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The recenf concern over women heads of
households has three central aspects: (i) it
isagrowing pnenomenonin Lafin America';
(iy it is growing primarily among more

Buvinic and Gupta report that female headship
represents from 10% to 40% of housenolds In Third
World countries. (Buvinic, M. and Gupra, G. R
Responding to Insecurity in the 1990's: Targeting
Women-maintained Families in Developing
Countries, Workshop on Insecurity 1in the 1990°s
Gender and Social Policy in an Infernational
Perspective, London School of Economics and
European Association of Development insfiture,
London, April 5-6, 1993, p 1. On this issue see aisc
Castro, M.G. Family, Gender and Work: the Case of
Female Heads of Household in Brazil (States of Sao
Paulo and Bahia. 1950-1980) Doctorai thesis.
University of Florida, 1989: Carvaiho, L. Female-
Mainiained Household: A Case Study in Brasilia,
Brazil. Doctoral thesis at Essex University, England,
1996; Chant, S. Women and Survival in Mexicaon
Cities: Perspectives on Genaer, Labour Markers anc
Low-income Householas. Manchester: Manchester
University Press, 1991: Goldani. A. M. How Brazilian
Families are Changing ana Consequent Demand
for Public Policy 1989, mimeo. and Goldani, A M. As
Familias Brasileiras: Mudancas e Perspectivas. Co-
dernos de Pesquisa, 91,1994, 7-21; Morris, L. Women
Without Men. The British Journal of Sociology, XXX.
(3). 1979, 322-40: Safa. H. I. The Myth of the Male
Breadwinner, Oxford: Westview Press. 1995: SEADE -
Fundacdo Sistema Estadual de Analise de Dados -
Familias Chefiadas por Mulheres. Andlises Especiais.
PCV. 2, SGo Paulo, 1994: Varley. A Housing the
Housenold: Holding the House in G. Johns and P.
Ward (eds) Methodology for Land and Housing
Market Analysis, London: UCL Press. in press. among
others
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impoverished groups® and (iii) it has
displayed a parficular vuinerability 1o
situations of economic recession and
implemeniation of economic adjusiment
programs®. A significant body of literature
has emerged. including a focus on the
defense of seleciive policiestargeting these
households 1o ameliorare or prevent an
Increase in the social and economic
distance between segments of a single
population?.

! Barros, R.. Fox, L. and Mendonga. R. Poverty
Amongst Female-Headed Households in Brazil, Tex-
fo para Discussdo, n.310, ipea. 1993; Buvinic, M. The
Vulnerabillity of Households Headed by Women:
Policy Questions and Options for Latin America and
the Caribbean, ECLA, Serie Mujer y Desarrollo, n.8,
1991: Gonzales de lo Rocha, M. The Resources of
Poverty, Women and Survival in a Mexican City.
Oxtorct: Blackwell, 1994; Merrick T. and Schmink M

Households headed by women and poverty in Brazil,
inM. Buvunic, M. Lyncette, and W. Mcgreevey (ed.)
op. cit. Women and Poverty in the Third World,
Baltimore: Johns Hopkins University Press, 1983.1983,
244-71: Safa (op cit.); Seade (op. cit.).

*Baden, §. and Milwarg, K. Gender ana PovertyIDS.
Sussex, Report n.30. 1995; Beneria L. Feldman S.
Unequal Burden: Economic Crisis, Persistent Poverty
and Women's Work, Oxford: Westview Press, 1992.
Buvinic and Gupta (op. cit.); Lioyd, C. B. and Cage-
Brandon. A. Women's Role in Mainfaining Housenolds:
Family Welfare and Sexual Inequaiity in Ghana,
Population Studies, 47,1993, 1993, 115-51; Safa. op. cit.;
UNICEF The Invisible Adjusiment, Vol.2. New York:
Americas and Caribbean Regional Office, 1988.

4 Buvinic and Gupia op. cit.. Carvalho, L. Chefia
Domiciliar, Mulher e Trabaiho. in Boletin de
Antropologia Americana. Nueva Epoca/Instituto
Panamercano de Geografia e Histéria, n. 31 (in
press). Folbre, Women on TheirOwn: Global Pafterns
of Female Headship. ICRW/The Population Council.
Family Structure. Female Headship and Poverty
Project. 1991a, mimeo; Moser, C. Gender Planing
and Development: Theory, Proctice and Training,
London: Routledge, 1993; Young, K. ‘Household
Resource Management: the Final Distribution of
Benefits . mimeo, 1990.



However, the concept of female headship
referred to by the majority of these studies
is still expressed as the negation of the
prevailing pattern, i.e., that of male
headship®. Recentsignificant contributions
have succeeded in calling attention to a
variety of cases deriving from thisconcept?.
However, they should be read with caution.
There is a need fora permanent critique of
concepts and analytical categories
emerging in the infernational academic
debate. In the specific case of the
phenormenonofwomenheadsofhouseholds,
suchacritiqueiscrucial, due to the growing

“The term 'family headship has its origins in the laws
governing the family in ancient sociefies and
designates a single member, normally the oldest
man, with power over other members., Judaic,
Islamic, and Roman traditions showed similarities
with regard fo male prerogatives and the role and
place of the woman in relation to the male head.
This concept was spread into the civil codes of
Europeannationsandlaterimposed on theircolonies
through laws, norms and social practices. The two
main premises of the concept are (i) that wives,
daughters, and mothers are the economic
dependents of the male provider and (i) the
existence of a conjugal nucleus os the base of the
household. Such ideas proved inadequate, mainly
for non-European societies where power and
responsibility over the family nucleus or household
unit and economic maintenance were not male
prerogatives and where family experience and
household cohabitation did not necessarily coinci-
de. extrapolating (or simply nothappening) through
the nuclear conjugal standard. See Chandler, J.
Women Without Husbands, Basingstoke: Macmillan,
1991: Folbre 1991a op. cit.; Folbre, N. Mothers on
their Own: Policy Issue in Developing Countries,
ICRW/The Population Council, Family Structure,
Female Headship and Poverty Project, 1991b,
mirneo; Gittins, D.The Family in Question, Basingstoke:
Macmillan, 1985; and Neder, G. Ajustando o Foco
das Lentes: Um Novo Olhar sobre a Organiza¢ao
das Familias no Brasil, in S. M. Kaluostian (org.).
Familia Brasileira, a Base de Tudo, Brasilia: Unicef/
Cortez Editora, 1994,

“ Blumberg. R. L. and Garcia, M. P. The Political
Economy of the Mother-Child Family: A Cross Societal
View. in L. Lenero-Otero (ed.) Beyond the Nuclear
Family Mode!l, London: Sage Publications, 1977;
Folore, 1991aop. cit., Moser op. cit.; Varley op. cit.;
Young op. cit.; Youssef. N. and Hetler, H. (1983)
Establishing the Economic Condition of Women-
headed Households in the Third World: A New
Approach, in M. Buvunic. M. Lyncette and W.
Mcgreevey (ed.) op. cit..

risk of such concepts not being constructed
inlight of Latin American realities. This article
isinfended as a contributionto the debate
on the definition of female headship. The
first part reflects on the concept's
conditioning factors and argues that it
should be viewed as a historical and social
configuration, and fthat in Brazil this can
imply a direct change of perspective from
that of marital status to that of responsibility
for maintaining the household. The next
section, basedonempiricaldata, investigates
the internal dynamics of households in
relation to the generation, control of, and
access to resources and revenues. The last
part examines the correlation between
female labor as the household’s main
resource and the configuration of the female
provider’s authority and independence.

1. Just what is “female headship”?

The concept of female headship has
traditionally been applied to situations
where families and/or households are
headed by women alone, where the male
partneris absent, asin the case of widows,
single mothers, and divorced orseparated
women with dependents. It emerges as a
non-autonomous category, built on the
basis of the negation of what is considered
adominant pattern, that of male headship.
Despite the numerous advantages it has
brought in enriching debate over the issue
of the contemporary family, this concept
suffers from several limitations. The initial
one refers to the very issue of delineating
fhe unit of analysis: does headshipin gene-
ral refer to the family or the household?’.

7 The structures and functions of a household can
vary significantly from one place to another, Micro-
studies tend to take advantage of the opportunity
to empirically investigate and therefore “construct®
the borders of the household based on the specific
material context in which the study is conducted
(see Jelin, E.Family, Household and Gender Relations
in Latin America, London: Unesco/Kegan Paul Ltd,
1991; Schmink, M. Household Economic Strategies:
aReview and a Research Agenda, Latin American
Research Review, 19, (3), 87-101, 1984; Yanagisako,
S. Family and Households: The Analysis of Domestic
Groups., Annual Review of Anthropology, 8, 1979. In
the current study. households are defined as
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The problem linked immediately fo this is
that of the defining criterion for headship:
headship as authority over the family (or
household) nucleus? as economic power
deriving from its maintenance? or as both
combined? How does one justify the cases
of families that fail to fit into this model of
conjugdality, like mother-children nucleiliving
in extended housenholds headed by men?
Among such challenges, suffice it to
highlight that studies, censuses. and official
statistics tend to prefer criteria favoring
notions of authority and male dominance.
Consequently, in a society with sfrong
patriarchal values, responses by members
of households can be affected by
suppositions resulting in the identification
of the man as the head of the household.
The tradition of censussurveys, government
programs, and everyday social practices
has imposed fhis form, o standarg of
authority and family economic responsiility
that does not always correspond to reality.
Even in househoids where the parmer is
absent, oldersons oranother adult member
of the family can be considered heads of
the household. By opfing for such criteria,
one produces a category that Is both ait-
encompassing (i.e.. covering a variety of
sifuations of households or families under
this one condition) ana exclusive (since it
omits other situations that fail to display this
structure). Such a concept ignores that
household headship and househoid itself
fend fo embody different meanings in
different societies®.

residential units organized on the basis of kinship
and fo a lesser degree affinity, wnere individuals
reside and share in all or the main daily survival
activities. The concept of household is nor opposed
fo that of family. buf it would be a mistake to use
them interchangeably. Family is a much broader
issue and franscenas the physical borders of the
residential unit.

& Definitions of household headship and household
can vary. Household headship is used in Brazil and
Honduras 1o designate the financial provider of the
housenold. In Venezuela, Chile, and Bolivia, the
head of the household is the person recognized as
such by the members of the househoid. The concept
of household in turn, in Chile. Paraguay, and Peru,
involves the concept of sharing and provision of
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In addition, the vision of nuclear conjugal
families headed by the male provider is a
doubly problematic construct for many
soclefies. Neither families nor households
are necessarlly conjugal or nuclear, nor
are they exclusively headed by male
members. Households can be headed by
one or more person, men or women, and
house one or more families, in addition 1o
relatives and non-relatives. Impaosition of
the male figure as the main economic
member of the household also contributes
to abreak in or depreciation of economic
roles and power fraditionally held by
women within their family groupsin certain
societies, often breaking with a pattern of
family organization for production, where
the woman, not the man, was traditionally
fhe main economic element®.

Maintenance of household by the worman
Is rarely considered reason enough to
ideniify her as the head in cases where the
manispresent. Whenthe conceptis based
on male mainfenance and not merely his
presence, there s also a fendency to assu-
me that the household subsists on one
Income, while in reality the income of the
woman and other household members
Increasingly constitutes an important
survivalstrategy. Another problemwith the
concept, still within the borders between
family and housenold, is that the typical

domestic work associated with @ residential unit,
while in countries like Brazil ana Honduras it only
recognizes the residential unif. See Buvinic, M.(op.
cit.) Folore (1991a op. cit.) and Varley (op. cit.).

“ Similar situations are identified in Latin America by
Scoftinrelations to Incentives for the labor marketin
Lima (see Scoft, A. M.Divisionsand Solidarity, Gender
Class and Employment in Latin America, London:
Routledge. 1994), by Vance (see Vance. |. More
than bricks and mortar: women's particlpatian in
self-help housing in Managua. Nicaraguain C. Moser
e L. Peake (ed.) Women, Human Settlements and
Housing. London: Tavistock Publication p.139-165,
1987) and Machado, L. The Problems for Women-
headed Households in a Low-income Housing
Programme in Brazil, in C. Moser and L. Peake.
op.cit, identifying i Nicaragua ond Brazil.
respectively. mechanisms of housing policies that
excluded women and families headed by women
from public housing construction programs and
qccess to housing. among other cases.



definitions of headship tend to underestimate
the existence of other forms of family within
one single household. The incidence of this
type of family organization, where various
nuclei and different generations cohabit
one household, and more recently the
increase in single-parent families, where
fhe mother is present predominantly, and
early adolescent pregnancy, when the
family expands through the inclusion of
new generatfions, also contribute to the
growth of multinuclear families. Urban living
conditions, including scarce urban housing,
increased migration, and aggravated
economic conditionsthemselves also fend
to foster a greaterdiversity of cohabitation
among family groups.

Besides, the very concept of household as
anindividualresidentialunitis questionable.
While due fo its concrete physical
characteristics the household is relatively
easy to identify and thus becomes the
prime unif of study, one cannot overlook
other possible approaches, like intra-family
connects, ties, or networks and flows of
externalresources andrecurrent and long-
term economic connections'®. (n dealing
with low-income households, multiple,
temporary, and combined income and
support arrangements often tend to
contribute more fo subsisfence than merely
shared housing arrangements, which
presuppose, but do always guarantee,
equal access to resources by allmembers
of the household.

Despite all these difficulties, the definition
of female household headship continues
to focus on the absence of a male partner
andisconsidered avariant of the standard
Western family fype. Some have fhus
pointed to an “absence of symmetry” in
the concept of headship, since households
are identified as headed by women when
the partner is absent and no other adult

“See Bruce, J. and Uoyd, C. B.. Finding the Ties that
Bind: Beyond Headship and Households,
International Centre for Research on Women, Wa-
shingtonD.C. 1992 and Fonseca. C. Spouses, Siblings
and Sex-linked Bonding: A Look at Kinship
Organisation in a Braziian Slum, in E. Jelin (ed.).
op.cit..

male is present, while households headed
by men are all those where there is a man
or couple.

Based on these criticisms, numerous
typologies have emerged. The most
commonly adopted reference foridentifying
different forms of female household
headship is “de jure” or “de facto”
headship. Youssef and Hetler (1983)
developed the following classification
encompassing five categoriesthat can be
grouped into three: “de jure” headship, as
that defined by the absence of a male
partner/spouse, not necessarily implying
female maintenance, and “de facto”
headship as that defined by female
maintenance, not necessary implyingmale
absence. The third situation is that
combining male absence with female
maintenance.

Other attempts at breaking down this
concept have led to the view of female
household headship only among women
without partners and who may or may not
have responsibility for maintaining the
household (Folbre, 1991b op. cit.; Lioyd
and Gage-Brandon op. cit.). It is believed
that penetration of capitalist development
in societies contributes fo a growing
responsibility by women overmaintenance
of the household and dependents, due to
thefransition from a family-based economy
to an individually-based one (Blumberg
and Garcia op. cit.; Folbre, 1991b op. cit.;
Safa op. cit.). Folbre advances in this
direction, arguing that the decreasing
importance of the productive function
centered on the household undermines
established patriarchal relations. The
economic autfonomy of other household
members helps decrease the importance
of the father as central economic figure. A
simulfaneous cultural modernization
process contributes to a redefinition of
responsibilities amonghousehold members
and results in new changes, particularly in
relation to the flow of money in the
household"',

"1t is believed that households maintained by
women represent 20% to 30% of households in the
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The focus on households maintained by
women has also pointed 1o greaier
economic vulnerabllify. It is believed that
households maintained by women are
more common among poorer segments of
society, due o the juxtaposifion of such
factors as household composition and
discrimination against women in the iabor
market. Household composition fends fo
affect households mainfained by women
due 1o the absence of male income and
due fo a great number of dependents, As
workers, women's presence in the labor
market worldwide nhas been under-
representead in befter-paid and higher-
status activities. in addition., in many
sociefies, thereisanarrow range of aciivities
available o women., Women generally
suffer discrimination in selection and
recruiting in the labor market, since they
are seen as complementary or secondary
workers, based on the myth of the male
provider'?,

Their domestic responsibilities ana child
care can also force them to seek jobs with
greaterflexibility, asinthe informalornome
work sectors. where pay tends fo pe low

Caribbean and Cenfral America, 27% in Africa. 16%
in North America, 15% in South America, and 11.7%
inindia (Mosses J. C. Half the Woria, Half c Chance
An infroduction fo Gender and Develooment.
Oxford: Oxfam, 1993). However, Mosses suggests
other work dynamics for Latin America and that the
increase In households headed by women could
be interpreted as an indication that women are
begin to free themselves from the repressive and
restrictive aspects of male chauvinist culture (p. 46)

See also Brydon L. and Chant S. Women in the Third
World: Gender issues in Rural and Urban Areas,
Adershot: Edward Elger. 1993; Castro, M. G. Mujeres
Pobres como Jefes de Hogar y como Esposas en el
Proceso de Reproduccion en Bogotd. Identidades
y Heterogeneidades, Working Paper n° 156

Infernational Labour Office, Geneva, 1987 and
Chant, S. Single-parent Families: Choice or
Constraint? The Formation of Female-neaded
Housenoldsin Mexican Shanty Towns, Developmenr
and Change, 16, 635-56, London: Sage Publications,
1985.

?Humphrey. J. Genderana Work in the Third World:
Sexual Division in Brazilian Industry,London: Tavistock
Publications, 1987. Moore, H. Feminism and
Anthropofogy. Cambridge: Polity Press. 1988; Safa,
Oop. cit.. among others.
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and intermittent. When they are in the
formal sector or in industrial environments,
empirical evidence demonstrates that
work performed by women suffers the
influence of gender, resulting in lower
remunerafion for women as compared fo
men in similor jobs'®. Factors like these
explain the increased differences in gains
and opporiunities between women and
men from the same social class. However,
the challenge in breaking down the
classification of female headship should
avoidanotherconcepiual trap. Itisamatter
of delineatingthe groupofwomenproviders,
undersfanding it as a sub-group of women
without pariners, of “de jure” neadship. It is
imporiantto expand the concept ofwomen
providers and the group of households
maintained by women, incorporating
married women or those living with partners.
Women providers can live alone, or they
can maintain a relationship where the
husband/partner is present.

Varley (op. cit.), in a recent study, notes
that the emphasis on the issue of female
headship, whether for studies or anfi-
poverty intervention, has displayed four
basic flaws. First Is the phenomenon’s growih
rare, where the author guestions the validity
of the stafistics presented and contends
that the international mean of 30% of
households is heavily influenced by the
methodology used, ascribing proportional
welght fo regions with high raftes of female
headship, as in the case of the Antilles, as
with countries with lower rates. The second
flaw is that of inadveriently running the risk
(upon delineating characteristics) of
excluding cerrain groups of women,
particularly older women without children.
Third, by opting forwomenwith dependents,
it reinforces the notion thai woman's nafu-
ralroleismothernood. Finally, she contends
that the emphasis on economic headship

" Humphrey op. cit; Mcllwaine. C. Fringes or
Frontiers? Export-Oriented Development and the
Implications for Gender: The Case of the Philippines,
Conference onUnevenDevelopmentin Contemporary
Southeast Asia, Leiden. Netherlands. 1995 mimeo;
Rubery J. (org.) Women and Recession, London:
Routledge & Kegan Paui, 1988.



ends up excluding older women who are
heads of families, but not necessarily the
providers.

After countless considerations and
deconstructions of the concept, principally
rejecting the criterion of household
provision, the author reconstructs it for the
purposes of her empirical work, based on
criteria of conjugality, once again on male
absence. The valid exercise of identifying
possible flaws in the economic criterion is
not accompanied by a similar exercise for
the criterionof " conjugality“, whichonce again
becomes the concept’s epicenter. The
importance of the categories developed
by Youssef and Hetler (op. cit.), through
empiricalworkin Africa, called attentionto
the growing phenomenon of economic
sustenance provided by women in their
households. Nevertheless, they ailso failed
to make a definitive break with the notion
of conjugality in defining household
headship. What is thus left is a situation
where the phenomenon, whether based
onthe principle of household authority and
power or on economic maintenance, or
both, still fails to make an effective break
with the Western standard from which it
derives: the conjugal, nuclear, male-
headed family.

1.1-Female Economic Participation and
Household Reproduction

The spread of the debate on families in
Brazil, sparked by the resumption of the
issue in the late 1970s, has repeatedly
pointed to the multiplicity of forms, a
correlation between social classes and
variety in family structure, different
characteristics in rural and urban
surroundings, demographic changes, and
the transformation or maintenance of
gender roles and relations. The debate
overthe Brazilian family has also diversified
through vertical studies that examine and
correlate the study of low-income families
andhousehold groups withrecent changes
caused by worsening socioeconomic
sifuation and trendsin Brazilian development
following the economic restructuring
beginning in the 1980s.

Demographic studies suggest that among
the more visible changes in the Brazilian
family since the 1980s, one notesthe growth
ofthesingle-parent family. Familiesheaded
by women of childbearing age doubled
from 5% 1o 10% from 196010 1984, according
to Goldani (1989:43, op. cit.). The authors
stressed that during the 1970s, widows
represented 55.2% of female heads of
families, while in 1984 they were only 20.7%
of same, while the share of single and
separated mothers has grown to 74.5%.
The direct consequence of this prevalence
of separated women and single mothers is
the reduction in the mean age for female
heads of families. Although there are no
statistical studies ontheirlevels of economic
participation, such women are most likely
the household providers or have active
participation in its maintenance'.

Regardiess of the variations between regions
and the relevance of specific factors in
determining the incidence of female
headship, evidence suggests that the recent
increase is associated with urbanization
and increased poverty's. In Brazil, the
recent growth has been associated with
growing poverty levels, since it is occurring

'* Female headship in Brazil is not a new
phenomenon, however. Studies by Kuznesof (1980)
showed that in 1802, 44.7% of the urban households
were headed by women. This pattern persisted until
the 19th century, whenitdroppedto 39.3% (Kuznesof,
E. A. The Role of Female-Headed Households in
Brazilian Modemization: SGo Paulo 1765-1836.Joumnal
of Social History, 13, 1980, 589-613). The majority of
these householdswere in the low-income population
and made up of single mothers who supported their
children and themselves (see Faria, S.C. Histéria da
Familia e Demografia Histérica, in C. F. Cardoso and
Vainfas, R. (org.) Dominios da Histéria, Rio de Janei-
ro: EDUF (p243-258). The same is suggested by Besse
(in Bruschini, C., Mulher, Casa e Fomilia: Cotidiano
nas Camadas Médias Paulistas, Sao Paulo: Funda-
¢Go Carlos Chagas/Veértice, 1991) for the early 20th
century when low-income mothers provided for
their households and legally sanctioned matrriages
were rare.

1S For Brozil, see Barros, Fox and Mendonga op. cit.;
Castro 1989 op. cit.; Merrick and Schmink op. cit.;
Seadeop.cit.andTelles. V. 8. Cidadania Inexistente:
Incivilidade e Pobreza. Um Estudo Sobre Trabalho e
Familia na Grande Sao Paulo, Doctoral thesis, Uni-
versidade de Sao Paulo, 1992.
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predominanily among low-income groups
and in poorer urban regions, such as in the
Northeastand metropolitan areas. Goldant
(1989, op. cit)) reports that in 1980 one out
of fwo households headed by women was
ar or below the poverty line, defined as a
monthly income of up to one minimum
wage, whilein 1960, using the same poverty
line, only one in four househoids headed
by women were living in this bracket. The
same frend is confirmed by the study by
Barros, Fox, and Mendonca (op. cit).
comparing three different metropolitan
areas, Recife, SGo Paulo, andPorto Alegre,
and demonstrating that households
headed by women are not only situated in
the poorest groups, but they are aiso the
poorest households within these groups.
The same trendisidentified by otherstudies
conducted in Brazil (Merrick and Schmink
op. cif.; Seade op. cit.)and Latin America'®
Regardless of reglonal factors, the main
reasons for the higher poverty rates in
households headed by women are the
following: (1) a greater number of
dependents, resulting by the low participation
of fathers in supporting the children and
even their absence from the household
and (2) the lowermean wages for the main
paid worker in the household, in this case
fhe mother. This difference in mean wages
isconsiderable, due fo the relatively higher
salaries made by male workers in households
headed by men (Barros, Fox, and Mendon-
ca op. cit, and Arriagada, 1990 op. cit.,
1994 op. cit.). In addition to the effects of
gender discrimination against women In
the labor marker, specific factors related
to female headship, such as consiraints in
time and mobility imposed on women who
head their own households, produce an
unfavoraple contexi.

However, the links befween poverty and
female headship are complex. First,
because female headship does not
necessarily result from circumsfances of

‘¢ Arriagada, |. Unequal Participation by Women in
the Working World, Cepal Review. 40, 83-98. 1990
and Changes in the Urban Female Labour Market,
Cepal Review. 53. 91-110, 1994: Beneria. 1992, op.
cit. Chant, 1991 op. cit.; Safa op. cit.,, among others.
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impoverishment, Sfudies have shown that
female headship canincrease asthe result
of social pressuresthatimprove the relative
position of women in society (Safa op. cit.;
Morris op. cif.), as a result of the woman's
decision to live alone after weighing the
advantages of living with a companion
(Chant, 1985 op. cii.; Castro, 1987 op. cit.),
or as the result of a stratfegy of femporary
family migration aimed at opfimizing work
opportunities (Baden and Milward, 1995
op. cit.). Incldence of female headship
can also be affected by fraditional kinship
neftwork support practices or government
aid. Certainly. specific factors from different
regions and countries contribute o the
emergence of different patterns of female
headship, and the association of female
headship with lower orhigher poventy leveis
is likely To vary according to such factors.
Second, itisdebatable whetherhouseholds
headed by men orhouseholds with multiple
workersreally ensure aberterlivingstandard
for all their members. This aspect is crucial,
because despite the opportunities forgains
beinglow forboth menand womenfroma
social class with less buying power, there is
evidence thaft a better distribufion of
resources amoeng members of housenolds
headed by women fends to offsef the
worst effects of poverty and thus reduce
the vuinerability of the household group
(Chant, 1985 op. cit.; Gonzalez de la Ro-
cha, 1994 op. cit.). In faci, expenditures
andinvesiments by menand womenhave
beenshowntobe differentiared andlinked
to different priorities within the household
(Dwyer and Bruce op. cit.), with a better
distribution and more democratic access
to resources by all members in households
maintained by women.

Chant (1985, op. cit.), in a study in Mexico,
showed that resources in these households
were more democratically distributed, as
comparedfohousenoldsheaded by men,
one of the reasons that many women opf
to become heads of their own households
and families. In addition, women may also
not establish conjugal relations and prefer
to raise their children alone. They may opt
to set up the households autonomously, as



a matter of choice. If is thus important to
considerthe conditions forthe emergence
of fernale headship as socially and
historically based, and not necessarily as
the direct result of an increase in poverty.
The discussion by Blumberg and Garcia
(op. cit.) on conditions for the emergence
and persistence of mother-child units in
various societies indicates that these
households can face sfructural limitations,
making theirexistence more difficult, when
conditions and access to work and
resources in general are not available to
womenand theirdependents. The authors
identified fourconditionsforthe emergence
of households headed by women and a
fifth condition for their persistence. The first
isthat the unit of work, payment, and property
should be the individual (rather than the
kinship group). regardtess of gender. The
second is that women have independent
access to subsistence opportunities, i.e., if
women do not have access to work, then
they must have access to other means of
survival, such astheir children’s earnings. A
fhird conditionis thatsubsistence opportunities
available towomenshouldinsome way be
reconcilable with the responsibilities of
caring for the children.

The fourth condition is that subsistence
opportunities forwomen, inthe absence of
amale head, should not be drastically less
than those existing for men. The fifth
conditionisthatsociety’seconomic policy
produce and benefit from a labor surplus
and that society’s economic policy not
prohibit, underestimate, or threaten the
existence of households headed by
women. According to this explanation, the
emergence of households headed by
women is not linked only to poverty, but
also fo development patterns, structuring
of the local economy, and the extent to
which women can participate in this
process. Thus, high female headship rates
may not occur in regions where women
face greater difficulties in independent
access to subsistence opportunities and
tend to increase in regions where women
have independent accesstotheirprovision.
Although high female headship rates in

some regions may be explained by the
factthat some of the above conditions are
met, they do not explain why the increase
infemale headshipis also occuringamong
groups with fewer opportunities for
independent survival. For example, the
recentincrease infemale headship in India
has occurred among widows, a group
previously cared for by broader kinship
networks. A non-productive member
appears fo exert unbearable economic
pressure on poor households, and widows
are forced to set up households alone and
provide for their children.

The conditions described by Blumberg and
Garciaalsofailto explainwhy the incidence
of femaleheadship can be low insituations
wherethereis acertain equality of earnings
for women and men. In a community
studied by Fonseca (1991, op. cit.) in Brazil,
womenwere notfinvolved more frequently
in work, despite wage opportunities being
similar for men and women. The reason
identified by the study wasthat the authority
of the husband or partner demanded that
he retaincontroloverthe life andresources
ofthe woman, and thatdomestic violence
tendedtoincrease in caseswhere women
did not remain strictly within the domestic
confines or had contact with other men
duetowork demands. Fonsecaconcludes
that the low levels of female headship
detected by the study were due to
women's wilingness fo conform to male
expectations and to maintain traditional
patriarchalrelations in a context where low
remuneration meant a limited alternative
for women's power.

Inaddition, women canalso be abandoned
by their partners and have to deal with
theirnew situation. Insome regions, certain
categories of women, like widows and
single or abandoned women, tend to be
poorer and more vulnerable than other
female groups that head households. As
more empirical evidence on survival
conditions in households headed by
womenhasbeen broughtintfothe debate,
ithasbecome clear that regardless of how
they subsist, this increase is occurring
predominantly among poorer groups.
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In fact, despife the increase in women's
participationin economic activitiesin most
countries, this has not been translated info
qualitative inclusion in the labor markeft,
nor has it guaranieed an expected family
subsistence. Regardless of the reasons for
expansionorthe advantages of househoids
maintained by women and despite the
cuftural variations among regions and the
resources of householdsheaded by women
peing oriented primarily fowards basic
needs and being divided more equally
amonghousehold members, some evidence
indicates that growing poverty and
economic difficulties are factors that tend
fo wipe out the fragile advantage and
protection that such households conferon
theirmembersascomparedto housenolds
neaded by men.

Onefinalremark should be made regarding
theissue of women's growing participation
in providing for the household in the Brazilian
context. Itis the fact that this pariicipation
has growninall categories, diminishing the
specificity of the fype of women incomorated
into the labor market. While in the 1970s
they were primarily single, the greatest
increase occurred among married women
during the 1980s, showing that growin was
relafively independent of marital status.
Suchfactshave thusshownthat the Brazilian
economic context has mobilized all
categories of women 1o confribuie 1o
household mainfenance, thus diminishing
the relevance of sacial and family factors
in the female labor supply.

This growth may be even greafer than the
statisticsindicate, since women ‘sincomoration
into the labor market also entails numerous
issues that tend to underestimate the true
economic role of women in reproduction
ofthe household: the difficulty inidentifying
the various ways by which this occurs; the
predominance of women in the informal
sectorand the difficulty infabulating these
activities; the combination of paid and
unpaid activities; and the intfermittence of
what are considered women's acfivities'’.

7 Abreu, A. R. P. and Sorj, B. Subcontratacdo e
Trabalho a Domicilio - a influéncia de género in H.
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With the increase in male unemployment
in urban areas, households maintained by
women butheaded by men are becoming
asignificanttrend in societies such asBrazil.
Humphrey and Hirata'® investigating in-
dustrial unemployment in SGo Paulo, point
fo the different strategies adopted by
unemployed men and women vis-a-visthe
need to maintain the family. While women
Take temporary and casual jobs untillinking
definitively info the labor market (and then
normally into the services sector), men
remain unemployed for jlonger periods of
fime. prioritizing their retfurmn fo industrial
work, which frequently fails te happen.
The option for working with a broader
reference, based onfemale provision, does
nof mean unaerrating the importance of
the male figure. On the contrary, male
absence, as demonsfrated by Barros, Fox,
and Mendonca (op. cit.), implies lower
mean income for households depending
on female income. However, what is
argued is that male presence and income
may not necessarily be associated with
household well-pbeing. As mentioned
above, men and women have different
budger structures and priorities. Empirical
evidence shows that when women work,
nousenolds survive better, demonstrating
that while good female income levels
reflect directly on family well-being, male
income may not be directly associated
with this process.

In addition, while households headed
exclusively by women may resulf in less
oppression and greater femaie autonomy

S.Martinse J. R. Ramalho (org.) TerceirizagGo, Diver-
sidode e Negocia¢cao no Mundo do Trabalho. S&o
Paulo: Huicitec Cedi-Nets, 1994, pp. 61-74; Aguiar,
N. (ed.) Mulheres na Forca de Trabalho na América
Latina: Andlises Qualitativas,Petropolis: Vozes, 1984;
Beneria. L. Concepftualizing the Labour Force: the
Underestimation of Women's Economic Activities

in R. E. Panl (ed.) On Work, Oxford: Basil Blackwell,
1988, pp. 372-391; Sedlacek, G. L. and Santos, E. C.
A Mulher Conjuge no Mercado de Trabalho como
Estratégia de Geracdo de Renda Famlliar, Texio
para Discussdo, 209, ipea. 1991.

'®Hirara, H. and Humphrey. J. Workers' Response to
Job Loss: Female and Male Industrial Workers in
Brazil. mimeo, 1989.



due to the absence of a partner, households
maintained by women butheaded by men
can mean double oppression, since the
women are in charge of generating
income, maintain their domestic role, and
have little authority over the household
budget and decisions. In societies where
the man enjoys greater prestige than the
woman and where little prestige or
approvalisascribedtowomen’swork, there
are obstacles to egalitarian domestic
relations. If we adopt the criterion of female
household maintenance, we expand our
reference beyond the conjugal concept,
more specifically beyond male absence
or presence in the household. It is thus a
matterof working much less with aframe of
reference that constrains given meanings
and much more with a process: female
economic participation and the direct
relationship to household survival and
reproduction. This broader frame of
reference allowsforidentification, atthe micro
level, of different processesleadingwomen
to simultaneously take on remunerated
activities and domestic responsibilities and
comprehendthe nature of men’sdecreased
participation in sustaining and maintaining
their dependents and/or households.

2. Female income, control, and autonomy

The research on which this article is based
involved 53 households, with 280 individuails,
in the city of Samambaia'®. The group of
women providers®ranged in age from 18
to 89 years. They included female workers

""The research wasconducted from 1991 to 1994in

the city of Samambaia as part of adoctoral program
under Essex University, England, funded by CNPg.
Samambaiaislocated 30 kilometers from the 'Plano
Piloto’, the central area of Brasilia. It is the result of a
population settlement strategy carried out during
the 1988-1994 period by a nominated administration,
with a view towards the first direct election for
governor in 1990. This policy reached some 300
thousand low-income individuals. It included a
physical and spatial layout of streets, blocks, and
lots, distribution of lots without hausing modules or
infrastructure. Fomilies were supposed to building
temporary housing the day they moved in. See
Carvalho, L., 1996 op.cit..

“ Household maintenance was also considered to
include cases in which the woman was involved in

with formal employment (14) and in the
informal sector (39); without partners (32)
and with partners (21); with net incomes
varying from less than 1 minimum wage
(approximately USS110/month -transiator’s
note) up to 4 times the minimum wage,
clustering around 1.5 times the minimum
wage; households with a mean of §
members, butranging from2to 14members.
The households had varied structures and
compositions, with a slight predominance
of nuclear ones, consisting of the female
providers and their dependents, the result
ofarecentsettlement thathad fragmented
householdsinto distinct household housing
units. The study also showed the presence
of young male relatives recently arriving in
Brasiiainsearch of employment, households
with the presence of younger sisters to
performdomestic chores, and otherswhere
the providers were grandmothers, with
grandchildren and/or great-grandchildren,
with the biological mother absent.
Involvement in the labor market followed
characteristic patterns for the low-income
population of the Federal District, with
women predominantly involved in the
services sector and domestic work and
men in the construction industry and self-
employed work, with proportionally higher
wages than women, However, within the
sample, the disparities between male and
fernale wages were not as pronounced as
inthe Federal District as a whole, confirming
the differentiated situation of women
providers in the labor market: better as
compared to working women as a whole
and closer to that of male workers?'.

To identify the main income-generating
sources, forms of controf, and forms of
access to the household resources and
income fostered an understanding of the
budget dynamics and flow, as well as the

unpaid activities, like relations of exchange and
“gathering”, whetheringovemmentprogramsorNGOs,

*' The work by Castro (1989. op. cit.) and Seade
(1994, op.cit.) point to this reality. In the curent
study., wormnen’s higher incomes were the result of a
combination of incomes and multiple sources of
work, with an intensification of hours devoted to
paid activities.
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female provider's auionomy in establisning
levels of access 1o the main resources and
decisions in the household. The infernal
dynamics of householdsinrelationiothese
areas showed definite patterns. Initially, for
housenholds with more than one worker in
addition to the femaie provider, a clear
distinction emerged between household
budgetand domestic budget, which (using
the distinction proposed by Morris??)
correspond respectively fo the sum total of
individual incomes for all warkers in the
household and the amount employed in
the household’s collective expenses.
Inthese cases, the mean totalincome of all
workers in fhe households, i.e.. the
household budget, was 60% higher than
the domestic budget, butinmany individu-
al cases it was as much as 80-120% higher
than the domestic budget. Furthermore,
the amount of the domesfic budget was
generally quite close o the totalincome of
the female provider, revealing that
coniributions by other workers were
scarcely significant and that consumpftion
and satisfaction of the household's basic
needs were basically defermined by the
income level of the female provider. What
stands out is that most of the households
haa more than one worker. In fwo-thirds of
the households, the female provider was
notthe only worker. The household budget
breakdown suggested four different forms
of domestic budget organization and
management: the common fund,
management by separate expenses, the
informant as the sole female provider of
the household, and households where the
informant received small or irregular
contributions from other members.

One of the most evident aspects was the
female provider's autonomy in accessing
and availing of her own income and the
limited power to decide on and utilize
income from other members of the
households. Ofthe forms presented above,
only the Common Fund showed a more
egalitarian form of participation, with

# Morris, L. The Workings of the Household,
Cambridge: Polity Press, 1990.
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significant ortotal contributions(inthe case
of nusbands) fo the budget. Normally,
housenolds with this type of management
were aiso the ones with a more conventional
structure (nuclear families) and where the
female provider had the highest income
among the occupants, which in turn
provided for less dependence on other
confributions and a higher threshold of
well-being. The Separate Expenses type
included casesinwhich the female provider
and her partner kept separate budgets,
applied 1o different expenses. It was
detected for only a few couples where
both worked. The partner did not provide



an allowance, but took direct charge of
certain fixed expenses like light or gas bills,
fhus having no commitment to ensuring
the household an amount related to his
income or to the household’s minimum
budget, nor did he collaborate with extra
expenses when they arose. Unlike the
Common Fund, where remuneration of the
female provider was significantly greater
than that of her partner, here partners or
husbands received the highest incomes of
the entire sample.

The vast majority of the households fit into the
third category, Sole Female Provider. As we
have already mentioned, due to the nature
of the housing policy, several households had
resulted from dismembering extended
households. Of the 33 cases, 21 were women
living with their children. Here, investments
were devoteddirectlytohousing construction
and food consumption. The level of
household well-being was significantly
higherthan allthe others, andthese female
informants showed great efforts at
remainingindependent, controlling access
of persons to the household. The 12 other
households from thiscategory thatinvolved
extended families or women with partners
included the most impoverished households,
due amongst other things to the high
unemployment rate, predominantly male,
Thelast form of budget management,Small
or Irregular Confributions, also involved
ferale providersinvestingalliheirremuneration
andreceiving minorinvestments from other
members of the household,

The relatively stable living conditions of
households where the informants where
the only members available for work and
where female income produced greater
well-being raises some doubts about the
vulnerability of the female provider, as well
as about the greater efficiency of
households with multiple workers facing
the recent loss in buying power of wages.
What is evident in this case is the capacity
of womento autonomously define priorities
andinvestments onthe one hand, andthe
loss of this autonomy in households where
the composition involved an extended
family, husbands, or partners, on the other.

The data showed that the informant had
total control over her income and over
other incomes making up the domestic
budget. However a significant portion of
household income was not spent on the
household, but on personal expenses and
remittances to other domestic groups. We
observed thatinfactitwaswomen'sincomes
that subsidized the survival of a significant
number of individuals, mainly male relatives
like brothers, cousins, and nephews, both
during periods of unemployment or when
they came to Brasilia as members of other
households, remitting funds elsewhere from
their newfound living arrangement in the
Federal District. The data showed that to
analyze the decision-making and control
level of the female provider over her
household, the presence of other workers
and theirincomes was as important as the
presence of unemployed workers and
those not contributing to the budget.
Such dataalso question the efficacy of the
strategy of aggregating several workers to
maintainincome levels and deal with more
critical moments in the economic crisis, as
detected in other areas of Latin America
(Chant, 1991 op. cit.; Gonzales de la Ro-
cha, op. cit.). Obviously, such a strategy is
only possible when the cost of maintaining
more workers is actually covered by their
incomes. This would appear not to have
been the case in Brasilia. Workers were
facing longer periods of unemployment,
and the pay was not self-supporting. A
workerresponsible forthe survival of another
household had an increased reliance on
the resaurces of the female provider for his
own personal support.

Itisthusnot the female provider'saccess to
herownincome that fells about her degree
of autonomy. rather to what extent she
confrolsanddefinesthe use andexpenditure
of the resources in her household. If the
female provider's access to her entire
income were actually the criterion defining
her autonomy, in this study the women
could be classified as such®. Yet the

2 Studies in Africa (Dwyer. D. and Bruce, J. A Home
Divided: Women and Income in the Third World,
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definition of the use of herincome and the
household resources occurs more within
the sphere of the extended family (and to
a lesser extent within the conjugal sphere)
than af the individual level. The siudy
showed that there is a difference between
the woman having the “right” 1o channel
an exira expense fowards the physical
expansion of her house to accommodare
a growing number of relatives and having
the right, based on a personal decision, 1o
not lodge relatives in search of nousing
when she does not feel like it. To what
exteni generafing and having access 1o
income produces autfonomy in the latier
sense of the example? To whar exient
were the women in the survey prevented
fromn making decisions that contradicted
the expectationsand normalcy of customs?
The next section will discuss these Issues,
based on the areas identified by the
informants as crucial to the challenge orfor
conformingtothe established expectation.

3. Power and female autonomy

The concept of female headship, whether
through male absence or economic
provision, does nof necessarily mean a
cultural, structural, oraffective centrality of
the mother or wife as proposed by studies
based on matrifocality. Afthough both
concepts are linked to male absence,
matrifocality has ifs central component in
the woman’s power over the domestic
group, which is not a necessary condition
in cases of female headship. Thatiswhy the

California: Stanford University Press, 1988 and
Mencher, J. Women's Work and Poverty: Women's
Contribution to Household Maintenance in South
India, in D. Dwyer and J. Bruce. op.cit.) and Mexico
(Beneria. L. and Roldan. M. The Crossroaas of Class
and Gender: Industriai Homework, Subconfracting
and Household Dynamics in Mexico City, Chicago:
University of Chicago Press, 1987: Chant, S., 1991 op.
cit.; Gonzdlezde laRocha, M. op. cit.), have focused
on the criterion of access to resources and budget
as indicative of female autonomy, perceiving the
directrelationship between generation of resources
and their utilization. In the current study, on the
confrary. generation of resources and access to
and utilization of same proved to be mediated by
numerous aspects.
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concepi of households maintained by
women was adopted here. Thus, o work
with the latter reference allows for an
investigation of the concrete condifions in
which it occurs, whether or not associated
with female power.

3.1 - Income, Resources, and Conirol of
Fertility: what changes in households
mainfained by women?

The sfruggle for Independence and
autonomy involved spheres where female
providers made efforis 1o win or keep
changes. Thisconsisted mainly of increasing
their share in economic activities and
keeping contror over thelr fertility.
Personal characrteristics like age and
schooling differentiated access by female
providers to the local labor market, which
because of constant pressure from
migratory waves favored the younger and
those with more schooling. Another
imporiant focror for enfering the labor
market was the female provider’scapacity
fo establish ana participate in @ more
differentiated network, with male presence
and more complex sirafification, involving
othersocialstrata. Such networks functioned
as veritable mechanisms for recruiting,
selecting, hiring, and controlling labor for
jobs in the formal markert, like other
preaominantly female neiworks linking
womento domestic jobs, mediating among
the private spheres of different social clas-
ses in Brasilia.

From fhis perspective, the central aspect
defining women's capacity for work and
Income generation was her conjugal
situation. The data showed that the best
sifuations in the iabor market and the best
Incomeswere achieved by women without
spouses or in more fiexible conjugal
relationships. The opposite was frue for
women in fraditional conjugal relations. In
such cases, two factors condifioned their
relafionship to the labor market: limited
participation in diversified networks and
less possibility of geographic mobility.
Geographic mobility and access to an
older, vertical network bears a crucial
weight in Brasilia, since the best formal



incomes are concentrated in the Plano
Piloto. Due to pressure from their spouses,
these informants organized their lives more
within the confines of the household and
relations predominantly with otherwomen.
For female providers in more flexible
relationships, market factorscarried greater
weight than those restricting the supply of
female labor. Faced with the concrete
possibility of a better placement in the
labor market, domestic life suffered
adjustments to market demands, rather
than vice versa. In these cases, too, the
presence or absence of the spouse is the
determining factor in female providers’
parficipation in the labor market. Life
histories frequently showed two clear
moments in the informant’s establishing
herself as female provider: prior to the
spouse’s departure and subsequent to it,
with a gradual increase in the household's
prosperity.

However, inmany cases, women'sgrowing
centralityin contributing to and managing
the household budget did not mean an
improvement in social status. In general,
the economic activities by which women
provided for their households were poorly
paid and required a combination of
different sourcesofincome and asearchfor
complementary strategies, like participating
in NGO programs and developing closer
vertical and horizontal relations of reciprocity
and patronage.

A crucial sphere for women's autonomy
was the control of their fertility, which for
Brazilian women as a whole was an indivi-
dual response, without government
support. Olderwomen (40 years and older)
had both more children (a mean of 6.4)
and a longer period of childbearing (in
some casesover30years). Youngerwomen
(18-39 years) should opposite frends, with a
mean of 3 children and 10 years of
childbearing, and although many weresstill
able to bear children, among those who
had undergone tubal ligations, the period
elapsed between the first child and the
ligationhad been 8 years (with cases of less
than 4 years). With the instability and
diversity of partners, contfrary fo other Latin

American studies, the mean number of
children among Brazilian women tended
to decrease. The following table shows the
correlation between types of conjugal
relationships and fecundity for the women
surveyed, illustrating the correlation
between greaterlongevity inthe conjugal
relationship, fewer relationships, and more
children, and vice versa.

Table 2 - Number of Children and Type
of Conjugal Relationship

] Long-Terrh—V Eﬁable,
Ne Children | Relations | Short-Term
Relationships
1 - 7
2 3 o
3 5 5
4 7 ]
256 12 1

Another factor conftributing to a lower
probability of childbearing was the
absence of alternatives in the conjugal
fives of women over 30 years. The early
physical wear and tear of working women,
along with the early erotization and sexual
initiation of adolescents, produces very
limited possibilities for the sex lives of mature
women. At any rate, the most decisive
factors in controlling fecundity were the
effectiveness and preference of methods
adopted. Varying according fothe number
of children, type of relationship, and the
stigma involved with the respective
contraceptive method, the mostly widely
used were the pill, tubal ligation, and
monthly hormonal sterilization, while the
rhythm method was only used rarely.
Among the abortive methods, which are
becoming considerably more widespread
in Brazil, there was the use of Cytotec, a
drug used for gastric disorders. What was
most striking in the reproductive behavior
ofthe women surveyed wasthe effectiveness
of the methods adopted, the early
fermination of childbearing, and their
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growing decision-making autonomy and
independence Vis-a-Vis their partners.

3.2 - Division of and Responsibilifies over
Domestic Labor: what changesin nouseholds
maintained by women?

Female provision had little impact on the
division of labor between genders. The
informants’ infense involvement inincome
generationand the decrease in time spent
by men in economic activities, due to
unemployment among other reasons, did
noft result in men’s increased participation
indomestic chores. The mendidnotreplace
or compensate the women with domestic
work or care for the chiidren. Not only did
they refuse fotake on domestic responsibilities
orchildcare; the womendid not expectthem
fodoso. Inthiscontext, exercising authority
overthechildrenwasthe only responsibility
clearly expected of the fathers. The low
expectation of help fromthe menextended
fo other males living in the household.
Childrenin generalwere trained to perform
some chores when there were no women
available to do them, although these fasks
were few and rarely involved caring for
other children. Paid work, on the other
hand, couldbe done by anyone, regardless
of gender. Cases in which adolescent
daughters were not involved in paid
activities were due to the division of
domestic labor In the households and to
the informants’ commitment 1o keep their
daughfters in school (generally because
they didbetterthanthe boys). Nevertheless,
there were some imporiant breaks in these
patierns in inter-gender relations. The
practical experience of building a house,
for example, provided the informants with
fundamental skills, expanding and exercising
theirautonomy both inside and outside the
house. Building alone, the women were
publicizing the issue of unequal division of
housenoldresponsibilities with their partners.
House-building was the most apparent sign
of thisunequal distribution of responsibilities.
As with the struggle for ownership of an
urban lot (Carvalho, 1996, op. cit.), the
home-building struggle increased women'’s
self-confidence and challenged traditional
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forms of gender subordination and power
structure in an essenfially male area of
Brazilian society

Another area indicating change was the
daughters’ afiifudes in confronting the
brothers’ low parficipation in domestic
chores. However, there were structural
limitations, linked to the concrete daily
needs of reproducing the household and
whichhamperedsuch changes. Whenthe
nouseholds depended siructurally on the
daughters’ helptofreethe female provider
forwork, there was a great probability that
the informants wouldreinforce atraditional
division of domestic labor. This was further
aggravatedbythe decreased support from
the support network. The uneqgual division
of domestic labor between men and
women and the lack of provision of basic
services by the government were probably
twoofthe maindifficulfiesin the reproduction
of households mainfained by women. In
fhis context, the daughters were recruited
exfensively for jong daily or weekly shiffs
whentheirmothers were domestic servants
living onthe job. Some young girls gave their
opinions on the subject, like G., 11 vears
old, daughter of a participant in the study:
*The other day | was thinking...] don’t
understand why P, (her 13-vear-old brother)
never helps me. Why do | have to do
everything myself?... t don’t know... [don‘t
think it's fair...our | think it's the way a
woman lives ner life.”

3.3 - Access fo and Confrol over Financial
Resources: what changes in households
maintained by women?

Inthe infroduction fo this arficle, we argue
thathousenholds maintained by women are
animportantiocusofinvestigation focusing
on fhe exteni o which male confrol over
work and female sexuality has changed,
fostering the building of new conjugal ana
family relations. The point of departure for
this reflection was the fact that as the main
female provider, the woman is not a
secondary or complementary worker in
relation to the man. However, with regard
to budget management, these points of
departure need to be expanded.



The usual conceptual approach to
women'’s power, principally through the
male-female polarity (Chandler, op. cif.,
Morris, 1991, op. cit.), hinders investigation
of other fundamental aspects that once
again might be more preponderant than
conjugality. The issue is the role of kinship
and extended family in shaping women's
power, through an infersection between
gender and kinship experiences and
ideologies. Thus, in this case, autonomy
and the guaranteed confrol over the
household budget simultaneously implied
that the female provider had control over
her conjugal status and the autonomy to
define her role and parficipation in the
kinship group.

Two views of the relationship between
fernale headship and extended family have
been common: (i) that female heads of
family, due their own peculiarities, had a
structural dependence on their extended
families in terms of support in the provision
of domestic services, financial resources,
and provisionsingeneral; (i) that extended
families are available for unconditional
support, and further, thatthey are capable
of providing it. The study showed that,
contrarytothese views, the female provider
was actually one of the extended family s
greatest resources and played a funda-
mental role in sharing the resources
generated by her throughout the kinship
group, due to her female condition of
submifting to greaterdecisionsin the sphere
of kinship. The very condition of the female
provider having ownership of the home
reformulated the housing conditions and
resources, making them collective.
Within this context, women’s power and
autonomy become a broader and more
complex issue, both because it involves a
larger group of persons with many factors
at play (like gender, seniority, reciprocity,
and affectivity) and even the possibility of
accumulating more power because of
beinginapositionto participate in acontext
of exchange as a donor rather than a
recipient. Further, contrary to relationships
of conjugality, those of kinship cannot be
easily broken, replaced, or fransformed.

Thus, the female provider appearsto have
more aufonomy in dealing with her
conjugality, fundamentally because to
break with apartnerisrelatively easierthan
to change relationships within a kinship
group. In addition, a conjugal break can
be a positive step for a woman, and in
many cases s socially approved, since ina
confext of growing economic need an
"unproductive” parfner or spouse ends up
competingforresourcesthat are crucialto
the extended family.

With this thought, we are not ascribing a
secondary role tothe spouse in the context
of female power relatfions. In numerous
situations where there was a partner, the
informant’s situafion was one of intense
subordination. However, what is obvious is
that very rarely was woman's subordination
foman “overcome" within one same conju-
gal relationship or were relations fransformed,
establishing greater equality between
spouses over resources and household
decisions.Inmany cases, the womanchanged
the basis for subsequent relationships,
establishing very clear “spheres” of
participation for the male partnerinsuch a
way as not fo threaten her role as the
center of decision-making and household
control. Variouscases were identified where
a man’s financial contribution was either
rejected by the woman or accepted and
channeled fowards spheres over which
she had absolute control, like building the
house on her lot.

There was thus a clear differentiation
between the nature of conjugal relationships,
defining different experiences formenand
women. The more unstable, brief, non-
legalized, and without children, the greater
the female independence and the
possibility of arupture. In addition, the more
traditional and legalized, the greater the
woman’s difficulty in establishing her
autonomy and authority vis-a-vis the
partner. Ruptures were long and conflicting
processes, with the woman acquiring a
greater sense of self-esteem and with her
economic independence increasing over
the course of the break.

"He was not working regularly, but the worst
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partwasthathe wouldn’tgotwo dayswithout
drinking. When he finally leff the house, he
fookeverything, butthekidsstarfedimproving
with each passing day. | could sleep all
night long... that was the best of all... the
next day | was rested up for work...” (N.)
“Today | iook at my poverty and laugh, like
I'mplaying house... | leff everything behing,
my beaufy salon, the house with the closets,
bur | don’t wake up with a black eve
anymore, | don‘t have 1o hide... nor even
my parents understand my way of life, buf
I'm happy now.” (A.)

it Is important to stress that separation is a
difficult option for women in Brazil. Women
Talked about their misgivings in breaking
with an institution which. in Brazil. confers
and is the safeguard for standard femate
morality®, However, the challenge to male
authority did not necessarily result fromthe
man’s inability o provide for the house.
There Is no mutual determination between
the principle of authority and economic
provision. If there were. ail the women
sfudied would have them both, as female
providers. The challenge to the man's
authority results from his loss of moral
authority in the house. This does not mean
tosaythatwomen'sincreased participation
in household maintenance does not give
them the power to break off arelationship,
but that it can (buf not necessarily does)
result in this and, on the other hang, that
the break can occur even when the
woman's income is insufficient or non-
existent. Despite difficulty inidentifying one
specific reason for breaking off a relationship
(since various factors can be operating
simultaneously), male violence was, in the
women's words, “the last straw”.

The maijority of the participants reported
having suffered physical violence at the
hands of their partners or spouses, with
different degreesof severity and frequency
Maintenance of the male presence is ihus
not related only to the resources he brings
home, but among other things to his

*Sarti, C. A, A Ambiglidade Como Regra: o Divor-
cio & Brasileira, Seminar on Family and Society,
ANPOCS, mimeo, 1992,
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imposed presence In the household and
mainly to the issue of morality and safety
that male presence confers on the
household and its members. Safety was in
fact a necessity, and femaile vulnerability
was greater when there was no adulf maie
in the housenhold. The circumstances in
which women were subject to fypes of
violence were so numerous that they
explain why some of them submitted fo
and maintained thelr conjugat relationships.
*I am ceriain that the kids will say that |
threw him out of the house, because he
never quarrels or acts violently... he earns
well, but don’t help with anything. Keeping
ahold onthe older boysis fhe only thing he
does... [ get home so tired | can’t handle
that by myself.” (G.)

"I have five daughters fo raise and marry
off. People don't take a divorced woman
seriously...He'sharmiess, buthe’sexpensive
7O support...the only thing he's good for is
That the girls have him around.” (J.)

“Bad with him. worse withourt him. At least
there’s no wise guys sniffing around the
place, cause | have 1o sleep on the job
every week [as adomesiic), andhe'shere
with The kids...| know what it means 1o raise
a daughrer around here...” (C.)

As meniioned above, autonomy also
means achleving independence in the
kinship group. We are nof saying that the
absence of aspouse or partnerautomatically
gives the woman greater control over her
personalsphere andhernousenold. Woman's
position in the kinship group provides little
opportunity for change. For the majority of
the informants, this meant being submerged
in and subordinated to the group’s needs
and choices, due fo the very pervasive
nature of the kinship ideology related to
muiualdependence andsharingofresources.
Kinship ideologies, despite creating commmon
Interests among individuals, leave many
submerged conflicts. Forexample, women's
paosifion Inthelr kinship group is determined
by the status androles normailly ascribedto
them in society.

Mutual support ideologies, coupled with
an egalitarian view of access to resources
such as those prevailing in kinship groups,



can operate to the detriment of women,
favoring male members, precisely as in
conjugal relations. To democratize kinship
relations can be a difficult process. In
addition, the prevailing economic crisis
appears to be changing relationships
among relatives. For poorer informants,
reciprocity systems are turning into
patronage. In addition, for the better-off
informants, reciprocity systems are graduailly
moving away from the kinship criterion to
that of friendship, or are getting smalier
and more homogeneoustoguaranteethe
element of reciprocity.

We have thusreached a point where both
conjugality and kinship relations constifute
barriers to the autonomy and independence
of women. Of the women maintaining their
households, it was expected that they could
conform to either a “typically” female
patternof submission, altruism, and provision
or an assertive, aggressive, working
woman’s personality. It became clearthat
the woman's capacity to "have” her own
income and otherresourcesdependedon
the extent to which she was seen legally
and de facto as separate from the other
household members® and not as a “natu-
ral” extension of alargergroup. The process
of women’sautonomy isgreatly influenced
by her possibility of generating economic
resources, but it is not the direct result of
this. This process emerges from the
combination of personal struggles in the
conjugal, familial, public, and job spheres.
The message women receive concerning
their value in the conjugal relationship,
kinship group, work, andsociety asawhole
is becoming increasingly contradictory in
Brazil foday, favoring an interrelationship
betweenchanges and expectiationsinthe
public and private domains. Nevertheless,
data from the study suggest that it is not
only the spread of a modern ideology of
individual rights and equalities that leads
women to pursue change and allows them

“Moore op.cit.; Okely, J. Defiant Moments: Gender,
Resistance and Individuals, Man, 26, (1),1991, 3-22;
Whitehead. A. Men and Women, Kinship and
Property. in Hirschon, R. (ed.) Women and Property.
Women as Property, London: Croom Helm, 1984.

to affirm their rights as individuals and in
relation to men. It its also the break with
traditional paradigms pertaining to the
value and rmeaning of family and conjugality
for the low-income population, which is
now organizing itself with quite different
material foundations and objective
conditions. Itisthe breakin complementarity
of roles, the break in women's subordinate
posifion, and the search for a more
egalitarian domestic life that has led
women to seek and defend changes. Still,
changes have been achieved only in
contexts of rupture (and not fransformation)
ingenderrelations. Partnersand husbands,
brothers, nephews, and sons have shown
little capacity to evolve in their gender
relations and concepts.

Indeed, itis the break in certain paradigms
within which low-income families in Brazil
operate andthe existence of complementary
roles in the couple, when the man has lost
his role as moral authority in the household
and the woman has realized that she is
exploited, thathave led fothe struggle. the
emergence of women'sawareness, again
in power, and autonomy in relationships®.
Awoman‘sauthority andresistance tomale
domination increase in proportion to her
ability fo ensure her own survival. The quest
for autonomy has also proven to be a
subjective experience, beginning with the
informants’ perception of their own
disadvantaged position. Although we
support the discoveries of Stolcke (op. cit.)
that Brazilian women are totally aware of
theirexploitation ascomparedto men, not
all of the informants were capable (or
willing) fo challenge norms or finally create
new concepts, spaces, and possibilities for

# Sorti, C. A.. Familia Patriarcal Entre os Pobres
Urbanos?, Cadernos de Pesquisa, 82, SGo Paulo:
Fundagdo Carlos Chagas, 37-41 (1992). Suarez. M.
Papéis Sexuais em Foco, Anudrio Antropologico,
Rio de Janeiro: Tempo Brasileiro, 311-15, 1985; Stolcke,
V. The Exploitation of Family Morality: Labour System
and Family Structure on Sao Paulo Coffee
Plantations, 1850-1979, in Jelin, E. (op. cit);
Woortmann, E. F. Da Complementaridade a De-
pendéncia: a Mulher e o Ambiente em Comunida-
des Pesqueiras do Nordeste, Série Antropoldgica,
111, Universidade de Brasilia, 1991,
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themselves and their households. Women
have limited possibilities and chances in
Brazilian society, and the informants were
aware of this.

Conclusion

In the fhree seciions above, we have
attempted to examine the complexity of
the debate on female headship. We
exploredthe concept’soperationaldifficulties
and argue that more research is needed
1o reveal the heterogeneity of situations of
household headship beyond a concept
based merely on conjugality. Female
household maintenance has become an
important situation due fowomen’sgrowing
incorporation info the iabor market and
the rise in male unemployment. The
concept, based on responsibility over
household maintenance, should include
both single women and those with partners.
It would thus be possible fo research the
different processes ieading to women'’s
increased participation in household
maintenance and which lead to men’s
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decreasedresponsibilitiesin supporting their
dependents, far beyond merely the
absence of a male in the household.

The crifical debate on the definition of
household headship, as transposed from
otherrealities (alien o, and too limited for,
anunderstanding of Brazilian reality) shouid
be encouraged. The argument is not for
abandoning the definition of household
headship based on conjugality, butf rather
in favor of investigating the role it plays in
eachsociety. The argument hereisthatwe
should focus not only on numerical
manifestations, since statistics are created
andthecriteriafor “creatfing” the phenomenon
vary from one society o another. Families
or households with apparently similar
structures can have different underlying
processes. Understanding of the manifest
phenomena should converge on the pro-
cesses. The most challenging of these pro-
cesses may not be the growing number of
households without men, butf women's
growing participation in family survival as
compared to men,



