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Brigitte M. Holzner 
INCONIE GENERATING ACTIVITIES FOR WOMEN AS 
DEVELOPMENT STRATEGY: VIEWS AND DILEMMAS 

Introduction 

The assumption that more and more regular incorne for warnen is a goal neces­
sary to be achieved can be found in many publications on issues of Warnen and 
Development Isee Joekes 1987). Women's employment and participation in the 
labor force and prospects in the informal sector are welcomed as indicators of 
development, autonomy cr emancipation. 

This article will particularly focus on incorne generating activites as a strategy 
to provide warnen with incorne. It attempts to critically examine the implications 
of this strategy and will explore its dilemmas by drawing attention to the linkages 
between miere- and macro-economic levels. At least, the conceptualization of 
incorne and women's work will be discussed in order to place incorne generating 
activities in a wider context than an economic topic. 

Investigating these issues, at once the problem of generality arises: women 
work for income in such a variety of labor and market relations (for overview of 
women's work see Joekes 1980) that the courage to draw condusions from an in­
evitably limited source of data seerns frightening or may appear as naive and 
scientifically doubtful. To evade the problern af induction, we decided to put our 
attention or wri tings about policy recornmendations and evaluations of already 
irnplemented projects. The reason for this way of approaching the issue of incorne 
generation by warnen is that the activities planned and executed based themselves 
on those sources which advocated incorne generating activities as developrnent 
strategy and hereby justified as weil directed actions to increase wornen's incorne. 

Warnen as Incorne Generators in the Third World 

That women earn incorne throughout the Third World is in the meanwhile, 
after a big amountof research about women's work, widely acknawledged. That pre­
dom inantly poarwomen arethe anes, whc earn i ncomefrom avariety of occupations is 
not only shown from evaluation reports like Carr 11984), but also from public­
ations about the informal sector (see Heyzer 1981). This literature shows that 
wornen earn income in camman work places or at home, in rural and in urban 
areas, in traditianal and modern (using non-Iocal, purchased materials and new 
technology) occupations, in self-emplayed and dependent settings, working for 
the domestic and the foreign market. But, in general all these endeavars to earn 
incarne have littte return, are very time~onsuming, are an extension of women's 
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reproductive werk, and do not prevent that women rernain poar (Carr 1984; 
Heyzer 1981; Karl 1983). 

Poor wornen are compelled to take up any opportunity to earn income, where­
by a multiplicity of occupations Isee White 1976) is pursued during short periods 
of time. The Ifamily wage' from one income earner, usually seen as the husband, 
is not the reality of poor households - wages are often even lower than an of­
ficially defined subsistence level for one person - hence the notion of the family 
wage must be relegated into the realm of ideology to justify the even lower wages 
of wornen and young persons. Meager wages, land scarcity, and lack of ernploy­
ment apportunities pressure on the reproduction of paor households (1). For 
women household heads, reported to constitute at least 1/3 the Third World's 
households (Karl 1983), this pressure is even worse. Thus, income generation by 
poor wornen must be understood as survival eftort, as a vital necessity to make a 
living in an inegalitarian society, in which poverty is increasingly "feminized" (2). 

If poverty anyway compels wornen to earn income, we may ask, why and with 
which argumentations incorne generating activities are advocated as a development 
strategy, and which nations about wornen lie beyond this strategy. 

Before we start to answer these questions, we want to pay attention to the con­
cept af income so crucial far this tepic_ Without saying, the literature on incorne 
generating activities means with incorne money. Monetary incorne is understood 
payment for the sale of a goad or service. For the time being, income will be 
understood in lts monetary form to follow the usage in the examined literature. 

Arguments about incorne generating activities 

The literature on incorne generating activities allows to identify two perspect­
ives, which we call the 'development perspective' and the 'world capitalism per­
spective'. The first one is basically in favor of income generating activities, where­
as the latter one criticizes the economic and political rationale behind develop­
ment and the conceptualization of women's work and income. 

The Development Perspective 

Though there are overlappings, various views can be discovered in the develop­
ment literature and especially in those publications encouraged to put attention 
to Wornen & Development issues during the International Women's Decade an­
nounced by the Uni ted Nations in 1975. 

First, a traditionalist view can be singled out, in which inceme generating acti­
vities are advocated for wornen as housewives, wives, and mothers. This point of 
view sees Third World warnen trom a welfare approach, sornehow outside the 
economy. Handicrafts, particularly these which are significant far Western wornen 
like knitting and sewing, are the promoted activities (see Buvinic, 1983). Incomes 
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from these activities are seen as supplementary, a kind of pocket rnoney for 
wornen. Representatives of this view can be found already in colonial times and 
still in religious institutions I Rogers 1980). 

These types of income generating activities have been widely criticized (see 
Rogers 1980, H oskins 1978) as unproductive, roleconfirming, and discounting the 
situation of poor women whose time is too precious to be used for this type of 
handicrafts. According to Hoskins (1980), the traditionalist view failed to distin· 
guish between leisure and incorne generation, and overlooked any social differen­
tiation among warnen . 

Second, another ideation about the desirability of income generating activities 
is found in the integrationist view of the Women & Development perspective (see 
Dixon 1978). Here, the integration of wornen into the mainstream of develop­
me nt is thought to be achieved via income generating activities. Acknowledging 
the critique of the 'traditionalist' view and of those who critisized the expulsion 
of warnen from incorne-earning opportunities due to modernization and male­
biased developrnent, in the 'integration 1st' view incorne generating activities are 
placed into a perspective of general developrnent. Wornen, especially rural warn en, 
are now respected as producers, but women's subsistence work should be trans­
formed into work rernunerated with money (Dixon 1978). 

Tellis·Nayak 11982: 54) gives preference for income generating activities by 
women as more trustworthy targets than men: "Cash in the hands of warnen, 
often rnean mare nutrition and education for children." Anather argument 
is put forward by Dixon 11978: 40) : she emphasizes the necessity to drawyoung 
women into incorne generating activities in "Small-scale industries, '" in coopera ­
tively organized central workplace~: that ofter additional services as functional 
literacy programs, family planning, child care, Iiving quarters, and financial incen ­
tives". In his view, income generating activities are tied to population and educat-
10nal programs to increase women's opportunity for income-earning, be it by 
liberating them from the toil of frequent child birth and nursing of children, or by 
upgrading their skills or teaching thern new ones in order to compensate for gen­
der discrirnination and to increase women's economic competition ability. In­
equality with men is the main issue within this way of thinking. 

A third view within the developmentalist framework could be called rationalist. 
Like the 'integrationists', advocates of a rationalist approach also do not question 
modernization as such. Poor women are pictured with inefficient occupations, 
whose productivity should be raised. Hereto a row of suggestions are made, from 
feasibility studies for prospected activities, credit facilities and technological im­
provements to management training IBuvinic et al. 1979; Buvinic 1983;Carr 1984; 
Charlton 1984; Hoskins 1980) (3). These suggestions bear the assumption that 
equipping poor women with business skills would lift them out of their marginal 
position in the economy. The desired creation of a female petty bourgeoisie, pro­
ductive and rational, goes along with a hidden propagation of a free-market ideo­
logy: "There is a place for everyone on the market, try and win!" 

At least, a structuralist view can be identified; also eutspoken feminists see in­
co:-ne generating activities as a way out frorn poverty. Sy criticizing the sexual 
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division of labor within the hausehold and on the labor market gender oppression 
is addressed as the main cause for women's little income-earning opportunities. 
Data have shown, that warnen are already very productive, and recognition of 
women's productivity would make any incame generating strategy superfluous 
(Anand 1983). Though sceptically, Anand (1983: 7) aecepts ineome generating 
activities for the paarest warnen: "Incame generating projects may be a godsend 
to warnen, with few opportunities for subsistence farming and few cr no skills 
for alternative work in a limited job market, who have been forced into non-farm 
work. However, it further exacerbates the problem of vanishing subsistence farm­
lng and food dependence on toreign markets," This argument refers already to 
macro-economic relations as a powerful cause of women's poverty. 

In order to evade those macro-economic relations of increasing cash crap pro­
duction and dependence from developed countries, the structuralist view ad­
vocates autonomaus organization and suggests non-exploitative working con­
ditions and participative structures, which should provide more dignified circum­
stances than usually accessible for paar women. In these settings a break through 
the sexual division of labor may open women productive opportunities, wh ich 
the cammon labor market often denies. In this line of argumentation, autonomy 
is the theoretieal referenee (see Sen & Grown 1987) (4). 

The example of SEWA in India (5) rises some hope of the possibility to ereate 
in an autonomous organization fair and women-friendly credit facilities, educ­
ation, health, and child care services, and cooperatives for and by women. 

The Warld Capitalism Perspective 

While the protagonists of the development perspective basieally think of in· 
come generating activities as samething good and desirable, though to be im­
proved, sociologists frorn Bielefeld apply a fundamental critique towards income 
generating activities. 

The purpose of income generating activities is seen to draw warnen into market­
oriented production. "It does not mean that wornen should expand their sub· 
sistence production, that they should try to get more controlover land and pro· 
duce more for their own consumption, more feod, more clothes, etc., for them· 
selves." (Mies 1986: 118, emphasis by Mies) Further, Mies (op. cit.) eritieizes that 
in this strategy income means maney : "Poar Third Warld women produce not 
what they need, but others can pay." (ibid., emphasis by Mies) Even more sharp· 
Iy, she claims that 11 ... the subordination of poor women's work under capital is 
obscured by defining it as income generating activities ... " (ap. cit.: 123, emphasis 
by Mies). Income generating activities contribute to "housewifization", a concept 
crucial far representatives from the "Bielefeld sociology". 

This theoretical frarnework exposes that warnen are to be used as an yet un­
tapped or insufficiently tapped resource, which should be eonnected to the market 
via incorne generating activities. Women are viewed as functional / instrumental for 
capital for "unrestricted exploitation and superexploitation" (ibid.). 
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None of the authors above questions the provision of credit to paar women. 

However, von Werlhof (1985b) stresses in her critique of incorne generating acti · 
vities the supply with credits by state and private organizations (6). She criticizes 
the small production credits are only a substitute for wages and practically an il­
lusion : Ta repay credits, more and more own resources are used, and less and less 
time and means are available for women's own reproductian. The deliverance of 
credits only then may be an acceptable option for paar wamen , when they can 
negotiate the terms of repayment or even determine themselves the credit con· 
ditions like in SEWA (Karl 1983). 

Dilemmas 

The developmentalist view acknowledges that women's income generation has 
to face ecanomic forces. These forces go along with dependencies: It is the local 
or the foreign market, wh ich deterrnines for haw much warnen can either buy the 
few productive assets or seil the finished product. It is the dependence on traders 
who regulate the supply of raw materials and technological inputs and the sale of 
the finished product that can force warnen to accept lower returns or to cape 
during periods of delay. lt is the foreign and/or urban markets changing fashins 
and demand of e.g. handicrafts and therefore beeoming very unreliable. It is the 
disciplining eharacter of increased toil that reduces leisure to a rare pleasure. It is 
the necessity of a demand for the produce: if there is some money in the hands 
of those who buy the product, the project may be feasible, but if potential con· 
sumers themselves have less incornE:, formerly successful prejects may be terminat· 
ed. And it is the double shift that pertains : incorne generating activities add more 
werk on wemen's shoulders, leaving the sexual division of labour in the hause· 
hold untouehed (KarI1983). 

But do suggestions for better entrepreneurship offer a way·out of these diffi· 
eu"lties? Maybe on a miero-Ievel for a few, but one can ask, if in prineipal all in· 
corne generating activities can be successful? Would warnen not be forced to com· 
pete against each other, a competition which would result in lower prices and 
hence returns or even bankruptcy? Is not the dynamic of the capitalist economy 
structured in the way that free competition on the market differentiates between 
winners and losers? 

Also, income generating activities plea for finding economic niches within a 
national and/or international eeonomy that are irrelevant too, say unprofitable 
for big entrepreneurs. If income generating activities would be very profitable, 
presumably capital would be interested to take over the produetion pracess er 
would compete with better technology or better market relations (7). The forces 
of the wider socio-economic system werk also upon these niches whieh women 
have created for themselves. As lang as econornic activities do not compete wi th 
national and international capital, wemen's initiatives can be eontinued rather 
unthreatened, and are only exposed to lceal economic interest groups (e.g. money 
tenders). Therefore, income generating activities have to confine thernselves to 
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production with lew returns; they only can survive as long as they remain 
smalI. 

Ahmad & Loutfi (1985: 6) have summarized these pitfalls of necessary eco­
nomic marginality and concluded "However, the fact that they tend to happen 
mostly to women points to something more fundamental. One can hypothesize 
that the cause might be either a weak commitment to improving the condition 
and status of wornen or even the desire to create an illusion of support without 
addressing the fundamental areas where change is necessary - in distribution of 
resources and in the family". 

Would the plight for autonomy, as it is claimed even by USAID (see Hoskins 
1983) diminish those pitfalls and be a way-out from "illusion"? 

Sy defining an income·generating project as "". self.-supporting project where 
benefits accrue towomen participants from sale of items for money, from employ· 
ment for wages, or in increased produce" Hoskins (1980: 3) advocates self·re· 
liance in a very interlinked system. Even participative, non-hierarchical relation· 
ships in the production process do not exclude conflicts between the members or 
do include participation of the non·members, i.e. buyers or other members of the 
society. Non-exploitation among the members of an income generating activity 
maybe achieved, but can exploitation be avoided towards the outside when the 
whole economic system is based on appropriation of surplus value? AI~o an auto· 
nomous organization like SEWA must operate within a wider econemy. Ahmad & 
Loutfi's (1985) suggestion that the creation of the illusion of support (and auto­
nomy we want to add) serves the intention to avoid any fundamental social 
change thus becomes very convincing. 

Apart from the problems around miero· and macroeconomics, we want to put 
our attention now to another issue: the relationship between income and con· 
sumption. According to Streeten (1980 : 335 f.) , the income approach "recom· 
mends measures that raise the real incornes of the poar by making them more 
productive, so that the purchasing power of their earnings (together with the yield 
of their subsistence production) is adequate to enable them to buy (and grow the 
produce of) the basic'fleeds basket". 

He argues with several reasons against this assumption: additional incorne is not 
always spent on more nutritious food, but also for candies or high status food, or 
for unproductive assets like wristwatches; higher human energy costs for more in · 
tensive production may finally lead to less nutrition; the distribution of food 
within the household is unequal, men usually getting the most and women and 
children the least; non·food basic needs like water, education, etc. must be satis· 
fied through public services, like only public services can help the 1/5 of desti­
tutes, who are incapable to work, because disabled, old, siek (see op. eit.: 337) . 
An argumentation concerning women must beadded here : ifwomenaretheones, who 
receive income, there is no reason to assume that also they have the control over 
this incorne, or that it benefits them and not only family and other household 
mernbers, given women's subordination in most societies. 

Why then are there so many favorites for income generating activities, if duetothe 
dynaimcs of the economy the goals are hardly achievable and the assumptions 
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questionable? We think that the capitalist state has an "interest in the promotion 
of income generating activities not only as an attempt to increase women's labour 
power, but also as a justification for the continuance of the economic and politi ­
cal system in order to prevent any structural change. Such an indeology appears to 
be necessary to prevent food riots, in which women usually playa dominant part, 
or greater political upheavals wh ich question an inegalitarian social system. Also, 
incorne generating activities bind energies of female power, which could be chan· 
neled into social protest, to the illusion of having a chance, or even a choice of 
incorne opportunities within a basically exploitative system that keeps its strength 
by creating a surplus labor force who cornpetes for every tiny space in the eco· 
nomy. 

The critique on incorne gene rating activities as an obscured method for depen­
dence and exploitation by Mies and von Werlhof suggests a dismissal of incorne 
generating activities. Does a re-conceptualization of incerne provide an alter· 
native? 

If income would be defined more broadly, including produce from subsistence 
work, which is directly consurned or exchanged with use-values on the local 
market, would this non-monetary income, and here we think especially of agrarian 
products, reduce poverty? There are examples which prove the possibility of re­
lations of productien and circulation outside the monetary system even after 
small farmers have worked in a capitalized agriculture (von Werlhof 1985a). But 
is the concentration on subsistence production, along with adelinking from the 
monetary economy, an alternative for rural and urban poor alike? Or again only 
for a few? We do not have answers yet - development theorists throughout the 
world dispute the dilemma between an alternative for a few of the poor and 
structural improvement for all improverished people. 

A final critical remark must be made concerning the use of the term "activity" 
for women's income generation. This term suggests already less importance, irreie· 
vance, or supplement, and expresses hereby women's subordination: men's work 
is nowhere called "activity". To define women's production as "work" would 
highlight wornen as economic force and prevent the idea that wornen are "unpro­
ductive". Feminists have debated in broad the value of women's werk, paid and 
unpaid - exposing women's general subordination in the under· and devaluation 
of women's work (see Mies 1986). 

Conclusively we want to say that higher prices for agricultural products and 
higher wages for agrarian and industrial labor, higher prices for products produced 
by poor women in rural and urban areas alike, would make 'incorne generating 
activities' as development policy for wornen superfluous. 

NOTES 

(1) On patterns and processes of poverty and suggestive st~at~gles see e.g. Streeten (1980) and 
Kruijer (1987). 

(2) On the "feminization of poverty", especially in the Third World, see Sen & Grown (1987). 
(3) In general, the income approach towards the solution of poverty found recognition in the 

mind-seventies when development was defined as redistribution with growth (Streeten 19801 . 
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(4) As significant example we quote the suggestions tram the NewsJetter of the International 
Women's Tribune Center (1983: B f.l: "Choose a product that uses localty available raw 
materials and a simple production process . Undertake a thorough market survey with a 
wide range of potential costumers. - Utilize services of technicians and scientists who will 
advise on Quality contral and product development. - Pinpoint the advantages you can 
offer the consumer aver other companies. - Create linkages between mainstream busi­
nesses and women's incorne producing projects. - Seek 'real rife' training whereever pos­
sible. - Use the training and experience gained trom working for a foreign firm to start a 
Jocally based production facility. serving the national market. - Be certain for reasons for 
starting a business . To make rnoney? To create jobs? Profit or good works? Both? -
Understand that new technologies may help you to be more competitive but mayaiso re­
duce jobs. Decide how much profit you need to make. - Grants and no-interest loans may 
be available to help subsidize your business. Understand that this is a short-term solution 
and make plans to become independent." 

(5) SEWA (Self-Employed Women's Association) in (ndia is an Impressive example of an or­
ganization of self.employed workers into a Trade Union, with a.o. providing skill training. 
building a co-operative bank, and lobbying for public policies supporting self-employed 
women (see Karl 1983), 

(6) Informal credit systems of women exist already a long time and provide poor women with 
amounts of money they need for productive investments . The 'informality· of these 
credit systems is meant in the direct adquaintance between borrower and lender, signi­
ficant for small communities, and the opportunity to negotiate about the terms of re­
payment (see Hili 19BB). 

(7) For comparison, when dBVices of small technology became lucrative, big enterprises took 
over the production ; e.g. solar heaters, initially meant to use cheap natural resources and 
liberate from dependencies of oil and nuclear energy companies, are now produced exactly 
by these companies. 
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