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ABSTRACT

This article examines the implications of women's access to income-earning

opportunities for their position in intra-household relationships. For those

who believe that such relationships are egalitarian, this issue may not appear

relevant; for others, however, there is a divergence of views between those who

o�er an optimistic analysis of the e�ects of earning power for women's status,

and those who provide a more pessimistic prognosis. In exploring this issue,

the article makes use of ®rst-hand accounts of women workers in the recently

emergent export-oriented garment factories in Bangladesh, both in order to

evaluate the `®t' with theoretical insights of intra-household relations from the

social science literature, and to assess what the `everyday lived realities'

described by the women workers tell us about the workings of power within

family-based households in urban Bangladesh.

1. INTRODUCTION

Does women's access to income-earning opportunities have any implications
for gender relations within the household? There is a long-standing debate
about this, but the question has taken on fresh signi®cance as trade-led
economic growth in recent decades has opened up new areas of waged
employment for women in many parts of the Third World. The premiss that
economic dependency is a major factor in structuring inequalities between
women and men is shared by commentators across the political spectrum Ð
Marxist analysts and the World Bank (1990), as well as some feminist
academics (Joekes, 1987; Lim, 1983). At the same time, labour unions in the
north have maintained that the jobs generated by export opportunities are
frequently exploitative and do little to address women's economic depend-
ency, while other feminist scholars remain agnostic about the transformatory
potential of such employment (Elson and Pearson, 1981).

A great deal of this debate has taken place at a highly aggregated level and
bases itself on evidence drawn from very di�erent, and not always compar-
able, empirical contexts. Consequently, di�ering conclusions may re¯ect
di�ering interpretations as to the basis of gender subordination within the
family and the extent to which new forms of regulation and exploitation in the
market are accompanied by the modi®cation, reinforcement or dissolution of

Development and Change Vol. 28 (1997), 261±302. # Institute of Social Studies 1997. Published
by Blackwell Publishers Ltd, 108 Cowley Rd, Oxford OX4 1JF, UK.

microsoft
Sticky Note
This a way for developing an introduction 

microsoft
Highlight

microsoft
Highlight

microsoft
Sticky Note



relationships of dependency in the home (Elson and Pearson, 1981). Entry
into public forms of employment in cultures where it is socially acceptable for
women to operate outside the con®nes of the households is likely to carry
very di�erent connotations for their social situation from those where female
seclusion is strictly upheld (Sala�, 1981, 1990; Standing, 1991; Wolf, 1992).
Equally, the economic circumstances which led to women's entry into the
labour market are likely to determine how its e�ects are experienced: was it in
search of better living standards for the family, a preferred form of employ-
ment to those previously available or a response to extreme need?

In this article, I will explore the implications of employment opportunities
in the newly emergent export-oriented garment factories in Bangladesh. The
analysis relies largely on the accounts given by sixty women workers from
twelve di�erent factories in Dhaka, during in-depth interviews carried out in
1988/9; these accounts are supplemented by information provided by
members of their families as well as by information from thirty male workers
drawn from the same factories. Allowing women's own accounts to inform an
analysis as to whether women's earning capacity is a necessary, su�cient or
irrelevant factor in intra-household gender relations has the advantage of
including a set of `voices' which are often missing from both policy and
academic discussions of their lives Ð those of the women themselves. In
addition, given the contradictory nature of social change, particularly when
power relations within the family are at issue, the `subjective' insights
provided by those experiencing the posited changes o�er a valuable tool for
interpreting the more `objective' hypotheses formulated by researchers and
policymakers.

The rest of this section examines some of the ways in which intra-
household power has been theorized within the social sciences and the
insights this provides on the key question being addressed. The rest of the
article is then taken up with a comparison of the insights o�ered by these
di�erent theoretical approaches with the accounts of `everyday lived reality'
described by the women workers, partly to evaluate the `®t' between theory
and empirical evidence and partly to assess what these accounts tell us about
the nature of gender relations among urban Bangladeshi households, the
extent to which they embody relations of power and the impact upon them of
women's access to waged employment on a large scale for the ®rst time in the
history of Bangladesh.

Intra-household Issues in Economic Theory: Benevolent Dictatorship
versus Unequal Bargains

Like a great deal of economic analysis, economic theorizing of the household
is couched in terms of decision-making but there is a divergence in the
conceptualization of intra-household relations between those who deny that
con¯ict is a factor in intra-household relations, and those who allow for it. In
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the former group are neo-classical economists in the Beckerian mould
(Becker, 1981) who posit a joint household welfare function which either
re¯ects an altruistic consensus within the household, based on inter-
dependent utility functions, or else an absolute but benevolent dictator
who heads the household and ensures altruistic decision-making outcomes.
Either way, all income is notionally pooled before being re-allocated accord-
ing to joint welfare-maximizing principles. Within this model, increases in
women's wages might be expected to lead to an increase in their share of
household resources, because of the increased returns to such a re-allocation,
but not in their decision-making capacity. Inequalities in the intra-household
distribution of resources are thus attributed to considerations of productivity
rather than re¯ections of power.

Alternative conceptualizations challenge this picture of seamless altruism
within the household. Drawing on game-theoretic bargaining models, they
suggest that where di�erent members have di�erent, possibly con¯icting
preferences, decision-making will occur through a process of bargaining and
negotiation. Bargaining power is not equally distributed between members
but re¯ects the relative strength of their breakdown or their fallback positions,
viz. the potential utilities they would enjoy should household co-operation
collapse. The notion of the fallback/breakdown position has been expanded
from earlier formulations in terms of the relative earnings and wealth of
di�erent members to include a range of `extra environmental parameters'
(or EEPs), many of which do not normally ®gure in conventional economic
analysis. McElroy (1990), for instance, in her analysis of household bargain-
ing between married couples, suggests that such EEPs may include sex ratios
in the relevant marriage markets, laws concerning alimony/child support
settlements and, drawing on evidence from Third World countries, on
women's ability to return to their natal homes after marital breakdown as
well as the cultural acceptability of outside work.

Sen's (1990) `co-operative-con¯ict' model of household decision-making
takes the analysis of the household still further into a domain not normally
associated with conventional economic theory. He draws attention to certain
intra-household as well as extra environmental features which are likely to
in¯uence bargaining power and hence allocational outcomes within the
household. The ®rst is the perceived economic contribution of di�erent
household members: members considered to be making a greater contribu-
tion to household prosperity enjoy greater bargaining power. In Sen's
analysis, it is not the actual value of productive contributions which matters
for bargaining power, but its orientation (market exchange versus subsistence
consumption); form (cash versus kind) and location (outside the household
versus inside). A second feature is the relative levels of well-being in the event
of a breakdown in co-operation so that the person who is going to `end up in
more of a mess' is considered less well-equipped to secure a favourable
bargaining outcome; the threat or use of violence is a factor in determining
breakdown positions.
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The ®nal, and most elusive, feature of Sen's model is what he calls the
`perceived interest response'. If an individual, or a category of individuals,
within the household perceives their longer term interests to be best served by
subordinating their own personal well-being to that of others, then they are
least likely to be favoured in household allocative outcomes. One useful
corollary of this distinction between personal well-being and perceived
interest (a distinction missing from Beckerian households) is that it allows for
a range of utility functions to co-exist within the household, from the purely
sel®sh (in which satisfaction is gained primarily from devoting resources to
own wants, needs and preferences) at one end of the spectrum, to the purely
sel¯ess (where satisfaction is entirely gained from devoting resources to the
wants, needs and preferences of others) at the other. The actual preferences
`revealed' by individual behaviour will re¯ect position within the established
hierarchy of interests within the household and the options and constraints
associated with it. Sen's framework thus reverses the positive association
implicit within the Beckerian household between power and altruism
(exempli®ed in the unlikely concept of the `benevolent dictator') and o�ers
the intuitively more plausible hypothesis that apparently altruistic behaviour
within the household is likely to be associated with a lack, rather than a
monopoly, of decision-making power.

These di�erent features of bargaining power are by no means mutually
exclusive. In fact, patriarchal power in many cultures re¯ects the fact that
these features frequently coalesce in favour of men for any given class,
forming the bedrock of norms, rules and expectations from which they are
able to shape, and indeed impose, `co-operative' solutions which favour their
own well-being and perceived interests. Bargaining models of the household
open up an analytical space for considering power as a dimension of house-
hold decision-making, a possibility which is axiomatically ruled out by
altruistic models. They consequently o�er a very di�erent response to the
question posed at the beginning of this article. They suggest that, other things
being equal, women's access to waged employment constitutes a su�cient
condition for an improvement in their bargaining position within the house-
hold because it improves their breakdown position, enhances their perceived
contributions to the household and is likely to realign their perceived
interests more closely with their personal well-being.

Alternative Approaches to Decision-making Power in the Sociological
Literature: Decisions and Non-decisions

Most recent sociological work into intra-household relations agrees that they
are characterized by unequal power, but disputes the nature of the e�ect of
women's earnings on these relationships. These di�erences partly re¯ect
slippages in use between di�erent possible dimensions of power Ð access,
management, control, preferences, norms and interests Ð and partly the
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extent to which the analysis focuses on `objective' constraints or on `sub-
jective' assessments. There is one strand in the sociological literature which
appears to echo the economists' focus on the `comparative resourcefulness'
of di�erent household members as a key factor in intra-household power
relations (Bhachu, 1988; Bhatty, 1980; Blood and Wolfe, 1960). An unequi-
vocal statement of this is found in Bhachu's declaration that `waged work in
which women's input is measured in terms of money gives them a strong lever
to create a powerbase both within the household and the wider kin group';
she cites the ability to `invest and consume in their own interests and for their
own bene®t' as evidence of this greater power (Bhachu, 1988: 76).

More equivocal analyses of the transformatory e�ects of women's earning
power stress the resilience of rules, norms and practices which mediate the
relationship between earnings and power within the household. Pahl's
research on British households (1989) focuses on the actual ¯ow of income
into the household and its management as a way of tracking power relation-
ships. She distinguishes between access, management and control over
income as three dimensions of these relationships, where control over income
indicates who makes the policy decisions as to how intra-household resources
are to be allocated and who is to bene®t, access merely indicates the avail-
ability of additional resources, while management entails the translation of
policy decisions into practice, an essentially implementation function. Her
research throws up evidence of a number of di�erent budget management
practices within British households with very di�erent implications for the
control exercised over the disposal of household income.

Other analysts have highlighted the signi®cance of the labour processes
through which women acquire income to the extent to which their monetary
contributions are translated into greater decision-making power within the
household (Allen and Wolkowitz, 1987; Beneria and Roldan, 1987; White-
head, 1985). In general, women are considered to be more likely to retain
control over the proceeds of their labour when it is carried out in forms of
production which are independent of male household members and in social
relationships outside the familial sphere of command and control (White-
head, 1985). In addition, feminist analysts have emphasized the resilience of
gender ideologies governing the distribution of resources and responsibilities
within the household in mediating women's access to earnings and their role
in household decision-making. Examining the `politics of domestic budget-
ing', Whitehead (1981) pointed out that the relative power of husbands and
wives did not simply mirror their relative wages in the labour market,
precisely because familial ideologies about roles and responsibilities inter-
vened to di�erentiate how male and female earnings were translated into
control over, and hence disposal of, these earnings. In particular, what she
calls `ideologies of maternal altruism' often led women to deny themselves
the resources to satisfy their own needs and preferences in favour of other
members of the family. However, she cautions that in as much as women's
fortunes are bound up with the fortunes of the household collectivity to a
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larger degree than those of male members, their longer-term interests are
likely to be better served through forms of altruistic behaviour which help to
preserve household solidarity and co-operation.

Kandiyotti (1988) also o�ers an analysis in which women's apparent
altruism may re¯ect longer term strategic considerations. She suggests that
di�erent forms of patriarchy present women with distinct `rules of the game'
and call for di�erent strategies to maximize their longer term security and life
options. The concrete constraints generated by these rules shape the terms of
the `patriarchal bargain' and its potential for active or passive resistance to
male power. In certain contexts, and our analysis suggests that Bangladesh is
one of them, the altruism displayed by women and their subordination of
their personal needs and well-being may in part be a response to privilege and
severely penalizes any attempt at autonomous or individualistic forms of
behaviour. Such an analysis would suggest that the translation of women's
earning power into greater bargaining power within the household will re¯ect
the perceived costs to women of seeking to re-negotiate the terms of the pre-
existing `patriarchal bargain'.

Thus, sociological analyses of the relationship between women's earnings
and intra-household power relations vary, like economic analyses, between
those which subscribe to a more narrowly resource-based understanding of
power and those which emphasize the relevance of ideology and interests in
the intra-household bargaining and negotiation. However, economic studies
tend to focus on power as decision-making, on the empirical relationship
between the `correlates' of power and decision-making outcomes. Very little
attention is paid to the actual processes by which speci®c outcomes are
arrived at, so that we are left none the wiser about the substantive character
of power and its manifestation and management in the daily lives of women
and men in di�erent householding systems and di�erent patriarchal regimes.
Sociological studies are more likely to subject the internal rules, relations and
practices of the household to critical scrutiny and to draw out their
implications for the ¯ow of resources into and out of the household. In doing
so, they can provide us with a more process-based understanding of decision-
making, illuminating some of the mechanisms by which the correlates of
power translate into di�erent and unequal outcomes. In addition, socio-
logical studies draw attention to the manifestation of power relations not so
much through observable con¯icts in decision-making, but rather as the
operation of deeply-entrenched rules and practices which systematically
privilege certain categories of household members over others. In as much as
these rules and practices re¯ect deeply entrenched cultural norms and values,
they tend to be taken for granted by all members of the household, leading to
what Lukes (1974) has called the phenomenon of power as non-decision-
making.

In the rest of this article, I will use the accounts provided by women
workers in the Bangladesh garment industry to explore in greater detail some
of the conceptual issues highlighted above. Drawing on the hypotheses which
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this literature yields, I will be seeking to establish whether intra-household
decision-making as described by these workers can be described as con-
sensual or con¯ictual; whether the apparent absence of con¯ict in decision-
making can be taken to signify the absence of power within the household or
its suppression; and what di�erence, if any, women's ability to earn a wage
has made to intra-household gender dynamics.

2. WOMEN AND THE GARMENT INDUSTRY IN BANGLADESH

Background to the Study

Since the early 1980s, thousands of women have entered the new export-
oriented garment factories of Bangladesh. The number of units increased
from around 50 in 1983 to over 1000 in 1992 (BGMEA, 1992) while the
labour force is estimated at around 500,000. This is in many ways a remark-
able phenomenon in a country where strong cultural and religious prescrip-
tions have long constrained women's work options to secluded, home-based
and casualized forms of employment and where male family members Ð
fathers, husbands, brothers, uncles and sons Ð acted as primary bread-
winners, public representatives and social guardians. In the past, the entry of
women into the public domain in search of employment was generally
associated with dire economic need.

However, the labour force in the new garment industry is by no means a
homogeneous group, driven to factory work purely by survival imperatives.
Rather it is made up of di�erent economic categories of women who have
entered the factories in response to di�erent needs and incentives. Reliable
®gures on the demographic characteristics of the women in the garment
labour force have yet to be established but it is widely agreed that the
majority are young, between the ages of 15 and 25. Our own impressions were
that the majority of women workers were either unmarried or were deserted
or divorced women, but that there was a sizeable minority of married women.
Since entry quali®cations often included a literacy requirement, the labour
force included women who had completed some level of formal education,
occasionally matriculation or IA level. Some of the women had been born
and brought up in the city and were reasonably familiar and comfortable, at
least in their immediate environs. A study by Majumdar and Choudhuri
(1991) suggests that many of these women are recent migrants for whom this
was a ®rst job. Many of the women we interviewed had in fact migrated to the
city in search of garment jobs.

The women we interviewed were chosen to represent single, married and
widowed/abandoned categories; we also sought to ensure the representation
of better-o� as well as poorer women. We speci®ed the characteristics of the
sample we were seeking to the owners of factories in which we conducted our
interviews and then simply picked out the relevant sub-sample from a list of
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the workers provided. We were not concerned with random sampling because
the aim of this study is less with statistical hypothesis testing than with the
in-depth qualitative exploration of the nature of intra-household relations for
a group of women in what is still an extremely new form of employment.

The reasons behind the women's entry into the garment factories varied
according to the economic status of their households, their lifecycle and
marital status and their personal circumstances. I have categorized them
provisionally into ®ve groups. There was one group of women who had been
propelled for the ®rst time into employment by sudden adversity; the death of
the previous breadwinner; collapse of the family business; loss of land. While
they did not necessarily come from the ranks of the poorest Ð and some
could rely on intermittent assistance from better-o� relatives Ð they had no
choice but to start earning a regular livelihood or else face a steady decline
into the ranks of the poor or into more hidden forms of poverty as a
dependent family member.

A second group was made up of women for whom earning activity was a
matter of basic daily survival. These were extremely poor women, sometimes
without an adult male breadwinner, or a male breadwinner in regular
employment, and often supporting dependants (children, aged parents, ailing
or unemployed husbands, younger siblings etc.). The majority of them had
already been working Ð mainly in domestic service, poultry rearing, prosti-
tution, begging, other mills or factories Ð and garment factories simply
represented a preferred form of employment, because it o�ered a higher paid,
more regular or more acceptable form of employment and better working
conditions.

A third group comprised those women whose earnings were part of a
broader household strategy where there was usually at least one other
breadwinner. These were families who were just making do. Whether the
women contributed their earnings to a family fund or used it to ®nance part
or most of their personal daily needs, their employment helped to ease the
®nancial constraints of their families. For them the decision to join the
factory could be constructed as an expansion of choice but of a di�erent kind
to the poorer women we described in the previous category. Where earning
was a matter of basic survival, as with the previous category, women worked
wherever they could ®nd jobs, regardless of issues of respectability or status.
However, this group of women came from households that still maintained a
facË ade of middle class propriety and where women had previously sought to
reconcile the need for additional income and norms of gender propriety by
working in home-based earning activities (making incense sticks, sewing
clothes). The garment factories, for a variety of reasons which I have
discussed elsewhere (Kabeer, 1991), o�ered a new respectable option for such
women and higher wages than they could earn at home.

A di�erent set of economic needs were expressed by those who came from
reasonably well-o� backgrounds and had entered employment in order to
improve their household's standard of living. Many of this group were
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married women who considered themselves middle-class (bhadro ghorer
meye) and sought additional income to achieve a ®t between their ®nancial
means and their social aspirations. A motive frequently reported by this
group was to ®nance the education of their children (private tuition, school
fees), an eminently respectable middle-class concern in Bangladesh. Once
again, it is unlikely that these women would have sought outside work unless
it was compatible with norms of gender propriety which, for this group,
would have entailed some form of work in the lower echelons of the
government; once again, garment factories o�ered them a new option.

Finally there was a small group of women, mainly unmarried girls who
were still living with reasonably well-o� parents, for whom factory income
was used for personal accumulation or expenditures. Their status as
daughters of the house meant that they were not required to contribute a
great deal to the household budget, and they either saved their income or
used it to pay for clothes and ®nance leisure activities.

The variety of circumstances which lay behind women's entry into the
garment factories also meant that they interacted with a variety of residential
and economic groupings, rather than with a single and easily recognizable
household unit. Many had migrated into the city on their own to join the
factories and either resided with relatives or (and this was a new form of
living arrangement among women) shared a rented room with other garment
workers, to whom they were not necessarily related. Obviously, none of these
women saw fellow-lodgers in these `mess' arrangements as signi®cant actors
in their lives, at least as far as exercising decision-making power was con-
cerned. In talking therefore about intra-household relations, we will be using
the term rather loosely to refer sometimes to the residential unit where it was
clearly based on familial ties and shared economies, and sometimes to the
larger e�ective family network who might be residentially and economically
dispersed but who nevertheless continue to represent a source of in¯uence,
pressure and resources for the women workers.

Women, Wages and Intra-household Hierarchies: The Male Perspective

Before going on to consider in greater detail the accounts provided by the
women workers about the changes they perceived in intra-household
relations as a result of their earning capacity, I will brie¯y report on some
of the responses o�ered by male workers in the Bangladesh garment industry
on this issue. If the `patriarchal bargain' in Bangladesh requires women to
rely on male protection and provision, then men's perspectives on women's
waged work represent to some extent the structures of constraint within
which women make their choices and manage the implications of these
choices. The responses reported here were to a question broadly phrased to
refer to the likely impact of women working for wages. It is interesting that
most men formulated their responses in terms of the impact on conjugal
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relationships. Of course, they were mainly young men, either already married
or expecting to get married, but it was also clear that the issue of women's
wages is seen as most destabilizing in relation to husbands, rather than
fathers, brothers or sons. Interestingly, men who were either unmarried or
whose wives were not working were most likely to subscribe to the belief that
women's wages a�ected the balance of power within marriage Ð a prospect
which they viewed with hostility but also with some anxiety. Some of the men
with working wives either disagreed with the idea that women's wages had
any relevance to decision-making processes within the household or, in a few
cases, acknowledged its relevance but were not threatened by it. The
examples below o�er a ¯avour of these various responses.

Mosharref, an unmarried male worker, believed that working wives create
marital discord:

They want the same rights as men so when both husband and wife earn, there is discord in

the house. They begin to feel that as they are earning on their own, they no longer depend on

their husbands to feed them and they often say so. That is why they are becoming a little too

free. When I marry, I will not let my wife work. Then she will have to obey my wishes because

she will be dependent on me. If we both work, then because she has her own income, she will

have no reason to obey my wishes. I believe that even if a woman has an income, she must get

her husband's permission about what to do with it.

According to Alam, another unmarried worker, the problem lay in
factory-based employment rather than in income earning per se:

Girls in my factory marry several times because if there is any trouble with the husband, they

think that they can survive on their own, they need not stay . . . They are becoming too free

these days, the way they walk and talk, the way they answer back to people on the buses. By

earning so much money on their own, they are becoming too free, too independent. In the

past, when they earned money from the home, it was one thing, but now they are out working

and earning, they are not willing to listen to anything from anybody.

Abul, who was also unmarried, appeared to base his opinions of married life
partly on his television viewing:

Once they have a job, even if their husband gives them no money, they can pay for a rickshaw

themselves. Once money problems start to come up, they will not speak to their husbands in

soft and pleasing voices any more and the arguments begin. That is when the husband Ð just

like in our TV plays, I really enjoy these plays and I pay a great deal of attention to them Ð

admonishes her and tells her to leave his house.

Firoze is married and will not let his wife work. His account hints at the
implications of a working wife for men's sense of masculine identity:

Women have to stay at home and look after the family's needs. Some of these girls who are

earning their own income are becoming too free to the point where they are not paying

attention to their husbands anymore. Suppose their husband tells them something, they will

reply that they earn their own money and do not have to eat their husband's food. And if a

husband is not earning enough to run his household, he feels belittled. When some girls get

freedom, they don't know where to stop.
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However, a di�erent prognosis was o�ered by Manju, a 22 year old worker
who had married a garment worker. He also believed that improvements in
women's earning capacity made a di�erence to their relationship with their
husbands, but did not appear to ®nd it particularly threatening:

Of course, a woman's value goes up when she earns. For instance, suppose my wife asks me

to buy her a saree and I tell her I can't a�ord it, she will turn around and tell me, what about

the income I am contributing? When one earns, one's value goes up.

Finally, Zainul Abedin, also with a working wife, o�ered a slightly more
complex view of the relationship between women's wages and status,
pointing to the di�erent levels at which change occurs: `If a woman works,
the household is better o� from the ®nancial point of view. But her value in
society does not increase. Instead, people just speak badly of them'.

In fact, this was generally borne out by our research in Dhaka. Regardless
of the views expressed by women workers themselves and of the views
expressed by other family members, co-workers and employers, it was clear
that `society', as personi®ed by their acquaintances, by the comments they
overheard and the newspapers they read, did not hold the women in the
garment industry in higher esteem because of their greater earning capacity.
One male worker summarized it succinctly: `their value has gone up but their
reputations have gone down'.

By and large, male workers appeared to subscribe to some version of a
resource theory of power, underpinned by a normative view of marriage.
Consequently women's wages were seen as disruptive of the customary
marriage relations where decision-making power was not Ð and should not
be Ð equally distributed, but vested in a male head who was cast in the role
of a Beckerian `benevolent dictator'. However, what was also striking was the
insecure foundations on which men believed that their power over their wives
rested and the extent to which any diminution of women's economic
dependency was perceived as a threat.1 This, as we will see, was in sharp
contrast to the accounts presented by women workers who went to consider-
able lengths to deny that their wages had any potential for altering the
structure of gender relationships, particularly between husband and wife. It
is therefore necessary, in our analysis of their accounts, to disentangle the
actions from opinions and to uncover some of the meanings they attached to
both.

Women, Wages and Intra-household Power Relations 271

1. The same insecurity is evident in the reaction of the Minister of Agriculture to Agarwal's

seminar on gender and land rights at the Indian Planning Commission in 1989: `Are you

suggesting that women should be given rights in land? What do women want? To break up
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Women's Wages and the `Perceived Contribution' Factor

As noted above, the visibility of women's economic contribution was seen by
many social scientists as a factor in the extent to which women could exercise
bargaining power within the household. There are a number of reasons why
women's access to garment employment was likely to be manifested as an
increase in the perceived contribution of women to the household economy.
Most forms of income-earning opportunities available to women in the past
in Bangladesh have tended to be casual, often home-based, usually informal.
Returns to such activities were intermittent and generally lower than could be
earned in segments of the labour market where men predominated. Women's
®nancial contributions were Ð and were also perceived to be Ð insigni®c-
ant.

What is noteworthy about women's entry into factory work in this context
is that it o�ers a form of employment that is literally visible because it brings
large numbers of women out onto the streets of Dhaka every morning and
evening, clearly on their way to and from work, an unusual sight in a culture
where female seclusion has been always been the norm. The economic
visibility of women's contribution to their household economy cannot easily
be discounted either; wages for women in the garment factories began at
around 300 takas a month and rose to over 1000 takas or more, higher than
the wages available in any other form of employment available to these
women. The issue of economic visibility was particularly relevant in
households where male members were engaged in various forms of self-
employment which were subject to greater ¯uctuations and uncertainty than
women's factory employment.

Among the poorer groups of garment workers, male self-employment took
the form of itinerant trading of petty commodities (food snacks, vegetables,
second-hand clothes) between di�erent market places, rickshaw pulling, or
manual labour. Most of these jobs paid on a daily basis and sometimes very
little indeed. Among better-o� women, male household members had their
own small businesses (grocery shops; tea supplier) or sought to exploit a skill
(e.g. mechanics; bus driving; tailoring). Here while income was uncertain, it
tended not to fall below a certain minimum monthly, around 500 or 600
takas. However, for both these groups, women's wages introduced a new
stable component in the income ¯ows into the household and helped to
smooth out ¯uctuations created by men's earning activities and to ensure
basic subsistence needs.

It was only in a few relatively well-o� households that women's contribu-
tions were not perceived as particularly signi®cant. These were the better-o�
women who had entered the factories to acquire some personal spending
money rather than earn household subsistence. In such households, the male
breadwinner(s) were generally in salaried employment with the government
or had thriving businesses (chemists shops, small garment workshops) or had
property in their villages or within the city. The signi®cance of the male
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income ¯ows in these households appeared to easily dominate female ¯ows
since it was regular, signi®cant and conformed to prevailing gender ideo-
logies. Women's income here was construed as a supplement, a form of
`helping out'. But whatever the share of household income contributed by
women, it had an undeniable visibility.

Financial Management within the Household:
Mediating Access and Control

However, we also noted earlier that access to earnings, however visible, does
not in itself constitute evidence of an improvement in women's intra-
household bargaining power. It is therefore relevant to examine what actually
happens to the income ¯ows earned by di�erent household members, once
they enter the household. Are incomes merged, literally or notionally, into a
common pool before being redistributed according to Beckerian welfare
maximizing principles? Or do they remain partially or wholly separate, which
somemodels suggest is a necessary precondition to improvements in women's
bargaining position? Here, the typologies constructed by Pahl (1989) to
describe household income management systems o�er a useful device for
organizing the information provided by our respondents.

The two most frequent systems we found were `household income manage-
ment' and `independent income management'.2 In the former system, earning
members handed over their entire wage to one particular family member who
then became responsible for managing household ®nances; a portion of the
income for daily transport or other costs or personal spending money was
sometimes retained by the earner or else re-allocated later. Given the
diversity of familial forms which made up the households we studied, pooled
household income could be managed by a variety of relatives of the
respondent: father, mother, husband, brother, sister-in-law, as well as the
respondent herself. Variations within household income management
stemmed from the extent to which pooling was complete (`we don't know
whose money is spent on what') and the extent to which di�erent incomes
were notionally earmarked for separate destinations. The pattern of ear-
marking re¯ected a number of di�erent considerations. In some cases, it
re¯ected the form of payment. Since women's wages came as a monthly lump
sum, these lent themselves to physical earmarking for monthly bills, such as
rent or electricity, or else for non-perishable staple food items such as rice
and lentils which were bought more cheaply in bulk every month. Altern-
atively, earmarking might simply exist at the level of ideology Ð `my wages
go on the children; his go on our necessities' Ð without any physical

Women, Wages and Intra-household Power Relations 273

2. We have used this terminology as more descriptive for our purposes than Pahl's termino-

logy of `whole wage management' and `separate wage management'.



delineation of incomes. Partial pooling of income was also evident. Some
women handed over their regular wages to the husband, but kept back their
overtime earnings.

Under the independent income management system, earners kept their
incomes themselves, although there was usually some prior agreement about
how responsibility for joint expenditures would be allocated. Once again, the
allocation of individual incomes to collective responsibilities re¯ected a
mixture of ideological and practical considerations. Thus women's income
was often spent on a tutor for the children, particularly where children's
educational needs had been used as a justi®cation for the woman to enter
garment employment, or to pay for domestic help or child care assistance
since this work would otherwise have been the woman's responsibility. Some
examples of these management systems will illustrate how they worked but
they will also demonstrate that, on its own, such information may get us
closer to the exercise of intra-household power but it still does not fully
capture it.

Mabia managed the household income for her household. She lived with
her husband and two children. He worked in a pharmaceutical factory as a
contract mechanic, earning di�erent amounts every month but never less than
Tk 700. Mabia earned about Tk 800 a month from the factory. Her husband
kept back a small amount of his earnings for conveyance and `pocket money'
expenses and handed the rest to Mabia. However, while both incomes were
pooled under her management, the di�erent timings of their income ¯ows led
to a distinction in how their incomes were allocated: `My income comes in
regularly every month. It goes on the monthly bazaar, things we buy in bulk
such as rice, lentils and so on Ð and what we need if guests arrive . . . . Daily
food and requirements Ð fresh vegetables, meat, spices, oil and soap Ð my
husband buys these as we need them'.

Zohra, on the other hand, handed over all her wages, aside from her daily
expenses, to her husband who was the household income manager. He
worked as a clerk in the university. She saw their incomes as completely
merged with no distinction as to how each was spent: `when I want to buy
something, I just ask for it Ð it may be his income or mine. He never asks
why I need it'. From time to time, she reminded her husband that she wanted
to open a savings account in her own name for their two daughters Ð
because one day they would have to be married o� Ð but he had not yet got
around to doing it. `I could do it myself, but rather than opening it
somewhere outside I want to use the university facilities because we would get
a better deal'.

The independent income management system was typi®ed by Kohinoor's
case. She lived with her husband and his unmarried sister. Her husband had
his own tailoring workshop and earned between Tk 1500 and 2000 a month.
Kohinoor earned Tk 950 monthly. They kept separate accounts. She paid the
rent and contributed to electricity bills and used the rest of her salary on toys
and clothes for her children, her own sarees and other requirements as well as
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on household needs as they arose. Her husband's money was used for the
daily and monthly household bazaar, his conveyance and his personal
expenditures Ð `men smoke cigarettes, his friends come, they have to be fed'.
However, this separation of income management was only partial and the
interdependencies showed through in Kohinoor's account: `He never takes
my money. But for a while I gave it for the monthly bazaar, and he was able
to buy a machine out of his income to improve his business'. In the past, they
had been forced to sell her jewellery when they faced economic hardship: `But
now I have bought myself a watch, earrings and the children some jewellery.
His money is also spent on his sister and his mother I don't give my family
anything Ð they don't need it. We bought a cassette player Ð well, he
bought it but he couldn't have done it without my earnings'.

Interdependency was also the basis of separate income management in
Lutfa's household. She lived with her husband and two daughters. He had
been a full-time rickshaw puller but now worked in a tea factory where he
earned Tk 1200 a month. He also continued to earn irregular amounts by
rickshaw-pulling in his free time. Lutfa earned Tk 800 a month. They kept
their own earnings but gave di�erent interpretations of what this implied.
According to Lutfa's husband, he kept the accounts; according to Lutfa, she
decided how her income would be spent. In fact, it is possible that both
versions were true. Their daily expenses came out of her husband's rickshaw
earnings while the rent of Tk 300 came out of his salary. In this sense, Lutfa's
husband kept the accounts. Lutfa's salary was saved as far as possible. Lutfa
saw this as being under her control even though it was spent in collectively
discussed ways and in collectively bene®cial forms. Her savings were being
used to purchase, on an instalment basis, the rickshaw which her husband
pulled every evening. It cost Tk 4000 and they still owed Tk 1500. Once the
rickshaw had been paid for, they had a longer term plan of saving to buy
some land and settle in the husband's village.

In the case of Hanufa, who lived with her husband and a young daughter,
independent income management entailed separation rather than inter-
dependency. She was the main breadwinner in a highly con¯ictual marriage
and her entry into factory work had been precipitated by the erratic and
inadequate nature of her husband's earnings. He had opposed her decision to
work on the grounds that it would make her immoral. Her additional
earnings did little to improve her economic circumstances and, indeed,
appeared to have worsened her position because her husband used her wages
as a pretext to withdraw his own paltry contributions. Her income was thus
entirely spent on household consumption while his were retained for his own
personal use, with irregular and arbitrary contributions to household needs.
Hanufa paid Tk 500 of her basic salary of Tk 1200 for rent; of the remaining
money, Tk 200 went on her daughter's educational expenses, Tk 100 for
purchasing water and the rest on food and clothes. In her view: `A woman's
money is always spent. If my husband gives money, then we might eat meat
once or even twice a week . . . But mostly it all comes from my income.
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Nothing comes from his. Anyway, one cannot buy much from his income, it
is not su�cient. I want to save for my daughter's future, but ®rst I have to
look after our daily needs. If my husband would spend on the family more, I
could save for our daughter'.

Unmarried daughters of the house varied in the kind of income
management systems they reported. Mumtaz had given up her studies after
her father's business collapsed and he abandoned his family. She joined the
garment industry to help out her elder brother who o�cially took over the
breadwinning role. She earned around Tk 2000 which, with her overtime
allowances, meant she was bringing in approximately the same amount of
income as her brother. Both Mumtaz and her brother handed over their
earnings to their mother and took money from her as they needed it. A®fa
lived with her father (who ran a small shop selling cigarettes, betel leaf and
other small items), her mother and ®ve younger brothers and sisters. She left
her studies early to contribute to the household income while her siblings
continued in school. She earned about Tk 2000, out of which she made a
regular contribution to the tutor's fees for her brothers and for household
food needs, and kept the rest for herself.

The diversity of household arrangements in which the garment workers
lived meant that not all the income management systems reported ®tted into
the categories we have discussed so far. Najma, for instance, was a young
unmarried woman who had migrated from her village four years previously
to work, as she saw it, temporarily in the garment industry in order to save
for her dowry. Her father was already in Dhaka working in a ceramics
factory while the rest of her immediate family (her mother and younger
siblings) remained in their village. She lived with her maternal uncle and
aunt, their three children and a distant cousin while her father lived in
another neighbourhood in a `mess' arrangement. Najma earned Tk 1000 a
month without overtime and the management of her income was dispersed
between two households. She contributed around Tk 400±450 a month to
her uncle to cover her living expenses; the rest was earmarked for her dowry
and sent to her mother in the village for safekeeping.

It is clear from this discussion that, regardless of the budget management
system adopted by the household, the essentially corporate character of
Bangladeshi households ensured that there was explicit acknowledgement of
collective responsibilities and considerable sharing of resources. It is also
clear that, while information on income management moves us beyond the
question of simple access and closer to the allocative processes within the
household, it still does not illuminate where allocative power lies and whether
it varies according to di�erent forms of income management. A further level
of disaggregation is necessary to get at both the meanings invested in the
adoption of di�erent allocative systems, and the decision-making potential
associated with them. This moves us from what Pahl describes as the
implementational function of managing household income to the policy-
making function of controlling its use.
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Re-instating the Male Breadwinner: Surrendering Control over Income

The relationship between income management systems and the potential for
exercising control over its disposal was not a clear-cut one. While manage-
ment of household income or at least of own wages might be expected to be
associated with greater control over its disposal, this was not necessarily the
case. Signi®cantly, women were most often managers of the household
income when there were no adult male members present so that the ideology
of the male head/breadwinner did not apply. Alternatively, in households
which did have adult male members, female management of household
income was sometimes entrusted to a senior non-earning woman (mother-in-
law, mother or aunt) who did not represent quite the same threat to the
ideology of the male decision-maker and breadwinner. The potentially
destabilizing implications of women's independent earnings for household
gender relations were thus defused and curtailed.

There were other situations in which management did not translate easily
into control. In the case of Mumtaz, while both she and her brother handed
their incomes over to their mother, it transpired that she merely acted as a
budget keeper rather than manager or policy-maker. The actual management
and policy functions were shared between brother and sister who every
month made up a list of what the household would need. For Hanufa, the
appearance of control was illusory because of the inadequacy of the income
being controlled. Thus, while she reported independent management of her
own income, it went entirely on the collective consumption needs of the
household while her husband used her earnings as a pretext for withdrawing
his earlier level of support for the household and keeping his income back for
his personal use or to o�er at his discretion for household needs.

Pahl suggests, and our interviews con®rmed, that male management of
household income was generally associated with greater male control over
women's wages in the sense of making the main decisions over its disposal,
either largely on their own or in consultation with other family members.
However, this did not necessarily imply either male appropriation of
women's wages or male indi�erence to women's priorities. The explanations
o�ered by the women for the adoption of male household management
systems suggested convenience in some cases and deference to gender
ideologies in others. Thus one rationale for adopting male income manage-
ment was that it invested the responsibility for managing household income
with the family member most able to take responsibility for implementing
household expenditure decisions. The main bazaar or market place in
Bangladesh is classi®ed as a `male' arena and it is still largely men Ð family
members among the poor and lower middle class and male servants among
the wealthy Ð who purchase household food needs. It consequently made
sense for men to manage household income.

Alternatively, male management systems were adopted in deference to the
cultural norm of the male head of household. Male management of
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household income was perceived as giving men information on, and control
over, women's wages and it was precisely this aspect of surrendering inform-
ation and control over their wages which some women workers, wives in
relation to husbands, and daughters in relation to fathers, emphasized as
their reason for adopting this system. Zohra, for instance, stressed that she
handed over her entire earnings to her husband, explaining that `As it is, he is
letting me work; how would he feel if I also kept the money?' She asked him
for money when she needed it and he never queried her requests. Morgina
made a similar point: `My husband thinks people will think ill of him for
letting his wife work. I tell him he shouldn't listen to them. But I give him my
salary; whether he spends it or not, it makes him happy. I give him the money
and he spends it as he needs to'. Kohinoor stressed that while her income was
pooled under her husband's control, it was earmarked to take care of the rent
because she was anxious that `people' should not say that despite having a
working wife, her husband was behind with the rent.

Male management of household income was thus seen as less disruptive of
culturally-sanctioned gender hierarchies within the household. Wives, in
particular, sought to reconstitute the male breadwinner model of marriage
through this strategy of handing over their wages to their husbands. A point
worth noting here is that this surrender of income often occurred among
women whose husbands had in fact opposed their entry into factory
employment. Zohra, for instance, had feared her husband's opposition and
had not let him know of her entry into factory employment until she had
worked in the factory for a couple of days. He did indeed disapprove of her
decision and only consented when she pointed out the increasing expenses
they were incurring for their children's education. Morgina's husband
continued to oppose her employment because he felt it re¯ected badly on his
breadwinning capacity. Morgina, however, considered his income too
irregular for her peace of mind and subject to too many demands from his
family: `he has two families to support, us and them'. The need for greater
®nancial security was su�cient for her to override his wishes. However, as
long as he deposited some of her salary into a savings account, she left the
management of the household income to him.

There was other evidence from the interviews which suggested the resili-
ence of the male breadwinner ideology. While some husbands and brothers
had taken on a few domestic chores Ð tidying the house, sometimes cook-
ing, looking after the children if they were unemployed Ð by and large,
women's new responsibilities in the market place had not resulted in any
major renegotiation of the gender division of labour within the home.
Domestic chores remained either their responsibility or were allocated to
other female members, often their daughters, but also mothers and sisters. In
Amena's case, her older daughter looked after the younger siblings and did
the housework during the week. On holidays, Amena took over. Amena's
husband, who worked in a ceramics factory, o�ered the following description
of how they spent their time o�: `I pray and rest during my free time, she
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prays and does the housework. She works harder, she returns home from
work after 10 at night often. The children do the housework then. Why do I
need to do it?' The explanation o�ered by Kamal, one of the male garment
workers whose wife stayed at home, as to why men resist taking on domestic
chores spells out graphically the threat it presented to men's sense of
masculine identity:

I don't think men should have to do household chores like cooking, cleaning and looking

after children. That's not their job. The jobs have already been divided up. Domestic chores

are the responsibility of women and the men are supposed to go out into the world and work.

If both of them work, they should hire a maid. If a man helps a woman with some of her

domestic chores, it can be done as a matter of co-operation. For example, if a woman works,

her husband prepares the food if she is going to return late . . . Men are doing it in such cases

because they have to. Asking why those men do it is like asking why I eat. I eat because I have

to survive. Those men do it because they have to.

The wide prevalence of these views meant that domestic division of labour
was largely an area of `non-decisionmaking'. Most women workers woke up
earlier than male members of their households, went to bed later, and
worked on their weekly holiday, to ensure that male members did not have to
take on a greater share of domestic chores. Men's freedom from domestic
chores was the other side of the coin to men's obligation to provide for the
family, so that women's continued acceptance of responsibility for these
chores can be seen as the other side of the coin to surrendering their income
to male management. It is impossible to separate out the extent to which
women saw this as the proper response on their part and the extent to which
they saw it as a necessary price to pay for being able to keep their factory
jobs. The actual interpretation that women gave may have re¯ected the
degree of harmony Ð or its absence Ð in the relationship involved. Saleha,
for instance, who had a fairly con¯ictual relationship with her husband,
clearly had no choice in the matter:

I bring in the water from outside, I grind the spices, clean the house and wash the clothes. My

husband is a nightguard; he goes for duty at eleven at night and comes back at six in the

morning. He gives us no help with the housework, just sleeps all day. And while we eat left-

over rice from the previous night in the morning, he wants freshly cooked food or else he will

go to the local shop and spend 10 takas for his breakfast. So after cleaning the house and

feeding the children, I cook him rice in the early morning before going to work.

Thus, the ideology of the male breadwinner remained fairly widely sub-
scribed to, regardless of whether women handed their money over to their
husbands or managed it independently. This was clear in some of the
practices and responses we have described. It was also clear in the response of
women workers to a more general question concerning the reasons why men
and women worked. The most common response was: `Men work to support
their families; women work because of need'. A distinction was thus made
between men's work as an aspect of institutionalized familial obligations and
women's work as a response to exceptional circumstances. While most of the
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women workers maintained that it was no longer feasible for families to live
on just one income, they were also anxious to stress that their incomes were
merely supplementing the male income, not supplanting it in any way.

The Management of Information within the Household:
Withholding Control over Income

We have described the di�erent budgetary arrangements adopted by women
workers' households and the decision-making implications associated with
them. However, this was not the end of the story: the interviews revealed that
along with the formal version of who managed and controlled household
income, there was also an informal version. A number of studies (Beneria
and Roldan, 1987; Wilson, 1991) have demonstrated how men in contexts as
varied as Mexico City slums and `gentri®ed' north London frequently with-
held information about their incomes from their wives as a way of retaining
control over their disposal. This strategy of information management was
also extremely pertinent in the Bangladesh context where many of the men's
earnings were subject to daily and monthly ¯uctuations so that women found
it di�cult to keep track of what was being earned. Even where the informa-
tion was given, there was no way for the women to check the extent to which
it was accurate. Consequently, the regularity of the source, amount and
timing of men's earnings meant that the potential for concealment was
considerable. In other cases, of course, incomplete information on male
earnings was the result of outright refusal to provide this information.

However, there were certain features of women's earnings from the
garment factories which also provided them with the potential for managing
the ¯ow of information in order to carve out some measure of control over
their own income for themselves. One salient feature was the fact the garment
industry is a relatively new phenomenon and its internal procedures and
practices were still relatively unknown to the general public. A second and
related feature was that garment wages were earned within factory precincts,
entry into which was not easy for outsiders. The costs of acquiring
information about the magnitude and components of women's earnings
were consequently much higher for male household members than was the
case, for instance, in more established forms or homebased forms of female
income-earning activity. Women's overtime rates varied between factories as
did the amount of overtime done monthly. The ¯uctuations this introduced
in women's monthly earnings o�ered them some room for manoeuvre as to
how much information to disclose to their husbands. Women often made a
distinction between their regular wages and the overtime element. Under
household income management systems, for instance, their wages might be
earmarked for common household expenses, but their overtime put into a
savings account. Others contributed their wages but kept back the overtime
earnings. Some did it with their husbands' consent Ð `the salary is for the

280 Naila Kabeer



household, the overtime is mine' Ð but even in such cases, the irregularity of
overtime income meant that women could accumulate savings, the precise
magnitude of which the husbands could not keep track of, unless their wives
kept them informed.

In a number of households, however, overtime money was saved without
the husbands' knowledge or consent. As we noted, Hanufa's husband, a
suspicious and violent man, had opposed her entry into garment employ-
ment and refused to make regular contributions to household expenses.
Hanufa managed her own income for household expenses, but did not
inform her husband about overtime earnings. He found out about it acci-
dentally the day after she won a new sari as a productivity bonus. Convinced
that the sari was part of her immoral earnings, he went to the factory gate to
make enquiries from the security guard. While he found out that Hanufa had
been telling the truth, he also found out that workers were paid extra for
overtime. This led to further assaults on Hanufa.

In Rupban's case, the distance between her home and work location
allowed her to withhold information about the magnitude of the regular
wage element as well as her overtime earnings. Rupban's ®rst husband had
divorced her, leaving her with four children. A second marriage had been
arranged for her but on condition that she left behind her four children in the
guardianship of her brothers. She lived with her husband in Tongi, a satellite
industrial area several miles from Dhaka, where he worked as a mechanic
earning Tk 3500. She earned Tk 460 in the factory plus her overtime. Rupban
had told her husband that she earned only Tk 400, which she handed over to
him every month. The concealed component of her earnings had amounted
to savings of Tk 2000, which she handed over to her brother as a contribution
to her children's expenses. She was able to conceal the magnitude of her
earnings because the separation and distance between her home and work
location placed her working life outside the easy surveillance of her husband.
This distance had its costs and Rupban had calculated that it only made
®nancial sense to make the journey into work everyday because she evaded
paying train fares: `In the beginning the ticket collector used to catch us.
Then I used to pay. But now he knows us and doesn't ask for the fare. Now
and then we give him two or four takas. I know I have to answer to God for
not paying the train fares, but if I paid, it would cost Tk 360 every month and
I would have no money left to take home'. Finally, in the case of Amena, who
managed the entire income of the household, her management function gave
her a certain degree of discretion as to the information she shared with her
husband regarding the allocation of household income. She had started up
two deposit accounts in the bank, one in her husband's name which he knew
about, and one in her own name, which he did not. Every month she
scrupulously paid an equal amount of money into both.

Thus both men and women controlled the ¯ow of information about their
income as a way of retaining control over (part of) the income itself.
However, as the customary earners of the family, men have always enjoyed
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this possibility and have been able to do it openly since there is no equivalent
ideological pressure on them to disclose information about their wages.
Indeed, the resort to secrecy and clandestine activities in the context of
unequal power relations is one of the most widely used `weapons of the weak'
(Scott, 1985). Among the women, therefore, access to wage earning oppor-
tunities has opened up new possibilities for acquiring ®nancial control to
which they have responded di�erently. Some have taken advantage of it with
the knowledge of their family members, retaining control over the disposal of
at least some part of their income. Others have done it clandestinely,
withholding information on their wages in order to carve out some measure
of economic autonomy for themselves, even as they appear to be deferring to
the ideology of the male breadwinner and decision-maker. Still others,
however, have chosen to surrender control over their income to male family
members in deference to this ideology.

3. THE SOCIAL CONSTRUCTION OF CHOICE AND THE DISPOSAL OF

WOMEN'S INCOME

Dimensions of Choice: Imperatives, Preferences, Needs and Interests

The management of income, and of information about income, thus seem to
be critical in mediating access to income and control over it. In as much as
control over income is frequently equated with its disposal, this tends to be
the terminus of most explorations of the relationship between women's wages
and intra-household bargaining power. Since our study suggests that, by and
large, control over women's wages was managed and often controlled by
male household members, this form of analysis would suggest that women's
earning power had done little to improve their bargaining position within the
household. We could, however, take the analysis a step further and ask to
what extent women's ability to control and dispose of their income can be
taken as an indicator of their ability to exercise power and make choices
within the household. Can control over monetary resources be equated with
choice and if not, how are women's choices manifested? This of course
immediately takes us into the troubled conceptual terrain of what is meant by
choice. For instance, do we interpret Sen's `perceived interests response' as
women choosing to subordinate their personal well-being in order to secure
their position within the family? Or do we say that they are forced into this
choice because the costs of not doing so would be too high?

Paradoxically, given its claims to being a theory of choice, neo-classical
economics does not throw a great deal of light on such questions. Choice
tends to be equated in neo-classical economics with the concepts of tastes and
preferences. People are assumed to make choices in accordance to their
individual tastes and preferences, subject to a resource or budget constraint.
However, the primary interest of choice-theoretic economists is with budget
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constraints, which are observable, measurable and change in perceptible
ways, in contrast to `preferences' which are construed as purely subjective and
idiosyncratic, while the concept of `tastes' lumps together all social, cultural
and ideological in¯uences on behaviour and are assumed to be uniform and
unchanging: `one does not argue over tastes for the same reason that one
does not argue over the Rocky Mountains Ð both are there, will be there
next year, too, and are the same to all men' (Stigler and Becker, 1977: 76).

Yet an examination of the `constrained choices' revealed in women
workers' accounts illuminates aspects not normally considered in economic
theory Ð both in terms of gender di�erences in the kinds of constraints
faced by household members as well as in the non-economic aspects of their
constrained choices. In this section, I want to explore in greater depth the
question of `choice', its connection with underlying power structures, and
how it is a�ected by women's greater access to, and control over, ®nancial
resources. To facilitate the analysis, I will be making a distinction between
four di�erent motivational dimensions Ð imperatives, preferences, needs
and interests Ð which often get subsumed within the concept of choice.

The use of women's income for meeting the imperatives of basic survival is
di�cult to describe as an expression of `tastes' and `preferences'; these
concepts are too deeply grounded in a voluntarist discourse to lend them-
selves as a description of income disposal patterns when minimum survival
needs are at stake. Particularly where women were the sole breadwinners for
their households, their income went entirely on basic necessities such as food,
rent, water, clothing and transport: there was barely enough to meet these
needs let alone any residual income for discretionary expenditures. Renu, for
instance, was the main breadwinner for herself and her young daughter,
having left a violent husband. When she ®rst started working, she had paid
Tk 30 out of her monthly wages of Tk 100 as `helper' in a garment factory to
an old woman in her neighbourhood to look after the baby. More recently,
she had left her daughter in the village in her mother's care. At the time of the
interview she was earning Tk 630 a month with another Tk 100 if she did
overtime. She sent Tk 100 for her daughter's expenses in the village and paid
Tk 250 as rent. She was unable to save anything and barely met her own basic
needs. She described her `choices' simply: `Do I like the work? What is there
not to like? Hard work never killed anyone, but if I don't work, I don't eat.
Everything has to be paid for, even water has to be paid for. I don't pay, I
don't get water and how can one live without water?' If the analytical interest
is on the `choice' dimension of women's income disposal, then clearly it has
to focus on those for whom basic survival needs are not at issue; for women
like Renu, the management and control of her own wages entailed the
exercise of `optionless' choice.

Among the rest, it was evident that regardless of who managed or
controlled their wages, most saw themselves as exercising some degree of
in¯uence in its disposal. However, while the utilization of their incomes was
sometimes described in the language of preferences, it was clear that these
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choices were not personal and subjective. In as much as women and men
within a given household faced di�erent norms, values and constraints, the
choices described by women workers inevitably bore strong traces of the
gender norms and values which shaped their preferences as well as con-
strained their behaviour. The class location of the household (or of the
women's family of upbringing) was another factor underpinning the kind of
preferences expressed, so that women from better-o� households expressed
di�erent preferences than women from poorer households. In the rest of the
discussion, we will use the concept of `preferences' wherever the disposal of
women's income is described in terms of shared norms and values about
appropriate behaviour; where it appeared to be a response to constraints, we
conceptualize this as needs and interests.

Altruistic Preferences and Perceived Gender Interests

The most frequently reported use of household income, regardless of whether
it was earned by women or by men, was on the collective welfare of the
household. Since men still tended to be primary breadwinners, their income
was generally reported as the mainstay of household survival and well-being.
Nevertheless, women's earnings had made a de®nable di�erence to basic
household well-being. Some suggested that their earnings had increased the
household standard of living: allowing the family to eat meat and ®sh more
frequently; to o�er better hospitality to guests; to improve the quality of
housing; to purchase consumer durables and special treats for family
members. Others suggested that their earnings had put their household on a
more secure footing: debts had been paid o� or could be avoided in the
future; money was set aside for emergencies; productive assets, including
capital for the husband's business or land in the family village, could be
purchased or saved for. The third major category of `altruistic' expenditure
speci®cally reported by the women related to their children; apart from toys,
trinkets and treats, many identi®ed the need to pay for children's educa-
tion Ð school expenses or private tuition Ð as a major rationale for their
entry into waged work.

All of these altruistic forms of income disposal generally arose out of the
notion of the household as a co-operative entity, a notion to which both
women and men subscribed. Consequently, the disposal of both sets of
incomes, male and female, whether earmarked a priori or simply merged into
a common budget, tended to be discussed in ways which re¯ected this co-
operative ideology. The question of who managed the household income or
indeed who controlled it, became a purely formal one since there appeared to
be no apparent con¯ict of interest. A ®rst-order analysis would suggest
therefore that many of the households described by the women workers
approximated the income-pooling, welfare-maximizing entity described by
Beckerian household models. Nevertheless, there were some exceptions to
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this picture of apparently uni®ed and egalitarian expenditure patterns which
hinted at the ideological and material asymmetries embedded in the gender
relations of the household and the wider community.

In the case of men, there were three forms of expenditure reported which
were not entirely `collective' to the household and of which they could be
seen as the direct or indirect bene®ciaries. These related to hospitality,
remittances and personal consumption. One of the e�ects of patrilineal and
patrilocal marriage systems prevalent in Bangladesh, whereby women join
and become part of the husband's family after marriage, is the social
isolation which this usually entails, cutting women o� from regular contact
with their natal families and with the friends of their childhood. Thus, when
married women described expenditures on guests, the bene®ciaries of this
hospitality were almost always friends and relatives of the husband. Similarly,
when they talked of supporting relatives or sending them remittances, it was
generally relatives of the husband that were receiving this support. Married
women workers almost never reported sending any money to their own
relatives (except of course in the form of clandestine payments for children
from ®rst marriages). In this, they were reproducing the norms and practices
associated with patrilineality which regarded them as belonging to their
husbands' rather than their parents' lineage. Men, on the other hand, main-
tained social networks of mutual rights and obligations with their own
immediate and extended families, networks which carried costs but also
represented social resources in times of need or insecurity.

In addition to the expenditure bias in favour of their own friends and
family, most men were also much more likely than women to engage
regularly in forms of expenditure of which they were individual bene®ciaries:
smoking, tea shops, gambling, cinema, eating outside. While these gender
di�erences in the disposal of income could be interpreted as re¯ections of
purely subjective preferences, the systematic rather than random character of
these divisions indicate that broader, more structural forces were also at play.
Thus, men's greater personal expenditures partly re¯ected gender-speci®c
values and possibilities: it is culture rather than economics that explains why
men in Bangladesh smoke cigarettes or hashish, frequent tea shops and
cinemas and gamble much more frequently than women do. Men could
engage in these more individual forms of consumption with greater ease
because that was what masculinity entailed.

Women correspondingly rarely reported forms of expenditure from which
they were the direct and personal bene®ciaries. Even where such expenditures
were reported, they tended to be rationalized in terms of work requirements.
Thus, many of the women pointed out that their clothes requirements had
increased since beginning work in the factories; they needed to maintain a
smart appearance and could not go in wearing a torn sari. However, there
was one form of personal consumption reported by women which was not
justi®ed in terms of either their work or domestic roles: gold jewellery. While
gender ideologies within the household sanction women's purchase of
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jewellery as an acceptably feminine form of personal consumption, jewellery
is simultaneously one of the only forms of wealth over which women have
traditionally had relatively clear ownership rights and which they can retain
in the event of marital breakdown.

Women's greater tendency to subordinate their personal well-being
re¯ected the same ideologies which underpinned men's greater tendency to
make personal claims on household resources. Asking women about their
own individual well-being as separate from that of their families was
sometimes treated as inconceivable, at least at the rhetorical level. Thus
Razia, a widow who lived with her children and her unmarried brother, saw
no reason why working for her living entitled her to a greater share of
household consumption: `Garment work may be hard work, but it doesn't
mean you eat more than anyone else. We tend to give more to the men in the
house. My brother is older, he is a man, we have to give him more. If a
woman eats less, it doesn't look so bad. If I don't get enough to eat, I
wouldn't complain. But if he doesn't, it looks bad to me'.

However, the fact that cultural norms and values partly shaped women's
tendency to invest in familial, rather than personal, consumption did not
mean that women's personal well-being was una�ected. Rather it appeared
to be served by contributing to familial forms of consumption and the
resulting claims on their family's a�ection and respect Ð as well as the
diminution of their liability status within the household economy Ð which
they felt this brought: `When you contribute to the family, they love you
more, they give you respect'. And while this would be considered too delicate
a matter to discuss with strangers, they probably did give you more to eat.
This was the case for Minu who was quite frank about her new value. She
lived with her brother, his wife and children because her parents could not
a�ord to look after her. Before she joined the garment factory, she had been
treated very much as a poor relative, eating di�erently and often separately
from the rest of the family. Since she started making a contribution to the
household budget, she observed that she was now served the same food as
everyone else.

However, there is another longer term sense in which altruistic expend-
itures on family well-being constituted what Sen described as the `perceived
interest response'. All women were aware of the extent of their reliance on
familial networks but also that once married, they would be cut o� from their
own families and friends. In a context where families represented a general
insurance against all forms of insecurity, altruistic expenditure may assume
the role of an investment in their own future by securing more ®rmly their
place within the family and their ability to call on the loyalty of family
members. This was often evident in women's discussions about their
children. As we saw, expenditure on children was one of the key forms of
altruistic expenditure which women engaged in. Indeed, the need to educate
children was often given as their justi®cation for seeking waged work and
used in arguments to persuade reluctant husbands to allow them to do so.
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Where women opened bank accounts in their own name with their husband's
knowledge, it was also justi®ed in terms of children's future educational or
marital expenses. Obviously, feelings of maternal a�ection underpinned the
desire to earn for their children, but there was also a clear sense in which,
particularly in an era where marriage is beginning to look less and less
reliable as a form of security for women, children appeared to represent their
hopes for their own uncertain futures.

Momta's account provides a moving example of the way in which the
insecurities of marriage, the limited autonomy allowed to women, maternal
altruism and the search for security mesh seamlessly together. Momta's
father had died when she was very young and her mother had married her o�
to a man that Momta felt no a�ection for. When she gave birth to a
daughter, the negative reactions of her husband and his family propelled her
into returning to her own family. Her mother wanted her to return to her
husband but her brother agreed to take her in. She stayed with her brother
until he got married and his wife began to complain about the ®nancial
burden that Momta and her child imposed on them. Her brother then
suggested she got married again but this was only possible if Momta agreed
to give the child back to its father. Instead Momta came away with her child
and found work in a garment factory in Dhaka. Here was how Momta
explained some of the choices she has made in her life:

I would not get married again, I would have had to give my child up to her father and he has

married again. A stepmother will never love someone else's child. Today I just work to

support my daughter and myself. It is hard work. But when I come home and take my child

in my lap, when I go to sleep with her, all my misery seems to go away. I don't feel tired

anymore. I have a lot of dreams for her, but I don't know if they will come true. I want to put

her in a hostel as a cadet but you need 40,000 takas so it is not possible. I want her to pass her

MA and when she is grown up, she will know her mother gave her life for her. Then maybe

she will give me respect. If I am lucky she will look after me. If she is educated, if she becomes

a doctor, she will work with the poor and understand their hardships and realize that she was

like that once. But uneducated, she will not.

Momta had e�ectively sacri®ced her chances of marrying again Ð with the
concomitant security and respectability that it might have brought Ð in
order to keep her daughter. She worked for her daughter and dreamt of a
better life for her than she herself had ever had. In return, she hoped to win
her daughter's love and respect, acknowledgement of her sacri®ces and `if she
was lucky', some security in her old age. It is in such explanations of women's
desire to earn for a better life for their children that the complex, and
inseparable, interweaving of love, altruism, tenderness, self-sacri®ce and
material self-interests that constitute familial relationships is at its most
revealing. But Momta's comments revealed something else as well, which
recurred in a number of other accounts and which is of signi®cance in the
Bangladesh context: a re-valuing of girl children and a greater willingness to
invest in their education. Economic necessity has led large numbers of
women to enter the labour market; in many cases, they have been abandoned
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by husbands and forced to fend for themselves because they had only
daughters. An assertion which was repeated by almost all the women workers
was that they did not want their daughters to have to face the same limited
options that they have had to face in their own lives, particularly since
marriage as a form of security appears to be less and less feasible. Education
is increasingly seen as the best way open to them to give their daughters a
better chance in life.3

Patriarchally-engendered Needs and Perceived Interests

We have so far noted that altruistic motives often underpinned women's
explanations of their expenditure preferences, although such altruism also
often served their longer term perceived interests. However, there was a
further category of expenditure reported by women which might be seen as a
form of `choice', but one di�cult to ascribe to personal `preferences' or
`altruistic' motivations. These were choices which re¯ected the structures of
constraint within which women lived their lives and the limitations that these
placed on what they could and could not do. Both the use of the income, and
the fact that such use was frequently clandestine, was a response to needs
which arose as a result of women's dependent status within their families, the
protection it a�orded them and the `patriarchal risk' which they faced were
they to jeopardize this protection.

While some examples of these patriarchally-engendered needs have
occurred in the earlier part of this discussion, it may help to draw them
out explicitly in order to clarify what is being suggested. One frequently
recurring example related to the choice women had to make in relation to
their children from a previous marriage and marrying again. Religious and
cultural customs give men custody of children if marriages break down but
women were able to keep their young children with them if they did not
remarry. The trade-o� they faced was that on their own, they were economic-
ally and socially insecure while remarriage improved their individual security,
but entailed giving up their children. Rupban faced the same dilemma as
Momta but, unlike her, chose to marry again, leaving her children behind
with her brother. She also used her income for her children but, again unlike
Momta, could not do so openly. As we noted earlier, she siphoned o� some
of her wages and all her overtime money secretly to her brother as a
contribution to her children's upkeep. Her husband wanted her to give up the
job as he did not think they needed the extra money and did not want her
travelling so far every day. She did not want to jeopardize her marriage by
disregarding his wishes but at the same time, was anxious to make a
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contribution to her children's upkeep so that they would be treated well by
her brother's family. She met her children secretly when she visited her
parental village: `My husband still does not know to this day that I cry for my
children and that I think about them all the time. I can never feel the same
way about his children the way I do for my own. I can't help it, it is the way
the world is'. While Rupban could be described as engaging in strategic
behaviour by controlling the ¯ow of information, and consequently of
income, into her household, her choices were shaped by her need to reconcile
her preferences (her children's welfare) and her longer term perceived
interests (the security of remarriage). This form of trade-o� was largely
gender-speci®c, one of the asymmetries of the `patriarchal bargain'; men do
not generally jeopardize their chances of marrying again by the decisions
they make in regard to their children from previous marriages.

Another form of patriarchal risk faced by women in Bangladesh relates to
the culture of son preference. While in Rupban's case, she had been left with
her two sons and two daughters by her ®rst husband; it was striking even in
our small sample how many of the other women who had been abandoned
had only daughters. Amena Begum had not yet been abandoned but she
had ®ve daughters and no sons and knew her mother-in-law was urging her
husband to ®nd another wife. She joined the factory because she calculated
that the ®nancial burden of dowries for ®ve daughters would feel less
onerous for her husband if she was able to contribute. As we saw, she used
the discretionary power attached to her role as the manager of the house-
hold income to put aside some savings every month into a bank in her
husband's name towards future dowry costs, in addition to opening a secret
account in her own name. However, her husband had begun using her
absence from the house each day to make advances to other women in the
neighbourhood. At the time of our research, Amena was torn between
giving up the idea of saving for her daughters' dowries and thus being able
to keep a better eye on her husband or remaining in the job and continu-
ing to save secretly for the uncertain future which she and her daughters
faced.

Salma Akhter faced Ð or believed that she faced Ð a related kind of
patriarchal risk. She had married into a well-to-do household and appeared
to have an extremely loving husband. Nevertheless, she had become
extremely anxious because after eight years of marriage, they were still
childless. Her account made clear the extent to which children were seen as
binding husbands to their wives and also providing wives with a continued
claim on the husband's family should anything happen to him:

I worry about the future. Men don't always feel the same; he treats me well now but what will

happen if God does not give me any children . . . What will become of me if he decides to

remarry? Sometimes I worry so much, I stop eating, my throat dries up. Everyone is

a�ectionate with me Ð my husband, my in-laws. They love me; my husband loves me but I

worry that it won't last if I don't have a child. He tells me o� for worrying so much but if I

don't have a child I will not be able to show my face.
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One reason that Salma had entered factory employment, although her
husband did not feel they needed the money, was that it gave her a fragile
sense of security: `I often tell myself that I have a job and that I should not
worry. I try to have con®dence. I tell myself, I have no worries, I have no
children, if my husband leaves, no one will cry for me, I will manage on my
own'. She handed her salary over to her husband and he used it either to pay
for food or for rent. He had opened a pension account in both their names,
into which he paid Tk 100 every month. However, Salma Akhter had also
opened a separate bank account in her own name; she was advised to do so
by her landlord's wife as a security measure: `I want to save because I need to
think of my own future. Suppose he dies, how will I manage? I don't have any
children so I can't live with his parents. If you don't have children, you are
not valued'.

Another form of patriarchally-engendered needs which ®gured frequently
in explaining the use of women's incomes related to dowry costs. Many
unmarried women workers migrated into Dhaka to work in the garment
factories in order to contribute to their future dowry cost, thus making them
less of a liability to their families. This was the case for instance with Najma
Akhter who envisaged working in the factory just long enough to earn the
dowry which would allow her to get married. Najma was unhappy about
dowry, did not believe it should be paid, could not understand how dowry
demands could be justi®ed but saw little choice in the matter if she was to be
married; remaining unmarried was not considered a feasible option for most
women.

However, there was some evidence that marital practices had not been left
entirely untouched by the advent of new employment opportunities for
women. One version of the change was provided to us by Dilu, a young
unmarried woman:

There are so many women working in the garment factories now . . . this has brought about

some social changes. These women have managed to save some money. Now, you will see,

even a rickshawallah wants to marry one of the garment women. Even the rickshawallah

thinks, `The girl is working in a garment factory. She has money of her own. I should marry

this girl'. Then he will be able to live o� his wife's earnings. He might earn some money and

his wife might earn some money. Then he might give up driving his rickshaw and live o�

what his wife earns. That is how these men behave.

However, aside from the behaviour of `rickshawallahs', who stood for
uncouth and uneducated men in Dilu's eyes, she felt that earning had
increased a woman's value for prospective husbands:

Because they can work and earn money, they are being given some recognition. Now all the

men think that they are worth something. Look at me, for instance. I am earning Tk 600 a

month. Won't the man who marries me think I am doing well now? Of course, he will!

Because I'll take my wages and put it in his hands! Well, I would have to, otherwise how is he

going to think I am worth anything? . . . Well, perhaps I won't hand over all my money. I will

give him some and I'll keep the rest myself for my own future. If that man goes o� and dies

somewhere, then at least I will have that saving. I will need that money to eat.
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In fact, some of the women workers suggested that the practice of dowry
itself had been a�ected. According to Asma, a widow with two children:

If a woman is earning her own living, then often the question of dowry is less important. I

have seen marriages where the men got nothing out of it but the girl. In Garment B, where I

was before, I saw a number of cases like that. The men didn't ask for dowry. They just went

to the court and had a registry marriage.

If, as some of the women workers suggested, dowry was being displaced by
the fact of women's earnings, then it was seen by many as a due recognition
of their new status as earners rather than dependants.4 As one woman said
with some pride: `How can they ask for a dowry to marry us? We are the
dowry'.

I have called the allocational priorities discussed in this section `needs'
rather than `preferences' because they were rarely experienced, or talked of,
as choice by the women reporting them but rather as symptoms of the lack of
choice which they were aware they faced as women. In as much as these needs
derived from the underlying structures of gender subordination, attempting
to meet them did little to challenge or transform these structures, but did
substantially improve the ability of some of the women to cope with the
insecurities, risks and constraints which they engendered. Consequently,
while access to wages may not have transformed garment workers into net
assets for their families, it had certainly reduced the perception of them as
economic liabilities.

Breakdown Positions and Women's Strategic Gender Interests

We have so far examined how women's wages are managed within the
household in an attempt to track down the exercise of power and control. We
have also attempted to ascertain the kind of allocational decisions that their
earnings permitted and the extent to which these allocations represented
a response to survival imperatives, to values and preferences and to
patriarchally-engendered needs. It is clear that women do exercise consider-
able agency as far as meeting their preferences and needs are concerned, but
it is generally a defensive form of agency which leaves untouched the broader
structures of constraint imposed by gender relations. In fact, the weight of the
discussion so far suggests that women went to considerable lengths to defuse
the possible challenge that their new earning capacity might pose to gender
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hierarchies within the household. In particular, wherever their needs or
preferences con¯icted with those of their male guardians, they often resorted
to secrecy and deception to meet them.

However, when the focus is broadened from decisions concerning intra-
household allocational issues to the broader aspects of women's lives, other
considerations come into the picture as far as `choice' is concerned. As the
concept of `breakdown' position in bargaining theory suggests, the ultimate
sanction that can be brought to bear on the intra-household bargaining
process is the withdrawal of co-operation by one of the `players' and hence
the breakdown of the household in its present form. The strength of the stake
that di�erent household members have in maintaining co-operation within a
speci®c set of householding arrangements will directly re¯ect their capacity to
form, survive and prosper in alternative domestic arrangements, including
living on their own.

Theoretically, at least, the emergence of factory employment for women
generated clear implications for their `breakdown' positions. First of all, even
if women did not always retain control over their earnings within the house-
hold, the very fact of independent access to such earnings carried with it the
potential for exercising options which had not been previously available.
While the wages earned in the garment industry were not generous by any
stretch of the imagination, they were generally higher than those earned by
women with low or little education in any other occupation available to
them; they generally constituted a `living wage', high enough to meet a
minimum level of basic needs. Furthermore, unlike certain other kinds of
resources, women's earning power was in the ®nal analysis an embodied
resource that could not be appropriated if they withdrew their co-operation
from existing household arrangements. Thus factory jobs held out the
possibility for women to support themselves as well as their dependants
without a male breadwinner if the necessity arose.

Women's earning potential had altered another important aspect of their
breakdown position. Along with the social opprobrium which was attached
to divorced or abandoned women, there had always been ®nancial considera-
tions which constrained women's ability to return to their natal homes in the
event of marital breakdown. Traditionally regarded as ®nancial liabilities by
their own families, daughters in Bangladesh were generally married o� as
young as possible and rarely welcomed back by their natal families once they
had been married o�. This knowledge had always acted as a pressure on
women to put up with their marriages, regardless of how humiliating or
oppressive the conditions were. Their new earning capacity has had the e�ect
of transforming them from being considered ®nancial liabilities within the
family into earning members and therefore made the prospect of returning to
their natal families should their marriages break down less of a measure of
last resort than it used to be.

A third important change concerning women's fall-back positions related
to the new living arrangements which had come into existence as large
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numbers of unaccompanied women ¯ooded into the city in search of work.
For the ®rst time in the history of the country, women were choosing to form
residential units which were not organized around a male `guardian'. How-
ever great the need which explains the emergence of these `mess' arrange-
ments and however unstable or provisional an arrangement they were, the
fact remained that they had gained widespread recognition as a possible
living arrangement. In addition, the experience of working in the factories
made the prospect of mobility in the traditionally `male space' of the public
domain a less fraught experience than it had been when women were largely
cloistered within village or urban households and the public domain was
almost exclusively male. This meant that along with the ®nancial possibilities
of independent residence if existing household arrangements broke down,
there were now increased social possibilities in the form of a broader range of
residential options open to women, including living on their own, than ever
existed before.

However, all these remain at the level of theoretical possibility unless they
are acted upon, and as we have seen, the majority of women did not act on
them. Nevertheless, the signi®cance of these various options existing, at least
at the level of possibility, was illustrated by the few exceptions to this general
pattern where women did exercise choices which entailed a break with, or in
some cases an avoidance of, some of the humiliating or constraining rami-
®cations of patriarchal norms, conventions and constraints. Such choices
represented an attempt by the women involved to re-assert some autonomy
over their lives, often choosing to sacri®ce the security that conformity brings
and to face the risks that their decisions entailed. As such, responses can be
seen as addressing their strategic gender interests (Molyneux, 1985): they
were making open, rather than clandestine, choices and they were breaking
with the humiliating forms of dependency rather than seeking compromises
which might jeopardize their sense of dignity, well-being and self-respect.
Such responses took a number of di�erent forms.

In a society where marriage has been regarded as the only form of social
existence for adult women and men, and the primary source of protection and
security for women, a woman choosing to delay marriage beyond a certain
age carried the risk of not marrying at all. This was the risk that garment
employment had allowed Angura to take. She had decided to postpone
marriage Ð or not marry at all Ð unless she found a husband who accepted
her sense of moral obligation to her mother. Angura's mother had brought
up two daughters at considerable sacri®ce to herself. Her family sought to
arrange a second marriage for her, after her ®rst husband died, but, like some
of the other women we have discussed, the marriage was conditional on
leaving behind her two daughters. Angura's mother refused to abandon her
children and instead left the village and came to Dhaka where she was
allowed a small hut in the compound of a wealthier relative. She worked all
her life as a domestic servant to bring them up. Angura's job in the garment
factory provided them with enough to look after themselves without the
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mother having to continue to work. Angura had not forgotten her mother's
past sacri®ces: `My mother wanted to keep her two daughters with her. If she
had married again, she could not have done that. She would have been selling
herself. She would have left us with her brother's family and they would not
have looked after us. Another's child is not the same as one's own'. Angura is
now 24 years old. She has decided not to get married unless her family ®nds
her a husband who will accept responsibility for her mother as well: `People
tell my mother to marry me o� and she would also like it. But my mother has
su�ered a great deal in her life and now I want her to have some peace . . . A
lot of proposals come but I have only one mother. Suppose I get married and
have to leave her alone, she will grieve and think that if only she had a son, he
would have looked after her for the rest of her life, but because she had only
daughters, they have gone o� to another house and she is left alone to su�er'.

As we saw earlier, Hanufa's earnings had little e�ect on the material well-
being of her daughter and herself, since her husband had withdrawn his
®nancial contributions once she started work. Her earning power had
nevertheless opened up certain strategic options which were not available to
her before. After putting up with her husband's assaults over a period of
time, Hanufa ®nally threw him out of the rented room in which they lived,
and the rent for which she paid. Had she remained ®nancially dependent on
him, this was not a course of action she could have taken. It is also true that
she took him back after a period of time, but the point had been made. She
had the resources to survive without him if it was necessary.

The strategic potential of women's wages in the context of domestic
violence was also evident in the case of Aleya. Aleya's husband was much
older than her, blind and violent. He had been married twice previously and
both wives left him because of his beatings. After putting up with his violence
for a period of time, Aleya ®nally decided to leave him and came to her
brother's house in Dhaka. He could not a�ord to feed her so she began
earning her own living. Soon after, she was joined by her husband who began
a second-hand clothing business. He had become `less angry' and did not
beat her anymore. The shift in the balance of power was symbolized
graphically for Aleya by the fact that her husband handed his earnings over
to her: `He hands over the money; he gives whatever he gets, doesn't keep any
back'. She did not let him forget that she was now independent: `I remind him
all the time that I don't eat from his money any more, I work for my own
living and I feed myself. He is afraid that I will leave him because he is old
and blind and I can stand on my own feet'. It could be argued that the special
circumstances of her husband's blindness meant that intra-household
bargaining power was not so heavily loaded against Aleya. Nevertheless, it
was her ability to earn her own living, rather than her husband's age and
disability, that helped her to stand up to him and put an end to his violence.

Garment employment was also involved in Renu's decision to leave a
violent husband. Renu came from an extremely poor family and she had been
married o� by her brothers when she was around 15. Her husband turned out
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to be an unreliable breadwinner, working erratically as a labourer when he
felt like it, and also physically violent: `He didn't need a reason when he beat
me. Those who beat their wives don't need a reason. And those who are
decent will never beat their wives even if they are given reason to'. Renu had
hoped that once they had a child, her husband would change. Her ®rst child
was a boy but he died at the age of six months. Her husband continued to
beat her but she reasoned that she would have another child and things
would get better: `I thought I have had one child and I will have another, our
marriage will improve. But when I had my daughter I saw that nothing
changed and my heart broke and I came away to Dhaka'. Renu had no hopes
of marrying again; and in any case, she could only do so by giving up her
daughter and this was not something she would contemplate. Renu was an
example of a wider phenomenon associated with women entering waged
employment Ð that of not only being able to walk away from a violent
husband, but also of avoiding a second marriage which would have required
her to give up her child.

A ®nal example of the strategic choices that wages have allowed women to
make is that of Sathi who found out within months of her marriage, which
had been arranged by her father and stepmother, that her husband was
already married and had a child by his ®rst wife. `When I found out', she
said, `something happened to me. I thought if he can deceive me about a
thing like that, what else is he capable of, he could easily turn around and
beat me'. She had agreed to her guardian's choice of husband because she
had always calculated that this was a safer strategy for women: `Because then,
if anything goes wrong with the marriage, you have them to fall back on.
Whereas if you marry for love and something goes wrong, they can turn
around and say, you made your bed, now you have to lie in it'. However, her
father did not welcome her back and her stepmother was actively hostile.
Sathi came to Dhaka and began to live with her maternal aunt's family in
Dhaka and support herself with her earnings. While her wages have not
particularly improved her personal standard of living Ð she shares her
earnings with her aunt's family Ð she has achieved other more intangible
bene®ts. If it had not been possible for her to earn her own living, it is likely
that she would either have had to continue living with a husband she no
longer trusted and had begun to fear or with a father and stepmother who did
not want her. `My greatest satisfaction today', she said, `is that I do not have
to put up with anyone's gibes. I earn my own way'.

4. WAGES, POWER AND INTRA-HOUSEHOLD RELATIONS

Necessary, Su�cient or Irrelevant?

How do we pull together this complicated set of narratives which o�er such
con¯icting insights into the nature of power relations within families and
households? And where does it leave our original question as to whether the
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ability to earn a wage is necessary, su�cient or even relevant, to transforming
gender asymmetries within the household? In order to try to summarize these
®ndings into some kind of answer, there are two elements which have been
implicit in some of the preceding analysis but which need to be brought out
more explicitly because they bear on our conclusions.

First of all, in assessing the impact of new wage earning opportunities on
women's lives, it is important to note not only what has changed, but also
what has remained constant. In the context of Bangladesh, a striking feature
of gender subordination is the extent to which women rely on male protection
as much as they rely on male provision. Consequently, there is a social as well
as an economic dimension to female dependence. Throughout their lives,
women are meant to be under the protection of a male guardian, a father,
brother, husband or son. A woman without male protection is open to
various forms of male harassment as well as female disapproval; if they are
young, then fear for their sexual security and virtue is an additional element
in their feelings of insecurity. It is therefore in most women's perceived
interests to retain intact their familial networks, but most of all, to retain
some form of male guardianship. This gives them a strong stake in co-
operation rather than con¯ict as the basis of intra-household relations.

Examples of the importance of male protection, and the anxieties
associated with its loss, came up regularly in the women's accounts. Thus
Razia, a young widow, pretended to people she met in her factory or in their
neighbourhood that she was married and kept her nose-ring on: `This is an
age of uncertainty, of people coming and going. If a woman does not have a
guardian, she will have a lot of trouble because there are so many kinds of
men around'. Her apparent marital status protected her from the attentions
of men whom she encountered in the course of her work. Renu, the woman
who had ®nally left her violent husband, continued to miss the protection
that even a violent marriage o�ered. Compared to women like Sathi whose
earning capacity and class background allowed her to take her place as a
contributing member of her uncle's household after she left her husband,
Renu's own family were too poor to take any responsibility for her. For her,
wages may have changed the economic dimensions of her fall-back position
but they had done little to alter the social dimensions. Although we suggested
that leaving her violent husband could be seen as an expression of her
strategic gender interest, it was also clear that she herself did not feel
particularly empowered by the decision:

I would not have had to work if I had a father or a husband. When I was married, even if I

was not earning, at least I was with him. No one could say anything to me. Now, even if they

say nothing, I feel afraid, I feel they might. Don't all women have this fear? I am a woman on

my own; I have to go to the bazaar, I have to go here, I have to go there; men stare at me, they

pass comments. What if someone lies about me, makes things up, what will I be able to do? I

am alone; wherever I go, I go alone. If someone kills me, no one will know. My mother and

brothers will get to hear of it, but by then I will be dead. If I could, I would have gone to the

village; no one talks to women like that in the village. In the village, they only talk about the

village.
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For Renu, leaving a violent husband had brought her face to face with the
powerlessness of her situation. The bleakness of her choices revealed clearly
how closely related women's feelings of agency and choice as individuals
were constrained by their perceived options outside the home and the
generalized insecurity which they felt without some form of male `protec-
tion'. As Hanufa, who took her violent husband back after having thrown
him out explained: `It is better to be beaten by your husband than by a
stranger'. Saleha was left by her violent husband after she had two daughters
but failed to produce any sons. She described how her husband had left her
to marry a young girl but the marriage did not last and she took him back:
`She stayed for only 15 days because he beat her . . . A young girl like that, she
could not tolerate the torture as I could'.

This generalized insecurity, `the fear that women have' as Renu described
it, explained why in so many of the cases we examined, women chose not to
exercise control over their incomes, let alone make choices which could
threaten the established norms and practices of male privilege within the
household. On the contrary, there were far more examples of a systematic
e�ort to deny that wages had made any real di�erence to the balance of
power within the household and a great deal of emotional and practical e�ort
invested in re-establishing as far as possible the pre-existing hierarchies of
claims and decision-making within the household. This was evident in the
practice of women handing over their wages to their fathers and husbands so
that the norm of the male decision-maker could be maintained intact. It was
evident in the resilience of the pre-existing gender division of labour within
the home, despite the altered gender division of labour in the market place. It
was evident also in the half-truths and outright deceptions by which women
sought to retain some control over their wages without threatening estab-
lished hierarchies of control and decision-making. And among women who
did manage to retain control over their earnings, it was evident in the
`altruistic' forms of expenditure in which they invested it.

The second point to bear in mind in assessing the implications of women's
earning capacity for intra-household relations is that the primary focus of
this paper has been on such issues as access, management, control and
disposal of wages since this is how the question is generally formulated in
social science explorations of this subject. This has entailed trying to
ascertain empirically the kinds of allocative choices women have been able to
exercise as a result of their wages. However, a di�erent element comes into
view if the story is begun, not at the stage when wages enter the household,
but rather at the stage when the decision to earn the wage was taken. As
pointed out earlier, women came into garment factories for a variety of
reasons, ranging from dire economic need, to improving their household's
standard of living, to educating their children. What was remarkable was not
simply that the choice to enter the garment factories was made primarily
by the women but that it was often done in opposition to the wishes of
male household heads. In other words, the very decision to earn a wage
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constituted an important exercise of choice by many women often in the face
of opposition, so that it constituted a challenge to male authority within the
household. Once that decision had been negotiated in their favour, all the
potentials associated with earning wages became part of the expanded pos-
sibilities open to women Ð an expansion which they themselves had largely
initiated Ð even if most then chose not to act out the full potential.

Thus, one major con¯ict in decision-making had already been negotiated
in women's favour at a point which is generally not visible in stories about
women's wages and intra-household bargaining because such stories are
generally concerned with the impact of wages and begin with the entry of
wages into the home. Given the resilience of the broader structures of
patriarchal constraint within which women's lives are played out, and the
risks and dependencies it generates for them, women's search for greater
control over their own lives is unlikely to take the form of direct challenge to
male authority within the household or of open con¯ict over intra-household
allocations; rather it is more likely to operate through frequently hidden
expansion of possibilities and potentials, through the quiet renegotiations of
allocational priorities and through the disguised strengthening of their fall-
back position. However, despite the vocabulary of altruism, co-operation
and choice in which women explained their goals and priorities within the
household, the exercise of male power within the household could often be
glimpsed in their accounts. In this sense, the absence of con¯ict signi®ed, not
the absence of power, but rather the form that power relations took within
Bangladeshi households, the extent to which women's perceived interests
were bound up with male protection within the household and therefore the
stake that women had in the continued stability of the household.

Given this broader context in which the decision to enter factory employ-
ment was made and carried out, and despite the absence of any dramatic
challenge to patriarchy by the women workers, our conclusion has to be that
wages have made an unequivocal di�erence to the lives of most of the women
workers. They were now perceived as earning members of the household,
whether their wages disappeared into a common pool, were handed over to
or appropriated by household heads or retained under their own manage-
ment. This had implications for how they were treated. Both Aleya and
Saleha, who took their violent husbands back, reported less violence in their
relationships as a result of their earnings. In Aleya's case, as we noted, she
had no doubts that her new earning status had dramatically shifted the
balance of power within the household. For Saleha, the connection was also
clear cut but less antagonistically formulated: `As I am earning now, our
®nancial condition is better . . . So he does not beat me like before . . . There
are less quarrels; now there are days when, even when I speak up to him, he
does not argue with me because I am helping with the money'.

In general, however, as Razia's comments suggested, women did not speak
of a straightforward relationship between earnings and claims Ð intra-
household allocational processes rarely work so crudely Ð but there were
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su�cient references to feeling valued, loved and respected as a result of their
hard work to suggest that along with an increase in the collective standard of
living, women's own well-being was being given its due. Daughters in par-
ticular were contributing to dowry, one of the key elements which underpin
the low value given to female children within the family. And it is worth
noting that a number of women's reports suggest that men who marry
garment workers were not asking for dowry since their earnings were
perceived as su�cient compensation for waiving dowry demands.

Had women experienced a greater convergence between their personal
well-being and perceived interests? The altruistic construction of women's
preferences and their reluctance to engage in personal forms of expenditure
would suggest in the ®rst instance that it had not, but again we caught
glimpses of such convergence in some forms of expenditure reported. Such
expenditures tended to be on personal accumulation which enhanced
women's sense of security, such as the setting up of separate bank accounts
and the purchase of jewellery rather than on personal consumption. A
convergence could also be detected at the rhetorical level in the new sense of
self-worth that many expressed in their accounts; they stressed again and
again that they were standing on their own feet, that they were no longer
dependants, that they could buy what they needed when they needed it and
that they did not have to be constant supplicants from husbands, brothers or
other family members.

Finally, in moments of crisis, particularly when con¯icts were forced into
the open, the expanded possibilities o�ered by the strengthening of women's
fall-back position, came more clearly into view and provided evidence of the
transformatory potential that access to wages could have. It allowed women
to step out of the protection of tradition, where conformity to tradition
jeopardized their sense of self-worth or violated their priorities. In some
cases, wages allowed women to walk away, even if temporarily, from violent
husbands, and to renegotiate the terms of particularly con¯ictual or humili-
ating relationships. In other cases, they were able to secure their positions
within their families, whether they were divorced women who had returned
to live with their natal kin or wives who felt vulnerable because they had only
daughters. And lastly, it allowed still other women to turn down second
marriages which would require them to abandon their children.

The women who actualized the transformatory potential of waged employ-
ment for challenging patriarchal constraints may represent only a small
minority of the total workforce but they may also be the pioneers of new
social possibilities for women. Social change does not occur as a single
discrete moment of rupture with the past but as a gradual expansion of
possibilities as more and more people are prepared to take risks and challenge
the old ways of doing things. As Renu's description eloquently illustrated, a
great deal of women's choices in Bangladesh have been circumscribed by fear
rather than economics: women stay in relationships they know, regardless of
the costs to their well-being and dignity, because of their fear of the unknown.
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In as much as a number of the women reported actions which represented a
break with security of tradition, they were making it possible for other
women in future to make decisions which might not necessarily free them
from the debilitating `fear that women have', but would give them su�cient
courage to take control over their own lives and step into the unknown.

5. CONCLUSION

Power within the household is unlike any other form of power. Very few
power relationships o�er the inducements and compensations to the sub-
ordinated category that intra-household gender relationships o�er in
principle to women. And few power relationships are imbued with ideologies
of love, a�ection and mutuality in quite the same way. Patriarchal structures
create gender-asymmetries in endowments, risks and constraints which
penalize autonomous behaviour for women but also o�er them provision
and protection if they remain within its parameters; this is the basis of the
`patriarchal bargain'. And within the corporate organization of Bangladeshi
households, where the scope for women to enjoy relatively separate and even
independent resources and decision-making power are culturally limited, the
search for individual autonomy can carry a high cost. Finally, along with
these broader structural constraints, are the internalized constraints that
women carry with them, so that the question of intra-household power
relations contains an irreducible subjective element (Giddens, 1979).

These elements explain the di�culties encountered in attempting to disen-
tangle choice and power within the household. On the one hand, concep-
tualizing the household as a co-operative venture run by a benevolent
dictator in the interests of all is clearly not a satisfactory model of the
households we have been talking about; such models attribute altruism and
choice when we have provided clear evidence of the various overt, covert and
sometimes violent ways in which men exercise power over women within the
household. Equally, however, models of the household which focus purely on
issues of access, management and control of resources may see only power
and con¯ict where there may be co-operation and choice. Households are not
inhabited by managers, workers, shareholders and directors but by mothers,
fathers, sisters, brothers, sons and daughters who often love each other.
People who de®ne themselves in terms of such familial identities may still
exercise or experience power, but they will do so very di�erently from
workers and managers. It is this complex interweaving of self-interest and
altruism, co-operation and con¯ict which makes the operation of power
within the household Ð and the e�ect of women's wages on it Ð so elusive
and so di�cult to track down.

Nevertheless, on the basis of the interviews that we have cited, our
conclusion must be that the new opportunities for waged employment for
women have transformed their lives in a number of important ways. At one
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level, the transformation is evident in larger structural change Ð in labour
markets, householding arrangements, marriage practices and migration
patterns, for instance Ð all of which have introduced a greater diversity into
the social landscape. At another level, a process of transformation has also
occurred at the level of individual women and is manifested in the di�erent
ways that they have responded to these new opportunities: some have used
them to secure a more central place within existing domestic relationships;
some to ensure a better life for their children; some to invest in their dreams;
some to renegotiate the terms of unsatisfactory relationships and still others
to walk out of, or not enter into, relationships which were undermining their
agency in unacceptable ways. In as much as women's ability to realize their
individual and shared goals within the household has been enhanced, factory
wages have helped to transform the parameters within which women workers
make their choices.
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