The Vicious Circle of Poverty 


- A Gender-Aware Approach
Here you will have the opportunity to read my examination paper in the advanced course of Human Geography. I have done this paper together with another female student at the University of Örebro, Sweden, miss Monica Carlberg. Both of us are majoring in Human Geography in the study programme of Social Science. This examination paper is the result of a 2-month field study in a developing country, India. Our project-work in India was financed by a scholarship from Sida, the Swedish International Development Cooperation Agency, through their Minor Field Study (MFS) Programme granted to us through the Department of Social Science at the University of Örebro. This MFS was conducted in the capital of Tamil Nadu, Madras, during the spring of 1995. 

This report from Madras is divided into four parts, Framework, Literature Study, Empirical Study and Analysis. In the first part you can read about the Background, the Theory, the Objective and the Method, that we used in our Minor Field Study. In the second part, you will have the opportunity to read about the Economy in the Developing Countries, Overview on the Status of Women in India and about the process of Urbanization in the Developing Countries. It is in the part called Empirical Study that we write about the Women in the Slums of Madras. The fourth and last part of our report concludes everything we have written earlier and tell you the answers of the questions asked in the Objective. In the end, there is also a short chapter called Recommendations. If you are interested to know about the References we have used in this report you will find them in the very end of the last page, together with some Abbreviations. 

To get you, to understand what our Field Study was about, I will let a poor woman from Madras, that we interviewed, tell you more about her every-day life. By reading this I hope you will get curious to learn more about poor women in India and the struggles of their life. The story of this woman summarizes the contents, of the following next four pages. 
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"I am a woman living and working in the slums of Madras. To make [image: image5.jpg]


my living I sell bananas at the local market. I sell bananas because no one will employ me as I am illiterate and from a low caste family. Some days I get a good selling spot and can sell all my fruit, but other days evil men take my selling spot and make me sit somewhere else. I can do nothing about that, I am just a poor old woman, and nobody cares what I say. To finance my business I have to borrow money from a moneylender. I am always in debt because I have to pay back much more than I borrow. With the money I get from my business I have to provide for me and my husband, my son’s wife and their children with the income I make. This is not enough; sometimes my grandchildren have to go to bed without any food. My son only works a few days a week and the money he earns he spends on drinks. He doesn’t treat his wife very good; he beats her when he is drunk. My husband is old and his health is weak, he cannot do any kind of work. The house we live in has no electricity, no toilet facilities and no drinking water. I send my daughter-in-law to fetch water and she also helps me to cook for our family. The slum area we live in is not so good. There are no real roads and there is garbage everywhere because there is nowhere to put your wastage except on the street."

In our examination paper, "The Vicious Circle of Poverty - A gender-aware approach", we have used Internet to some extent and when there are more information to get, the address to that site on The Net will be given. 

FRAMEWORK

1. INTRODUCTION 

We, the authors of this examination paper, have a mutual interest in questions concerning Less Developed Countries (LDCs) and how one can improve the conditions of life for the poor families living in these countries. Of special interest for us are women as they are excluded from many things in society because of their sex. Women are excluded not merely from political, social and economic power but knowledge power as well. About 2/3rds of the illiterate in the world are women. While comprising half of humanity, contributing 2/3rds of the world’s work-hours, she earns only 1/3 rd of the total income and owns less than 1/10th of the world’s resources. 

Map 1: The states of India. 

The following statistics are taken from the book "Population Geography" written by Huw Jones (1990), and compares India with Sweden concerning population. 

	
	India
	Sweden

	Population, (estimated 1992, in millions) 
	882,6
	8,7

	Birth rate, (per 1000 population) 
	30
	14

	Death rate, (per 1000 population) 
	10
	11

	Population, (doubling-time in years, in current rate) 
	34
	210

	Infant mortality rate, (infants death per 1000 live births) 
	91
	5

	Total fertility rate, (average number of children born to
a woman during her lifetime) 
	3.9
	2.1

	Population under age 15 and over age 65 (in per cent) 
	36-4
	18-18

	Life expectancy at birth, males and females, (in years) 
	M =58
F=59
	M =75
F =80

	Urban population, (in per cent) 
	26
	93

	Per Capita GNP (Gross National Product, in US Dollars) 
	350
	23,850


The reasons for choosing Madras to be the place for our Field Study are mainly two. The first reason for choosing Madras is that we, as human geographers, are interested in urban studies, we decided to study poor women living and working, in urban areas. The second reason was that our supervisor at the University of Örebro, Mrs. Lena Molin, teacher in Human Geography, had a contact at the University of Madras, Professor T. Vasantha Kumaran, at the Department of Geography. Professor Kumaran was our supervisor and assisted and advised us in our MFS-programme. Dr. Kumaran was also able to put us in contact with other persons involved with women issues or with knowledge on the topic. During our stay in India, we enrolled as part-time students at the University of Madras. In Madras we worked with a Non Governmental Organization (NGO) called Working Women’s Forum (WWF) who helped us to come out in the slum areas and talk to women living there. 

2. BACKGROUND - WOMEN ON THE WORLD AGENDA 

Women and Development has been on the world agenda since 1975, the United Nations International Women’s Year. You could say that it all started with the Decade of Women (1976- 1985) and the Women-Conference in Mexico 1975 where the countries of the world came together for the first time and discussed the special problems and needs of women. The second conference on women was held in Copenhagen in 1980 and the third time women-issues were discussed by the members of the UN was at the Nairobi Conference in Kenya, in 1985. Before the 1970’s, development planning had failed to fully recognize women’s contribution and participation in the development process. 

Early in the 1970’s, Ester Boserup in her seminal work articulated the state of neglect that women and women issue’s have been put into: "In the vast and ever-growing literature on economic development, reflections on particular problems of women are few and far between." The failure to incorporate women issues in the development planning has limited the efforts to reach goals like alleviating poverty in the developing countries. In the 1980’s many countries and international development agencies started to incorporate women issue’s into their development plans and became more gender- aware. Gender-awareness means the ability to identify problems arising from gender inequality and discrimination. Gender refers to classification by sex. The concern is about social roles that are assigned sex-wise, for example cooking and housework, as part of the female role and responsibility: and bread-winning for males; also termed sex stereotyping. 

2.1. Cairo and Copenhagen 

At the United Nations International Conference on Population and Development (ICPD) in Cairo 1994, the leaders of the world had realized how important it is that all people, both men and women, get involved in a society’s development process to solve the problems many countries are facing today. During the Conference it was decided to strengthen women’s rights and status in society and to give women better opportunities to make choices by them. The Cairo meeting agreed upon the importance of women’s right to have an income of their own. That poverty is a women issue stood out very clearly during the World Summit for Social Development in Copenhagen 1995. At this Conference, the UN estimated the poorest of the world to be 1.3 billions and that 70 per cent of these people are women. At the Cairo Conference NGO’s gained clear recognition as making important contributions to both population and development activities at all levels; local, regional, national and international. NGOs are recognized as important voices of the people, and their programmes and project services are vital in every area of socio-economic development, including the population sector. 

2.2. Beijing 

The Fourth World Conference on Women in Beijing, China, in 1995, has come about for several reasons. One reason is to review and appraise the advancement of women since 1985 in terms of the objectives of the Nairobi Conference on women. Another reason is to mobilize women and men at both the policy-making and grassroots levels to achieve the goals of women’s advancement. Another motive is to adopt a "Platform for Action" concentrating on some of the biggest obstacles holding back women’s advancement in the world. It is also important to determine the priorities to be followed in 1996-2001 for implementation of the strategies within the United Nations system. Some of the keywords are awareness raising, decision-making, literacy, technology, health, violence, national machinery, refugees and poverty. 

3. THEORY 

When you analyze the structure and causes of poverty in the developing countries, it is essential to study who gets what and why and who has access to resources and who does not. Poverty can have many dimensions, low earning and low level of skill or ability, lack of assets and access to training and education. Poor health, malnutrition, lack of shelter and food insecurity are also signs of poverty. 

3.1. The Vicious Circle of Poverty 

There are both internal and external factors, which affect a country’s development. One internal factor affecting a country’s development is its economy. By economic factors one usually means factors that are essential for production, for example labour, land resources and capital. In the model "The vicious circle of poverty" the link between lack of capital and underdevelopment is emphasized. The theory of the vicious circle of poverty can be used both at the national and individual levels, but we will concentrate on the individual level in this report. We think that by studying poverty on the individual level one can more concretely see what causes poverty. On the individual level, the vicious circle of poverty starts with the statement that a poor person (A) cannot pay for an adequate supply of food, and (B) thus is physically weak (C) and cannot work efficiently (D), and unable to earn much money (E), and thus is poor (A). The circle starts all over again with a situation where the person does not have money to get nutritious food (B). This process goes on and on. 


Figure 1: The vicious circle of poverty - Individual level (source; Barke & O´Hare, 1991, page 43.) 

There have been some criticisms raised against this model, which state that the circle is inadequate as a total explanation of poverty and underdevelopment. The model does not explain why the person is poor or what is the cause of their poverty. Another thing is that the model does not consider the difference between LDCs, it assumes that all countries are on the same level of poverty. Social conditions are not taken into account either; the model implies that these societies are static and unchanging. The vicious circle of poverty does not tell you anything about how an individual or a country can break out of the circle. 

3.2. Gender Dimensions 

It is important to recognize women’s ‘triple role’ in society because it reflects the gender division of labour. The term triple role is used because in most low-income households women perform: 

1. Reproductive work in the form of childbearing and child-rearing responsibilities,
2. Productive work (often as secondary income earner), and
3. Community-management work which is related to the inadequate state of housing and basic services such as water, health care and education. This is voluntary, unpaid work. 

Poverty has a gender dimension. Women seem to be more sensitive than men to the extremes of poverty and its consequences. The poorest families are the most dependent upon women’s productive work. Labour force participation of women and their proportional contribution to the total income of the family are the highest in households with the lowest economic status. For these households, the woman’s capacity to work, her health, her knowledge and her skill endowments are often the only resources to call upon for survival. Women are critical actors in the process of extricating their families out of poverty. When studying women and men separately you can more easily understand the causes of poverty. By revealing woman’s role in society, what her needs are and how much she works one can get a guidance on how to break out of poverty and how the resources to the poor people in the world should be distributed. The situation of poverty is different depending on if you are male or female. Women and men have different roles in society and their needs are also different as a consequence of this. 

4. OBJECTIVE 

The objective of this report, has been divided into two parts: 

> We would like to change the model of the Vicious Circle of Poverty because we believe that the situation of poverty is much more complex than the model states. When changing this model, we will give it a gender-aware approach and take into account the criticisms mentioned above. Instead of an anonymous poor person we will put a poor woman living in the urban slums in Madras into the circle and see what factors affect her vicious circle of poverty. 

> The Working Women’s Forum (WWF) is a Non Govermental Organization (NGO) working in the slums of Madras with poor women. The NGO’s have become critical actors in the struggle to break out of poverty. During our field study we wanted to know if a membership in an organization like the WWF could be a way for these women to break out of the vicious circle of poverty. 

5. METHOD 

The method we have used during the field study has had a qualitative character. A qualitative method gives the researcher the advantage of being flexible and open-minded, gives him or her the opportunity to take many different factors into account. The results from a qualitative method are comprehensive and holistic, and can be subject for further research. The results in this report have the characteristics of being holistic and taking many factors into account. A field study with a qualitative character usually has the aim to construct a new theory or to change an old theory. When you do qualitative research, the instruments of the researcher to get data are mainly interviews and observations out in the field. Interviews and observations are also the instruments we used to acquire information about our target group, poor women living and working in the slums of Madras. Through a qualitative method we could understand and learn more about our target group and their everyday life. 

5.1. A Review of Literature 
In the report we have used written material such as books, newspaper articles, leaflets, annual reports and other publications. Most of the written material was published in English and little in Swedish. Some of the English material has been purchased in India and can be difficult to get hold of outside India. The Working Women’s Forum had a library where we spent time searching for information about the lives of our target group. From the WWF we got brochures and books about the work the WWF have done in the slums and about poor women. The WWF also helped us to find other relevant literature that they did not have in their library. Other persons also helped us in our search for bookshops where we could find the literature we needed. The literature study was done because we needed to know more about the topics discussed in the report and about our target group. Chapters 6 to 8 are written to give the reader an introduction to the problems in the developing countries and to get a better understanding of the problems our target group are facing. 

5.2. The Field Study 

In our report we choose to focus on women because they are important actors in the process of moving a country/family out of poverty. To be able to pursue our objective we needed to interview poor women working and living in the slums. As we only had a short time at our disposal, to conduct this field study, we needed help from a grassroots organization familiar with our topic and our target group. A grassroots organization usually works directly in the field with the people they are helping. Before we went to India we had read about the Working Women’s Forum, a women’s organization, working in the slums of Madras, and had hopes that they could help us with our field study. Mrs. Rita Sarin, at the Swedish Embassy in New Delhi, responsible for women issues and women’s organizations in the Swedish Aid Programmes, put us in contact with the WWF in Madras. 

WWF has a credit programme and lends small amounts of money to poor women at a low interest rate. There are 21 003 women in Madras who are borrowing money from WWF’s bank, "The Indian Co-operative Network for Women Limited". We interviewed women who borrowed money from that bank. The WWF have divided the slum areas they are working in into three parts: North Madras with 6 803 members, South Madras with 7 985 members and Central Madras with 6 215 members. We visited slum areas in all the three parts of Madras and did interviews with women. We did 15 interviews with the members of the WWF, both individual interviews and group interviews. Altogether the interviews included about 190 women. 

The interviews lasted from one hour up to three hours depending on what issues we discussed and on the time the women could spare for us. The interviews are presented in chapter 9 and 10. We did not make the selection of women to be interviewed ourselves. It was in fact the staff of the WWF who made the selection. The criteria we told them for choosing a woman to interview was that she is poor, living in a slum area in Madras, has a business of her own and/or works somewhere and has a family. By family we mean that she has a husband/or is a widow/ but with children. 

To know if there were any differences in life conditions between long-term members and short- term members of the WWF, we interviewed three different groups of women (see, List 1). The three groups, which we interviewed, had been with the Forum for a varying length of time. The first group was with women who had borrowed once, the second group had borrowed five times and the third group had borrowed ten times. The results of these interviews are incorporated into the text and we will clearly mark where this is being done. The women usually take one loan a year. They have 10 months to repay the loan and they cannot get a second loan until the first has been fully repaid. A member who has taken 10 loans has been with the Forum for approximately 10 years. 

The first interview we did was with a small group of women who work in the WWF’s Health- and Nutrition programmes (see, List 1). This interview gave us information about the WWF’s other programmes than the credit programme. We interviewed 6 women individually (see, List 2), to get a deeper knowledge about certain issues such as: poor women’s working day, both inside and outside home, too large families, lack of education and problems with husbands. The last interview we did was with a big group of women who work as Area Organizers in the WWF (see, List 1). This was like a summing of all our interviews and we could fill in gaps if we had missed anything during our interviews or if there was something we did not understand, we could get it clarified here. 

List 1: Group Interviews, with WWF-members: 

Group no. 1: at the WWF Office, 4 women, Health and nutrition workers, 95 04 19
Group no. 2: in Kunnigapuram, 16 women First time borrowers, 95 04 24 
Group no. 3: in Karunanithi Salai, 14 women Five time borrowers, 95 04 24
Group no. 4: in Bakthavatsalam, 10 women Ten time borrowers, 95 04 24
Group no. 5: in P.P Garden, 26 women, 95 04 26
Group no. 6: in Arumbakkam, 23 women, 95 04 26
Group no. 7: in Ashok Nagar, 25 women, 95 04 28
Group no. 8: in Pushpa Nagar, 20 women, 95 04 28
Group no. 9: at WWF Office, 40 women, 95 05 12, Area organizers 

List 2: Individual interviews, with WWF-members: 

Woman no. 1, North Madras, 95 04 25
Woman no. 2, North Madras, 95 04 25
Woman no. 3, Central Madras, 95 05 02, at the WWF office.
Woman no. 4, Central Madras, 95 05 02, at the WWF office.
Woman no. 5, South Madras, 95 05 03 at the WWF office.
Woman no. 6, South Madras, 95 05 03 at the WWF office. 

We spent about five weeks with the WWF and we got out so much more from them than just help to interview women in the slums. Being in the slum, during our interviews, have given us the opportunity to se how poor women live their lives in the slum. Through the president and other staff at the WWF Office we learned a lot about women’s issues and about women’s situation in India. At the office of WWF we saw the different programmes WWF are working with, like their bank and tuitions for the members. We could watch the procedure when a member gets a loan from the WWF bank and when a senior member had information and introduction meeting for new members. 

5.2.1. Questions

During group interviews we asked the following questions:

Have you always lived in Madras? Why did you join the WWF? Have your family/husband/mother-in-law had any objections to your involvement with the WWF? How do you make your living? How many days a week do you and your husband work? Are there any obstacles holding you back in your work? Have alcoholism and wife beating been a problem in your life? In what way is lack of education a problem for women in your situation? What are the advantages of being a member of the WWF? Has there been any improvement in your own and your family’s life after getting the loan from the WWF? If this organization did not exist, what opportunities would you have to get access to credit? 

To women we interviewed individually we put questions like: 

Have you always lived in Madras? How do you make your living? When do you get up? What is the first thing you do in the morning? How do you prepare your work? When do you start your business? How much time do you spend in the kitchen every day? Do you work close to your home? How are your children and your husband interacting in your working day? When do you go to bed? How many meals do you and your family eat per day? Have alcoholism and wife- beating been a problem in your life? In what way is lack of education a problem for women in your situation? Has there been any improvement in your own and your family’s life after getting the loan from the WWF? If this organization did not exist, what opportunities would you have to get access to credit? 

When we started to do our interviews, we had a questionnaire to be answered by the women. After asking these questions a couple of times, we realized that they were not enough to cover our objective. Therefore we rephrased our questions several times with the aim to get a deeper knowledge about these women’s lives. 

5.2.2. Limitation

Being in a foreign country with a totally different culture which you are not familiar with can be a limitation because it is not easy to understand everything that happens around you. We have tried our best to be as open-minded as possible while visiting India. When writing this report we have tried to make a justifiable description of India and women’s situation in this country. As we come from another culture we know that we may have misunderstood some things. 

The women we interviewed spoke Tamil and no English, so we needed an interpreter to be able to conduct the Field Study. This makes it possible for misunderstanding or misinterpretation during the interviews. Our female interpreter was working with the organization whose members we interviewed. On one hand this could have a negative impact on answers because of the relationship between the interpreter and the person being interviewed. We do not think this has affected our results in a negative way. On the other hand, we thought that it was an advantage that the interpreter knew a lot about the topics we discussed and that the women and the interpreter were not total strangers to each other, as some of the questions we asked were sensitive and personal. 

To get information/data through interviews always makes it possible to question the reliability and validity of the results. The selection of people and how big the population is can have an impact on the validity and reliability of the conclusions made from a field study. The answer you get from the person being interviewed: How true are they? Does the person answer what she thinks we want to hear or is it her own opinion? Did she understand our question? Did we ask the right question? Did the order, in which we asked the questions, have an impact on her answers? Did the fact that we reconstructed some of our questions change the answers from the women in any way? These are all questions we considered before preparing and conducting the interviews. 

The results from our field study cannot be generalized to include all women in India but we believe that some of our results can also be applied on other women living in India. The validity of the results from this report, about our target group’s life and their problems, can be questioned. One way to increase the reliability of results from an empirical study, like ours, is to verify the result with official statistics. In India we tried to find useful statistics about our target group but as these women work in the informal sector (for further information about the informal sector see chapter 8.4.) and live in the uncontrolled slum areas it was very difficult to find any about this group. To some extent verify our empirical results we have made a literature study, chapter 6 to 8, which include some statistics. 

We have been working with a grassroots organization for women and believe that the results we reached from our field study are the reality that our target group live in. A reason for the validity of our results is that we ourselves have seen how these poor women live and work in the slums. WWF have been working for a long time with poor women and today WWF have a membership of about 250 000 poor women. WWF is a recognized women’s organization both in India and outside. For example the Prime minister of India, both the former, Rajiv Gandhi and the present Narasimha Rao, have written letters of recognition about the WWF and, the president, Mrs. Jaya Arunachalam have participated in governmental work about poor women. 

The UN invited WWF to the Fourth World Conference on Women in Beijing, as observers of the Conference. The WWF is also mentioned in a lot of reports and books as a successful women’s organization helping poor women; Sida have written about the success of the WWF’s work in their Gender report, in the Swedish book "Huvudbördan" WWF is mentioned as a successful grassroots organization working in the developing countries. 

LITERATURE STUDY

6. ECONOMY OF THE DEVELOPING COUNTRIES 

The following chapter about the economy of the developing countries concentrates on important issues from the 1970’s and onward which have had an impact on the economy of the developing countries. The debt crisis from the 1970’s and the following structural adjustment programme imposed by international agencies are two issues, which explains why the LDC’s are in the economic situation they are in today. A third issue in this chapter is the Indian economy and the actions taken by the Indian Government because of the debt crisis and also the economic situation India was facing back in the early 1980’s. The actions taken were known under the name the New Economic Policy. We conclude the chapter by showing, which impact these issues have had on women in India. 

6.1. The Debt Crisis 

Early in 1970’s the OPEC countries (Organization of Petroleum Exporting Countries) for different reasons raised the prices of oil. As oil is a very important source of energy for most countries they could still export their oil to e.g. the USA, Japan and Western Europe at an advantage. Because of this the OPEC countries received an increased inflow of export incomes. Some of the money was put into international banks. The money was called "Petro-dollars". The international banks also received money from the USA, which had a large trade deficit. To cover the deficit USA financed it with making more dollars. International banks received so many dollars that the competition between them made the market react in such a way that the value on money fell and the interest rate became lower. There was a lot of money available in the banks at a low interest rate for anyone to borrow. But who should borrow? 

The most credit worthy countries, the industrialized west, were for different reasons not very interested in borrowing money. Instead the banks turned to the LDC’s because during the 1970’s a positive economic evolution increased the status of these countries. Compared with the economic development in the industrial countries the LDC’s had a much better growth rate per capita. During the period between 1965 and 1980, the annual growth rate of the Gross National Product (GNP) in the industrial countries was 3.7 per cent (2.8 per cent per capita) and in the LDC’s it was 5.9 per cent (3.4 per cent per capita). Everybody thought it would not be a problem for the LDC’s to pay back the loans borrowed from the international banks. 

At the beginning of the eighties the problems emerged for the LDC’s, with repayments of their loans. One thing that happened was that the world trade was going down and this affected the LDC’s negative. Many of these countries were highly dependent on export of one commodity and they were vulnerable to price fluctuations, so if the price of this commodity went down it affected these countries economy very much. The interest rates got higher and the US dollar got more expensive. This also resulted in a stagnating amount of aid from the rich world to the poor. The money that the LDC’s had borrowed was not always used in the country’s best interest. A lot of money vanished out of the country or was not invested in a profitable way. All this meant that the LDC’s had problems in repaying their loans and the result was the debt crisis of the eighties. Mexico was the first country to cancel its repayment to the international banks. Other countries like Brazil and Peru followed this example and the debt crises had started. 

6.2. The Structural Adjustment Programme 

The economic situation in the world and the debt crisis of the LDC’s forced many of these countries, to accept the strategy of liberalization and the Structural Adjustment Programme (SAP), that the International Monetary Fund (IMF) and the World Bank were imposing. SAP demands a market economy instead of for example a planned economy. LDC’s hoping for economic aid from the rich world has to accept the terms that SAP sets up to get help. The idea of the Structural Adjustment Programme is that the market will act as an engine of growth in the countries´ process of economic development. The terms of the IMF and the World Bank were: 

1. Devaluation of the official exchange rate and liberalization of the exchange market. 

2. Skipped price control, or liberalization of the price formation. 

3. Free trade. 

4. Liberalization of direct investment. 

5. Restrictive economic policy. 

6. Cut in public expenditure and privatization of the public sector. 

SAP is a process aiming at a fundamental restructuring of the economy. Some of the measures to be taken are to increase the outward orientation of the economy, reduce the role of the public sector and liberalize various sectors to make them more responsive to the markets. When SAP had been implemented for a few years, the poorest groups of the society were even poorer than before the introduction of SAP. It was this poor and weak group that were marginalized from the society because they were not strong enough to fight the new harsh climate of market economy. The gap between the rich and the poor has therefore increased as a result of SAP. 

6.3. The Economy in India 

In the early 1980’s the economy in India started to stagnate and a support for taking away the wide range of controls and regulations, was being heard in Indian society. At the beginning of the development process, early in 1950, these regulations had acted as a motor for economic growth but now they acted as a drag on further growth. A strong lobby was created, arguing for liberalization of the economy, both inside the country and in terms of greater openness to foreign investments, as a strategy to encourage rapid industrialization. Liberalization of the economy was to stimulate a new era of rapid industrial growth. This new economic growth would also trickle down to other sectors of economy. The lobbyists also argued for the huge domestic market, the top ten per cent of the population (counting around 75 million individuals), and the demand for goods they had never been able to buy. The new strategy would also enable the Indian economy to export more and to get more integrated with the rest of the world economy. India’s economy was at last to get access to the global network of economic resources. The opening up of the Indian economy was soon known under the name of "The New Economic Policy" (NEP). 

6.4. The New Economic Policy of India 

The New Economic Policy was introduced in the summer of 1991 in India. NEP consists of both stabilization measures and structural adjustment programmes, under an overall umbrella of liberalization and greater reliance on market mechanism. The Government of India started its new reform with a devaluation of the Rupee, with 22 per cent in 1991 along with abolishing export subsidies and introducing an import entitlement scheme for exporters. The aim of devaluation was to promote merchandise exports. Devaluation has been coupled with a series of trade reform measures aimed at removing quotas, scaling down of tariff rates. These deregulatory measures and efforts at dismantling of tariff and the steps which have been taken to attract foreign- and direct-investment are attempts to make India a part of the world economy. 

Other measures taken were cuts in the Government expenditure. In the 1991-1992 budget, 12.3 per cent cuts in food subsidies were carried out. The distribution of grains in 1991-1992 was just 19.1 million tonnes, as compared to an estimated 45.6 million tonnes. This is a fall of nearly 59 per cent. This reduction has been justified on the ground that the public distribution system must target only the poorer groups. But with an estimated population of 200 million people living in severe poverty, it is not an easy task to reach these targeted groups. The NEP is an adaptation of the recommendations of the IMF and the World Bank. India has opened up its market for foreign competition. Multinational companies such as IBM, AT&T, PepsiCo, General Motors and Coca Cola want to invest in India. With a population of 850-900 million people, India has one of the world’s greatest potential markets. 

6.5. The Economy and its Impact on Women in India 

As early as 1974, the Report of the Committee on the Status of Women in India highlighted that the economic policies of growth tended to marginalize Indian women. In India a majority of the women who earn money are working in the informal sector and have not made any major gains in terms of employment. (For further information about the informal sector, see chapter 8.4.) Statistics show a decrease in employment opportunities for women workers in the public sector arising out of privatization. This increase in unemployment has not been accompanied by a parallel increase in employment opportunities in the private sector. There has been a growth in the informal sector and also loss of employment for women due to technological changes and men substitution of women’s labour and deskilling of women’s work. Girl child labour has increased and there has been an increase in domestic workload of women. The price on food has gone up significantly while women’s wages have declined in real terms. 

The prices rise on food is due to the high domestic inflation rates that came about as the economic reforms progressed. Studies have shown that because of NEP women have less access to basic necessities such as food, shelter, clothes and water. The anticipated reduction in social services may mean that women will have to allocate more time to activities that were previously at least partially provided by the State. In the budget of 1991-92 there was a cut in allocation for mass literacy and non-formal and primary education. For girls/women this will reduce the access for them to become educated. The Government have further made a proposal to privatize the education at higher levels and this will also make it more difficult for the woman to get higher education as the families prefer to invest in education of their sons rather than their daughters. 

The new economic policies are likely to reduce women’s mobility in two ways. The first being the hike in transport costs arising out of cut back in subsidies. The second impact arises out of the likelihood of women being increasingly pushed into home-based productions due to loss of employment outside the home. Such restrictions would have a direct bearing on women’s access to resources and information. 

7. OVERVIEW ON THE STATUS OF WOMEN IN INDIA 

There are many factors affecting a woman’s status in society and what opportunities she has to control and influence her life-situation. The factors we have chosen to consider in this chapter are: laws, religion, traditions, caste and education. Religion, traditions and laws form the basis of a woman’s place in society. Female education shows the inequality between men and women concerning what opportunities they have in life. Women living in Tamil Nadu enjoy higher status than those in other Indian states. For women in Tamil Nadu the age of marriage is relatively high and the women are allowed to remain in close contact with their natal family. Tamil women also have some economic independence, including fewer restrictions on their education and occupational choice. These women exercise relatively more freedom of movement and greater participation in decisions affecting the household than other Indian women. 

7.1. Laws 

The basic document of a country’s legislation is its Constitution. India became independent from the British Empire in 1947 and in 1950 the Constitution was passed in the Parliament. The Constitution states that it is not allowed to discriminate against any citizen because of caste or sex and that all citizens of India have equal rights to vote. 

"The State shall not deny any person equality before the law or the equal protection of the laws within the territory of India (Art. 14)." 

"The state shall, in particular, direct its policy towards securing equal pay for equal work for both men and women (Art. 39)." 

In India many laws have been introduced to secure equality for women. In 1948, the Minimum Wages Act was introduced to, among other things, secure women's rights at the workplace. The Maternity Benefit Act from 1961 prohibits the employer from discriminating against women who are pregnant or that have recently delivered. It is compulsory on the part of the employer to compensate a pregnant woman, for loss of income during her pregnancy. The Equal Remuneration Act from 1976, secures women workers equal pay for the same work as male workers and it also secures equal pay for work of similar nature. This Act prevents discrimination on the ground of sex against women when men and women are being recruited for employment. 

7.1.1. Implementing laws

In India it is the National Committee on the Status on Women that has the responsibility to supervise that women's rights are being secured in the country. As a preparation before the United Nations Decade on Women 1975-1985 this Committee did a report "Towards Equality" (1974) which revealed what the four decades of planned development had meant for women in the country: 

"Our investigation has revealed that the large masses of women in this country have remained unaffected by the rights guaranteed to them by the Constitution and the laws enacted after Independence." 

The problem for Indian women is not their legal rights. Indian women have protection by the laws, but the problem is that the laws are not followed in the society. The laws enacted since independence have only reached a very small part of the Indian women. Sida states in its report "India - Country Gender Analysis" that it is only the urban middle-class women who have been affected in a positive way by these laws. One judge of Madras High Court, Padmi Jesudurai, writes in the book "Quest for gender justice" that to reduce the gap between theory and practice the whole society have to make a change of attitudes. Only then may the laws be more effectively implemented and the condition of women more humane. The majority of Indian women are not fully aware of their rights and opportunities. The social system in which the woman has to fight a husband or parents to be able to use her rights complicates things and the literacy level among women is also a hindrance. Women are not encouraged to become interested in learning about their rights and the political awareness is often low. 

7.2. Religion and Traditions 

India is a mixture of religions, languages and tribes. In India there are 83 per cent Hindus, 11 per cent Muslims, 2.4 per cent Christians and 2 per cent Sikhs. India is officially a secularized country and the Constitution establishes freedom of religion. Religion should not interfere in any way with politics. But religion is present in the whole of the society. Religion and traditions have long formed the lives of Indian women. Religion and tradition are inseparable when it comes to how men treat women. Practices such as sati, bans on widow remarriage and prepuberty marriage were some traditional religion-based rules for women. These rules have been outlawed today and the women have a legal right to divorce and abortion and other rights equal to men. Hindu is the dominant religion in India and we have therefore chosen to concentrate on this religion’s view of women. The basic rules for women’s behaviour in Hinduism can be found in the Laws of Manu, which was written down more than 2000 years ago. The following passages express the duties of women and can be found in the Laws of Manu: 

"In childhood a female must be subject to her father, in youth to her husband, when her lord is dead, to her sons; a woman must never be independent." 

"Though destitute of virtue, or seeking pleasure (elsewhere), or devoid of good qualities, (yet) a husband must be constantly worshipped as a god by a faithful wife." 

A woman’s fulfillment and identity formation comes from marriage and motherhood. These are also her roles in life. The dominant norms for the Hindu woman concern her role as a wife. According to the Hindu law, Hindu women do not have the right to work outside the home or the same rights to property as her husband. The female’s place in society is not only expressed in religious laws but also by oral traditions. According to the tradition the ideal woman is always the one under the control of a man and a devoted wife and mother. 

There are other social practices based on Hindu orthodoxy, which continue to impede women’s secular status. Daughters are not wanted because they are an economic liability with regard to marriage and dowry. The presence of a son is absolutely necessary for performing religious rites such as those following the parents´ death. Also taking care of the parents in old age is considered the sons´ duty. A daughter is an expense, she will never contribute to the family income and after marriage she will take a considerable part of the family’s´ income as her dowry. Practices such as the denial of remarriage to widows, polygamy and dowry are still continuing. Some of the social practices have also gained strength in new forms, for example the right to determine the sex of a foetus and the use of the right to medical termination of pregnancy for aborting a female foetus is in a sense a return to female infanticide. In 1981 there were about 934 females per 1000 males but in 1991 this figure had declined to 927. 

Majority of the families in India are partrilineal, which implies that property, (land, house etc.) and resources are controlled by men, and are passed on from fathers to sons. Though women under personal laws/customary have a limited right to inheritance a whole array of social practices, emotions, pressures and sometimes plain violence prevent them from acquiring rights over them. As women have lesser rights to property they also have lesser access to credit. 

7.3. Caste 

The system of castes divides the Indian people into different groups of society. The four main castes (varnas); Brahmins (priests), Kshatriyas (warriors and farmers), Vaishyas (craftsmen and merchants) and Shudras (servants and workers). Among the varnas, there are several subcastes (jatis) which are connected to a certain occupation or a certain geographical area. There are several thousands of jatis in India today. A person is born into his or her varna or jatis and it is not possible to change varna or jatis during his or her lifetime. People outside the caste system are called scheduled castes and they have no varna or jati. Traditionally these people are called untouchables by high-caste Hindus. Mahatma Gandhi called the untouchables Harijans, which means God’s children and it was an attempt to give them a better status in society. According to the law, it is forbidden to discriminate somebody because of his or her caste. 

The Indian Government has positive discrimination for low-caste people by allocating a quota for universities, certain government jobs and also for the Parliament. Intercaste marriage is not very common in India, most people find their partner in their own caste. The system of caste affects a woman’s life no matter what caste she belongs to. A woman living in a high caste family has less chance to move freely than a woman in a low caste family. For the families in the lower castes the income from the woman is very important for survival. Therefore the low caste women have more freedom to move than the high caste women. 

7.4. Education 

In India, the total literacy-level has risen from 18.3 percent in 1951 to 52.2 percent in 1991. If you examine the statistics, you will find that the male literacy in 1991 was 64.1 per cent while female literacy was only at 39.3 per cent. This difference of around 25 per cent has persisted from 1961 and continues to increase despite a rise in female literacy from 8.9 per cent in 1951 to 39.3 in 1991. There is a difference in literacy among women in rural and urban areas. In 1991 30.6 percent of the rural women could call themselves literate compared to 64.1 per cent of the females living in urban areas. There are more boys then girls in school at all levels. At the primary level there is 0.63 girl enrolled for each boy. At the middle level there is 0.51 girl enrolled for every boy. At the secondary level, 0.42 girl is enrolled for each boy. When it comes to higher education the figures are lower than this. Dropouts from school occur when the children have to stay at home to take care of younger siblings or find work to help their parents with the income. Dropouts from school are a more common phenomenon for girls than for boys. In 1965 the dropout of girls was 74 per cent and in 1980 it was 40 per cent. 

Today, education for women is considered an important tool for accomplishing equality between the sexes. Policy-makers in India have come to accept that an aim of education is to empower women. Empowerment of women is an ongoing process of individual and collective struggle to challenge the unequal power relations between men and women. There is an intimate connection between education and development. The concept of education is the process that enables women to come together to seek knowledge and information which can empower them to control and direct their own lives. As women become more aware of the complex web of factors which have deprived and marginalized them, they begin to identify the ability to read and write as a skill which can contribute to process of empowerment. The ability to read and write also affects women’s opportunities for employment. Studies based on the Census of 1971 in India, found that unemployment was much higher for women than for men on all levels of educational qualifications. 

8. URBANISATION IN THE DEVELOPING COUNTRIES 

There has been an explosive growth of already overcrowded large cities in LDC’s. Between 1950 and 1970, 42 per cent of the total urban population growth in the LDC’s was in cities of over 1 000 000 inhabitants. Urban population grows in two main ways - first by net migration, that is, people from non-urban areas moves to town for permanent residence, and second by natural increase, that is, the excess of births over deaths of the residents of the cities. 

8.1. Reasons for Urbanization 

In Asia a majority of the people are involved in agriculture and naturally therefore more people live in the countryside. But as agriculture gets more modernized and because lack of land a lot of people have to move elsewhere to make their living. From our studies about Developing Countries, we have learnt about push- and pull-factors. These factors explain why people move from rural to urban areas. Push-factors are when people move from rural areas because: 

1. The birth rates are too high in the countryside; there is not enough land for the families to provide for their needs. 

2. Modernization and better technical equipment of the agriculture demand less people working in the fields. 

3. As income increases there has been a change in the consumption of agricultural products and a shift towards other goods. 

4. Lower prices of agricultural products make the farmers income decrease. 

Pull-factors are those factors which make people move to urban areas: 

1. More opportunities to make a living and earn money. 

2. To get access to better education. 

3. The myth about the town as a place to seek your fortune. 

4. To get access to medical treatment and other kinds of service. 

We asked the women in the slum areas whether they had always lived in Madras and if not why they had moved to the city. This is what four women told us: 

"I came from my village to Madras because of marriage. After marriage, we moved to Madras. My husband knew a little about vegetable selling and therefore we started a small business selling vegetables." 

"I moved to Madras to get work, there are better work-opportunities in Madras. In the village, there are not so many opportunities to earn money if you are landless. If you have a business of your own there are not enough customers to support your business." 

"Here, in the big city, the facilities such as water, electricity, factories, shops are much better than those in the village." 

"Madras has hospitals. I came to the city because here I have better access to medical treatment." 

8.2. Slum Areas - A Problem of Rapid Urbanization 
In the western countries, most housing is produced either by the state or by special building firms. In the LDC’s the demand for housing is great and the supply so low that many people have very little option but to build their own accommodation. The most single distinctive feature of LDC’s cities is the existence of self-build shelter. The physical growth in these cities has taken the form of uncontrolled slum areas. The word "slum" is a familiar one but it is difficult to define with any precision. Though, slums can be characterized by overcrowding, both within dwellings and within rooms and the sharing of facilities. Physical problems exist because people are squattered together in slum areas concerning for example: inadequate housing, sanitation- and health-problems arise because of lack of amenities such as piped or drinkable water and sewage disposal. Social problems also exist with for example: unemployment, ill health, high crime rate, wife-abuse and other family problems. Illiteracy and prostitution are other consequences for the people living in these areas. In many LDC’s facing problems from rapid urbanization there are no resources for solving the problems. Even though problems arise after rapid urbanization, many of the people moving into the big cities gets a better life than they had in the rural areas. The urban areas, and especially the major cities, invariably offer more and better facilities than their rural hinterlands. 

One type of slum is the squatter settlement, where houses are built by the people who live in them. These can vary in standard, from the purpose of lasting for a short time to those houses which are to last for longer and are being improved as time goes by. Squatter settlements provide six functions of major importance. They act as reception centres for migrants. They provide housing within the means of the very poor. They provide a variety of small-scale employment. Their social and communal structure provides a cushion for residents during times of unemployment and other periods of difficulty. They encourage self-helping in improving the standards of the houses. Finally they provide a location within range of possible workplaces within the city. 

8.2.1. Slums of Madras

Madras is a big city with an estimated population of 5.3 million and it is growing fast because of an uncontrolled migration. In the state of Tamil Nadu, of which Madras is the capital, about one third of the population lives in urban areas. Tamil Nadu is the second most urbanized state of India. In Madras there are about one third of the city’s population living in congested slums. Most slum areas are not planned. Unplanned areas, like linear slum and scattered hut development have emerged as people just settle down there. The slums of Madras are spread over the whole city; the most congested slum areas are in the city center or near river/canals and the Bay of Bengal. The slums we visited in Madras were often located near a high standard housing area. Often some women and men from the near by slum worked in this area as servants in a house or they sell some goods or service to the residents in that area. 

8.3. Unemployment 

A lot of people who move to big cities come from rural areas and have been working in the agricultural sector. They often have to switch to another occupation, if they find work at all. Finding work is not an easy task as many of them can hardly read and do not have any special skills. The Census from 1985 in India shows an unemployment rate of 7.3 per cent among women and of 3.3 per cent among men. The total unemployment is not included in this figure, as the statistics does not show people working in the informal sector or women working in their home. Women who become unemployed have other options than to go and seek other employment. Some women go back to take care of their family, or work part time or work in the informal sector. Women are not, to the same extent as men, reporting themselves as unemployed to the authorities. The "dark figures" of female unemployment are therefore quite high The World Bank calls this a "Statistical purdah" and says it is a result of making women’s work invisible through the methods of measuring. The work women do are often not shown in economic official reports, the work they perform in their home or in the informal sector is not taken into account in a country’s GNP. 

8.4. The Informal Sector 

In India the sector of organized work has stagnated and the labour market is more dependent now on the informal sector to get its needs fulfilled. Over 90 per cent of the Indian women workers are engaged in the informal unorganized sector. Of these women only 20.6 per cent are working in urban areas, most of the women in the informal sector are still engaged in the agricultural sector. Statistics show that poor women work 16 to 19 hours per day depending on the seasonal variation in employment, while men work 10 to 14 hours. 

The opportunities for employment for poor people living in the slum areas are not so many and the state cannot provide for all the people who do not have a job or a house. Poor people have only themselves to rely on for managing their lives. Because lack of employment and no social security for people in the slums a so-called informal sector has evolved where a lot of people make their living. The informal sector is predominantly small scale, financed by small amount of local capital, indigenously owned and often based on the family and kinship network. Technology is limited and the enterprise is likely to be labour-intensive. Earnings in this sector are on or below the minimum for subsistence and most people engaged in this sector live highly marginal lives. 

Women working in the informal sector do not have any protection at all in the laws that regulate the labour market. The conditions of work are often very poor in the informal sector. The women in the informal sector usually set up a business of their own to earn money and become self-employed. To be able to start a small business these women are in great need of credit. The government has implemented loans to poor people at low interest rates but these loans have mainly been accessible for men. Women have not even been considered as a potential loan taker, as poor women are not considered credit worthy. They were not thought of as a group that needs money to start businesses. The banks in India were nationalized in 1969 with a mandate to extend credit to the poor. Yet little, if any, credit had reached poor urban women. 
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 A woman selling homemade candy in front of her house.
EMPIRICAL STUDY

9. THE WORKING WOMEN’S FORUM IN INDIA 
The Working Women’s Forum (WWF) is a Non Governmental Organization organizing poor urban and rural women in some states of southern India, Tamil Nadu, Karnataka, Andhra Pradesh and Orissa. The WWF is a mass movement to help women fight oppressive situations both in their homes and outside through a process of empowerment. The WWF has a membership of about 250 000 women. 

The WWF was founded in 1978 by Mrs. Jaya Arunachalam when she was politically active and involved with social work in the slums of Madras. While working with flood relief in the slums, Mrs. Arunachalam came in contact with women living there. Most women she talked to had businesses of their own to provide for their family’s needs. When talking to them, she realized that the biggest problem these women faced in their everyday life was the lack of capital. Lack of capital was the number one obstacle to be able to earn money. To finance their businesses they had to borrow money from moneylenders. A moneylender is a person, usually a man, who lends money at a very high interest rate to poor people. This person often lives in the nearby area. These women are always in debt to the moneylender as they are not able to repay the high interest rate and the loan. Some women have to borrow from another moneylender to repay their first loan. It is a vicious circle of indebtedness and the women are exploited by moneylenders. The moneylender earns a lot of money on these women. 

The purpose of organizing poor women in the Working Women’s Forum was to free these women from a vicious circle of indebtness and exploitation. In the beginning the WWF used the nationalized banks to get credit for the women. In the start the WWF acted as a middleman between the banks and the women. Women who had tried to get loans from banks had had bad experiences. The application forms that have to be filled out have been one obstacle for the women as some cannot read and write very well and they do not know how to fill in these forms. Some women also experienced hostile clerks that treated them as if they were worthless and did not help them at all. The WWF helped them to fill in application forms and to speak to the bank clerks. After struggles with nationalized banks the WWF formed its own bank, the Working Women’s Cooperative Credit Society Limited. It is a co-operative bank which is financed by the members´ own money. The bank is engaged in both mobilizing savings from the members and providing credit to them. 

The procedure when the members borrow money from the WWF’s bank is much less complicated than when borrowing from a National bank. First, the women form a group of about ten members and elect a group leader. Then they go to the Forum and fill in the forms that are needed. The staff at the Forum helps the members to fill in these forms. After this process each woman in the group can get her first loan of about 400 rupees (100 rupees was about 25 Swedish kronor according to an Exchange office in Madras, April 1995). This amount has to be repaid in 10 months. The group leader collects the money from the women in her group every month and goes to the office and repays on their loan. It is the group which together is responsible for the loans taken by the members. No one in a group gets another loan before all the group members have paid back their loans. The repayment rate of the loans in the WWF was 98,04 percent in 1995. 
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Women borrowing money at the WWF-Office.
Women that have been members for a long time in the WWF also have the opportunity to get bigger individual loans of between 5 000 to 15 000 rupees. This amount is depending on volume of business and interest in the organization’s activities and repayment of loan. 

WWF have other programmes then giving credit to their members. These programmes have come about because the member themselves initiated them. After some years with the Forum the members made complaints about their situation of life. Even though they now had a better economic situation they could not support their family in a satisfactory way. Their family sizes were too big; there were too many children to support. The members expressed demands for other help than just credit. The Forum started to recognize the wider social and political implications that the limited women’s economic opportunities exemplify. In 1980, the Forum started its Family- and Health-Programmes. Over the years other social service projects have been set up by the Forum and by several loan groups joining together in a slum area. Examples of other social service projects are: day care centers, night classes, skill training and knowledge about nutrition. The goals of WWF today are as follows: 

· To provide organizational support to women workers on trade lines. 

· To provide visibility to the valuable economic role played by poor women workers. 

· To evolve a grassroots delivery system through an innovative structure both for effective participation by the target group and also to reach a larger number of women quickly. 

· To address the critical needs of women such as credit, employment and other support services. 

· To implement an intensive health- and family welfare-programme to strengthen women’s productive role. 


Dr. Ponna Wignaraja, Co-ordinator in the United Nations University Project on South Asian Perspectives in Colombo, Sri Lanka, says in his book "Woman, Poverty and Resources" that: "The success of the WWF is due to its recognition that poor women’s problems cannot be tackled individually and require organization into groups." 
10. WOMEN IN THE SLUMS OF MADRAS 

WWF has been working in the slums of Madras for a long time. We interviewed some of their members to find out what factors affect these women’s everyday life and their work. We also wanted to see what the women could do to improve their life-situation. The following chapter discusses the results from the interviews we made. We have chosen to show the result in six different blocks and not to follow the questions mentioned in the chapter about Method. This has been done because some of the questions we asked are of similar nature and take the same issues into account. Instead the blocks will show the results from all the questions. These six blocks are: Women’s Opportunities to Earn Money, Women’s Working Day, Obstacles Preventing the Women from Increasing their Income, Reasons for Joining the WWF?, Objections from the Family about Membership in the WWF and Advantages of being a Member of the WWF. 

10.1. Opportunities to Earn Money 

Women’s opportunities to earn money are very much dependent on themselves. Because they are poor and illiterate, they have difficulties in getting paid work on a regular basis. Most of the women we interviewed had businesses of their own. It is usually a small-scale enterprise such as vegetable selling. They often sell their goods at the local market or in their neighbourhood. This list shows what the members of the WWF are working with in the slums of Madras. 

Occupation list for the members of the WWF, Madras: 

	1. Coconut Sales 20 (persons)
2. Fish and Dry Fish 850
3. Idly (rice-cake) 3402
4. Tailoring 916
5. Bunkshop 518
6. Sweet 60
7. Milk 427
8. Rice 151
9. Firewood 125
10. Flower 1326
11. Fruits 1404
12. Mat Weaving 60
13. Wire bag 750
14. Vegetable 1449
15. Tea Stall 160
16. Bangle 90
17. Shoes 180
18. Cut Pieces of cloth 3129
19. Eggs 120
20. Weaving 20
21. Soap Powder 60
22. Grinding 166
23. Leaf Making 216
24. Pickles 155
25. Appalam (bread) 110
26. Agrabatis 297
27. Tender Coconut 54
	28. Juice 205
29. Beedi (cigarettes) 125
30. Sarees 891
31. Provision Store 90
32. Mutton Sales 121
33. Cycle Shop 20
34. Beds 160
35. Ready-made clothes 40
36. Garlic 140
37. Oil Sales 30
38. Dobby 195
39. Calcium Kiln 18
40. Pot Making 15
41. Binding 60
42. Tamarind Sales 7
43. Slipper Making 115
44. Greens 250
45. Plastic 375
46. Cover 45
47. Curd 95
48. Turmeric 15
49. Woollen 5
50. Meals 105
51. Lottery tickets 40
52. Stationery 20
53. Ghee Sales 25 

Total 19 855 persons 


The women in the WWF have many things in common, for instance, they are all very hard-working women and important providers for their family’s income. 

10.2. Women’s Working Day 

"I get up at four o'clock in the morning and sweep the front of my house and then I do preparations for the business I have. At five thirty, I go to another house and work there for two hours. After that I go back home to get my children ready for school and then I take them there. At nine o’clock, I go to a second household and work there for two hours. Between eleven and two, I am at my own house taking care of washing and cleaning and preparing lunch. Sometimes, I am able to a take rest too. At two o'clock, I go back to the first house and work there until five when my children are coming back from school. In the evening, my children have their evening classes. My business is to sell cut pieces (blouses to wear with a saree), which I do on Saturdays and when my children are studying in the evening. It is my husband who goes to the wholesale market and buys the cut pieces I sell in the neighbourhood where I live. As I sell in the neighbourhood and as the two houses I work in are within walkable distance, I am never far from home or from my children. I work late in the evening with my business and then I also have to prepare dinner for my husband and then for the rest of the family. I go to bed at eleven or twelve o’clock at night." 

A woman, 27 years old 

This story was told to us during an individual interview with one of the members of the WWF. It is not unusual, we heard several stories like this one. These women work long hours from early morning to late evening. Most of the interviewed women worked seven days a week with their businesses. The husbands of these ladies worked on an average no more than 3-5 days a week. Of course this varies. A few women said that their husbands worked all days of the week while others said it was no more than 1-2 days. On the days the husbands do not work they sit at home doing nothing or they go to the cinema, or drink, or just hang around with their friends. 

The women we interviewed worked closer to home than their husbands or they have their businesses in their homes. There were some women who travelled to their work or while doing their business, but they were not so many. A group of women we talked to said that this was due to the fact that Indian men think it is embarrassing to work closer to home than their wives. One woman said that she worked closer to home because she wanted to take care of her house. She also worked closer to home because it is her duty to look after the children, feed them and her husband, do the cooking and cleaning and all the other housework. None of the interviewed women had a husband who was actively involved in the household work. These women do not expect their husbands to do any of the work in the household. 

10.3. Obstacles Preventing Women from Increasing their Income 

The women we have interviewed and all the other women in low-income households in India have numerous obstacles preventing them in their work and in their every day life. The double burden of being poor and being woman makes it even more difficult for these women to improve their life-conditions. As a woman you get the worst place at the market place and the men do not take your business very seriously. Being a poor women and from a low caste family makes other people in society look down on you. Here are the obstacles the interviewed women told us about. 

10.3.1. Credit

Poor women living in slum areas are often illiterate or have just gone a few years to school. That and the fact that they are women and poor makes it nearly impossible for them to get a loan from the banks. Poor women are not considered creditworthy. For many women the only source to get access to credit is through a money lender. Women borrow money at an enormously high interest rate and are never able to pay back the loan or the interest rate. This leaves them in a situation where they are always in the hands of the money lender. All they earn has to be paid to the money lender and they may have to borrow from other money lenders to pay back the first money lender. It is a vicious circle and the women are always in debt The women can barely feed and clothe their family. 

"Before I became a member of the Forum I had to borrow money from a money lender to put in to my business. I had no other source to turn to, my relatives were just as poor as I am and the bank would not borrow money to me because I am a woman and living in the slums. To be able to repay my loan to the money lender I had to borrow again from somebody else to pay him back." 

A woman, 27 years old 

10.3.2 Price rises

"The income I get is not sufficient because of price rises. It is not possible to both provide for my family’s needs and to reinvest in my business from the profit I get." 

A woman, 35 years old 

Because of NEP and SAP prices have gone up the last 4-5 years which have made it difficult for poor women to earn money. Certain businesses and work opportunities have been more affected than others. The price on rice has gone up very much. Women who have snack shops have been affected by price rises because they use a lot of rice in their businesses. Snack shop owners lose a lot of money because they cannot rise the prices of their snacks as no one will buy from them then. 

"The customer will think that we fool them if we rise our prices as much as the rice price have gone up. We have to make a living so we continue to sell our snacks at a low price. This gives us a very low profit, but what can we do?" 

Said during a group interview 

Even though a woman puts the same amount of money, into her business today, the profit she makes is often less than before the introduction of NEP. Women have problems to get back their investments. The customers refuse to pay more for the goods the women sell. When prices go up, the amount of customers will also decrease. Women selling vegetables, fruits, flowers and greens have been affected because of the higher prices of fuel. This has made the transport of goods more expensive and the women have to pay more for their goods which have been transported by car/lorry. For the women selling sarees and cut-pieces the prices on cloth have also gone up. This means that she nowadays buys less cloth for the same amount money than she did 5 years ago. 

"Four years ago I could get 6-7 sarees for 1000 rupees, today I have to pay 3000 rupees for the same number. I buy less cloths today, which means that the profit is less as well." 

A woman, 35 years old 

A woman selling sarees and cut-pieces is not as badly affected by the price rises as for example the snack- shopowner. That could be because the saree-seller can rise the prices of the sarees and still get customers to buy them. The women selling snacks or vegetables have to sell their goods the same day otherwise their goods will get rotten. Saree and cut-pieces are goods which you can keep for a long time and wait for people to buy them. One woman selling snacks says this: 

"In the end of the day I have to sell all the goods that are left over at a low price because I cannot save it for the next day, it will get rotten during the night. My only chance to get a profit at all is to sell everything in one day. Sometimes I have the shop open until eleven o‘clock at night." 

Price rises seemed to be one of the most serious obstacles for these women to overcome when it comes to increase profit from their businesses. 

10.3.3. Lack of education

Lack of education is another problem for these women. It is not only a problem in their business but also in many other ways. We asked the members of the Working Women’s Forum in what way lack of education is a problem for women in their situation. 

"Because of lack of education we are here in the slum." 

Said during a group interview 

One illiterate businesswoman told us: 

"I can’t get a better job because of a lack of education and I have difficulties in running my business. The customers sometimes cheat me because I cannot read or write. Since I can't write down when I give people credit, I have to remember what people owe me and I don't have anything in writing to prove what people should pay back." 

For some women, lack of education is not considered as a big problem, as they have work experience to compensate it with, instead. One woman said: 

"In my business, I don’t need any education. The knowledge I have is sufficient for doing the work I do." 
Some problems also occur in the women’s everyday life. Such a simple thing as travelling by bus can be very difficult for women who are not able to read the numbers on the bus. They cannot travel far from home. Illiterate women can not read letters sent to them and have to ask their neighbours or their children to read their mail for them. Lack of education also excludes women from general information they could get from the newspaper and they are not able to execute their legal rights as they are not aware of them. 

10.3.4. Floods

During the monsoon periods some areas in Madras get flooded and problems arise. The physical environment is not satisfactory for the women and their families living in the slums. Their houses are poorly built and there are no proper roads. There is often no sewage, drainage or water pipes. The huts are not strong enough in their structure to resist floods. Water from the drains is coming into their houses and their homes are drowned in filthy water. The women have to move their children to safer places and then the women have to go back to the houses and guard their belongings. Another problem is that the children can not go to school because of the flooded roads. The lowland parts of central Madras is an area which gets flooded during the monsoon rain. The women are affected both in their business and in their everyday life. During the monsoon the businesswomen’s goods get damaged or destroyed and there are much less customers to sell to as there are no proper roads to walk on. When it is raining heavily the electricity often goes out and the women can not do their business in the evenings. During this period the women have a loss of income, which can be a very serious problem for the already poor women. It rains for about two months in Madras and it takes about 2-3 months to recover and get back into business again with the same profit as before. Altogether it takes about 4- 5 months for the women before they can run their business as usual again and their profit is back to normal. 

"I don’t have a proper roof over my shop so I cannot go there and sell when it is rainy season. During the rains my son provides for the household because I do not have any money." 

A woman, 42 years old 

To prevent these floods from affecting their lives too much some women try to save up money. Other borrow money from money lenders or other sources if things get too bad as the WWF can not provide them all with money or other help. WWF have a special crisis fund which can help the women temporarily but their resources are limited. What the WWF otherwise can do is to let the women postpone a repayment on their loans a couple of times until they are back on the right track again. 

"The planning authorities come and investigate what needs to be dealt with in the slums during and after floods. They ask questions and write down our answers, then they leave and nothing happens. Everything stays the same as before they visited. The only thing we have are each other and during floods we try to help each other." 

Area organiser in a slum area of Madras 

10.3.5. Size of the family

The women we talked to have realised that because their families are too large they are not able to provide their children with for example: nutritious food, clothes and education. When a family’s economy is bad the children may have to work and earn money, therefore some children may be taken out of school. The members of the WWF do know the importance of education for their children and try to keep their children in school as long as possible. Many women told us about the problems with large families and that they are advising their daughters to have small families and tell them about the advantages of having a small family. They also pointed out how important it is with family planning. "A small family is a happy family". During an individual interview a woman told us the following story about the problems with a large family: 

"I am the mother of eight children and I have tried to give them a good start in life. Today some of my children live away from home, but the wives of my sons still live with me and I have to provide for them as my sons do not always do that. All together I provide for eleven people. This is not an easy task as I only have the income from my snack shop. One daughter came back to us with her new-born child as her husband had left for France, to find work there. He told her he would send for her and their child later, one year has passed and still they are living under my roof and they are my responsibility. My husband is also dependent upon me for providing for him as he is very old and can’t work anymore. It is a good thing though, that he is old, because now he can’t beat me anymore. Today he just sits around and do nothing. Before he married me he was married to another woman. But he left her after three years of marriage, when she was twelve as she hadn’t given him any children yet. I have given him eight children but still he has always treated me bad. My mother told me to leave him, but I haven’t, I’m a Muslim and not supposed to do that. My mother also lives with us and I have to provide for her as well. You ask me how do I manage all this? I tell you, I have to manage, what else should I do? I can say this much: It was the troubles of my life that gave me strength to survive." 
10.3.6. Corruption 

Corruption is an element occurring in every part of the Indian society. For example, one has to pay to get into University or to get a job. For poor women the system of paying bribes is a problem. A lot of women have to bribe the police, or some other local person with power, to get a spot to sell their things at. In some cases even women who are selling goods from their houses have to pay bribes to the police. The women said that bribes are a problem in most kinds of businesses. 

One area had problems with rowdies, men who threaten women to damage their commodities if they do not give them money or something from their goods. Bribes also have to be paid to the local government hospital to get medical treatment, both to doctors and other staff there. 

10.3.7. Special occasions

Examples on special occasions are funerals, marriage and dowry. These occasions are a big burden for the family’s economy because it is a lot of money they have to spend, money which they do not have. Poor families are not able to save up for these occasions. The women may have to borrow from others than WWF to manage for example the marriage of their daughters. Following the marriage of a daughter is the tradition of giving dowry which is important to give the daughters a good start with their new families. The gifts to the husband’s family and the other things she brings with her are like a security for the newly married daughter. Mothers believe that if their daughters have gold and valuable things with them, they will be more respected and well treated by their new families. 

10.3.8. Problems of alcoholism and wife-abuse

After being in the slums of Madras for some time we understood what a serious problem alcoholism is in these areas. Alcoholic husbands and wife abuse are common phenomena in these womens´ lives. The first group we asked about alcoholism told us: 

"Why do you ask so shyly ? That’s our reality, our husbands drink, that’s an everyday problem in our lives." 

The groups of women we asked about alcoholism and wife-abuse told us that this is a very big problem for a majority of families living in the slums. In a family where the husband drinks there is less money to buy food and other necessities for the family. This leaves the woman in a position where she has to provide for herself and for her children on her own. One woman told us about her life: 

"When we got married my husband looked after me. A few years later he took up the drinking habit. He was terrible to me and my children. He drove us out of the house. He sold my sarees and things from our household to get money for liquor. When he drank he also beat me badly. During this period we starved a lot but luckily we got help and protection from others in the neighbourhood." 

10.3.9. Caste

Many working women in the slums of Madras are low caste or Harijans. This gives them a low status among other people and they can be discriminated against because of this. Discrimination and low status could give the women backward spots to do their business at or make them and their families live in a special area for "their group of people". They may not be spoken to by high caste people and in their business high caste people will not buy their food because it is not considered pure or clean if it has been touched by a low caste person or a Harijan. One member of the Forum describes her own situation: 

"I never used to talk to anybody in my school days and others used to say that I was a Harijan and low caste. I even used to tell my father and cry, saying: Some people differentiate and talk low of me. My father used to say: We have more love and affection, they only have money. After joining this Forum, we do not have caste differences that much." 

10.4. Reasons for Joining the WWF? 
Many of the women now members of the Forum, were approached by other members, groupleaders or area organisers to become a member in this women’s organisation. 

"A few years back I was very timid and I always stayed at home, I did not speak much to other women or go outside my home. The area organiser of the WWF in my slum area knew about the struggles in my life and told me to join the WWF." 

A woman, 34 years old 

The reasons why the women have come to join the Working Women’s Forum differed. We have made their reasons for joining the Forum into four groups to show which reasons were the most common. 

10.4.1. Credit

The main reason for many of the women to join the WWF was to get access to credit through the Forum’s bank. If they borrowed money from the Forum they knew they could get loan at a low interest rate. Through this the women hoped to get bigger profits from their businesses. Women who did not have a business of their own hoped to start up a small enterprise with the loan from the corporate bank. 

"I became a member of the Sangham (WWF) to get away from the money lender." 

A woman, 43 years old 

10.4.2. Changed life-situation

The women saw the WWF and the credit they could get access to as a way to get away from some of their sufferings and problems. They had hopes for a better life for the family and the children. They wanted to be able to provide for their families´ needs, such as food, education for their children, clothes and other necessities.One woman put it like this: 

"I joined the Sangham for the sake of my children, to be able to give them a better future. I don’t want my children to suffer the way I have suffered in my life, especially not my daughter. Through the Sangham, I learn many things that are good for my children like nutritious food, the importance of taking them to school, the small family norm and many, many other things." 

The women had a wish to change their way of living. This included things like getting more independence from their husbands or to come out from the house and see other places. Women who answered like this also wanted to earn their own money. One woman said as follows: 

"I joined the Forum because I wanted independence from my husband and from anyone." 

10.4.3. Security in a women’s group

The fact that the WWF is a women’s organisation was a reason for some women to join the organisation. They felt security because it was a women’s organisation where the members were poor working women from the slums just like themselves. Some women got curious because they saw other women in their community joining the Forum so they thought that it would not be dangerous to become a member. Some women had heard about the Forum before becoming members themselves and were very interested in knowing and learning more about women issue’s. One member told us: 

"I wanted to talk more to other women and people, I never did that before." 

10.4.4. Other reasons

A few women said they got persuaded by someone else, usually a neighbour that already was a member and who talked about all the good things with the WWF. For some women it could take years before they got the courage to join the Forum. One woman told us she did not have any expectations at all and that is as good an answer as any! 

"I expected to get some kind of benefit, but I didn’t know what" 

A woman, 55 years old 

10.5. Objections from the Family about Membership in WWF 

When we talked to the members of the WWF we were interested in the women’s families reaction when they joined the organisation. We asked if their families, their husbands or their mothers-in-law, had any objections about their involvement with the WWF? 

In the group of one-time borrowers 5 of 15 women said they had objections from their family. In the group of five-time borrowers all except one had heard objections from the rest of the family. Among the women of ten-time borrowers everybody had had objections raised by either their husbands or their mothers-in-law. Some of the husbands were also worried about their wives´ responsibilities in the organisation, like when a woman who is a group leader has to carry money to the Forum, that she will get robbed. The objections raised by for example the husbands could be something like this: 

"You should stay at home and take care of the children and the household; you don't have the time to get involved in an organisation." 

"You will not be able to repay the loan, you don’t even know how to read or write." 

"What would others in the neighbourhood think of me if I let you go. They will gossip and say bad things about me and that I’m not in control anymore." 

"The organisation will cheat you. You are not safe there." 

After some time the objections from the husbands and the rest of the family were not so strong anymore. The reasons for the change in their opinions differed. When the family saw the advantages of being a member of the WWF they stopped complaining. One woman said that the respect she now got from others in the community also made her husband respect her more. Another husband had told his wife how proud he was of her and of what she had accomplished. Sadly, some husbands take advantage of the new wealth the woman created and work less than before and think that this is a very good situation and therefore do not complain. Gradually, the husbands of some of the interviewed women started to treat their wives better. When the woman earns money by herself she can threaten the husband to leave him if he does not treat her and her children well. Other husbands still complained but the women had become empowered and did not care about their objections. A ten-time borrower said: 

"Today, I don't care about what my husband says, he can’t treat me like a dog anymore." 

A 42-year-old woman did not even tell her husband when she joined the Working Women’s Forum because she knew that he would not approve and let her go there. She really wanted to become a member, to get a loan from the organisation’s bank and a better life for her and her children. For five years she kept her membership secret from her husband. All the time when he asked questions about the money she now had compared to before, she lied to him, saying that she got it from friends or relatives. The woman lied to her husband because she thought he would not let her attend the WWF meetings and make her stop work there. 

10.6. Advantages of being a Member of the WWF 

The membership of the WWF gives the women a lot of advantages compared to the life they lived before they became members. One woman told us the following: 

"One advantage of being a member of the Sangham is that foreigners like you come from remote places to learn about our situation in the slums. Not even my own family is listening to me and the problems I have" 
Altogether there are six groups of advantages that the women told us about and they are: Improved life- situation, Improvements for the children, Security from the WWF bank, Security from the group, Empowerment and Dealing with the problems of alcoholism and wife-abuse. 

10.6.1. Improved life-situation

All the members of the Forum had a better life now when they were no longer in the hands of the money lender. 

"The profit comes to me, not to the money lender, and I can repay both my loan and the interest. There is no burden of debt today compared to the situation I had when I was in the hands of the money lender. I get respect from other women and from my community because I earn my own money. The fact that I am creditworthy has given me self-respect. WWF believe in me and my business and that encourages me, they trust me. I have a better quality of life now." 

A woman, 59 years old 

When we asked the women about improvements in their life-situation after joining the WWF we saw a difference between the groups which had been members for a long time and those who had been members only a short time. The first-time borrowers answered that they had not seen any improvements yet in their life-situation, but at least they can manage their loan better now than when they borrowed from money lenders. 

"Paying back our loan is possible now when we are borrowing from WWF. If we had still been borrowing money from money lenders we would be worse off than we are today." 

Said during a group interview 

All the women in the group of five-time borrowers could say that they had increased the profit from their businesses. The increase of profit is due to the fact that the women have been able to put more money into their businesses. From this profit the women can reinvest in their businesses and some women had been able to diversify their businesses. These members eat better food today than five years ago. Women who had only taken one loan ate only one proper meal per day. Compared to the women that had taken loans for many years, who could afford to eat more than one cooked meal per day. The group of ten-time borrowers ate two proper meals per day. They eat for example egg, fish, vegetables and potatoes. They also saw other improvements than concerning their business. One woman told us that today she owned her house, which is a big step for a woman in the slums. 

Those who had been members for ten years also enjoyed more improvements in their life than the short-time borrowers. Basically they had the same improvements as the group of five-time borrowers, like better profit and much better conditions of life. These women often owned their houses and some had electricity in their homes. Other proofs of a better life-situation for these women were those who now could afford to buy some consumer goods like mixer or grainer for the kitchen. We could see with our own eyes that these women had come up in life. They had often two nose-rings and grand sarees. 

10.6.2. Improvements for the children

"I want a better life for my children than I have had. I let my daughter go to school and I say to her that she is just as important as a boy. My daughter should learn a skill, and not be dependent on her husband to support her, she should earn her own money. Today I know that my daughter can take care of me in my old age, it doesn’t have to be my son." 

A woman, 47 years old 

Education for the women’s children has become more important now that they are members of the Forum. They have realised that it is very important with education to get an improved life-situation. The WWF provides many things for the members´ children. Children of women borrowing money from the organisation get vaccination and education. The Forum arranges for some children and young people to learn a skill. The members has been taught to overcome superstitious beliefs they had before about diseases, treatment of diseases and so on, which have improved the situation for their children. Today the members know more about how to treat their children’s diseases and what kind food is nutritious and healthy. The women want to have small families because then they can give their children a better upbringing. 

"I took my children out of school. Today I regret that after knowing how important it is for their future. Education is very important for our children. Both the girl and the boy have to go to school. But in those days I really didn’t have any choice. If my family was to survive. I had to let my children work and contribute with an income to the household." 

A woman, 45 years old 

10.6.3. Security - from the WWF-bank

It is possible for the women to have their own savings account or to have a life insurance through the WWF. The organisation also has special funds in case of crises like flood or fire. As a member she can also get other loans for special reasons like repairing her house. The WWF-bank have flexibility in their opening hours and the women have the opportunity to repay a loan later and that is considered a very good thing. 

If there is an emergency which makes it difficult for the women to pay back the loan on time, they can postpone one or two repayments. Women who save money in the bank regularly can get access to their savings whenever they want. They can save as much money as they like and can afford. Some women save as little as 5 rupees per month. 

"The savings I have in the Forum help me to repay the loan and to manage during the rainy season and it gives security for my family. If something happens to me my children will have the savings." 

A woman, 36 years old 

In the bank the member can save up money in a fund. It is a sort of life insurance, if the woman should die her children will get access to her money. 

10.6.4. Security - from the group

It is the group that together goes to the authorities to complain about for example the drinking water, roads or electricity. Sometimes groups may go together and do protest marches concerning important issues. In one area members from the WWF gathered a lot of women for a march to stop the violence in the community. Other advantages of the group are that the women have somebody to talk to about their problems and they have somebody to support them when they have a problem at home or in their community. A woman we interviewed in central Madras said this about her group: 

"In the group I share my problems with the other members and we can compare problems with each other. My burden lessens when we discuss our problems. To compare my problems with others makes me feel better. Now, because I know other women are in the same situation like me, facing the same problems, I care more about others in my neighbourhood. Earlier we only took care of ourselves. Now we make things happen together. If I have a problem with my husband and he beats me or treats me bad my group come and confront him and ask him why he hit me. After their visit to my house he behaves better towards me." 

10.6.5. Empowerment

"When I was fourteen years old I married this man, he was 40. From the beginning he harassed me and said bad things about me and all the things I did in our home. Until the fourth child he beat me a lot. My mother, who lives with us, told me to leave him. But I didn’t want to go away. I wanted to stand out the situation. After I learnt so many things from the Sangham I got the boldness to talk back to him and eventually he changed his behaviour." 

A woman, 47 years old 

An important advantage of being a member of the WWF is that these women get more aware about their situation. The mobilisation of women around social and political issues as well as credit has resulted in changes in their attitudes´ on matters ranging from caste to family planning. Today, the majority of members oppose dowry and favour inter-caste marriages and they are strongly convinced that women should play active economic roles. There is also a growing realisation that it is possible to have some control over their lives, including their fertility. Through their group and from other members of the Sangham they get knowledge about themselves and their situation. The WWF teaches these women about women’s issues. When new members come to the Forum they have to attend "tuition" classes (information meetings). During these classes a senior member talks about women’s role in society and other issues. With simple drawn pictures a senior member shows different situations from a poor woman’s every day life. From these drawings the members learn and discuss different issues such as women’s socio-political and socio-economic roles in society. The women are taught to overcome superstitious beliefs and they learn who really is in charge of the house-hold. From this kind of information a woman realises her oppressed role and she learns how to deal with her problems. All this and the work the woman does gives her a new sense of self-respect and makes her feel important. 

"I’m not subordinate to my husband, I earn money as well and provide for my familys´ needs, so I’m just as good as he is. Today I have more self-respect and I feel more important because I know that I’m equal to my husband." 

A woman, 35 years old 

The responsibilities of taking a loan and being able to repay it in time give her self-respect. Having the responsibilities of other women as a group leader makes her feel important. One woman told us: 

"Through the WWF I realised that I am economically useful for my family." 
10.6.6. Dealing with problems of alcoholism and wife-abuse

To solve the problems of alcoholism and wife-abuse the members of the WWF turns to their groups. In the group meetings the women discuss the problems of the drinking husband and wife-abuse. The members of a group sometimes confront the drinking husband when he is sober and talk to him and put pressure on him to cut down on his drinking. Some men do not like to be confronted by other women, he gets embarrassed when he know that all these women and the rest of the community knows about his drinking habits or that he is beating his wife. He may eventually change his behaviour. 

Group-discussion with first-time borrowers

It is not only through the group a woman deals with the problem with her husband. Today, credit has given the woman an income of her own which can provide for her and her children’s needs she can threaten to leave him if he doesn't change. The strength from her group and her new-born self-respect, gives her the courage to talk back to her husband and reform him. 

"The Working Women’s Forum have given me courage to talk back to my husband when he yells at me or treats me bad. After I learned to talk back he has cut down on his drinking and his behaviour has improved." 

A woman, 38 years old 

Through WWF the women get knowledge about how to treat their alcoholic husbands and where to go to get help. For example she can try to get the husband taken into places where they treat alcoholism. From a doctor she can get a permit which forces the husband to be signed into this place if he refuses. The longer the women have been members of the WWF the more their husbands have reformed themselves and cut down on the drinking and wife-abuse. The women said that the "reformation" of the husbands is a procedure that is still going on and will take a long time but even though the husbands still drink the situation is now more manageable for the women than before. One woman said to us: 

"If my husband has a drinking problem I know where to go to get him treated for his drinking habit and how to try and reform him. I have learnt that from the WWF and their training programme."
ANALYSIS

11. THE VICIOUS CIRCLE OF POVERTY - A GENDER-AWARE APPROACH 

The first objective with this report was to find out what factors affects a poor urban woman’s vicious circle of poverty. We know that the original vicious circle of poverty is not applicable on our target group, poor women working in the informal sector in urban areas. For example, the assumption that poor health leads to low productivity is not the whole truth. There are other things affecting low productivity than poor health and inadequate diet. The factors we believe are the causes of poverty are not as simple as the model implies. The factors behind the situation of poverty the individual is in, are on a higher level then what the model suggests. To find the causes of poverty one must study poverty in a much broader perspective. We have changed the model of the vicious circle of poverty because the situation of poverty is much more complex than the model state. When changing this model, we gave it a gender-aware approach. Instead of an anonymous poor person we placed a poor, working woman living in an urban slum, in the circle. 
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Figure 3: The Vicious Circle of Poverty - A gender-aware approach.

As a result of our field work and literature studies we present a changed circle of poverty with many different factors which affect the womans´ life. To make the circle more surveyable and to see how they are connected with each-other and interact with each-other we have structured the factors into three groups, Social Structure, Economic Factors and Environmental Factors. First we will explain how the factors affect poor women’s life (11.1. - 11.3.) and then we will show how these factors are connected with each other and how they interact with each other (11.4.). 

11.1. Social Structures 

Religion and traditions form the basis of the social structure in Indian society. The Caste system puts people in different strata of society where the high castes often enjoy a privileged life and the lower castes face a lot of restrictions in life because of their subordinate position in society. Laws are a third factor forming the social structures of India but religion and tradition put the laws in the background and make it hard for them to work. Education is a fourth factor affecting the social structures in such a way that it diminishes women’s access to education. 

Religion and tradition puts a woman subordinate to men in society, she should always obey her husband, father or son. Women have a low status in society. She is not often allowed to decide on matters concerning her own life. Her role in society is to be a daughter, mother and wife. In the poorer parts of the society she is supposed to do work outside her home as well as inside her home and contribute to the family’s income. The fact that women are considered to be less worth than men makes their opportunities in life much more limited than for men. This is also shown in society as a whole, more males than females are literate and at the market the women get the worst selling spot. 

The Caste system is also a barrier for poor women. For example, a poor woman from a low caste family often has a more insecure economic situation in life than a high caste woman, who is often in a better financial position. The poor woman’s economic situation forces her to work hard to contribute to her family’s income. The Caste system also limits a woman’s chances to marry someone outside her caste. Intercaste marriage does happen but the most common thing is marriage between men and women from the same caste. 

The laws in India constitute equal rights between men and women as citizens of the country. But because religion and traditions are so strong it is very hard for women to exercise their rights. Another problem is that the laws do not reach every part of society. The women working in the informal sector are in a very vulnerable position because of this. 

Lack of education also has an important effect on the woman’s life. In India there are more illiterate females than males. A girl is much more often taken out of school than a boy. This can lessen her chances to find work later in life and it diminishes her chances in life altogether. If she does not know how to read and write she can not fully exercise her right as a citizen of the democracy India is supposed to be. Participating in elections is difficult or at least knowing what she votes for and why. Because of lack of education she is also excluded from common knowledge about issues like nutritious food and information about health and how to treat diseases. Superstitious beliefs are hard to overcome if you do not have any education or knowledge. 

11.2. Economic Factors 

As a consequence of NEP in India, the gap between the poor and the rich has become wider. The already poor groups have been further marginalised. These groups in society are the most affected when Governmental public expenditure is cut down such as the social welfare sector. There are also some socially constructed factors which put restraints on the poor woman’s economy. Special occasions and corruption are incitements of Indian society and are something these women have to pay with their already scarce resources. 

The opportunities these women have to earn money are very much dependent on themselves. Many of the women in the slums are self-employed and earn their money either from selling goods they have bought or goods which they have made themselves. To start a business they need credit, and this is a major problem for them to get access to. As these women are poor and often illiterate they are not considered creditworthy. Most banks will not borrow money to these women, which the interviews we did also confirmed. A money lender is often the only source to get a loan from for poor women. A money lender lends money at a very high interest rate and the woman borrowing is nearly never able to repay the loan. Lack of credit, or actually the lack of credit at a reasonable interest rate, is the number one obstacle for these women when it comes to increasing the profit they make from their business. 

We have shown earlier in this report how the women have been affected by NEP. NEP have meant a rise of prices on for example rice and fuel. The price rise is a macroeconomic factor that the individual woman can do nothing about. It is an obstacle preventing her in her work and making it more difficult for her to manage her every day life. Some women seems to have a worse situation today than 5 years ago before the introduction of NEP. Even when she works 7 days a week with her business she often does not get enough money for her family’s needs. 

Corruption and paying bribes are a common thing for women working in the informal sector. Women who have a business often have to bribe the police or other persons to be able to get a place to sell their goods at. Bribes are also being paid to doctors and other medical staff at governmental hospitals that are supposed to be free of charge. A woman trying to deal with this problem alone will probably not have any success. 

Special occasions is a big burden for poor family’s economy. For example when a daughter gets married dowry has to be paid by her parents. The dowry is often an enormous expense for the poor familie’s and they do not have that kind money to spend. Somehow these families manage to raise this amount of mony but then they are often indebted for life. 

11.3. Environmental Factors 

The problems from urbanisation in India will probably increase in the future as the process of people moving from the countryside to the metropolitan areas is likely to continue. This will mean more people in the already overcrowded towns like Madras and even more problems in the slum areas. 

The physical environment in slum areas is not satisfactory for the people living there. Houses are scattered and the roads are very bad. Sanitation, water supply and sewage are other problems in these areas. Problems in the slum areas affect especially women, it increases their burden more than it increases the burden for men. It is the woman who takes care of the household, fetches water, cook the food, keep the house clean etc. The physical environment in the slum areas increases the risks of diseases and ill health. This can mean a lot of extra expenditure for medical costs and hospital bills. Families living in poorly built houses have severe problems during floods. During the monsoon period the women living in lowland slum areas cannot do their business as usual. Therefore their income is less during period of two to four months. Usually these families do not have any security to compensate them for loss of income. 

The social environment in the slum areas is not satisfactory for the people living there either. Crime, violence and prostitution among other things makes the social environment in the slums hard to live in. Another common problem is alcoholism. Many married women have trouble with drinking husbands. Many men abuse their wives both orally and physically. Wife abuse is usually related to the use of alcohol. Drinking husbands spends most of their money on liquor and does not contribute to the families income very much. Too large family’s also affects the social environment as big family lives in small houses in already overcrowded areas, sanitation- and healthproblems arise because of this. 

11.4. Conclusion 

Social structures, economic factors and environmental factors are connected to each other and they also interact with each other in the woman’s vicious circle of poverty. 

The social structures set the norms of behaviour in Indian society. India is a patriarchal society where the social structures give women a low status and thereby influence the accessibility of resources. Because of social structures the resources in India are very unevenly spread among its population. In India women have less access than men to resources such as money, land and education. In Indian society a woman is a daughter, wife and mother and not an economic productive person. The man is a product of the society he is living in and he is brought up to treat women like they are not equal to men. The environment our target group live in can affect their economic chances in life and helps to conserve the social structures in society. People living in the slums are marked as "slumpeople" and therefore they have difficulty in getting a loan from a bank or getting employment in the formal sector. Women living in the urban slums of Madras are there because they do not have any other option. They live in the slum areas depending on their low status in society and because of the economic situation they are in. 

Social structures in society are preserved because there is a mutual feeling of strangeness between the "slum people" and those "other" people living in "better" residential areas. People outside the slum areas are often a bit scared and worried about the people living in the slums. Those who are better off, may not have a wish to help the poor in society, because then their own fortune may be less. The New Economic Policy and cuts in governmental spending give the state less resources to deal with the problems in the slum areas. Lack of planning in the slum areas is a big obstacle for these women, both in their everyday life and in their business. If nothing is done about the slum areas soon, the cost to deal with the problems will be enormous for the Indian economy and the situation will be more difficult to handle. Poor economic resources diminishes the chances of changing the social structures in India. For example, the Government needs to put a lot of money into the educational system because, education that reaches every person could be a way to change society in favour of the poor and for women. 

12. THE WORKING WOMEN’S FORUM - A WAY TO BREAK THE VICIOUS CIRCLE OF POVERTY? 

In this chapter we will answer our second objective; if a membership in an organisation like the WWF could be a way of breaking out of the vicious circle of poverty for our target group, poor women working and living in the slums of Madras. In the analysis above about the "new" model of the vicious circle of poverty we gave it a gender-aware approach and showed the factors that affects our target group. We have also discussed how these factors complicate women’s lives in many different ways. We will analyse if the WWF is a way to break the vicious circle of poverty and what WWF can do to help these women to overcome the obstacles that the factors are. Each group of factors will be discussed to see what the WWF can do about them. 

12.1. Social Structures 

The social structures must be changed in India if women shall enjoy a better quality of life. It is important to overcome religious and traditional beliefs about women’s subordinate position in society. Laws have proved insufficient to change these structures. Instead it is the women themselves who have to fight this system from the inside, they must take action for their rights. Women in India have to show their husbands and others that they will not tolerate to be treated badly just because they are women. Empowerment of women is an ongoing process of individual and collective struggle to challenge the unequal power relations between men and women. As women become more aware of the complex web of factors which have deprived and marginalised them, they begin to identify the ability to read and write as a skill which can contribute to the process of empowerment. The concept of education is a process that enables women to come together to seek knowledge and information which can empower them to control and direct their own lives. 

From the WWF the members learn that women are equal to men and that all people have the same value. Through discussions the group members have learnt a lot about their situation, they come together to discuss the problems they face in their everyday life and in their business. When the members discuss with each other they get more aware about their situation and more aware that they are not alone living in a tough situation. The women get strength from the group to deal with their problems and the members try together to solve their problems. The Forum’s ideology is anticaste, women from, Harijan, low caste and high caste groups are made to sit together, eat together and dancing together. WWF encourages marriages between castes and between different religions, which the members also accept. 

As a member of the WWF the woman has become empowered and she gets more self-confidence as well as self-respect. She knows now that she is worth something on her own, she is not just a wife to a man or the mother of her children. A woman who earns more money than before get respect from her husbands and she gets a higher status in her community. Empowerment have given women courage to stand up and talk back to their husbands and also to change her situation of life. 

12.2. Economic Factors 

To get access to credit at a low interest rate is one way for poor women to overcome some of the obstacles they face in their business and their everyday life. The WWF has given women this chance through its Bank. The WWF provides other kinds of security than credit for their members. Women can save some money at the bank and they can easily get access to it in an emergency situation. Some members can also get access to higher loan-amounts. Women who have been members for a long period and are active in the WWF’s work can qualify for an individual loan. Members can save money in a special fund for their children and secure their lives a bit more. 

The members usually have a better economic situation today than before they became members of the organisation as they are not in the hands of the money lenders any more. This is very important now in the hard times of NEP in India and the higher prices on food, fuel and other necessities. With the introduction of NEP the poorer groups of society have a very difficult economic situation. We believe that the members of the WWF have a better chance than non-members to manage this situation because they have a more secure financial position compared to non-members. WWF also supports their members not to spend a lot of money on socially constructed incitement like paying dowry for a daughters marriage. Another economic factor, corruption, is an obstacle which is difficult for women and the WWF to do anything about, both men and women have to pay bribes, it is a common incitement for poor and powerless people in the whole of India. To alter this situation, the whole of society has to be changed. 

12.3. Environmental Factors 

As members of the WWF women have a more secure economic position, which helps them to improve the physical environment they live in. WWF provide their members with special housing loans so they can improve their house. The may also get other things installed such as electricity, toilet, improved cooking facilities and water facilities in their house. WWF help the women to organise protest marches about, for example, better roads in the slum areas. To have better roads could be a help to manage better during floods. The Forum can also help the members to make a formal complaint to the authorities about problems with sewage, roads, electricity etc. The WWF is also a union for women workers in the informal sector, which is very important as they do not have any protection from the laws in this sector. WWF can help their members to improve the social environment in the slum areas. WWF’s health- and nutrition-programmes give the members information about, nutritious food, health care, sanitation, family planning and vaccination for children. Problems in the familie’s (like alcoholism and wife-abuse) are dealt with, often sucessfully, through the women’s knowledge and empowerment. (See the discussion about social structures). 

12.4. Conclusion 

We consider the discussion about a circle of poverty as a usable tool when you want to find ways of how a poor woman can break out of poverty. With a circle it is easy to see what areas are the critical ones for poor women and where you should take action and put in the resources. By giving poverty a gender-aware approach we found ways to break the vicious circle of poverty for these women. If we had put a man in the circle the factors would most probably be different. The results from our study show that a membership in an organisation such as the WWF can be a way to break the vicious circle of poverty for poor women living and working in an urban slum. As a member of a NGO like the WWF poor women can overcome obstacles which hold them back in life. To overcome the obstacles we have presented, one has to take actions and put in the resources on several places in the vicious circle of poverty. It is not enough to take action on only one specific place in the circle because of its complex web of factors. For example if only credit is provided, the aim to move the women out of poverty would not be fullfilled. Credit by itself is not enough to break the vicious circle of poverty. Knowledge about family planning and empowerment of the individual woman has proved to be as important as credit. Organising women around socio-political issues and making them discuss their problems and support each other can change women’s quality of life in many ways. 

To put in resources and actions in all the three groups of factors we have presented is a start on the way towards women’s equality to men and to get families out of poverty. The services that WWF have provided for their members has proved to have effect, slowly but steadily. All the women we talked to had an improved life-situation, they ate better, they had a better standard of living, they were more aware and had got self- respect. WWF have helped them to get the courage to change their own life and not just "sit around" and suffer. The women organised in the WWF know that they themselves have a chance to change their lives, that knowledge on its own is very important. 

13. RECOMMENDATIONS 

· In the discussion about women’s issues on the World Agenda it has been agreed upon the importance of women’s opportunities to earn their own income and to improve the status of women in the world. Our study has shown that the women we interviewed and their families got a better situation of life when the women became empowered and got an income of their own. Her status i her community got higher when she earned her own money. If a woman gets a better situation of life, her family automatically also get benefited. Women are critical actors in the process of moving their families out of poverty. We think that if a woman gets an improved situation of life, at her personal level, it will benefit the process of the country’s development in the long run. At the Cairo Conference it was stated how important it is to give women the right to decide over their lives and that they get access to resources like education, capital, land and employment. There is an intimate connection between development of countries and women’s access to these resources. We hope that the Beijing Conference can be a platform for action aiming at the advancement of women in the world. Otherwise we think it will be difficult to change the situation of poverty in the LDC’s and also difficult to get equality between men and women. 

· The woman’s right to influence her own situation and get control over her sexuality is of great importance for population control. Family planning in India favours sons because of the social structures in the country. To have a son is more important than having a daughter. In India, it is the son’s responsibility to take care of his parents when they get old. It is also the son who perform religious rites following the death of his parents. A daughter is seen more as an expense than an asset. Family planning, as it is practised today with sterilisation of women and men, and free use of contraceptives have not had an successful impact on the population structure. Today, there is a shortage of women in India because of female infanticide and abortion of female foetus and as long as the girl-child is seen as inferior to the boy-child a shortage of females is likely to persist or increase. We think if family planning is to be successful, women must be given control over her sexuality and be given an economic situation where she herself can choose how many children she wants to have. When the standard of living is raised and a country can offer social and economic security for its inhabitants, the families themselves will make the decision, to have smaller families. 

· We believe that by giving poverty gender dimensions and revealing what are women’s needs and what are men’s needs, and considering men’s and women’s different roles in society, the planning of Aid- programmes and the implementation of Aid-programmes in the LDC’s will have better results. 

· After working with the Working Women’s Forum we are convinced how important it is to let NGO’s be actively involved in the discussion about women issues on the world agenda together with other Aid- givers to poor women. WWF has proved, to us, that a NGO can be very successful in their work, helping poor women to get better conditions of life. NGO’s working on the grassroot level have a lot of knowledge about the struggles poor women face. Therefore it is important to give NGO’s support and recognition for the work they perform and to use their local knowledge when working with moving a country and its inhabitants out of poverty.
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