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Introduction 

"Help Eliminate Poverty.

Empower a woman and feed a family.

Make Mom proud. Help fight poverty!"

(sponsored link on google search results page for <poverty> 

to www.unitus.org/EmpowerWomen; 12 March 2007) 

It has become almost a mantra that women are the worst affected by the growing poverty that characterises society today, and that any serious attempt at poverty alleviation or eradication needs to target women as a group.  The statement quoted above is just one of the many adverts and slogans that appear on the sidebar of a google search results page when one types in the word 'poverty'.  In fulfilling one’s own desire for affirmation (by making Mom proud), one is urged to assist in eradicating poverty through the empowerment of one woman through whom an entire family, it is claimed, will be fed.  In these undoubtedly nobly-intentioned sentiments, lie a number of moral judgments of men and gendered expectations of women, as well as a host of gendered (and other culturally-biased) assumptions about 'families'.  The statement also falls into a growing trend that seeks to measure the lowest levels of poverty and to find interventions that cost the least and have the widest effect with regard to neutralising the potential volatility of the poor, most often reinforcing levels of vast inequality in society and confining large layers of society to extremely basic levels of services, and life on its margins (Naidoo, 2007).  Here, women become the ‘most cost-effective’ and ‘sensible’ targets for intervention, allowing ‘limited resources’ to be spent in ways that are thought to guarantee ‘good returns’.  And, the underlying causes of poverty (which are deeply gendered) are left untouched.  This paper interrogates how such discourses of poverty that seem to address the position of the most vulnerable in society, identified as women, often reinforce the very gendered stereotypes, beliefs, values, and practices that have allowed for inequality and poverty to exist.                

The term 'the feminisation of poverty' appears within this context of woman becoming the global face of poverty and target of interventions, particularly in the research and policy documents produced by governments, the United Nations, donor agencies, parts of academia, and the growing number of non-governmental organisations (NGOs) comprising global civil society.  It is most often used as a catch-all descriptive phrase for the growing vulnerability of women today, without much substantiation or argument (BRIDGE, 2001; Chant, 2003; 2006).  Often it is just tagged onto discussions to give the impression that gender issues have been considered in an argument or set of recommendations about poverty.  When the term is defined, it is usually used to refer to the greater incidence of poverty amongst women than men (most often measured in terms of household income); the greater severity of the experience of poverty by women compared with that experienced by men; and a trend amongst women towards greater poverty, usually associated with a rising number of female-headed-households and a growth in female activity in the informal sector of the economy (BRIDGE, 2001).  

However, theorists highlight the paucity of appropriate statistics and research to prove all of these claims, and look towards understanding to what ends this discourse works in different contexts.  In particular, theorists problematise easy assumptions that are made about female-headed-households and the absence of gender disaggregated household data, and argue for the development of statistical models and indicators that consider the ways in which gender relations determine the nature of poverty and the success or failure of interventions designed to eradicate it (BRIDGE, 2001; Chant, 2003; 2006).  Sylvia Chant (2006) argues that use of the term is also usually accompanied by some form of recommendation for the targeted relief of women when designing programmes to address poverty, in this way allowing for minimalist interventions to be crafted and sold by governments and donor agencies.  This paper will explore some of these critiques through the experiences of a group of women living in Orange Farm, a socio-economically disadvantaged part of Johannesburg.  

Beginning with the experiences of women, described by the dominant discourse as ‘poor’, rather than with the discourse itself, this paper attempts to offer an alternative way of approaching the question of poverty in society, a method that acknowledges the workings of power in the very act of speaking and writing about ‘the poor’.  Rather than examining the experiences of ‘poor women’ through the discourse of ‘the feminisation of poverty’, this paper will evaluate the worth of the discourse in terms of the lived experiences of a group of women living in conditions of socio-economic disadvantage.  In this way, the writing up of the experiences of ‘the poor’ is not mediated by the frame of the discourse, but is directed by the nature of the experiences themselves and the contexts in which they unfold.  Noting the limitations imposed, nevertheless, by the nature of the academic conference at which the paper was to be presented and its writing requirements, this paper can only motion towards this alternative method, ultimately subscribing to the general rules of academic presentation and representation.  
On Method 

This paper began as an attempt by the lead researcher to initiate a discussion on ‘the feminisation of poverty’ with a group of four women living in Orange Farm, who would subsequently become co-researchers on this project.  She had come into contact with each of the women through her research and development work with community organisations in Orange Farm, in particular the Kganya Women’s Consortium (a collective of thirteen women’s projects) and the Orange Farm Water Crisis Committee (OWCC), and had based her choice of participants on their different ages and experiences with regard to poverty.   When, in the first group meeting, no one except the lead researcher had heard of the term ‘the feminisation of poverty’, it was decided that discussions would focus rather on the experiences of poverty as felt by each of the women in the group, and a more qualitative exploration of the experience of poverty would be undertaken through discussions facilitated by the lead researcher in this small group.  The lead researcher would feed information gleaned from a secondary research process on ‘the feminisation of poverty’ into group discussions, in this way facilitating a conversation amongst participants about the discourse.  While the group discussions are by no means representative of the views of all poor women in Orange Farm, Johannesburg or South Africa, they do, however, speak to experiences of poverty and knowledge of experiences that go beyond those of the women in the group, that suggest the need for alternative approaches to the study and eradication of poverty in society today.  They provide reasons for greater effort to be put towards more qualitative and participatory approaches to the study and attempted eradication of poverty.    

In two separate discussions, the group met and shared experiences related to their lives as women in Orange Farm, in processes facilitated by the lead researcher.  The first discussion took the form of an informal focus group.  Discussion was allowed to flow freely, with participants speaking about their individual life histories, relating their experiences to the overall theme of poverty, and the facilitator steering the discussion only when necessary, and feeding the discussion from time to time with information from the secondary research process and directly related to the discourse of ‘the feminisation of poverty’.  Participants also shared their experiences and knowledge of poverty in Orange Farm more generally.  While this paper is, then, based on the stories and experiences of the four women from Orange Farm, it also speaks to the stories of others known to them.  This meeting ended with some discussion about what a paper about ‘the feminisation of poverty’ would consist of.  The lead researcher was then tasked with drafting a paper.  At the second meeting of the group, the draft was discussed, additions made, and a final presentation for the conference made.  This paper is based on the presentation made at the conference.

To facilitate openness, honesty, trust, and the absence of fear in group discussions, it was agreed that the names of participants would not be linked to the particular stories discussed in this paper.  In addition, specific stories would not be used to reach particular conclusions.  Rather, there would be general discussion about the conclusions reached in group discussions, with some stories being used to illustrate some conclusions.  

In this way, participants believed that they could speak about their lives and experiences without ignoring the very potential effects that this act of speaking could have on their lives and the lives of their loved ones who might come to recognise themselves in criticisms raised in this paper.  This paper does not, therefore, contain names.  It does, however, contain the views and experiences of four women living in Orange Farm about the lives of women generally in Orange Farm, mediated by the views and experiences of the lead researcher.  While the lead researcher acted largely as facilitator of discussions amongst the four other women, she also, at times, became a participant by offering her own views and experiences, and sharing material collected from the secondary research process.  Her control of facilitation also allowed her to frame and direct discussions towards answering particular questions, and her own interpretation of secondary material undoubtedly had some effect on the nature of discussions.  While the group attempted to maintain as democratic, horizontal and open a space as possible in which discussions could take place, the role of the lead researcher as facilitator and writer would ultimately afford her much more power in the process of research, discussion, and writing.  This was recognised at the outset, and the very limitations of academic writing problematised.  While this discussion could be the subject of another paper, the group felt that it would be important to signal here the need for greater resources (both human and material) to be dedicated towards more participatory and qualitative approaches to understanding and eradicating poverty being developed in which the traditional hierarchies set up by academic forms of writing and research are challenged.  The method employed in the writing of this paper must, then, be seen only as an initial step in developing an alternative way of studying and writing about poverty that is itself limited and limiting.  It nevertheless highlights the importance and need for this alternative, and shows the potential for its development given greater resources and commitment in society.

Experiences & Critique

Through the stories and experiences that flowed in the first discussion, participants began to make some of the assertions also made by proponents of the discourse of ‘the feminisation of poverty’ i.e. that the majority of the poor are women, that the majority of women are poor, and that rising female poverty corresponds with an increase in the number of female headed households.  These assertions are borne out in statistics related to poverty when explored through a gender lens with regard to Orange Farm (Khanya College/Kganya Women’s Consortium, 2002) and South Africa (Hassim, 2005).  With Orange Farm being identified in official state policy documents as a socio-economically disadvantaged area, it would also be reasonable to expect the population of Orange Farm to reflect the gendered characteristics of poverty exhibited in national statistics related to households.    

Orange Farm is a township located approximately 45 km south-west of the city of Johannesburg.  It began as an area demarcated for the resettlement of black squatters by the apartheid government in 1987, as influx control laws were lifted and strategies were crafted to organise and regulate the urbanisation of black people.  The few research projects that have been conducted in Orange Farm since 1994 have demonstrated the particularly precarious and vulnerable positions occupied by women in Orange Farm, many living in female-headed-households, often led by single mothers or grandmothers (Khanya College/Kganya Consortium, 2002; Coalition Against Water Privatisation et. al., 2003).  These projects have also highlighted the widespread existence of income generation and other community projects, many of which have been initiated by unemployed women.  

While existing statistics and the immediate experiences of the group seemed to support each other, participants agreed that such assertions and their implications for policy formulation and community struggles needed to be explored further to make them meaningful.  What did it mean that poverty in Orange Farm was characterised by a large number of female-headed households?  How did women experience poverty differently from men?  Was this indeed the case or was poverty the result of more complicated sets of gendered relations in society that produced inequalities that allowed poverty to persist?

Female-Headed Households: Apartheid’s Gendered Legacy

In the experience of participants, the majority of their neighbours in Orange Farm are single mothers, heading households without the presence of men.  Each of them had been confronted with personal difficulties as well as the problems of other women and families in the community in their daily lives and work as the problems associated with rising poverty presented themselves.  In a survey of 194 women in households in Orange Farm conducted in 2001, the majority of interviewees were single parents and widows (Khanya College/Kganya Consortium).  In the small group constituted to produce this paper, two participants were single parents, the oldest member of the group - a pensioner who had divorced twice due to the experience of domestic violence, and a widow who had recently lost her partner to HIV-AIDS and is herself HIV-positive.  The youngest member of the group shared the experience and perspective of a young girl whose life had been adversely affected by the separation of her parents at an early stage of her life.  Only one participant was happily married.  In this group of four women, three had been directly affected by the phenomenon of female-headed households.  

As the group tried to understand the reasons behind this phenomenon, participants began to talk about the experiences of women in male-headed households, that resulted in divorce, separation and the rise in the number of female single parents spoken about in mainstream discussions and apprehended in their own experiences.  In many cases, domestic violence was a reason for separation.  Experiences in the group going back as far as 1946, participants were able to explore some of the changing living conditions for men and women since the start of apartheid, and the effects that they produced in society.  For most African women, life under apartheid was extremely difficult, with their survival almost completely dependent on their relationships with men.  

While African culture and colonial society had already produced a highly gendered society, segregation and apartheid made further changes to the structure of gender relations, particularly through the regulation of the labour market.  Migrant labour had profound effects on relations between African men and women, dividing families and separating husbands and wives (or partners) for most of their lives.  Based on the notion that an African male worker was ‘single’ or ‘responsible for’ a wife and children living in the 'homelands' or 'bantustans' who were able to subsist through farming and support of extended family networks, wages were generally low, and living conditions harsh.  Through the migrant labour system and influx control, apartheid legislated the separation of African men and women, and attempted to structure African life in such a manner that only the most basic needs of men and women would need to be provided for by the state and white employers.  The welfare system was based on the notion that African life was cheaper than white life, with African needs requiring fewer resources than white needs.  As life in 'the homelands' became increasingly difficult, many women would move to the urban areas to seek employment or to join their partners.  (Parnell, 1992; Parnell & Mosdell, 2003; Ramphele, 2002).    

Stories that were shared in this small group focused largely on urban women as all participants had been born to parents already living in townships of the city of Johannesburg.  But here too, African men and women experienced the effects of a system designed to (re)produce the deep lines of inequality of apartheid society.    

Under apartheid, African women were not tolerated in urban areas unless they could prove that they were married to working men or themselves employed. The Natives Urban Areas Act (1923) and the Slums Act (1934) legislated these stipulations (Parnell, 1992).  African women were also actively prevented from entering the formal labour market, with a minority gaining access to professions such as nursing and teaching, and the majority of employed African women in urban areas being found in domestic service, especially in white homes (and some Indian and coloured homes). The oldest in the group shared the frustrations she felt as a young African woman living under apartheid through her experiences of being prevented from buying furniture without her husband being present to 'sign for her', and not being able to buy a house without being married even when she could prove that she had a job.  For her generation, choosing a life of independence as a single woman was difficult.  In the urban areas, this was almost impossible without resorting to various forms of illegality e.g. the running of shebeens, spaza shops, and sex work.  In order to have a roof over one's head, most women had to submit themselves to marriage or to domestic employment.  The independence of women was also not generally accepted in African culture, and clearly defined roles were prescribed for men and women.  Being accepted in society and gaining respect and affirmation from one's elders meant getting married (in most cases meaning to have a man pay 'lobola' for a woman) and assuming particular roles in a family and extended family.  Participants agreed that these roles, across cultures, taught us that men should occupy the role of 'provider' and women that of 'caregiver', be it in the nuclear or extended family.  Living up to these roles came to be defined by the restrictions placed on the lives of African men and women by apartheid.     

Working with a group of African youth in the early 1990s in Crossroads, Cape Town, Mamphela Ramphele was able to record and try to understand the effects of the disruption of families through the migrant labour system on the lives of future generations.  In the group of sixteen young people with whom she came to work, ten were raised by their mothers, two by their grandmothers, and one by his sister.  Only one of the youth had been raised by both parents.  And only six of the group did not have the experience of encountering problems related to parents having children from previous relationships.  (Ramphele, 2002: 31).  The lives of these children had been deeply affected by the nature of the relationships between men and women in their homes, in particular between their parents.  Ramphele writes that men are "disempowered by having to depend on the very women that a patriarchal culture designates as inferior to them.  The dissonance between the cultural expectations of gender power relations on the one hand, and the reality of powerlessness on the other, sets off a vicious cycle of low self-esteem, resentment, anger and abuse of the very source of your support - the woman, mother, sister, wife, lover." (ibid: 160).    As apartheid ate away at the African man's ability to fulfill his role of 'provider', resentment would grow towards those for whom he was meant to be 'providing'.  In many homes, domestic violence arose when 'the man of the house' was unable to provide for the needs of 'his home', either by having too little money and/or losing his job, and/or having too little time to spend with his family.  At other times, it might be the fact that a woman's role of 'caregiver' was coming under question as she began to work or earn an income.  

Neoliberal Policies Reinforce Gender Inequalities

As the apartheid economy in the 1980s would be forced to respond to changes in the global economy, neoliberal policies would begin to be introduced.  While the African National Congress (ANC) would assume electoral power on the promise of a broadly redistributive programme (the Reconstruction and Development Programme - RDP), it would tie itself to a logic of export-oriented growth in the form of the Growth, Employment and Redistribution Strategy (GEAR), adopted in 1996 by government, underpinned by a number of neoliberal macro-economic principles.   In the years following the adoption of GEAR, the gendered structure of the labour market would face a number of pressures and changes.  Trade liberalisation would result in job losses in traditionally male sectors of the economy, such as mining, and female industries, such as footwear and textile, and flexible forms of labour, in the form of part-time, casualised, and seasonal forms of work into which women tended to move as forms of cheap labour, would be introduced (Kenny & Webster, 1999; Mosoetsa, 2001).  

These changes with regard to labour have been accompanied by rising costs of living, with the introduction of the logic of cost recovery and corporatisation in the delivery of basic services, health, and education being a major contributory factor.  In the experience of participants, life for working class men and women has become more difficult.  In Orange Farm, it would seem as though very few people have full time jobs.  Men and women "are sitting at home".  The only form of work available is contract jobs, which both men and women have access to.  In this context the roles of 'provider' and 'caregiver' continue to shape the ways in which men and women are expected to earn respect and acceptance in the family, community, and society, but the ability for men and women to live up to them is increasingly constrained.  Domestic violence, and general instability in the home and community manifest along gendered lines.

Gendered Socialisation 

In the experience of this group, the roles into which men and women are socialised also determine how people respond to change and crises in their lives.  In Orange Farm, it is the experience that many men, when they lose a job or source of income, become depressed and despondent, often turning on women and children, and becoming violent.  Many men turn to alcohol and drugs, and become angry about not being able to be 'providers'.  While there are also women who respond in similar ways, it was the experience of participants that more women than men in Orange Farm have been able to start informal activities and projects in order to sustain themselves and their families.  Participants felt that this was probably due to the fact that women are socialised to be 'caregivers', ensuring that the most basic needs of the family are met at all times.  And that women often see men's well-being as coming before their own, and being dependent on women.  Men are also more likely to continue looking for formal employment than women who make up more of the informal economy and are more likely to take up positions as volunteers rather than full-time workers, these differences themselves produced by our acceptance of and socialisation into our different roles as men and women as those of 'provider' and 'caregiver' respectively, as well as the gendered nature of the labour market.  For participants, there was no innately purer moral substance to woman than man that makes her a better 'caregiver'.  Unfortunately, many current interventions that seek to alleviate poverty are based on the notion that women are morally better than men (more responsible and trustworthy), and that support of a poor woman thus allows an entire family to be supported.  What such approaches miss is the fact that the lives of men and women are closely intertwined, and that the ways in which men and women relate today are based on the ways in which we are socialised to become 'providers' and 'caregivers' in society.  The targeting of women alone serves only to allow for the most minimal interventions to be made, and often makes worse the divisions and tensions that already exist between men and women in homes and communities.  

Participants also felt that it was often due to men's own perceived failure to live up to the role of 'provider', and not necessarily due to any expectations of women, that men became despondent, frustrated, angry, and violent.  As one of the group said, "Even if a man doesn't work, he always moans, sits alone or becomes aggressive and violent because he is not working.  And he thinks that the wife doesn't give him any respect and yet it's not so.  Women do respect their husbands even if they don't work.  But the men are too aggressive and violent.  That is why women are always being harassed in the house and there is a lot of domestic violence."  Participants went on to speak about how it is important to be accepted and respected in and by society, and how the gendered norms of society often prescribe to men (and women) the achievements by which to measure one's success in the world.  Failure to reach these steps leads to feelings of resentment and anger that manifest in our relations with those closest to us, those who are also part of how people see themselves and their success in the world.    

Participants also spoke about the changing roles and responsibilities into which men and women are being socialised today, under the sway of neoliberal policies.  As women are being targeted for ‘capacity building’, ‘skills development’, ‘entrepreneurship’, and ‘empowerment’, traditional roles and responsibilities defined for women as those of ‘caregivers’ are being challenged as is the ability for men to live up to their traditional roles and responsibilities related to being ‘providers’.  Participants felt that targeting women for assistance with improving their socio-economic positions without addressing the problems of rising unemployment and flexibilisation of labour experienced by men, often leads to feelings of resentment and anger amongst men as a result of perceptions that their traditional roles are being undermined.  

The group also came to interrogate issues related to socialisation, in particular culture and the stereotypes associated with living in Orange Farm, through a story that spoke of an experience different to the norm or the expected.  While many women came to Orange Farm to escape poor domestic relationships, the group also shared the story of someone who had come to Orange Farm "out of love".   For this woman from a well known middle-class family in Johannesburg, Orange Farm had meant the opportunity of continuing a love relationship that was forbidden by her family, through which she had had a son at the age of eighteen while still at school.  It also meant a change in her class position and style of life as both she and her partner were unemployed.  Being a committed activist in the anti-apartheid struggle, experiencing arrests and torture, her partner made many sacrifices that would compromise his ability to live up to the role of 'provider' that was expected by both their families.  While the couple lived apart during apartheid, with their son being cared for largely by her extended family, as apartheid ended, the couple attempted to make a life for themselves as a family in Orange Farm.  While they took up house together without being married, gaining respectability in the eyes of their families would become increasingly important.  This would mean trying to secure the necessary money for her partner to pay 'lobola'.  With his first cheque, earned through a contract job in the construction industry, this goal was achieved and the families gave the couple a wedding ceremony.  For the group, this story is important as it      

demonstrates women's choice in matters of life in spite of the expectations and norms of society, that are almost never reflected in the discourse of 'the feminisation of poverty'.  It also shows how culture and the economy work together to reinforce gender inequalities and oppression in society.  

Escaping Problems In Male-Headed Households 

For many single women (mainly mothers) living in Orange Farm, the ability to purchase one's own site and erect a shack meant the possibility of freedom from unhappiness, and the tension, stress, and violence being experienced in male-headed households. With the emphasis of the discourse of 'the feminisation of poverty' falling on women without any real interrogation of the reasons behind the phenomenon characterising it (rising female headed households), what is erased is the involvement of men in women's increasing vulnerability, and the fact that the structure and production of poverty is deeply gendered.  Using the term 'feminised' only describes the fact that more women are poor or that women are poorer than men.  It does not describe the fact that men and women's oppression and exploitation are enmeshed.  Before women leave violent relationships, what are their lives like within male-headed households?  The 'feminisation' discourse neglects to explore the nature of life for women in poor male-headed households. 

In the group, discussions revealed that divorce and separation bring tremendous problems and instability in the lives of children.  Even when the cause of separation is not linked to tensions arising due to economic pressures (e.g. an extra-marital affair or a new love interest), women still tend to suffer economically.  Their lives usually being completely dependent on their husband's, separation means a loss of income, a home, and the means to care for one's children (who usually accompany the mother).  

The group shared the story of a young girl whose life was seriously disrupted by the divorce of her parents.  Kicked out of the family home with her mother and brothers, she would go from a life of relative comfort to one of complete vulnerability, first living in a shack and then moving into a hostel for Zulu migrant workers after the shack was burnt by residents accusing the family of being Inkatha supporters - they were Zulu-speakers.  Her mother and brothers unemployed, she would begin selling sweets at school and clothes in the community, going door to door on weekends.  She would assume the role of 'provider' for most of her school-life and beyond, yet continue to be disrespected by her brothers.  She would bear the cruelty of other children at school, who would question her about her staying at the hostel, and taunt her for ‘being Zulu’.  In Std 9, she was raped by a brother's friend, and received no support in her crisis except the emotional support of her mother.  The stress and emotional pressure became unbearable, and she dropped out of school.  She worked extremely hard, selling goods, and was eventually able to purchase a site in Orange Farm, where she moved her mother and brothers into a two-roomed shack.  In Orange Farm, she came to know about a local NGO through which she has received counselling and become part of a group committed to changing the lives of women with similar problems.  Her mother has recently passed away, and she has subsequently broken contact with her brothers.  However, she has been able to face these adversities through the support she has received from the NGO.  Today, she is in a long-term relationship with a partner with whom she has a baby, is a volunteer in the local NGO that assisted her and so assists other young women with problems, such as rape, and continues to make a living by selling clothes and sweets.  While she wishes that she had a better job or the ability to study further, she is content with life at present.  Participants commended her for her resilience and strength in the face of opposition from her brothers and society in general.        

The sharing of this story led to a discussion about the ways in which women often take control in situations of crises in households, and how it is often the absence of men in households that allows for the positive development of women.  In many cases, it was felt that, female-headed-households have presented women with the space and opportunities to develop their own potential, unconstrained by the needs and demands of male partners. 

In using the rising number of female-headed-households as an indicator of ‘the feminisation of poverty’, a negative development, proponents of this discourse deny the potential that female-headed-households do indeed present for greater household economic stability and individual social and economic well-being within female-headed-households as compared with male-headed-households in which individual female and child well-being may be compromised for various reasons, some of which have been mentioned above (e.g. domestic violence).  Recognition of this potential should lead to the strengthening of support for female-headed-households, and not its withholding.  However, it should not allow for the problems faced within male-headed-households to go unaddressed.

With household income being the sole determinant for comparisons made between the poverty of male- and female-headed-households, little weight is given to the intra-household factors that might prejudice the individual well-being of women and children.  With the targeting of female-headed-households, the problems experienced by women in male-headed-households go unexamined, and thus unsolved.  While it might be important to target female-headed-households with certain socio-economic interventions, it is equally important to try to understand the problems being experienced by women in male-headed-households and to develop interventions to address them too.

While female-headed-households represent an important response from women against the abuse they face in male-headed-households, addressing their needs cannot define the sum total of the interventions necessary to eradicate poverty and the unequal position of women in society.  Rather, such interventions need also to address the position of women in their situations of need.  

Teenage Pregnancies As A Cause Of Female Poverty  

Participants also put forward the high incidence of teenage pregnancies as a possible reason for rising female poverty and female-headed households.  In trying to understand this phenomenon, participants spoke about the fact that poor young girls have very few choices in their lives with regard to higher education or jobs.  Often, even school life is difficult, and many young girls are forced to drop out of high school in order to work or conduct informal economic activities e.g. selling sweets or clothes.  And the aspirations that young girls are encouraged to hold are far from their reach.  The group happened to hold its first discussion on 'Take a Girl-Child To Work' day.  When one of the members asked what this day was all about and received clarification about it, all participants were extremely dismissive of the day, asking where the jobs were that young girls could be taken to.  In the context where young girls are being encouraged to pursue consumerist lifestyles, the temptation for poor young girls to enter into relationships with richer and older men is common.  The phenomenon of 'sugar daddies' and entire families becoming dependent on the relationship of a young girl with a richer man are common stories today.  With the lack of proper sex education at school level, many young girls fall pregnant in this context.  

There was also the feeling in the group that the existence of the child support grant (CSG) was a reason that poor young girls fell pregnant.  Some participants disagreed.  While participants accepted that there is a study that government has conducted that shows that the CSG is not 'a perverse incentive' for young girls (Department of Social Welfare, 2007), it was argued that many people still believe that the grant does encourage teenage pregnancies.  In a focus group being conducted for another project, also held in Orange Farm, with a group of men who had been retrenched in the late 1990s by Premier Milling Company in whose full-time employ they had been, deep-seated anger was expressed at the CSG (Naidoo, MA dissertation, forthcoming).  An old man accused government of 'fathering' the children of teenage mothers, arguing that it was government's provision of the CSG that encouraged such pregnancies.  A middle-aged man grew extremely angry, stating that government, through the CSG, had turned its back on the men who had slaved for so many years in jobs for their families, and was now supporting "little girls who have never worked in their lives".  Interestingly, this focus group discussion spoke clearly to the fact that men who were suffering the effects of post-apartheid neoliberal reorganisation of the labour market and economy felt that their ability to 'provide' had come under threat.  A man who had not found full-time work in the last twelve years since his retrenchment, described how he had gone from supporting five families to "being alone in the house".  Many of the men spoke about their failure to 'be fathers' and provide for the needs of their wives and children.  The majority feeling in the small group, and these experiences in the focus group, speak to the fact that changes in the economy that have resulted in changes in the ways in which work is organised and in the sphere of reproduction have been deeply gendered, provoking responses that are deeply gendered.  Targeted interventions, such as the CSG, in this context, even though they may not aim to be gender-specific (with the CSG, caregivers of children are not defined as needing to be mothers in order to receive the grant), end up having effects on gender relations as they do not address the underlying causes of problems and so reproduce and entrench gender inequalities.   

Teenage pregnancies are, then, both a result of poverty and a reason for its continued existence.  As such, holistic interventions need to be developed to address the context of poverty and inequality in which young girls fall pregnant today.  This means changing how society views the respective roles and responsibilities of men and women in relationships, particularly with regard to birth control and protection during sexual intercourse; child-care; household duties; occupational roles; and family responsibilities.    

HIV-AIDS, Women & Poverty

All participants spoke about the inescapable reality of the many effects of the HIV-AIDS pandemic on their lives and the lives of the majority of Orange Farm residents.  Discussions focused on the difficulties presented by conditions of poverty for those living with HIV-AIDS and those caring for the sick (usually women, and increasingly older women, pensioners).  In the experience of one participant, living with HIV-AIDS, watching her partner die from the virus, being unemployed and without access to anti-retroviral treatment, has made life often unbearable.  However, she persists for the sake of her children, trying to keep healthy and ‘occupied’.  In this case, groups like the OWCC have provided women, and residents generally, with the spaces in which to find support in and from others with similar problems.  All participants were involved in projects at community level in which support for members and their families with regard to the experience of HIV-AIDS was a priority.  All participants spoke of the increase in the number of funerals as a result of HIV-AIDS, and the ways in which the community came together around these occasions.  Participants felt that any discussion about poverty and its gendered nature today needs to include some reflection on HIV-AIDS, and the gendered nature of the context in which it has become a pandemic and the relations through which it is spread and addressed.  

Reflections On Experience

In trying to understand the commonalities and similarities in experiences and stories shared, the group agreed that growing up, attaining self-hood, and being accepted by a community of people are closely related to becoming men and women in society.  And, being good men and women come to be defined through culture, religion, education, the media, and so on.  In the collective experience of the group, these roles had come to be defined as those of 'provider' (man) and 'caregiver' (woman).  It was in the perceived failure of men and women to live up to these roles that many of the problems that participants had experienced in their lives had their roots. 

Understanding apartheid society as a capitalist patriarchal one, the group also spoke of the fact that women's 'caregiver' role allowed (and continues to allow) particular reproductive forms of work (traditionally provided by women) to go unpaid in society, facilitating the paying of lower wages and the provision of less welfare and fewer social protections to workers.  The unpaid labour of women has, in other words, always ‘subsidised’ the greater exploitation of men.  The position of women in the household has also allowed families to weather poverty, and women have always been the poorest in society.  The term 'feminisation' suggests a point in time at which poverty suddenly becomes characterised by women's greater vulnerability than men, without any real data to substantiate this claim.  Most literature today states that 70% of the word's poor are women.  However, there is little gender disaggregation of poverty statistics to back this up (Chant, 2003; 2006).  The group could understand that as poverty increased, women would suffer more than men as the nature of society was such that women occupied the lowest positions in the economy and the household, and the roles that would serve to provide the care and additional unpaid labour necessary to withstand increased poverty.  But, it could not understand why there would necessarily be an increase in the proportion of women to men who are poor, necessitating the term 'feminisation'.  Instead, the group began to ask when and why the term had become popular.  

Why Use The Term 'The Feminisation Of Poverty'?

The term 'the feminisation of poverty' can be traced back to discussions in the United States in the 1970s related to single mothers and welfare (BRIDGE, 2001: 1).  It has, however, gained popularity, particularly in the development sector, in the 1990s, continuing to be used today.  In the words of Sylvia Chant, "the 'feminisation of poverty' made its major breakthrough into the development lexicon in the 1990s.  A critical catalyst was the fourth United Nations Conference On Women at which it was asserted that 70% of the world's poor were female, and eradicating the 'persistent and increasing burden of poverty on women' was adopted as one of the twelve critical areas of the Beijing Platform For Action.  Disregarding the fact that the 70% level was supposed to be rising, and that ten years on there is still no change to the original estimate, this categorical claim, with its alarming(ist) predictions of 'worse to come', seems to have accorded women, if not gender, unprecedented visibility in international fora on poverty reduction." (Chant, 2006: 202).  This has been accompanied by an increase in the number of interventions aimed at alleviating or eradicating poverty that target women.  Most major donor agencies include a focus on poor women, with several programmes targeting women specifically.  As neoliberal policies have increased the vulnerability of the working and lower middle classes, women have come to be 'the shock-absorbers' of the system.  But this does not mean that women survive without men.  Using the term 'the feminisation of poverty' describes only one aspect of the gendered nature of poverty, allowing for easy interventions to be made that can be proclaimed as having answered to the needs of 'the poorest of the poor' without addressing the root causes of poverty, which are gendered, involving both men and women. 

Presented with ‘the feminisation of poverty’ as a topic for research towards this conference paper, discussions in the group tended towards trying to understand whether the discourse as presented above holds any value with regard to the experiences of women in Orange Farm.  

In the experience of most in the group, such targeted approaches of donors had had positive effects in their lives.   All participants belong to women's community projects that have at some point received funding from donor programmes targeting poor women.  But their survival through these interventions has been difficult nevertheless.  Participants shared their experiences of working in community projects, including a sewing income generation initiative; a recycling, crèche, and gardening income generation project; a project providing counselling and advice to young women, in particular survivors of rape and domestic violence; and a group campaigning for free access to basic services and better living conditions for Orange Farm residents.  In all these experiences, problems had, however, emerged with regard to expectations and understandings of different members of the projects.  In particular, many of the women who worked in the projects were expected to take home a salary, showing something material for their time spent away from home.  However, most projects have often been unable to ensure that members receive stable incomes.  Where projects have received donor or state funding, these funds have come with the stipulation that they not be spent on stipends or salaries.  Often, not enough income has been generated to pay stipends.  When this has happened in the past, some project members have experienced anger from their husbands or male partners, often unemployed and therefore also relying on the expected income from the project.  While participants stressed that attempts are always made to address such problems, the existence of such expectations and the gender dynamics within households often result in project members leaving for more stable employment as soon as it becomes available.  In cases where members are only able to find casual or contract jobs, they often return to the project only to leave again when better work becomes available.  In this way, the projects have often become the spaces to which women turn only in desperation.  At the same time, however, they have also offered many women the opportunity to build lives for themselves outside of quickly declining formal wage labour, and the possibility to imagine a different way of living for themselves as collectives.    

These opportunities have, however, been determined by the interests of donors, with the targeting of women featuring as one of the focus areas for spending.  In these targeted interventions, the development of women’s entrepreneurial capabilities have been prioritised, and the building of capacity and skills amongst women to sustain themselves and their own projects, have become priorities.  ‘Sustainable livelihoods’ has become a euphemism for the provision of the very basic and most minimal resources deemed necessary for survival to those considered to be unable to provide for themselves, and women have received attention as the most ‘cost-effective’ and ‘reliable’ vehicles through which to dispense these resources.  In most cases, women’s labour is once again not given value, and women are once again expected to be the ‘shock absorbers’ of the ills of our economy.  

Participants spoke of the fact that, while donors might prefer to fund women’s organisations, they have chosen not to prevent men from joining them.  While women continue to be the majority in projects and continue to lead them, there are also men who work in some of the projects, accepting their positions as equals in the work and in decision-making related to the project.  Participants argued that it was the fact that projects could not guarantee a stable salary or stipend that prevented more men from joining them.    

In the view of participants, the targeting of women in poverty alleviation interventions, while undoubtedly bound to have some positive effects in contexts of extreme disadvantage, also entrenches certain gendered roles and divisions in society that do not benefit the lives of poor men and women in the long run.  The role of woman as 'caregiver' continues to be played on in the ways in which it is presumed that the targeting of women will benefit more people than the support of a man, and in the provision of minimal interventions based on the belief that women provide certain tasks unpaid and driven by levels of sacrifice and voluntarism due to their 'caregiver' 'nature'.  It also carries the danger with it that existing gendered divisions, inequalities, and stereotypes will be reinforced as people's lived circumstances change without their means of interpreting and making meaning of them changing.  

Conclusions

As the group returned to discuss the main statements and assertions made by those using the term 'the feminisation of poverty', participants realised that none of the richness and detail of their stories and those of so many other women that they knew were reflected in these mainstream documents claiming to speak in the interests of 'the poorest of the poor' - women.  In most of these documents, women's voices and agency were absent, erased, as poverty was described as an over-powering experience to which women are constantly on the receiving end, responding to effects of changing macro-economic policies.  Participants did not dispute the fact that the circumstances in which the majority of women today find themselves are those of growing poverty and vulnerability.  However, they argued that poor women fight and survive against this system, and choose to live in different ways in spite of the system.  The system itself is allowed to change based on the resilience and creativity of women.  And how changes are introduced are shaped by resistance and struggle undertaken by women.  

While ‘the feminisation of poverty’ might serve as a useful descriptive term when speaking about poverty, the experiences shared in this group’s discussions suggest that the discourse inaugurated by increased use of the term has neglected some of the detail necessary in understanding how poverty is produced in gendered ways in society, ways that involve men and women in relationships of inequality.  Rather than developing interventions that speak to this gendered nature of poverty, the discourse of ‘the feminisation of poverty’ has resulted in the targeting of women and female-headed-households for intervention to the neglect of men and male-headed-households.  Recognising the central role that gender plays in the ways in which people come to relate to each other and to the world, it is important that discourses of poverty pay attention to the ways in which the unequal position of women in society relates directly to the position of men and the power relationships between men and women, relationships also determined by intersections of class and race.  
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