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Introduction to Part Two

Lynn Duggan

The domestic sphere is arguably the main site of women’s subordination. 
Gender hierarchies established in homes determine and structure opportuni-
ties throughout household members’ lives. The readings in Part 2 of this book 
focus on power dynamics in caring for family members across different systems 
and times as well as geographic space in the global South. It is impossible 
to do justice to this topic in so few pages, but, together with the readings 
included in the references section, it is a start.

As noted in Part 1, modernization proponents emphasize that capitalism 
releases women from feudal restrictions and that men’s power over women 
and children is reduced when these latter have options outside the extended 
family. However, although the forms of male privilege may change, new systems 
bring new power constellations. 

We begin this section with the invisibility of unpaid work, move from 
there to the gender division of caring work, follow this with households’ and 
household members’ allocations of income, then shift to constraints placed 
on women’s movements outside households. From here we move to violence 
and threats of violence within the household, and end with policy concerns 
in light of women’s share of the responsibility for families’ care.

A: Women’s unpaid work

The work performed within households usually earns no direct income. 
Women perform the lioness’s share of such work, including food prepara-
tion, sewing, cleaning, and child- and relative-care, all of which often involve 
carrying water and finding firewood or other fuel. Typically, unpaid work is 
overlooked or not considered to be ‘productive’ activity by economic analysts 
and policymakers. 

In 1995, as part of the Beijing Platform for Action, the UN assigned member 
governments the responsibility of estimating the value of non-market work 
and including such estimates in satellite accounts to augment national income 
accounts and other official measures of economic activity. As Benería (2003) 
notes, the purposes of such estimates of unpaid work include increasing the 
visibility of household work and evaluating its contributions to social well-
being and the reproduction of labor; evaluating the extent to which total work 
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is shared at the household and society levels; providing information on the 
allocation of work and leisure; increasing gender neutrality of government 
budgets; and analyzing trends in paid and unpaid work over time. 

Reading Chapter 16 is an excerpted piece by Lourdes Benería that provides a 
brief history of the ‘discovery’ of unpaid work with an overview of the ways 
in which subsistence, informal, domestic, and volunteer work have been dealt 
with or ignored, conceptually and in practice. 

B: Households and capitalism

As noted in the Introduction to Part 1 and excerpted there, Ester Boserup 
(1970) was the first to hypothesize that capitalist economic development tends 
to increase the productivity of tasks within men’s work as they acquire access 
to new methods, tools and machinery, thus shifting the household balance 
of power away from women. Margaret Mead (1976) also called attention to the 
power inequalities that arise from the tendency for men to control markets 
and mechanization while women work in unpaid subsistence agriculture.

As Cohen (1985) subsequently noted in her work on Canadian economic his-
tory, agricultural production for trade has tended to expand women’s workload, 
because the responsibility for families’ subsistence needs is usually assigned 
to women. Production for exchange and export also increases households’ 
vulnerability to the world market.

Benería and Sen (1981) supported and gave class content to Boserup’s 
conclusion that development benefits men disproportionately, and Sen and 
Grown (1987) noted that families offer a vantage point from which to resist 
the encroachment of capitalist values and individual-based organizations of 
production. With increased migration and urbanization, extended families that 
acted as insurance systems against old age and other types of insecurity tend 
to be replaced by nuclear and female-headed units (Becker 1981; Brown 1981; 
Folbre 1994; Abraham 1993; D’Amico 1993; Blumberg 1993; Castro 1993; Islam 
1993; Mencher and Okungwu 1993).

Research by Deere (1977, 1978) and Wiegersma (1981) on Peruvian and Viet-
namese peasant households, by contrast, supported the Marxist perspective 
that the destruction of feudal constraints may afford women more degrees of 
freedom, challenging the notion that capitalism exacerbates gender inequal-
ity. This debate regarding the impact of markets on women may illuminate 
patterns and experiences common to women in different regions and nations. 

In the early 1980s Marxist and socialist-feminist economists also debated 
the usefulness of the concept of a ‘patriarchal mode of production,’ seeking to 
extend Marxism beyond its market- and production-centric focus to include re-
productive care and homemaking work (Folbre 1986; Koopman 1991; Wiegersma 
1991). On the one hand, this theoretical framework draws on  extensive evidence 
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of unequal exchanges between men and women in work and consumption. On 
the other hand, a ‘modes of production’ approach focuses attention on material 
exploitation, putting physical productive and reproductive work in the center of 
the analysis and providing no framework to value the emotional  effort involved 
in caring work, implicitly ranking psychological and emotional dimensions of 
male domination lower than other dimensions.

As with Marxian theory, an evolving feminist literature critiques mainstream 
economic models of households and gender divisions of labor. Such models 
include the school of ‘New Home Economics,’ founded by Becker (1965), which 
views households as tiny factories that make efficient use of inputs to ‘produce’ 
children and maximize the well-being of family members. According to such 
models, men specialize in labor-force work because returns to their investments 
in education and training are higher than they are for women, implying, for 
example, that households will have higher income if resources are channeled 
disproportionately into boys’ and men’s education.

Mainstream (neoclassical) economists neglect power dynamics in access 
to education and other resources, relegating this topic to sociologists and 
anthropologists. As a result, the mainstream economic theory of gendered 
labor is tautological: women are held to earn less in the labor force because 
they specialize in child-rearing, yet they specialize in child-rearing because they 
earn less in the labor force. Mainstream economic theory also assumes that 
household members pool income and behave altruistically toward one another 
(Becker 1981). However, empirical studies show that consumption spending 
on women’s and children’s needs and allocations of food and medical care 
vary with the shares of income earned by women and men (Hoddinott 1992). 
Women tend to allocate more income to children’s needs. 

In the last several decades, economists have turned increasingly to bargain-
ing models to interpret expenditure patterns and other household decisions 
(Manser and Brown 1979; McElroy 1992; Seiz 1991; Agarwal 1994; Friedmann-
Sanchez 2007). This stream of research makes use of the concepts of ‘threat 
points’ and fall-back positions (defined as the income, skills, and resources 
individuals would have access to if the household dissolves). Such research may 
frame individuals’ fall-back positions within parameters such as cultural prac-
tices, laws, and enforcement of laws structuring men’s and women’s  options, 
such as with regard to marital property, child custody, child-support payments 
and domestic violence (McElroy 1992). For early empirical studies of gender 
dynamics in household decisions see, for example, Blumberg (1993), Hoddinott 
(1992) and the studies cited in Dwyer and Bruce (1988), as well as the special 
issues of Development and Change (1987) and World Development (1989).

Readings In Chapter 17 Kavita Datta examines fathering in Botswana house-
holds during the time when the HIV/AIDS epidemic has intensified caring work, 
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using focus groups to examine possible sources of change in the construction 
of men’s roles. Diana Wolf’s sociological comparison of two Asian countries 
(Chapter 18) challenges the notion of a unified household survival strategy. 
Gita Sen’s landmark piece (Chapter 19) examines the control of Indian women’s 
sexuality. Sen explores the way in which pervasive threats of sexual harassment 
and rape impact women’s place in families, communities, and labor markets.

C: Violence in households

Perhaps the most graphic expression of unequal household power relations 
is physical violence against family members. In the absence of institutions 
that equalize men’s and women’s access to income and property, women are 
frequently unable to divorce or leave abusive partners, especially if they have 
children to support. An in-depth look at spouse abuse is provided in Counts 
et al. (1992), an edited collection that examines aspects of social organization 
in countries with varying degrees of wife-beating. Cultural practices associated 
with less violence against women include a larger role for women in choice 
of marital partners, bonds of solidarity among village women, cultural norms 
that disdain expressions of anger, a greater role for women as principal food 
providers, and the near-absence of alcohol.

As Kandiyotti (1988) points out, women’s compromises with male power 
structures often have the effect of pitting generations of women against one 
another. Tensions between mothers-in-law and daughters-in-law are endemic 
in many Asian cultures, where a mother’s main bond is with her sons as her 
main source of security. In turn, sons’ emotional ties with mothers may be 
stronger than with their wives, depending on the extent to which marriages are 
arranged or based on filial choice. Wolf (1972) provides a detailed examination 
of patrilocal marriage and its implications for women.

Reading Chapter 20 is an excerpted article by Aysan Sev’er that traces the 
practice of dowry and infant sex selection in India historically and provides 
a current account, analyzing the growing incidence of dowry-related deaths. 

D: Female-headed households 

As markets bring rapid change, options for women in traditional societies 
may increase, as noted above. Adding to this, improvements in birth control 
and medical technology, increasing education requirements for children, and 
diminishing acreage in family-based agriculture have contributed to falling 
birth rates and family size. As Folbre (1983, 1994) shows, this trend is reinforced 
by adult children’s rising employment and falling land ownership, reducing 
the power of fathers to control children by threatening disinheritance and 
thus reducing men’s incentives to increase family size.

In the face of women’s transformed options and men’s reduced stake in 
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children’s labor, both influenced by markets and globalization, the incidence 
of female-headed households has grown. Ostergard (1992) estimates that, at 
any point in time, one third of the world’s households are headed by women, 
either temporarily, owing to a spouse’s migration, or permanently. 

Reading Chapter 21 is an excerpted article by Sylvia Chant in which she ex-
amines several questions related to female headship and the ‘feminization of 
poverty’ thesis, concluding that it is not so much poverty as responsibility and 
obligation which have been feminized. Examining policy implications, Chant 
notes that the equation of ‘women’ with ‘gender’ in anti-poverty initiatives 
has all too often (re)masculinized advantage. 
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