basic capabilities as the HDI does, but takes note of
inequality in achievement between men and women. The methodology used imposes
a penalty for inequality, such that the GDI falls when the achievement levels of both
women and men in a country go down or when the disparity between their
achievement increases. The greater the gender disparity in basic capabilities, the
lower a country’s GDI compared with its HDI. The GDI is simply the HDI
discounted, or adjusted downwards, for gender inequality.

3.11

CHECK YOUR PROGRESS: ANSWER KEYS

Ans to Q 1:

The Gender Development Index is the quantitative projection of the
development of a country with reference to parameters which reflect
the extent of gender disparity prevailing in any society. It is measured
on the following three parameters of development.



• Life expectancy at birth
• Illiteracy level
• Standard of living reflected in the income level of women .
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4.1

INTRODUCTION

The concept of women’s empowerment has been widely adopted by development
theoreticians and practitioners. International and national agencies, government
machineries, NGOs, activists, and academicians engaged in efforts to promote the
achievement of women’s empowerment. Specifically women’s empowerment focuses
on changes made by women relative to women and men over time. Gender equality
focuses on changes made by women relative to men over time. India is arguably
amongst the most complex democracies in the world, with a long history of
commitment to women’s welfare and empowerment through Constitutional
provisions, legislation, policies and plans even while deep levels of structural gender
bias persist within families, societies and economies.

4.2

LEARNING OBJECTIVES

After studying this Unit, you would be able to:
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4.3

understand the concept and definitions of women empowerment
discuss the meaning and dimensions of empowerment
explain why gender is an important issue in empowerment process;
describe the significance of empowerment of women
elaborate the major programmes/schemes of economic, social and
political empowerment of women, more specially of rural women.
know the issues and approaches of women’s empowerment.

EMPOWERMENT: CONCEPT AND DEFINITIONS

Empowerment means involvement in decision making and control over resources for
being able to achieve higher quality of life, and also improving the capability for
taking advantage of the opportunities for development, provided by the system.
Women empowerment is a mission that aims at enabling women to gain control over
the sources of power - economic, social and political - through awareness and
capacity building leading to greater participation in decision making process, control
and transformative action.
The term ‘empowerment’ began to be commonly used in association with the
women’s movement, within a discourse of feminism that drew on the influence of
popular education and focused on the role of the individual in politics. The concept of
empowerment was propelled further by feminist critiques of development.
Empowerment was seen as a radical project of social transformation, to enable
otherwise excluded social groups to define and claim their rights collectively. Thus,
the notion of empowerment as the expansion of freedom of choice and action,
claiming of rights referred to a whole host of disadvantaged, marginalised or socially
excluded groups, encompassing a range of social differentiations such as caste,
disability, ethnicity and gender.
Empowerment is a process and is not, therefore, something that can be given to
people. The process of empowerment is both individual self-assertion to collective
resistance, protest and mobilisation that challenge basic power relations. For
individuals and groups where class, caste, ethnicity and gender determine their access
to resources and power, their empowerment begins when they not only recognize the
systematic forces that oppress them, but act to change existing power relationships.
A major focus that emerged in the history of women’s development during the 80s
and 90s was the delineation of the concept of “Empowerment” .Government agencies
and community-based organisations took it up and incorporated the “empowerment
approach” in their projects. The incorporation of gender dimensions in the human
development concept also emerged during that period. The concept of empowerment
gained prominence in the 1980s but had its basis in the development thinking of the
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mid- 1970s and was advocated by United Nations, World Bank, Aid Agencies and
also feminist groups.
Thus, empowerment means a psychological sense of personal control or influence and
a concern with actual social influence, political power and legal rights. It is a multilevel construct referring to individuals, organizations and community. It is an ongoing
process centered in the local community, involving mutual respect, critical reflection,
caring and group participation, through which people lacking an equal share of valued
resources gain greater access to the control over these resources.
The Oxford Dictionary defines ‘empower’ as ‘authorize, license (person to do), give
power to, make able (person to do).’ It is only when you understand the basic
meaning of this term that you will be able to appreciate the thoughts on
“empowerment”.
Merriam Webster dictionary defines empowerment as to give official authority or
legal power to the powerless; to promote the self-actualisation. It is providing
opportunity to the people to come out of their subordination, deprivation and seek
their entitlement.
Srilatha Batliwala defines empowerment as a range of activities from individual selfassertion to collective resistance, protest and mobilisation that challenge basic power
relations. For individuals and groups where class, caste, ethnicity and gender
determine their access to resources and power, their empowerment begins when they
not only recognize the systemic forces that oppress them, but act to change existing
power relationships. Empowerment, therefore, is a process aimed at changing the
nature and direction of systemic forces that marginalise women and other
disadvantaged sectors in a given context.
Naila Kabeer defines women’s empowerment as “a process whereby women become
able to organize themselves to increase their own self-reliance, to assert their
independent right, to make choices and to control resources which will assist in
challenging and eliminating their own subordination”.
Caroline Moser’s definition focuses on individuals’ empowerment and it considers
control of resources as the main means to achieve empowerment. According to her
“empowerment is the capability of women to increase their own self-reliance and
internal strength. This is identified as the right to determine the choices in life and to
influence the direction of change, through the ability to gain control over material and
non-material resources.
According to Jo Rowland “Empowerment in the context of gender and development
is most usefully defined as a process rather than an end product; it is dynamic and
changing and varies widely according to circumstances. Empowerment process will
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take a form which arises out of a particular cultural, ethnic, historical, economic,
geographical, political and social location; out of an individual’s place in the life
cycle, specific life experience and out of the interaction of all the above with gender
relations prevailing in society.
Asian activists define women‘s empowerment as ―the process and the result of the
process of
 challenging the ideology of male domination and women‘s subordination;



enabling women to gain equal access to and control over resources (material,
human, intellectual, financial); and
transforming the systems, institutions (family, education, religion, media, etc.)
and structures (legal, political, economic, social) through which the ideology
and practice of subordination is reinforced and reproduced

Women’s empowerment is very essential for the development of society.
Empowerment means individuals acquiring the power to think and act freely,
exercises choice and fulfill their potential as full and equal members of society. As
per the United National Development Fund for women (UNIFEM), the term women’s
empowerment means:






Acquiring knowledge and understanding of gender relations and the ways in
which these relations can be changed.
Developing a sense of self-worth, a belief in one’s ability to secure desired
changes and the right to control one’s own life.
Gaining the ability to generate choices and exercise bargaining power.
Developing the ability to organise and influence the direction of social change
to create a more just social and economic order, nationally and internationally.

Empowerment can be defined as processes whereby individuals achieve increasing
control of various aspects of their lives and participate in the community with dignity.
According to Wallerstein (1992), empowerment is a social-action process that
promotes participation of people, organizations, and communities towards the goals
of increased individual and community control, political efficacy, improved quality of
community life, and social justice.
According to Zoë Oxaal and Sally Baden empowerment is a process whereby women
critically reflect on the condition of their own lives and acquire the knowledge skills
and consciousness to change or transform that condition. It is a condition where
women’s self-reliance and inner strength are enhanced and thereby gain control over
assets and resources and subsequently are able to control all aspects of their lives.
This empowerment can be reflected in four ways namely, economic, political, social
and cultural. The word ‘empowerment’ is used in many different contexts and by
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many different organisations. For example, literature about ‘empowerment’ is found
in the fields of education, social work, psychology, in US radical politics in the 1960s
and community development groups in the North and South, as well as in the work of
feminist and development organisations.
Empowerment cannot be defined in terms of specific activities or end results because
it involves a process whereby women can freely analyse, develop and voice their
needs and interests, without pre-defining, or imposing them from above by planners
or other social actors. The assumption that planners can identify women’s needs runs
against empowerment objectives, which imply that women themselves formulate and
decide what these interests are. Planning suggests a top-down approach, and yet
women may define their interests differently from planners.

4.4

EMPOWERMENT OF WOMEN: MEANING AND
DIMENSIONS

Empowerment is a process aimed at changing the nature and direction of systematic
forces, which marginalise women are other disadvantaged sections in a given context.
Empowerment is also visualized as an enabling process. It implies fundamental
redistribution of power within and between families/societies and an externally
induced process or mechanism of change towards women’s equality and
development. Here, power is used not as a domination, but the right to choose and the
ability to influence social and political process. Economic growth must be combined
with equitable distribution of its benefits. Equitable opportunities must be available
both to present and to future generations. And all people, women and men, must be
empowered to participate in the design and implementation of key decisions that
shape their lives.
Women’s empowerment can be viewed as a continuum of several interrelated and
mutually reinforcing components:
(i)
(ii)
(iii)
(iv)
(v)
(vi)

having control or gaining further control,
having a say and being listened to,
being able to define and create from women’s perspective,
being able to influence social choice and decisions affecting the whole
society,
being recognized and respected as an equal citizen and human being with
a contribution to make.
Capacity building and skill development, especially the ability to plan,
make decisions, organise and carry out activities.
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In short, empowerment is a process of awareness and capacity building leading to
greater participation, greater decision making power and control, and to
transformative action.
The word empowerment is used in many different contexts and by many different
organisations. There are a variety of understandings of the term empowerment due to
its widespread usage. Although the term is often used in development work, it is
rarely defined.
The feminist critiques of development drew attention to the fact that women’s
empowerment encompasses some unique additional elements. First, women are not
just one group amongst several disempowered subsets of society (the poor, ethnic
minorities, etc.); they are a crosscutting category of individuals that overlaps with all
these other groups. Second, the household and interfamilial relations are a central
locus of women’s disempowerment in a way that is not true for other disadvantaged
groups. Third, women’s empowerment requires systemic transformation in not just
any institution, but fundamentally in those supporting patriarchal structures (Kabeer
2001; Sen and Grown 1987; Batliwala 1994).
Empowerment implies transformation. We can gain a better understanding of the
nature of empowerment if we distinguish between three elements of transformation:
means, process, and ends.






The means of empowerment encompass a wide range of ‘enabling
factors’, which serve to enhance the ability to exercise choice, including
rights resources, capabilities and opportunities.
The process of empowerment is often seen in terms of ‘making choices’.
Related to the dimension of agency, it involves a number of steps:
reflection and analysis, decision-making, bargaining and negotiation and
action. It can be exercised by individuals as well as by collectives.
The ends refer to people taking greater control of their lives. For instance,
political empowerment is seen as providing women leaders the
capabilities to participate effectively in the workings of governance
institutions; articulating their needs and priorities clearly from a position
of strength in decision-making and influence the plans and policies.

All three elements of the transformation are needed for empowerment to take place. A
change of means, on its own, may produce certain benefits such as access to services;
but without process those benefits are a form of patronage rather than empowerment.
When people are empowered there is a profound and lasting change in the way people
live their lives.
The literary meaning of empowerment indicates that it is centered on the root concept
power. Then what is power? “Power is the ability of one person or group to get
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another person or group to do something against their will. Power in relation to social
economic and political aspects indicates control over resources and decision-making.
The exercise of power by one over the other leads to determine the perception,
preferences, and choices of a group. The controlled group has internalized it as
natural and unchangeable. This has happened in gender relations where women have
‘internalised patriarchy’. When the control is internalized then it is necessary to create
power in oneself
The idea of ‘power’ is at the root of the term empowerment. Empowerment of women
implies change within four dimensions:
Types of Power
The types of power that a person can have are explained below:






Relational (power to): This power relates to having decision-making
authority, power to solve problems and can be creative and enabling;
Collective (power with): This power involves people organising with a
common purpose or common understanding to achieve collective goals;
Personal (power within): This power refers to self confidence, self awareness
and assertiveness. It relates to how individuals can recognise through
analysing their experience how power operates in their lives, and gain the
confidence to act to influence and change this.
power over: This power involves an either/or relationship of domination/
subordination. Ultimately, it is based on socially sanctioned threats of
violence and intimidation, it requires constant vigilance to maintain, and it
invites active and passive resistance;

Forms of Power
The forms of power include:
1) Psychological power: When a person has self-esteem, self-confidence and
self drive. An example of this power includes someone that does volunteer
work striving towards a cause for the community, or someone who overcomes
challenges that are confronted.
2) Socio-economic power: Changing the economic status through incomegenerating projects, or having inherited property that boosts economic status
in the community.
3) Political power: Developed to make decisions; in administrative and policy
matters that affect her life.
Levels of Power
There are five levels of empowerment:
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1) Welfare stage – zero level of empowerment. Just basic needs are served at
this level.
2) Access stage – the disadvantaged can have benefits, but can make no
decisions about benefits.
3) Participation stage – disadvantaged are aware of their problem, see the
need for change and can voice their opinion.
4) Concretization state – the person is involved in decision-making, but does
not have full control over the resource;
5) Control – they have overcome cultural, social and political roadblocks and
have been empowered.
This interplay of power would lead to physical, social and economic empowerment.
Thus, the term empowerment is not just a rhetorical device but also an active tool to
achieve change with justice. Empowerment is thus not only about opening up access
to decision making but must also include processes that lead people to perceive
themselves as able and entitled to occupy the decision making space (Rowland,
1995). Though some envisage empowerment of an individual as conferring the
individual with rights in decision making and achieving self-reliance, it also connotes
collective empowerment of marginalised groups.
From this multi-dimensional definition of power, it is evident that empowerment has
several different and inter-related aspects Empowerment is not only about opening up
access to decision making, but also must include processes that lead people to
perceive themselves as able and entitled to occupy that decision-making space.
Empowerment is sometimes described as being able to make choices, but it must also
involve being able to shape what choices are on offer. Empowerment corresponds to
women challenging existing power structures, which subordinate women. As such,
what is seen as empowering in one context may not be so in another.
Empowerment of women encompasses various dimensions such as:
 access to and control over material and non-material resources;
 control over their own lives;
 realisation of one’s capabilities and gaining confidence;
 restructuring gender relations;
 ability to have and exercise choices;
 ability to set their own agenda;
 capability of challenging and changing their subordinate position in society;
and
 participation in decision making and awareness generation.
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Box 4. 1: Perspectives on Empowerment
The Human Development Report 1995, stresses that empowerment is about
participation:
Empowerment- Development must be by people, not only for them. People must
participate fully in the decisions and processes that shape their lives (UN, 1995). At the
same time this promotes a rather instrumentalist view of empowerment; Investing in
women’s capabilities and empowering them to exercise their choices is not only
valuable in itself but is also the surest way to contribute to economic growth and
overall development (UN, 1995).

For Oxfam, empowerment is about challenging oppression and inequality:
Empowerment involves challenging the forms of oppression which compel millions
of people to play a part in their society on terms which are inequitable, or in ways
which deny their human rights. Feminist activists stress that women’s empowerment
is not about replacing one form of empowerment with another: Women’s
empowerment should lead to the liberation of men from false value systems and
ideologies of oppression. It should lead to a situation where each one can become a
whole being regardless of gender, and use their fullest potential to construct a more
humane society for all (Akhtar 1992 quoted in Batliwala, 1994: 131).
While Whitmore (1988) feels that the concept of empowerment needs to be more
clearly defined, she states that there are some common underlying assumptions:
a) Individuals are assumed to understand their own needs better than anyone
else and therefore should have the power both to define and act upon
them.
b) All people possess strengths upon which they can build.
c) Empowerment is a lifelong endeavor.
d) Personal knowledge and experience are valid and useful in coping
effectively
Box 4.2: Empowerment as a Feminist Vision of Development

Development Alternatives for Women in New Era (DAWN) is a network of Southern
activists, researchers and policymakers, which is closely associated with the development
of ideas about women’s empowerment. Founded in the mid-1980s, DAWN has
questioned the impact of development on the poor, especially women, and advocated the
need for alternative development processes that would give primary emphasis to the basic
needs and survival of the majority of the world’s people. DAWN has sought to link
micro-level activities from the experience of grassroots initiatives at community level, to
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a macro-level perspective. They challenge the assumption behind many projects and
programmes targeting women, that the main problem for Third World women is
insufficient participation in an otherwise benevolent process of growth and development.
DAWN argue the need for a new vision of development based on the perspective of poor
Third World women. This perspective focuses attention on the related problems of
poverty and inequality and the critical dimensions of resource use and abuse.

Empowerment is essentially a bottom-up process rather than something that can be
formulated as a top-down strategy.
Women must empower themselves.
Development organisations can, under some circumstances, play an enabling or
facilitating role. They can ensure that their programmes work to support women’s
individual empowerment by encouraging women’s participation, acquisition of skills,
decision making capacity and control over resources. Agencies can support women’s
collective empowerment by funding women’s organisations, which work to address
the causes of gender subordination, by promoting women’s participation in political
systems, and by fostering dialogue between those in positions of power and
organisations with women’s empowerment goals.

4.5

SIGNIFICANCE OF WOMEN’S EMPOWERMENT

The next question is what would be the consequences of women’s empowerment.
How it affects their own life, men’s life and society at large. Empowerment of women
would create a new world of equality between men and women. It should remove the
subordination of women. Once they become empowered, they would have control
over their labour, income, sexuality, reproduction and mobility. They will not accept
the existing stereotypical roles, gender division of labour, and any other beliefs or
systems, which are oppressive.
The process of empowerment cannot take place all of a sudden. It passes through
various stages, like in the first stage women try to look into the situation from a
different perspective, recognize the power structure and other institutional norms
which subordinate them by keeping themselves away from them. In this stage they
also try to share their feelings and experiences with other women and realize that it is
not a single woman’s experience but common to all.
In the second stage they try to change the situation, and structures which are against
them. They not only point out the injustice done to them but also resist them. Here
they get support and strength from collective action.
In the third stage they become more mature and realize that what they are and how
they are is not their fate but it is imposed on them, if they lack something and they
have to gain it, for that they need to know more, learn more and work more. With the
collective work they cultivate confidence among themselves.
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Check Your Progress Exercise 4.1
Note:
I. Write your answer in the space given below.
II. Compare your answer with the one given at the end of this Unit
Q.1 Write down Naila Kabeer definition of women’s empowerment.
…………………………………………………………………………………
…………………………………………………………………………………
…………………………………………………………………………………
…………………………………………………………………………………
Q.2 Describe the Forms of Power.
…………………………………………………………………………………
…………………………………………………………………………………
…………………………………………………………………………………
…………………………………………………………………………………

4.6

FACTORS BEHIND WOMEN DISEMPOWERMENT

What is important here is to identify the factors that result in poor women
disempowerment, so that measures to alleviate these can be worked out.
The factors behind women disempowerment can be classified under two heads viz. (i)
general and (ii) women specific.
The general causes include:
(i)
lack of possession of productive assets,
(ii)
inadequate access to institutional sources of credit due to absence of
ability to provide collateral security,
(iii)
gender discrimination in general, and
(iv)
lack of skills.
Causes specific to women can be identified as:
(i)
illiteracy,
(ii)
seclusion,
(iii)
lack of organisation,
(iv)
absence or limited control over family earnings,
(v)
exclusion in household decisions relating to size of the family, education
and marriage of female children, purchase or sale of assets etc., and
(vi)
lack of awareness and information. Various strategies aimed at
empowering women have been tried out to address the causes of women

53

disempowerment. It is particularly emphasised in all developmental plans
to have greater focus on women empowerment.
A more vigorous thrust in this respect is particularly given since the 8th Five Year
Plan in India. Since overall empowerment of women is crucially dependent on
earnings of women, policy makers have time and again reinforced government
intervention at different levels to ensure removal of discrimination as a step towards
enhanced earnings for women. These include focused development projects that
enhance income earning capacity of women through appropriate and specific skill
formation, capacity building, and increased access to institutional credit. In this
context, the efforts of many non-government organisations and social workers who
have supplemented the government efforts in bringing women into the mainstream of
economic development need to be appreciated. The 73rd and the 74th constitutional
amendments affected in 1994 marks a significant step in the direction of providing
legislative provision for women empowerment in India.

4.7

POLITICAL EMPOWERMENT

One lesson that the long years of freedom struggle taught was that to achieve a multiethnic and multi-lingual society like India, it is necessary that people from all sections
have a sense of participation in decision making. It is for this reason that even while
adopting the Westminster Model of Parliament (parliamentary system of democracy
as it functions in Britain), India opted to be a Republic with a Constitution that
conferred fundamental rights, that were inalienable, on her citizens. She gave herself
a strong judiciary as a vanguard of her citizen’s rights, universal franchise
irrespective of caste, creed, race, gender or level of literacy and the principle of one
man one vote. In the first two decades of independent India, the Government adopted
a ‘top down’ approach to development by putting in place a centrally planned
economy where all developmental decisions up to grassroots were taken in the
Planning Commission. In the initial years of planning, it worked out well and many
infrastructural industries like steel plants, dams and rural development programme
were put in place. But with development the aspiration of local communities, diverse
that they are, also went up. There was a general awakening both at the decision
making level and at the grassroots that it was essential to involve people in decision
making if plans were to succeed. Economic empowerment by itself cannot ensure
sustained development and growth of the weaker sections and the deprived people.
Development today is recognised as a people centered participatory process geared to
bring about qualitative change in all aspects of human life. Development in the
modern context has to be a participatory process of social change which brings about
both social and material advancement (including greater equality, freedom and other
valued qualities) to majority of its people by conferring on them greater control of
their environment.
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Political empowerment means conferring the rights to decide the priorities of
development best suited to the individuals, groups of people or to the society and to
the people themselves. Power in such an event would flow “bottom-to-top” with
weaker sections having equal say in decision making.

4.7.1 Salient Features of Participatory Development
Can you list some of the salient features that you consider important for participatory
development? Check your answers with the following points:
The process of participatory development would include:







Active participation of people at grassroots in designing development
projects to suit their needs.
Use labour efficient and cost effective technology appropriate to the needs
of the rural community (bio-gas, energy, hand-pumps, solar-cooker, Sulabh
Souchalay).
Create viable institutional structures at grassroots to plan and implement
development programmes.
Monitor and evaluate programme objectives and implementation
independently or with the help of bureaucracy or NGOs.
Harness (by the members of the community themselves) the collective
energy of rural community to achieve social engineering and create social
assets with concomitant capacity building in the community.

4.7.2 Empowerment Through Self-Governance
Historically, in India there always existed in some form a Panchayat or a local selfgovernment in villages. Charles Metcalf admiringly called them ‘Little Republics’.
As early as 1909, in the 24th session of the Congress Party at Lahore, a resolution
was adopted to take steps to put in place elected local bodies for villages.
The Montague Chelmsford Reforms of 1919 provided for a scheme of diarchy with
local representatives to look after village affairs and development. But as most
Panchayat representatives wrested power on the basis of their financial or land
holding strength, the exercise was not truly democratic.
Mahatma Gandhi’s vision of ‘Gram Swaraj’ with full powers underwent vicissitudes
before it gained currency and took the shape of Panchayat Raj. Various
recommendations of Ashok Mehta Committee (1977), G.V.K. Rao Committee (1985)
and L.M. Singhvi Committee (1996) along with Sarkaria Commission Report of 1978
were all considered by the Consultative Committee under the chairmanship of Shri
P.K. Thungam (1988) and by V.N. Gadgil Committee (1989).
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The outcome of this exercise, undertaken between 1985 to 1995, were the decisions
to (a) accord Constitutional recognition to a Panchayat, (b) have a three tier system of
Zilla Parishad, Gram Sabha and Panchayat, (c) give Panchayat a fixed term of five
years, and (d) provide reservation for Scheduled Castes/Scheduled Tribes and not less
than 33% reservation for women. The shape of Panchayat Raj was given through the
Constitution (Seventy-Third Amendment) Act, 1992. This Act was brought in to
force by a notification with effect from April 24, 1993.
Democracy at the grassroots has thus become a part of the right conferred by the
Constitution of India to her citizens. The Constitutional Amendment of 1992, in
Article 245-I, provides for setting up a State Finance Commission each in every State.
These commissions are to review the issue of devolution of funds on Panchayats and
make recommendations to the Governors.
Panchayats would now plan and execute economic development programmes and
social justice and implement schemes listed in the Eleventh Schedule of the
Constitution. Planning, monitoring and evaluation of programmes would now rest
with the Panchayats. There are now 2.5 lakh (approx.) Panchayats, 5906 intermediate
Panchayats and 500 district Panchayats spread through out the country and are
manned by 29.2 lakh elected representatives at all levels.
Article 243-G of the Constitution enables states to endow such power and authority as
may be needed for Panchayats to prepare plans for economic development and social
justice. Article 243-H enables states to give grants-in-aid and such funds as are
necessary and also allow Panchayats to levy appropriate taxes, duties, tolls and fees.
In 1996, the Provisions of Panchayats (extension to the scheduled areas) Act came
into force to cover tribal areas in states like Andhra Pradesh, Bihar, Jharkhand,
Gujarat, Himachal Pradesh, Maharashtra, Madhya Pradesh, Chhattisgarh, Orissa and
Rajasthan. The Act enables tribals’ societies to assume control over their own destiny
and to preserve and conserve their traditional rights over natural resources.
The grant of adult franchise to every citizen of the country above the age of 18 years
without discrimination of caste, creed, economic status or gender discrimination also
contributes to the political empowerment.
Political empowerment indicators include:
 Percentage of seats held by women in local councils/decision-making bodies;
 Percentage of women in decision-making positions in local government;
 Percentage of women in the local civil service;
 Percentage of women/men registered as voters/percentage of eligible women/
men who vote;
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percentage of women in senior/junior decision-making positions within
unions;
Percentage of union members who are women/men;
Number of women who participate in public progress and political
campaigning as compared to the number of men.

There are a range of possible mechanisms to increase women’s participation in
political life which have had varying degrees of success including:





4.8

reform of political parties, quotas and other forms of affirmative action;
training to develop women’s skills and gender sensitivity;
work with women’s sections of political parties; and
development of women’s political organisations.

ECONOMIC EMPOWERMENT

It implies the provision of training and employment-cum-income generation activities
with both “forward” and “backward” linkages with the ultimate objective of making
community economically independent and self-reliant. It would also mean conferring,
through policies, onto the economically deprived sections the strength that would
alleviate their poverty, improve their living standards and help in generating assets.
Empowerment is often envisaged as individual rather than as collective, and focused
on Entrepreneurship and individual self-reliance, rather than on cooperation to
challenge power structures which subordinate women (or other marginalised groups).
This individualistic approach to empowerment fits together with the belief in
entrepreneurial capitalism and market forces as the main saviours of sickly or
backward economies, and with the current trend for limiting state provision of
welfare, services and employment. It is also consonant with a liberal approach to
democracy, emphasising individual rights and participation in decisionmaking,
through the electoral process.

4.8.1 Economic Empowerment through Credit Programmes
Microcredit programmes, many targeting women and claiming to empower them,
have become extremely popular among donors and NGOs in recent years. The change
in development policies from the focus on women’s active role in production as a
means to more efficient development, to the approach of women’s empowerment
through women organising for greater self-reliance, has also meant a change in
policies for the enhancement of women’s economic role. The focus has changed from
providing grants to financial assistance to women through the establishment of
special credit schemes.
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Credit schemes are seen as having the potential to link women with the formal
banking sector and thereby integrating women in mainstream development. Many
credit schemes aimed at women attempt to follow the model of well-known
microcredit providers such as the Grameen Bank. The problems of high
administration costs and lack of collateral of small-scale women borrowers are
overcome by establishing borrower solidarity groups based on joint liability.
The ability of credit schemes to promote women’s empowerment has come under
close scrutiny. Research on credit programmes has shown that apparently successful
credit programmes targeting credit to women cannot be taken at face value without a
more careful observation.
For economic empowerment, the following changes should be noted over time:








4.9

Changes in employment/unemployment rates of women and men;
Changes in time use in selected activities, particularly greater sharing by
household members of unpaid housework and child-care;
Salary/wage differentials between women and men;
Changes in percentage of property owned and controlled by women and men
(land, houses, livestock) across socio-economic and ethnic groups; Average
household expenditure of female/male households on education/health;
Ability to make small or large purchases independently;
Percentage of available credit, financial and technical support services going
to women/men from government/non-government sources.

SOCIAL EMPOWERMENT

Social empowerment means removal of all the existing socially induced inequalities,
disparities and other persisting problems besides providing easy access to basic
minimum services. Social change is a dynamic process and when a section of society,
particularly the weaker sections like the SCs/STs and women, is to be conferred the
right to property, literacy and equality in the political process, it results in radical
transformation in social practices in a society where money has retained a
“ceremonial character that is obligatory and effective”, as described by Mauss. In
rural India, it would also mean breaking up of “Jajmani” system. Empowering women
would challenge the ‘patriarchal’ structure of the society where conferment of
property rights, particularly land title, and literacy were considered to be the domain
of male members of the society.
Social empowerment, changes overtime of:
Numbers of women in local institutions (e.g. women’s associations, income
generating groups, etc.) to project their population, and number of women in
positions of power in local institutions;
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4.10

Extent of training or networking among local women, as compared to men;
control of women over fertility decisions (e.g. number of children, number of
abortions);
Mobility of women within and outside their residential locality, as compared
to men.
To what degree are women aware of local politics, and their legal rights?
Do women and men perceive that they are becoming more empowered?
Why?
Do women perceive that they now have greater economic autonomy? Why?
Are changes taking place in the way in which decisions are made in the
household, and what is the perceived impact of this?
Do women make decisions independently of men in their household? What
sort of decisions are made independently?
The enforcement of legislation related to the protection of human rights;
Number of cases related to women’s rights heard in local courts, and their
results;
Number of cases related to the legal rights of divorced and widowed women
heard in local courts, and results;
The effect of the enforcement of legislation in terms of treatment of offenders;
Increase/decrease in violence against women.

ISSUES IN THE PROCESS OF WOMEN’S
EMPOWERMENT

The debate on women’s empowerment has been taking place since the last four
decades. Debates still continue to revolve round the questions like whose
empowerment are we talking about? (to whom it can apply), what are the strategies
and approaches to achieve women’s empowerment and what are their consequences?
‘The concept of empowerment is applicable to women as a whole but in different
ways and dimensions to different groups according to the country, class, caste and the
society they belong to. “The use of the concept of empowerment has greater
relevance and application to developing countries which are characterized by high
levels of poverty, feminization of poverty, low female literacy, invisibility of women,
strong patriarchal and community values.

4.11

APPROACHES OF WOMEN’S EMPOWERMENT

Empowerment has a multi-dimensional approach. We can identify five important
approaches. They are education, economic, development, consciousness and
organizational approach and increasing political participation.
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(a) Education Approach
Illiteracy among women an obstacle to the development and empowerment of women
and to achieve gender equality, education has been considered to be the prime means
of empowering women. Education creates awareness, helps to acquire knowledge and
information, and equips women with the ability to analyze and assess their situation
and gain courage to change it. Understanding how the various institutions of society
reiterate the patriarchal mindset and women themselves become agents of patriarchy.
(b) Economic Approach
Economic approach starts with recognizing and revaluing women’s work. One of the
reasons for their subordination is that women’s work is largely unpaid and underpaid.
Lack of control over material resources, lack of education, skills, training has caused
women economic insecurity so there is greater need for access to and control over
resources, skill development through training, savings and credit facilities to bring
economic empowerment of women.
(c) Development Approach
In this approach efforts have been made to integrate women into the process of
development. At the beginning, emphasis was on poverty alleviation i.e. providing
basic needs. Later, the emphasis has shifted to remove gender discrimination towards
improving self-efficiency. Gender concerns have been incorporated in development
planning and activities.
(d) Consciousness Raising
Approach This approach asserts that women’s empowerment requires awareness of
empowerment. This requires awareness of the complex factors causing women’s
subordination. This approach organizes women into collective groups that tackle the
sources of subordination. They must recognize the existing gender gaps or
inequalities and realize that they are due to structural and institutional discrimination.
(e) Organizational Approach
Empowerment through organization is the most recent and popular approach. The
approach raises basic survival needs as the priority development issue and also pushes
for major structural changes at the policy level. Srilatha Batliwala says “it is difficult
for one woman to bring lasting change, but if a whole group of women begin to
demand change, it much more difficult for society to reject them altogether”.
(f) Political Approach
An environment, which could increase women’s political participation, should be
created. Women’s participation in public life will not only give an opportunity for
women to voice their concerns but also give them the confidence to think
independently.
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4.12

LET US SUM UP

To sum up, empowerment is essentially a bottom-up process. With coherent policies
and programmes, devised carefully without confronting the power-over target groups,
the objective is to enable people to empower themselves, assess their own situation
and create and shape a transformation in society. No discussion on women, gender,
planning and policy can happen without addressing the context in which Indian
women live and die. The links between women’s economic empowerment and the
declining sex ratio is more important than at first glance. The constant undervaluing
of women’s worth in economic and social terms and statistical ability to measure the
differences has brought the issue to a head. Human development is impossible
without gender equality. As long as women are excluded from the development
process, development will remain weak and lopsided. While the impact of various
developmental policies, plans and programmes implemented over the last few
decades have brought forth a perceptible improvement in the socio-economic status
of women, problems like illiteracy, ignorance, discrimination and violence continue
to persist even today. Gender disparity manifests itself in various forms, the most
obvious being the trend of continuously declining female ratio in the population in the
last few decades. Now that you have gained reasonable understanding of the concept
of empowerment, and also about the socio-political and economic empowerment of
women.

4.13

CHECK YOUR PROGRESS: ANSWER KEYS

Ans to Q 1:

Naila Kabeer defines women’s empowerment as “a process whereby
women become able to organize themselves to increase their own selfreliance, to assert their independent right, to make choices and to
control resources which will assist in challenging and eliminating their
own subordination”.

Ans to Q 2:

1) Psychological power: When a person has self-esteem, selfconfidence and self-drive. An example of this power includes someone
that does volunteer work striving towards a cause for the community,
or someone who overcomes challenges that are confronted.
2) Socio-economic power: Changing the economic status through
income-generating projects, or having inherited property that boosts
economic status in the community.
3) Political power: Developed to make decisions; in administrative and
policy matters that affect her life.

61

4.14

REFERENCES

1. Batliwala, S. (1994). ‘The Meaning of Women’s Empowerment: New
Concepts from Action’. In Sen, G., Germaine, A. and Chen, L. C. (Eds.)
Population Policies Reconsidered: Health, Empowerment and Rights. Harvard
Center for Population and Development Studies.
2. Kabeer, N. (2000) The Power to Choose, London: Verso.
3. Kabeer, N. (2010) Gender and Social Protection Strategies in the Informal
Economy, London: Routledge.
4. Wallerstein N., (1992), Powerlessness, Empowerment and Health:
Implications for Health Promotion Programs. American Journal of Health
Promotion.
5. Whitmore E. (1988), Participation, Empowerment and Welfare. Canadian
Review of Social Policy.

62

