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Empowerment, Citizenship and Gender
Justice: A Contribution to Locally
Grounded Theories of Change in
Women’s Lives

Naila Kabeer

Struggles for gender justice by women’s movements have sought to give legal
recognition to gender equality at both national and international levels.
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assigned them an inferior status to men in their society. Such compliance can be
variously interpreted. It may reflect an unquestioning acceptance of these norms
and values, the belief that they represent a satisfactory, even valued, way of
organising social relationships. It may reflect the material costs associated with
protest. Where women are economically dependent on those with power and
authority over them, attempts to question the status quo can undermine their
primary source of survival and security in their society. Or there may be social
costs. If there are strong pressures within society to conform to given norms and
values, transgression risks harassment or ostracism.

There is also the question of perceived alternatives. To what extent is it
possible for women to conceive of having chosen or acted differently? In societies
where gender inequalities of personhood are so deeply embedded in the family
and kinship relations, so intimately bound up with constructions of the self as
gendered subjects, that to question them would be to question the meaning of
one’s existence, there is little scope for imagining other ways of organising social
relations. This touches on Bourdieu’s idea of doxa, aspects of traditions and
norms that are so taken for granted that they take on a naturalised and
unquestioned quality.

Two other qualifications related to the consequences of choice. The first
concerned the distinction between trivial and significant choices, between the
choices that we make on a mundane basis every day of our lives and the more
strategic life choices that have profound consequences for the quality and
direction of the lives we are able to lead.

The second related to the consequences of choice for the broader structures
of inequality that prevail within a society. To what extent do the choices in
question undermine, and even transform, these structures, and to what extent
do they merely reproduce them? Choices which embody the fundamental
inequalities of society, which systematically devalue the self or undermine the



objection here is that most communities relegate varying portions of women’s
lives to the domestic sphere. Not only do such approaches fail to take account of
women’
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Brahmin women in urban Orissa to reject the universalist assumptions underlying
feminist demands for “‘equality, individual rights and personal choice’ (p. 77). She
suggests that the failure of (Westernised) Indian feminists to energise Hindu
women to fight gender injustices, or even to protest against them, reflects the
fact that such demands are rooted in ‘an ideology of individualism” which has no
traction for women she researched.

According to her, the women in her study consider themselves complementary,
not subordinate, to men. They gain their deepest sense of who they are through
their ability to fulfil the destiny of marriage and motherhood laid out for women
in Oriya Hindu culture. As a result, many of the practices that feminists have
identified as manifestations of patriarchal control are actively embraced by
these women in their efforts to live up to twin cultural ideals of self-denial and
service to others which define their roles as mothers and wives.

Menon illustrates this claim with a discussion of the practice of female
seclusion among the Hindu upper castes. She points out that Hindus believe the
human body to be relatively unbounded and permeable and hence subject to
continuous change and reconstitution through contacts with others. Upper caste
Hindus therefore observe various daily practices and rituals through which they
seek to ‘refine and regulate’ themselves. Since women’s bodies are considered
more permeable than those of men—because they menstruate and reproduce—
they are more concerned than men with regulating exchanges with others who
could threaten this process of refinement (p. 81).

Consequently, the women in Menon’s study choose to remain within the family
compound, restricting their social interactions to family and kin and meticulously
observing the prescribed daily practices of ritual purification:

Strange as it may sound to modern ears, Oriya Hindu women do not desire to
move and interact with people indiscriminately. They value, positively, their lack
of geographical mobility and their limited interaction with the outside world,
interpreting these features as signs of their superiority over others, of their
independence of the outside world...To shun contact, to maintain exclusivity,
confers a mark of distinction on the person who shuns. (p. 88)

Barakat and Wardell (2002) also question the universality of individual rights, this
time in the context of Afghanistan. They argue that those unfamiliar with Afghan
culture tend to take women’s absence from the public domain as evidence of
their subordinate status but overlook the private domain of family and kinship
where Afghan women find their primary source of security and status and
exercise most influence. To look at Afghan society through a Western feminist
prism fails to take account of the concepts and obligations that underpin
women’s power within the family and the role of patriarchy in providing them
with shelter and security. The revered status of women inscribed in the local
culture is upheld by Qu’ranic teachings and by Afghan women themselves.
Regardless of differences of ethnicity, location and class, women’s roles as wives
and mothers are central to their identity: ‘No matter how vital a woman’s
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not only define gender roles and identities within the domestic domain but also
provide the dominant model of relationships in all spheres of society? It is not



exploitation at work. But equally, it is possible that it will strengthen women’s
capacity to recognise and articulate what they consider to be unjust about their
lives, to decide what action to take and through their actions come to formulate
their vision of gender justice.

This offers a different route to ‘relational rights’ to the communitarian version
that Joseph describes in the context of Lebanon. If, as Nedelsky has suggested,
the rights recognised by a society reflect collective choices about the kinds of






enjoyed and that had been suspended for a period of time, including some degree
of mobility in the public domain, the ability to watch TV, to vote, to work, to visit
their shrines and to send their daughters to school.

Along with the restoration of these freedoms by the present regime, there had
been other changes. Key among these was the emergence of a new legalistic
discourse around gender equality and women’s rights, actively promoted by the
international community and by their own aid-dependent government. Bothwomen
and men learnt about this evolving discourse from their televisions, their forays into
the public domain and their interactions with each other. TV, in particular, had
become an important vehicle for conveying competing discourses about women’s
place in Afghan society: the discourses of religious leaders combined with
educational programmes about women’s rights and Indian soap operas which
opened a window into women’s lives in countries not far away from their own.

There were conflicting views among the women in our sample with regard to
this emerging discourse of rights. Some regarded the idea of equality with men as
a direct contravention of their fundamental beliefs: how was it possible for
women to go out of the house without their husband’s permission? Others
questioned men’s monopoly of power within the ‘moral economy’ of the
community and the absence of any mechanism to restrain their misuse of their
privileged position. They welcomed the emergence of alternative forms of
jurisdiction, exemplified by constitutional and legal recognition of gender
equality, as a means of holding men accountable for their actions and offering
some redress to the inequalities of the patriarchal contract.

Given the turbulence of recent decades, it is not surprising that the changes
associated with women’s access to microfinance appeared relatively minor. In
addition, the efforts made by the microfinance organisations to gain acceptance
within the community, the absence of any forms of support apart from the
provision of credit, and the failure to nurture stronger associational bonds among
their members all curtailed their transformative potential.

Nevertheless, where households had made successful use of these loans not only
did they experience improvements in their standard of living but it was also
possible to discern some of the less tangible gains associated with ideas about
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meagre resources at their disposal to educate their daughters in the hope of
carving out what we termed an ‘inter-generational pathway of empowerment’
(Kabeer et al. 2011).

Women’s Narratives of Change in Rural Bangladesh

Bangladesh has a long history of development NGOs, dating back to the aftermath
of independence in 1971. While many began with a very radical analysis of the
structural roots of poverty and focused on mobilising landless men and women,
they have become gradually de-politicised over time, taking on an increasing
service provision role, with many specialising in microfinance. The focus of our
research was on four rural organisations that had retained a commitment to
social change. Their strategies had a number of elements in common. They all
stressed the importance of strengthening women’s material position: through
micro-credit in one case, group-based savings in the others. They emphasised the
need for cognitive change through organised training and informal discussion.
Also, they sought to build up relations of solidarity between group members in
contrast to the instrumental ‘group liability’ approach which motivated conven-
tional microfinance organisations.

The women’s narratives offered important insights into the processes through
which individual empowerment translated into greater awareness of rights and
greater willingness to struggle for them. They explained their past failure to act
in terms of their fear of its consequences but also in terms of its inconceivability:
‘We did not protest even where there was lots of injustice and oppression in the
village. We were afraid of the chairmen, village leaders and members. Moreover,
we couldn’t even see any reason to protest. After all they are our village leaders,
we used to honour them.’ Or as another woman put it: ‘We did not realise that we
were human beings as well.’

The changes that have taken place since then occurred through a number of
different routes. Women made a number of material gains through their savings,
borrowing and training activities. These were by no means sufficient to allow
them to leave difficult relationships but they did expand their scope for
renegotiating them. They were less dependent on male earnings, more able to
contribute to the household income and no longer had to rely on patron—client
relationships that had provided them with some measure of security in the past
but on very demeaning terms.

Change also took cognitive forms. The organisations in question offered
practical training on livelihoods as well as opportunities for reflection and
analysis. The awareness that the women gained through their interactions was
transformative in its impact. They learnt to recognise the value of their unpaid
contributions to the family and to demand such recognition from others. They
learnt about arbitration and conflict resolution which in turn strengthened their
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efforts on the part of state, donors and civil society to transform gender relations
compete with the equally purposive efforts of conservative forces to resist such
transformation. Such contestations had served to open women—and men—to
the possibility of different ways of organising society and different models of
gender relations.

In Bangladesh, a great deal of change has happened as a part of ‘normal’
development efforts, not necessarily intended to empower women. Never-
theless, the promotion of family planning and girls’ education as a part of



Within Afghanistan itself, while there were considerable restrictions on
women’s freedom of movement in the public domain, exposure to television and
interactions with women beyond the confines of kinship through their economic
activities and association with microfinance organisations had brought about a
greater awareness about an emerging discourse of women’s rights in the public
domain. None of the women in our sample had ever sought to actually take their
grievances to the newly established Independent Commission of Human Rights, but
some viewed its presence as a restraint on men’s misuse of their power.

The Bangladesh story was very different. Here women had acquired a greater
say in their own lives and relationships as a result of the purposive strategy of
organisations that also sought to transform them into active citizens. With the
support of these organisations, women were able to use their knowledge of their
rights as citizens to counter unfair verdicts issued by informal justice mechanisms
within their communities, to bring to light the corrupt practices of government
officials and to challenge the efforts of local elites to exploit their labour. Their
successes on these fronts in turn strengthened their sense of citizenship, making
it more difficult for men in their families and local power holders to violate their
rights with the kind of impunity they had enjoyed in the past.

Conclusion

While the varying efforts of women in Bangladesh and Afghanistan to renegotiate
rather than reject the patriarchal structures that governed their lives raise
important questions about the universality of values of individual rights and
personal choice, they also throw doubt on ideas about justice that are grounded
in some unchanging and internally coherent notion of ‘community’. If liberal
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articulated in local idioms in societies which are not hermetically sealed off from
the rest of the world.

In her measured responses to Western claims to ‘save’ Afghan women from
patriarchal oppression, first through invasion and then through development,
Abu-Lughod (2002) raised the question that others cited have also raised: are
emancipation, equality and rights part of some universal discourse of justice to
which we must all subscribe? She suggests that there may be other values, such as
closeness with family and cultivation of piety, to which women in different parts
of the world may give greater priority: ‘“they might be called to personhood, so to
speak, in a different language’ (p. 788). While her concerns are addressed to the
neo-colonial attitudes to Muslim women she has encountered among many
Western feminists, the research cited in this paper reminds us that Muslim
societies are not internally homogeneous: different pathways to personhood can
co-exist within them. Gender justice surely requires societies that can accom-
modate these multiple pathways, the pious and the secular, the individual and
the collective, without necessarily privileging one or negating the other.

In any case, the search for gender justice cannot be divorced from the larger
question of social justice. Gender is not the only source of injustice in a society.
Oriya Brahmin constructions of gender and family life position the women in
Menon’s sample as the privileged caste in an oppressive caste hierarchy in which
men and women occupying the lowest position are deemed ‘untouchable’
because of the lowliness of their birth. The various practices that Oriya Brahmin
men and women undertake to ‘refine’ themselves by regulating their contact
with the outside world also represent their efforts to protect themselves from
polluting contact with the lower castes. Women’s active compliance with these
practices serves to defend and reproduce both caste distinctions between the
higher ‘twice born’ castes and the unclean lower castes and gender distinctions
that see women’s bodies as more polluted, and polluting, than those of men.

The fact that individualism in the ontological sense, the claim that a society is
made up of atomised individuals and is no more than the sum of these individuals,
has little traction in societies such as those discussed in this paper does not rule
out the value of an ethical individualism, the recognition that certain basic rights
and duties are defined in relation to the individual and rests on the equal
humanity of all individuals (Robeyns 2003). A commitment to the fundamental
equality of all individuals on the grounds of their common humanity is perfectly
compatible with a worldview that recognises the connections between people,
the socially embedded nature of their identities and experiences. It must also be
fundamental to any understanding of justice.
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