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This article makes the point that addressing gender inequalities in resources, time availability and power relationships are as important as top-down strategies in bringing about development. Meeting the needs of poor women in the South not only requires them to take part in local projects but also requires change in the national and international development agenda. A range of groups, not only women’s groups, have been working to this end. Some projects have tried to integrate women into mixed-sex programmes and there are also a growing number of separate women projects and organisations of various sizes. Some have received considerable external; support, others have developed through the initiative of women themselves.

In most cases. women’s empowerment will only be achieved through positive discrimination and organisational structures which protect women’s interests – issues which often particularly concern women’s groups at national / international level. There is extensive literature on the adverse consequences of excluding women because they have such an important role in production systems (notably farming in the LEDCs and on factory production lines), health care, community management and running homes. Equal participation of women is justified in terms of social justice and the wider aims of development. 

It is accepted that development requires women to become fully involved in a range of grassroots projects. Although some grassroots women’s movements and explicitly ‘pro-women’ initiatives have had impressive results, many attempts to increase women’s participation fail to live up to expectations. Merely increasing the number of women involved is not an alternative to developing strategies to decrease gender inequalities. However, many women’s projects fail or fold when outside support is withdrawn. Many others exist on paper only. There is continuing marginalisation of women in mixed-sex participatory organisations. Research suggests that women themselves are often less than enthusiastic about participating in many projects because:

· It is difficult to achieve consensus about the needs and aims of a project. Different participants have different priorities. Within any one group those most active tend to be women with more education and fewer family commitments. This raises questions about the type of women who become involved in any projects

· Involving women assumes that the benefits are obvious and outweigh the costs. But involvement requires organisational skills, time and resources – which the poorest women do not have. The costs are greatest for the most disadvantaged.

· Often there is a power inequity even between the development agency (including women’s groups) and the local people themselves.

Gender inequality creates problems for participation. It is important to involve women in practical decisions e.g. locating a water pump or introducing new seeds. But assessing whether this should be a priority over other  empowerment / development issues is more complex. Attempts to improve one area many be constrained by another. In practise, achieving one aim such as income generation or child health, can rarely be separated from gender subordination, restrictions on female mobility, domestic violence or lack of autonomy. How effective are women-only groups in changing cultural and social attitudes of both men and women?  Women’s movements have been influential in changing traditional, cultural views of women about themselves and their role. However, many grassroots women’s organisations reflect rather than challenge gender inequality. This is because the elders in the community are from certain categories such as older women, mothers-in-law, first wives, richer women – who have privileges within the existing system. Other women’s organisations contain women with widely differing views about the aims and direction a group should take – consensus can be difficult to achieve.

There is an assumption that the benefits of participating in development projects are self-evident and outweigh the costs. The benefits of increased self-reliance and self-confidence; breakdown of isolation and powerlessness have been important for women’s group production projects and co-operatives. However in both mixed-sex and women’s groups, involvement often requires some formal education and some mobility to attend meetings. Being involved is also time-consuming. The result is that women are seriously disadvantaged compared to men. Poorer women and those from low status groups are further disadvantaged. Increasing participation may lead to a significant increase in women’s work load. Can women’s groups be effective if they are unrepresentative? Is that preferable to having women marginalised within mixed-sex groups? 

Most programmes include some form of income generation. In both mixed-sex and women-only projects, women exercise little control over income which they themselves have earned because money goes back into the family earnings. And lack of economic benefits are not always outweighed by social benefits. Many low-status women have well developed support networks and don’t see any advantage in joining a local project group.

Women’s involvement in development projects tends to be greatest in those which are less threatening to men. Women-only projects are most common in ‘female’ activities in which men are not interested, either because the income is low and/or the activities have low social status.  

This paper argues that the most successful projects and organisations in terms of women’s empowerment have been those which have taken an explicit and uncompromising pro-women stance. Western feminism has been influential but local political activities have also motivated women. Indigenous women’s movements have often been very much strengthened by the support and exchange of ideas with feminist movements in the west - contrary to the adverse effects on women of the bulk of Western “assistance”.

It also appears that the role adopted by development agencies has often reinforced rather than challenged the status quo. The failure to address underlying inequalities such as rights to productive resources, the gender division of labour, and violence against women in many cases seriously limits the degree to which women can gain from involvement in projects. Many projects implemented by governments or NGOs are notably less radical than many women’s grassroots organisations in the same country. Resistance to change is mainly a function of the predominantly male staff in the implementing agencies.

If the aim of ‘empowerment’ is to increase the choices for poor women which will then bring about development, it is difficult to see how this can be done without discussion of the issues currently being addressed by the international women’s movements, such as wider structural change in property relations (mainly land ownership), legislation and provision of services. This therefore reinforces the important role of such movements in the development process.
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