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The recent concern over women heads of
households has three central aspects: (i) it
is a growing phenomenon In Latin America];
(ii) it is growing primarily among more

' Buvinic and Gupta report that female headship
represents from 10% to 40% of households In Third
World countries. (Buvinic. M. and Gupta, G. R.
Responding to Insecurity In the 1990's: Targeting
Women-maintained Families In Developing
Countries, Workshop on Insecurity in the 1990's:
Gender and Social Policy in an International
Perspective. London School of Economics and
European Association of DeVelopment Institute.
London, April 5-6, 1993, p 1. On this issue see also
Castro. M.G. Family, Gender and Work: the Case of
Female Heads of Household in Brazil (States of São
Paulo and Bahia, 1950-1980) Doctoral thesis,
University of Florida, 1989; Carvalho, L. Female-
Maintained Household: A Case Study In Brasília,
Brazil. Doctoral thesis at Essex University, England,
1996; Chant, S. Women and Survival in Mexican
Cities: Perspectives on Gender, Labour Markets and
Low-income Households, Manchester: Manchester
University Press, 1991; Goldani, A. M. How Brazilian
Familles are Changing and Consequent Demand
for Public Policy 1989, mimeo, and Goldani, A M. As
Famílias Brasileiras: Mudanças e Perspectivas, Ca-
dernos de Pesquisa, 91,1994.7-21: Morris, L Women
Without Men, The British Joumat of Sociology, XXX,
(3), 1979, 322-40; Safa, H. I. The Myth of the Mate
Breadwinner, Oxford: Westview Press, 1995; SEADE -
Fundação Sistema Estadual de Análise de Dados -
Famílias Chefiadas por Mulheres, Análises Especiais,
PCV, 2, São Paulo, 1994; Variey, A Housing the
Household: Holding lhe House in G. Johns and P.
Ward (eds) Methodology for Land and Housing
MarketAnalysá, London: UCL Press, in press, among
ofhers,

impoverished groups2; and (iii) it has
displayed a particular vulnerability to
situations of economic recession and
implementation of economic adjustment
programs3. A significant body of literature
has emerged, including a focus on the
defenseof selective policies targeting these
households to ameliorate or prevent an
increase in the social and economic
distance between segments of a single
population4.

Barros, R., Fox, L. and Mendonça, R. Poverty
Amongst Female-Headed Households in Brazil. Tex-
to para Discussão, n.310, Ipea. 1993; Buvinic, M. The
Vulnerability of Households Headed by Women:
Policy Questions and Options for Latin America and
lhe Caribbean, ECLA, Serie Mujer y Desarrollo, n.8,
1991; Gonzales de ia Rocha, M. The Resources of
Poverty, Women and Survivat in a Mexican CIty.
Oxford: Blackwell, 1994; Merrick T. and Schmink M.
Households headed by women and poverty In Brazil,
in M. Buvunic, M. Lyncette, and W. Mcgreevey (ed.)
op. cit. Women and Poverty In lhe Third World,
Baltimore: Johns Hopkins University Press, 1983.1983,
244-71; Safa (op cit.); SEADE (op. cit.).

3 Baden, S. and Milward, K. Gender and Poverty IDS,
Sussex, Report n.30. 1995; Beneria L. Feldman S.
Unequal Burden: Economic Crisis. Persistent Poverty
and Women's Work, Oxford: Westylew Press, 1992.
Buvinic and Gupta (op. cit.); Lloyd, C. B. and Cage-
Brand,on, A. Women's Role In Maintaining Households:
Family Welfare and Sexual lnequality in Ghana,
Population Studies, 47,1993, 1993, 115-51; Safa. op. dl.;
UNICEF The Invisible Adjustment, Vol.2, New York:
Amoricos and Caribbean Regional Office, 1988.

4 Buvinic and Gupta op. cit.; Carvalho, L. Chefia
Domiciliar. Mulher e Trabalho. In Boletin de
Antropologia Americana, Nueva Época/Instituto
Panamericano de Geografia e História, n. 31 Qn
press); Folbre. Women on Their Own: Global Pattems
of Female Headship, ICRW/ The Population Council,
Family Structure, Female Headship and Poverty
Project, 1991a. mimeo; Moser, C. Gender Planing
and Development: Theory, Practice and TralnIng,
London: Routledge, 1993; Young, K. 'Household
Resource Management: the Final Distribution of
Benefits', mimeo, 19St.
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However, lhe concept of female heáciship
referred to by lhe majority of these studies
is still expressed as lhe negation of lhe
prevailing pattern, I. e,, that of mate
headship5. Recent significant contributions
have succeedeci In calling attention to a
variety of cases deriving from this concept'.
However, they should be read with caution.
There is a need for a permanent critique of
concepts and analytiCal categories
emerging in lhe International academic
debate. In lhe specific case of the
phenomenonofwomenheadsofhouseholds,
such a critique is crucial, dueto the g rowing

5 The term 'family headship' has its origins In lhe laws
governing lhe family in ancient socleties and
designates a single member, normally lhe oldest
man, with power over other members. Judaic,
Islamic. and Roman traditions showed similarities
with regard to male prerogatives and lhe role and
place of lhe woman in relation to lhe mate head.
This concept was spread into lhe civil codes of
European nationsand later imposed onitieir colonies
through laws, norms and social practices. The two
main premises of lhe concept are (i) that wives,
daughters, and mothers- are lhe economia
dependents of the mole provider and (ii) the
existence of a conjugal nucleus as the base of lhe
household. Such ideas proved inadequate, mainly
for non-European societies where power and
responsibility over lhe family nucleus or household
unit and economia maintenance were not mole
prerogatives and where family experience and
household cohabitation did not necessarily coinci-
de, extrapolating (orsimply not happening)through
lhe nuclear conjugal standard. See Chandler, J.
WomenWithoutHusbands,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,
mimeo; Gittins, D. TheFamilyinQuestion, Basingstoke:
Macmillan, 1985; and Neder, G. Ajustando o Foco
das Lentes: Um Novo Olhar sobre a Organização
das Famílias no Brasil, in S. M. Kaluostian (org.),
Família Brasileira, a Base de Tudo, Brasilia: Unicef/
Cortez Editora, 1994.
6 Blumberg, R. L and Gorda, M. P. The Political
Economy of the Mother-Child Family: A Cross Societal
View. In L. Leriero-Otero (ed.) Beyond lhe Nuclear
Family Model London: Sage Publications, 1977;
Folbre, 1991a op. cit.. Moser op. cit.; Varley op. cit.;
Young op. cit.; Youssef. N. and Hetler, H. (1983)
Establishing lhe Economic Condition of Women-
headed Households in the Third World: A New
Approach, In M. Buvunic, M. Lyncette and W.
Mcgreevey (ed.) op. cit..

riskofsuch conceptsnot being constructed
In light of Latin American realities. This article
is intended asa contribution to the debate
on the definition of female headship. The
first part reflects on lhe conCept's
conditibning factors and argues that it
should be viewed as a historiCal and social
configuration, and that In Brazil this can
imply a direct change of perspective from
that of marital status to that of résponsibility
for maintaining lhe household. The next
section, basedonempirical data, inveStigatés
the infernal 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 lhe household's main
resource and lhe configuration of the female
provider's authority and independence.

L Just what is "female headship"?

The concept of female headship has
traditionafiy been appfied to situations
where families and/or households are
headed bywomen alone, where lhe male
partner is absent, as in the case of widows,
single mothers, and divorced orseparated
women with dependents. It emerges as a
non-autonomous category, built on lhe
basis of the negation of what is considered
a dominantpattem, that of male headship.
Despite the numerous advantages it has
brought in enriching debate over lhe issue
of the contemporary family, this concept
suffers from several limitations. The 'Miai
one refers to lhe very issue of delineating
the unitof analysis: does headship in gene-
ral reter to the family or the household?7.

7 The structures and functions of a household can
vary significantly from one place to another. Micro-
studies tend to take advantage of lhe opportunity
to empirically investigate and therefore "construct"
lhe borders of lhe household based on lhe specific
material context in which lhe study is conducted
(seeJelin, E. Family, HouseholdandGenderRelations
in Latin America, London: Unesco/Kegan Paul Ltd,
1991: Schmink, M. Household Economic Strategies:
a Review anda Research Agenda, Latin American
Research Review, 19, (3), 87-101, 1984; Yanagisako,
S. Family and Households: The Analysis of Domestic
Groups, Annual Reviewof Anthropology, 8. 1979. In
lhe current study, households are defined as
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The problem linked immediately to 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? oras both
combined? How does one justify the cases
of families that fali to fit into this model of
conjugality, like mother-children nuclei living
in extended households 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 strong
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 censussuiveys, government
programs, and everyday social practices
has imposed this form, a standard of
authority and family economia responsibility
that does not aiways correspond to reality.
Even in households where the partner is
absent, older sons or another adult member
of the family can be considered heads of
the household. By opting for such criteria,
one produces a category that is both all-
encompassing (i.e., covering a variety of
situations of households or families under
this one condition) and exclusive (since it
omits other situations that fali tad isplay this
structure). Such a concept ignores that
household headship and household itself
iend to embody different meanings in
different societies8.

residential units organized on the basis of kinship
and to a lesser degree affinity, where individuais
reside and share in all or the main daily survival
activities. The concept of household is not opposed
to that of family, but it would be a rnistake to use
them interchangeably. Family is a much broader
issue and transcends the physical borders of the
residential unit.

Definitions of household headship and household
can vary. Household headship is used in Brazil and
Honduras to designate the financial provider of the
household. In Venezuela, Chile, and Bolívia, the
head of the household is the person recognized as
such by the members of the household. The concept
of household In tum, in Chile. Paraguay, and Peru,
involves the concept of sharing and provislon of

In addition, the vision of nuclear conjugal
families headed by the male provider is a
doubiy problematic construct for many
societies. Neither families nor households
are necessarily conjugal ar 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 to
relatives and non-relatives. Imposition of
the mate figure as the main economia
member of the household also contributes
to a break In or depreciation of economia
roles and power traditionally held by
women within their family groups in certain
societies, offen breaking with a pattern of
tamily organization for production, where
the woman, not the man, was traditionally
the main economia elemenf.
Maintenance of household by the woman
is rarely considered reason enough to
identify heras the head in cases where the
man is present. When the concept is based
on mate maintenance and not merely his
presence, there is also a tendency to assu-
me that the household subsists on one
income, whil4 in reality the income of the
woman and other household members
increasingly constitutes an important
survival strategy. Another problem with the
concept, still within the borders between
family and household, is that the typical

dornestic work associated with a residential unit,
while In countries like Brazil and Honduras It only
recognizes the residential unit. See Buvinic, M.(op.
cit.) Folbre (1991a op. cit.) and Varley (op. cit.).

9 Similar situations are identified in Latin America by
Scott in reiations to incentives for the labor marketIn
Lima (see Scott, A. M. Diyisions and Solidarity, Gender
Class and Employment in Latin America. London:
Routledge, 1994), by Vance (see Vance, I. More
than bricks and mortar: women's participation In
self-help housing In Managua, Nicaragua in C. Moser
e L Peake (ed.) Women, Human Settlemenis 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 in Nicaragua and Brazil,
respectively, mechanisms of housing policies that
excluded women and families headed by women
from public housing construction programs and
access to housing, among other cases.
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definitions of headshiptend to underestirnate
the existence of other forms of family within
one single household. lhe incidenceof this
type of farnily organization, where various
nuclei and different generations cohabit
one household, and more recently the
increase in single-parent families, where
the mother is present predominantly, and
early adolescent pregnancy, when the
family expands through the inclusion of
new generations, atm contribute to the
growthof multinuclearfamilies. Urban living
conditions, including scarce urban housing,
increased migration, and aggravated
economic conditionsthemselvesalso tend
to foster a greater diversity of cohabitation
among family groups.
Besides, the very concept of household as
an individual residential unit is questionable.
While duo to its concrete physical
characteristics the household is relatively
easy to identify and thus becomes the
prime unit of study, one cannot overlook
• ther possible approaches, like intra-family
connects, fies, or networks and flows of
externai resources and recurrent and long-
term economic connections'°. In dealing
with low-income households, multiple,
temporary, and combined income and
support arrangements often tend to
contribute more to subsistence than merely
shared housing arrangements, which
presuppose, but do always guarantee,
equal access to resources by ali members
of the household.
Despite ali these difficulties, the definition
of female household headship continues
to focus on the absence of amole partner
and is considered a variant of the standard
Western farnily type. Some have thus
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 Lloyd, C. B.. Finding the Ties that
Bind: Beyond Headship and Households,
International Centre for Research on Women, Wa-
shington D.C. 1992 and Fonseca. C. Spouses, Siblings
and Sex-linked Bonding: A Look at Kinship
Organisation In a Brazilian Slum, in E. Jelin (ed.),
op.cit..

mate is present, while households headed
by men are allthose where there is a man
or couple.
Based on these criticisms, numerous
typologies have emerged. lhe most
commonly adopted reference for identifying
different forms of female household
headship is "de jure" or "de facto"
headship. Youssef and Hetler (1983)
developed the following classification
encompassing five categoriesthatcan be
grouped into three: "de jure" headship, as
that defiried by the absence of a rnale
partner/spouse, not necessarily implying
tomate maintenance, and "de facto"
headship as that defined by female
rnaintenance, not necessary implying mate
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.; Lloyd
and Gage-Brandon op. cit.). ff is believed
that penetration of capitalist development
in societies contributes to a growing
responsibility by wo men over maintenance
of the household and dependents, dueto
the transition 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 househoid undermines
established patriarchal relations. The
economic autonomy of other household
members helps decrease the importance
of the father as central economic figure. A
simultaneous cultural modemization
process contributes to a redefinition of
responsibilitiesamong household members
and results in new changes, particularly in
relation to the flow of money in the
household".

11 lt 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 to greater
economic vulnerability. ff is believed that
households maintained by women are
more common among poorersegments of
society, due to the juxtaposition of such
factors as household composition and
discrinnination against women in the labor
market. Household composition tends to
affect households maintained by women
due to the absence of mate income and
dueto a great number of dependents. As
workers, wonnen's presence in the labor
market worldwide has been under-
represented In better-paid and higher-
status activities. In addition, In many
societies, there is a narrow range of activities
available to 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
provider12.
Their domestic responsibilities and child
care can also force them to seek jobs with
greaterflexibility, as in the informal or home
work sectors, where pay tends to be low

Caribbean and Central America, 27% in Africa, 16%
in North America, 15% in South America, and 11.7%
in lndia (Mosses J. C. Half the World. Half a Chance:
An introduction to Gender and Development,
Oxford: arfam, 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 chauvinistculture (p. 46).
See also Brydon L. and Chant S. Women in lhe Third
World: Gender lssues 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 Reproducción en Bogotá. Identidades
y Heterogeneidades, Working Paper n° 156,
International Labour Office, Geneva, 1987; and
Chant, S. Single-parent Families: Choice or
Constraint? The Formation of Female-headed
Householdsin MexicanShantyTowns, Development
and Change, 16,635-56, London: Sage Publications,
1985.

Humphrey, J. Gender and Work In the Third World:
Sexual Division in Brazillan industry, London:Tavistock
Publications, 1987; Moore, H. Feminism and
Anthropology, Cambridge: Polity Press. 1988; Safa,
Op. cit., among others.

cind 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 iower
remuneration for women as compared to
men in similar jobsu. Factors like these
explain the increased differences in gains
and opportunities between women and
men from the same social class. However,
the challenge In breaking down the
classification of female headship should
avoid anotherconceptualtrap. ft is a matter
of delineating the groupofwomen providers,
understanding it as a sub-group of women
without partners, of "de jure" headship. Itis
importantto expand the concept of women
providers and the group of households
maintained by women, incorporating
marriedwomen orthose 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 ar anti-
poverty intervention, has diSplayed four
basic fiaws. First is the phenomenon's growth
rate, where the author questions the validity
of the statistics presented and contends
that the International mean of 30% of
households is heavily influenced by lhe
methodology used, ascribing proportional
weight to regions with high rates of female
headship, as in the case of the Antilles, as
with countries with lower rates. The second
flaw is that of inadvertently running the risk
(upon delineating characteristics) of
excluding certain groups of women,
particularly older women without children.
Third, byopting forwomen with dependents,
it reinf orces the notion that woman' s natu-
ral role is motherhood. Finally, she contends
that the emphasis on economic headship

13 Humphrey op. cit.; McIlwaine, C. Fringes ar
Frontiers? Export-Oriented Development and the
Implicationsfor Gender: The Case of the Philippines,
ConferenceonUnevenDevelopmentinConiernporary
Southeast Asia, Leiden, Netherlands, 1995 mlmeo;
Rubery J. (org.) Women and Recession, London:
Routledge & Kegan Paul, 1988.
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ends up excluding older women who are
heads of families, but not necessarily the
providers.
After countless considerations and
deconstructionsof 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 mate
absence. The valid exercise of identifying
possible flaws in the economic criterion is
not accompanied by a similar exercise for
thecriterionorconjugality", whichonce again
becomes the concept's epicenter. The
importance of the categories developed
by Youssef and Hetler (op. cit.), through
empiricalworkin Africa, calied attention to
the growing phenomenon of economic
sustenance provided by women In their
households. Nevertheless, they also 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
on the principie of household authority and
power or on economic maintenance, or
both, still falis to make an effective break
with the Westem standard from which it
derives: the conjugal, nuclear, male-
headed family.

1.1-Femare 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
over the Brazilian family has also diversified
through vertical studies that examine and
correlate the study of low-income families
and household groups with recentchanges
caused by worsening socioeconomic
situation and trends in Brazilian development
following the economic restructuring
beginning in the 1980s.

Demographic studiessuggest that among
the more visible changes in the Brazilian
family since the 1980s, one notes the growth
of the single-parent family. Familiesheaded
by women of childbearing age doubled
from 5%to 10%from 1960 to 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 directconsequence ofthisprevalence
of separated women and single mothers is
the reduction in the mean age for female
heads of families. Although there are no
statisticalstudiesontheir levels of economic
participation, such women are most likely
the household providers or have active
participation in its maintenance'4.
Regardless of the variations between regions
and the relevance of specific factors in
determining the incidence of female

• headship, evidence suggests that lhe recent
increase is associated with urbanization
and increased poverty 15. In Brazil, the
recent growth has been associated with
growing poverty levels, since it is occurring

14 Female headship in Brazil is not a new
phenomenon, however. Studies by Kuznesof (1980)
showed that in 1802.44.7% of 'rhe urban households
were headed by women. This pattern persisted until
the 19th century, when itdropped to 39.3% (Kuznesof,
E. A. The Role of Female-Headed Households in
Brazilian Modernization: São Paulo 1765-1836. Journal
ot Social History, 13, 1980, 589-613). lhe majority of
these householdswere inthelow-income population
and made up of single motherswhosupported their
children and themselves (see Faria, S.C. História da
Família e Demografia Histórica, In C. F. Cardoso and
Vainfas, R. (org.) Domínios da História Rio de Janei-
ro: EDUF (p243-258). The same is suggested by Besse
(In Bruschinl, C., Mulher, Casa e Família: Cotidiano
nas Camadas Médias Paulistas, São Paulo: Funda
ção Carlos Chagas/Vértice, 1991) for the early 20th
century when low-income mothers provided for
their households and legally sanctioned marriages
were raro.
15 For Brazil, see Barros, Fox and Mendonça op. cit.;
Castro 1989 op. cit.: Merrick and Schmink op. cit.;
Seade op. cit. andTelles, V. S. Cidadania Inexistente:
Incivilidade e Pobreza. Um Estudo Sobre Trabalho e
Familia na Grande São Paulo, Doctoral thesis, Uni-
versidade de São Paulo, 1992.
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predominantly among low-income groups
and in poorer urban regions, such as in lhe
Northeast and metropolitan areas. Goldani
(1989, op. cit.) reports that in 1980 one out
of two households headed by women was
at or below the poverty line, defined as a
monthly income of up to one minimum
wage, while in 1960, using lhe same poverty
fine, only one in four households headed
by women were living in this bracket. The
same trend is confirmed by lhe study by
Barros. Fox, and Mendonça (op. cit.),
comparing three different metropolitan
areas, Recife, São Paulo, and Porto Alegre,
and demonstrating that households
headed by women are not only situated in
lhe poorest groups, but they are also the
poorest households within these groups.
The same trend is identified byother studies
conducted in Brazil (Merrick and Schmink
op. cit.; Seade op. cit.) and Latin America16.
Regardless of regional factors, the main
reasons for the higher poverty rates in
households headed by women are the
following: (1) a greater number of
dependents, resulting bythelowparticipation
of fathers In supporting the children and
even their absence from the household
and (2)the lower mean wages for the main
paid worker in the household, in this case
the mother. This difference In mean wages
is considerable, dueto lhe relatively higher
salaries made by male workers in households
headed by men (Barros, Fox, and Mendon-
ça op. cit., and Arriagada, 1990 op. cit.,
1994 op. cit.). In addition to the effects of
gender discrimination against women
lhe labor market, specific factors related
to female headship, such as constraints in
time and rnobility imposed on women who
head their own households, produce an
unfavorable context.
However, the links between poverty and
female headship are complex. First,
because female headship does not
necessarily result from circumstances of

Arriagada, I. Unequal Participation by Women in
the Working World, Cepa! Review, 40, 83-98, 1990
and Changes in the Urban Female Labour Market,
Cepa/ Review, 53, 91-110, 1994; Beneria, 1992, op.
cit.; Chant, 1991 op. cit.; Safa op. cit.. among others.

impoverishment. Studies have shown that
female headship can increase asthe result
of social pressures that improve the relative
position of women in society (Safa op. cit.;
Morris op. cit.), cts a result of the woman's
decision to live alone after weighing lhe
advantages of living with a companion
(Chant, 1985 op. cit.; Castro, 1987 op. cit.),
or as lhe result of a strategy of temporary
family migration aimed at optimizing work
opportunities (Baden and Milward, 1995
op. cit.). Incidence of female headship
can also be affected by traditional kinship
network support practices or government
aid. Certainly, specific factors from different
regions and countries contribute to lhe
emergence of different patterns of female
headship, and the association of female
headship with lower or higher poverty leveis
is likely to vary according to such factors.
Second, 11 15 debatablewhether households
headed by men orhouseholds with multiple
workers really ensure a better living standard
for ali their members. This aspect is crucial,
because despite the opportunities for gains
being low for both men and women from a
social class with less buying power, there is
evidence that a better distribution of
resources among mem bers of households
headed by women tends to offset lhe
worst effects of poverty and thus reduce
the vu1nerability of lhe household group
(Chant, 1985 op. dl.; Gonzalez de la Ro-
cha, 1994 op. cit.). In fact, expenditures
and investments by men and women have
been shown to be differentiated and linked
to different priorities within lhe household
(Dwyer and Bruce op. cit.), with a better
distribution and more democratic access
to resources by ali members in households
maintaíned by women.
Chant (1985, op. cit.), in a study in Mexico,
showed that resources in these households
were more democratically distributed, as
compared to households headed by men,
one of the reasons that many women op'r
to become heads of their own households
and farniiies. In addition, women may also
not establish conjugal relations and prefer
to raise their children alone. They may opt
to set up lhe households autonomously, as
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a matter of choice. It is thus important to
consider the conditionsforthe emergence
of female headship as socially and
historically based, and not necessarily as
the direct result of an increase in poverty.
The discussion by Blurnberg and Garcia
(op. cit.) on conditions for the emergence
and persistence of mother-child units in
various societies indicates that these
households can face structural limitations,
making theirexistence more difficult, when
conditions and access to work and
resources in general are not available to
women and their dependents. The authors
identifiedfourconditionsfortheemergence
of households headed by women and a
fifth condition for their persistence. The first
is thatthe unitof work, payment, and properly
should be the individual (rather than the
kinship group), regardless 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 as their children's earnings. A
thirdcondttionisthatsubsistenceopportunities
available to women should in some waybe
reconcilable with the responsibilities of
caring for the children.
The fourth condition is that subsistence
opportunities for women, in the absence of
a male head, should not be drastically less
than those existing for men. The fifth
condition is that society's economic 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 tothis explanation, the
emergence of households headed by
women is not linked only to poverty, but
also to 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 access to their provision.
Although high female headship rates in

some regions may be explained by the
fact that some of the above conditions are
met, they do not explain why the increase
infemale headship is also occurring among
groups with fewer opportunities for
independent suniival. For example, the
recent increase infemale headship in India
has occurred among widows, a group
previously cared for by broader kinship
networks. A non-productive member
appears to exert unbearable economic
pressure on poor households, and widows
are forced to set up households a lone and
provide for their children.
The conditions described by Blumberg and
Garcia alsofail to explain why the incidence
of female headship can be low In situations
where there is a certain equality of earnings
for women and men. In a community
studied by Fonseca (1991, op. cit.) in Brazil,
women were not involved more frequently
in work, despite wage opportunities being
similar for men and women. The reason
identified by the study was that the authority
of the husband or partner demanded that
he retain control over the life and resources
of the woman, and that domestic violence
tended to increase in cases where women
did not remamn strictly within the domestic
confines or had contact with other men
dueto work demands. Fonseca concludes
that the low leveis of female hecidship
detected by the study were due to
women's willingness to conform to mate
expectations and to maintain traditional
patriarchal relations in a context where low
rernuneration meant a limited alternative
for women's power.
In addition, women can alsobe abandoned
by their partners and have to deal with
their new situation. In some reg lons, 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
women has been brought into the debate,
if has become olear that regardless of how
they subsist, this increase is occurring
predominantly among poorer groups.
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In fact, despite the increase in- women's
participation in economic activities in most
countries, this has not been translated into
qualitative inclusion in the labor market,
nor has it guaranteed an expected family
subsistence. Regardless of the reasons for
expansion ortheadvantages of households
maintained by women and despite the
cultural variations among regions and the
resourcesof households headed bywomen
being oriented primarily towards basic
needs and being divided more equally
amonghousehold members, some evidence
indicates that growing poverty and
economia difficulties are factors that tend
to wipe out the fragile advantage and
protection that such households confer on
theirmembers as compared to households
headed by men.
One final remark should be made regarding
the issue of women's g rowing participation
in providing forthe household in the Brazilian
context. It is the fact that this participation
has grown in ali categories, diminishing the
specificityofthetypeofwomen incorporated
into the labor market. While in the 1970s
they were primarily single, the greatest
increase occurred among married women
during the 1980s, showing that g rowth was
relatively independent of marital status.
Such facts have thus shown that the Brazilian
economia context has mobilized all
categories of women to contribute to
household maintenance, thus diminishing
the releva nce of social and family factors
in the female labor supply.
This growth may be even greater than the
statisticsindicate, sincewomen'sincorporation
into the labor market also entalis numerous
issues that tend to underestimate the true
economic role of women in reproduction
of the household: the difficulty In iclentifying
the various ways by which this occurs; the
predominance of women in the informal
sector and the difficulty in tabulating these
activities; the combination of paid and
unpaid activities; and the intermittence of
what are considered women's activities".

'7 Abreu. A. R. P. and Sorj, B. Subcontratação e
Trabalho a Domicilio - a influência de gênero in H.

With the increase in male unemployment
in urban areas, households maintained by
women but headed by men are becoming
a sig nificant trend insocieties such as Brazil.
Humphrey and Hirata", investigating in-
dustrial unemployment in São Paulo, point
to the different strategies adopted by
unemployed men and women vis-à-vis the
need to maintain the family. While women
take temporary and casual jobsuntil linking
definitively into the labor market (and then
normally into the services sector), men
remamn unemployed for longer periods of
time, prioritizing their return to industrial
work, which frequently falis to happen.
The option for working with a broader
reference, based on female provision, does
not mean underrating the importance of
the male figure. On the contrary, male
absence, as demonstrated by Barros, Fox,
and Mendonça (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
h ousehold well-being. As mentioned
above, men and women have different
budget structures and priorities. Empírical
evidence shows that when women work,
households survive better, demonstrating
that while good female income leveis
reflect directly on family well-being, male
income rnay not be directly associated
with this process.
In addition, while households headed
exclusively by women may result in less
oppression and greater female autonomy

S. Martins e J. R. Ramalho (org.) Tercelrlzação, Diver-
sidade e Negociação no Mundo do Trabalho, São
Paulo: Huicitec Cedi-Nets, 1994, pp. 61-74; Aguiar,
N. (ed.) Mulheres na Força de Trabalho na América
Latina: Análises Qualitativas, Petrópolis: Vozes. 1984;
Beneria, L. Conceptualizing the Labour Force: the
Underestimation of Women's Economic Activities'
In R. E. Pahl (ed.) On Work Oxford: Basll Blackwell,
1988, pp. 372-391; Sedlacek, G. L and Santos, E. C.
A Mulher Cônjuge no Mercado de Trabalho como
Estratégia de Geração de Renda Familiar, Texto
para Discussão, 209, ipea, 1991.

18 Hirata, H. and Humphrey, J. Workers Response to
Job Loss: Female and Male Industrial Workers In
Brazil, mimeo, 1989.
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dueto the absence of a partner, households
maintained bywomen but headed by men
can mean double oppression, since the
wonnen are In charge of generating
income, maintain their domestic role, and
have little authority over the household
budget and decisions. In societies where
lhe man enjoys greater prestige than the
woman and where little prestige or
approval is ascribed to women's work, there
are obstacles to egalitarian domestic
relations. lfwe adopt the criterion of female
household maintenance, we expand our
reference beyond the conjugal concept,
more specifically beyond male absence
or presence in lhe household. II' is thus a
matter of working much less with a frame 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
levei, of different processes leading women
to simultaneously take on remunerated
activities and domestic responsibilities and
comprehend lhe nature of men's decreased
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 individuais,
In the city of Samambala'9. The group of
women providers2° ranged in age from 18
to 59 years. They included female workers

19 The research was conducted from 1991 to 1994 in
the city of Samambaia as part of a doctoral program
under tssex University. England, funded by CNPq.
Samambaia Is located 30 kilometers from the 'Plano
Piloto', the central area of Brasília. 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
governar in 1990. This policy reached some 300
thousand low-income individuais. It included a
physical and spatial layout of. streets, blocks, and
lots, distribution of lots without housing modules ar
infrastructure. Families 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 lhe
informal sector (39); without partners (32)
and with partners (21); with net incornes
varying from less than 1 minimum wage
(approximatelyUS$110/month-transiator's
note) up to 4 times lhe minimum wage,
clustering around 1.5 times lhe minimum
wage; households with a mean of 5
members, butrangingfrom 210 14 members.
The households had varled structures and
compositions, with a slight predominance
of nuclear ones, consisting of lhe female
providers and their dependents, lhe result
of a recent settiementthat hadfragmented
households into distinct household housing
units. The study also showed lhe presence
of young male relatives recently arriving in
Brasília insearchofemployment, households
with lhe presence of younger sisters to
perform domestic chores, and otherswhere
lhe providers were grandmothers, with
grandchildren and/orgreat-grandchildren,
with the biological mother absent.
Involvement In lhe labor market followed
characteristic patterns for the low-income
population of lhe Federal District, with
women predominantly involved in lhe
services sector and domestic work and
men in lhe construction industry and self-
employed work, with proportionally higher
wages than women. However, within lhe
sample, lhe disparities between male and
female wages were notas pronounced as
in lhe Federal District asa whole, confirming
lhe differentiated situation of women
providers In lhe labor market: better as
compared to working women as a whole
and closer to that of male workers21.
To identify lhe main income-generating
sources, forms of control, and forms of
access to the household resources, and
income fostered an understanding of lhe
budget dynamics and flow, as well as lhe

unpaid activities, like relations of exchange and
"gathering", whetheringovernmentprogramsorNG0s.

21 The work by Castro (1989, op. cit.) and Seade
(1994, op.cit.) point to this reality. In the current
study, women'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'sautonomy In establishing
leveis of access to the main resources and
declsions In the household. The internai
dynamics of households in relation to these
areasshowed definite patterns. lnitially, for
households with more than one worker In
addition to the female provider, a olear
distinction emerged between household
budget and domestic budget, which (using
the distinction proposed by Morris22)
correspond respectively to the sum total of
individual incomes for ali workers in the
household and the amount employed in
the household's collective expenses.
In these cases, the mean total income of ali
workers in the households, i.e., the
household budget, was 60% higher than
the domestic budget, but in many individu-
al cases it was as much as 80-120% higher
than the domestic budget. Furthermore,
the amount of the domestic budget was
generally quite dose to the total income of
the female provider, revealing that
contributions by other workers were
scarcely significant and that consumption
and satisfaction of the household's basic
needs were basically determined by the
income levei of the female provider. What
stands out is that most of the households
had more than one worker. In two-thirds of
,the households, the femcile provider was
not the 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. Of the forms presented above,
only the Common Fund showed a more
egalltarian form of participation, with

22 Morris, L The Workings of the Household,
Cambridge: Polity Press, 1990.
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significant or total contributions (in the case
of husbands) to the budget. Normally,
households with this type of management
were also lhe ones wÉth 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
contributlons and a higher threshold of
well-being. The Separate Expenses type
included cases In which the female provider
and her partner kept separate budgets,
applled to different expenses. It was
detected for only a few couples where
both worked. The partner did not provide
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an allowance, but took direct charge of
certain fixed expenses like light or gas bilis,
thus 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 incarnes of
the entire sample.
The vast majority of the households fit into
the third category, Sole Female Provider.
As we have already mentioned, dueto the
nalure of the housing policy, severalhouseholds
had resutted from dismembering extended
households. Of the 33 cases, 21 were women
living with their children. Here, investments
weredevoted directlytohousing construction
and food consumption. The levei of
household well-being was significantly
higherthan all the others, and thesefemale
informants showed great efforts at
remaining independent, controlling access
of persons to the household. The 12 other
households from this category that involved
extended families or women with partners
included the most impoverished households,
due amongst other things to the high
unemployment rate, predominantly male.
The last form of budget management,
Sma 11 or Irregular Contributions, also
involved female providers investing ali their
remuneration and receiving 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
vulnera bility 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 women to autonomously define priorities
and investments on the one hand, and the
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
obseived that infact itwaswomen's incomes
that-subsidized the survival of a significant
number of individuais, mainly mole relatives
like brothers, cousins, and nephews, both
during periods of unemployment or when
they carne to Brasília 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 contrai
levei of the female provider over her
household, the presence of other workers
and their incomes was as important as the
presence of unemployed workers and
those not contributing to the budget.
Such data also question the efficacy of the
strategy of aggregating severalworkers to
maintain income leveis and deal with more
criticai 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 Brasília. Workers were
facing longer periods of unemployment,
and the pay was not self-supporting. A
worker responsible forthe survival of another
household had an increased reliance on
the resources of thelemale provider for his
own personal support.
It is thus not the female provider's access to
her own income that tells about her degree
of autonomy, rather to what extent she
colitrols and definesthe useancl expencliture
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 such23. Yet the

23 Studies in Africa (Dwyer, D. and Bruce, J. A Home
Divided Women and Incarne in the Third World,
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definition of the use of her income and the
household resources occurs more within
the sphere of the extended family (and to
a lesser extent within the conjugal sphere)
than at the individual levei. The study
showed that there is a difference between
the woman having the "right" to channel
an extra expense towards the physical
expansion of her house to accommodate
a growing number of relatives and having
the r(ght, based on a personal decision, to
not lodge relatives in search of housing
when she does not feel like it. To what
extent generating and having access to
income produces autonomy in the !atter
sense of the example? To what extent
were the women In the survey prevented
from making decisions that contradicted
the expectations and normalcy of customs?
The next section will discuss these issues,
based on the areas identified by the
informants as crucial to the challenge or for
conforming to the established expectation.

3. Power and temia autonomy
The concept of female headshlp, whether
through male absence or economic
provision, does not necessarily mean a
cultural, structura I, or affective centralityof
the mother or wife as proposed by studies
based on matrifocality. Although both
concepts are linked to male absence,
matrifocality has its central component in
the woman's power over the domestic
group, which is not a necessary condition
in cases of femaleheadship. That is why the

California: Stanford University Press, 1988; and
Mencher, J. Women's Work and Poverty: Women's
Contribution to Household Maintenance in South
Indo, in D. Dwyer and J. Bruce, op.cit.) and Mexico
(Beneria, L and Roldan, M. The Crossroads of Class
and Gender: Industrial Homework, Subcontracting
and Household Dynamics in Mexico City, Chicago:
University of Chicago Press, 1987; Chant, S., 1991 op.
cit.; Gonzalez de Ia Rocha, M. op. cit.), have focused
on the criterion of access to resources and budget
as indicative of female autonomy, perceiving the
direct relationship between generation of resources
and their utilization. In the current study, on the
contrary, generation of resources and access to
and utilization of same proved to be mediated by
numerous aspects.

concept of households maintalned by
women was adopted here. Thus, to work
with the latter reference allows for an
investigation of the concrete conditions in
which it occurs, whether or not associated
with fernale power.

3.1 - lncome, Resources, and Control of
Fertility: what changes In households
maintained by women?
The struggle for independence and
autonomy involved spheres where female
providers made efforts to win or keep
changes. This consisted mainly of increasing
their share in economic activities and
keeping control over their fertility.
Personal characteristics like age and
schooling differentiated access byfemale
providers to the local labor market, which
because of constant pressure from
migratory wavesfavored the younger and
those with more schooling. Another
important factor for entering the labor
market was the female provider's capacity
to estabiish and participate In a more
differentiated network, with male presence
and more complex stratification, involving
othersocial strata. Such networksfunctioned
as veritable mechanisms for recruiting,
selecting, hiring, and controlling labor for
jobs in the formal market, like other
predominantly female networks linking
women to domesticjobs, mediatingamong
the private spheres of different social clas-
ses in Brasília.
From this perspective, the central aspect
defining women's capacity for work and
income generation was her conjugal
situation. The data showed that the best
situations in the labor market and the best
incomes were achieved by women without
spouses or in more flexible conjugal
relationships. The opposite was true for
women in traditional conjugal relations. In
such cases, two factors conditioned their
refationship 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 Brasília, since the best formal
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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, marketfactorscarried greater
weight than those restricting the supply of
female labor. Faced with the concrete
possibility of a better placernent in the
labor market, domestic lite 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'
participation in the labor market. Life
histories frequently showed two clear
moments in the informant's establishing
herself as femaie provider: prior to the
spouse's departure and subsequent to lt,
with a gradual increase in the household's
prosperity.
However, in many cases, women's growing
centrality in 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
differentsources of income and a search for
complementary strcrtegies, like parlicipating
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 cases over 30 years). Youngerwomen
(18-39 years) should opposite trends, with a
mean of 3 children and 10 years of
childbearing, and although many were still
able to bear children, among those who
had undergone tubal ligations, the period
elapsed between the first child and the
ligation had been 8 years (with cases of less
than 4 years). With the instability and
diversity of partners, contrary to other Latin

American studies, the mean number of
children among Brazilian women tended
to decrease. The following tableshows the
correlation between types of conjugal
relationships and fecundity for the women
surveyed, illustrating the correlation
between greater longevity in the conjugal
relationship, fewer reiationships, and more
children, and vice versa.

rabie 2- Number of Children and Type
of Conjugal Relationship

No Children
Long-Term
Relations

Unstabie,
Short-Term

Relationships

1 _ 7

2 5 10

3 5

4 7 1
> 5 12

Another factor contributing to a lower
probability of childbearing was the
absence of alternatives In the conjugal
lives 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 livesof mature
women. At any rate, the most decisive
factors in controlling fecundity were the
effectiveness and preference of methods
adopted. Varying according to the number
of children, type of relationship, and the
stigma involved with the respective
contraceptive method, the mostly widely
used were the pilI, tuba( 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
of the women surveyed was the effectiveness
of the methods adopted, the early
termination of childbearing, and their
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growing decision-making autonomy and
independence vis-ã-vis their partners.

3.2 - Division of and Responsibilities over
Domestic Labor: whatchanges inhouseholds
maintained by women?
Female provision had little Impact on the
division of labor between genders. The
informants' intense involvement in income
generation and the decrease intime spent
by men in economic activities, due to
unemployment among other reasons, did
not result in men's increased participation
in domestic chores. The men did not replace
or compensate the women with domestic
work or core for the children. Not only did
they refusetotake on domestic responsibilities
orchild core; the women did not expectthem
to do so. In this context, exercising authority
over the children was the only responsibility
clearly expected of the fathers. The low
expectation of help from the men extended
to other males living in the household.
Children In general were trained to perform
some chores when there were no women
available to do them, although these tasks
were few and rarely involved caring for
other children. Paid work, on the other
hand, could be 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 to keep their
daughters In school (generally because
theydid betterthan the boys). Nevertheless,
there were some important breaks In these
patterns in inter-gender relations. The
practical experience of building a house,
for example, provided the informa nts with
fundamental skills, expanding and exercising
their autonomy both Inside and outside the
house. Building alone, the women were
publicizing the issue of unequal division of
household responsibilities with their partners.
House-building was the most apparent sign
of this unequaldistribution of responsibilities.
As with the struggle for ownership of an
urban lot (Carvalho, 1996, op. cit.), the
home-buiding struggle increased women's
self-confidence and challenged traditional

forms of gender subordination and power
structure in an essentially male area of
Brazilian society.
Another area indicating change was the
daughters' attitudes In confronting the
brothers' low participation In domestic
chores. However, there were structural
limitations, linked to the concrete daily
needs of reproducing the household and
which hampered such changes. When the
households depended structurally on the
daughters' help to free the female provider
for work, there was a great probability that
the informants would reinforce a traditional
division of domestic labor. This was further
aggravated bythe decreased support from
the support network. The unequal division
of domestic labor between men and
women and the lack of provision of basic
services by the government were probably
two of the main difficulties in the reproduction
of households maintained by women. In
this context, the daughters were recruited
extensively for long daily or weekly shifts
when their mothers were domestic servants
living onthejob. Some young girlsgavetheir
opinions on the subject, like G., 11 years
old, daughter of a participant in the study:
"The other day 1 was thinking...I don't
understand why P. (her 13-year-old brother)
never helps me. Why do I have to do
everything myself?... I don't know... I don't
think it's fair...but 1 think it's the way a
woman lives her life."

3.3 - Access to and Contrai over Financial
Resources: what changes In households
maintained by women?
In the introduction to this article, we argue
that households maintained bywomen are
an important locusof investigationfocusing
on the extent to which male control over
work and female sexuality has changed,
fostering the building of new conjugal and
family relations. The point of departure for
th is 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.
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The usual conceptual approach to
women's power, principally through the
male-female polarity (Chandler, op. cit.,
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 intersection between
gender and kinship experiences and
ideologies. Thus, in this case, autonomy
and the guaranteed contrai over the
household budget simultaneously implied
that the female provider had control over
her conjugal status and the autonomy to
define her role and participation in the
kinship group.
Two views of the relationship between
female 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 provisions in general; (ii)thatextended
families are available for unconditional
support, and further, that they are capable
of providing it. The study showed that,
contrary to these 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
submitting to greater decisions in 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
being in a position to participate in a context
of exchange as a donor rather than a
recipient. Further, contrary to relationships
of conjugality, those of kinship cannot be
easily broken, replaced, or transformed.

Thus, the female provider appears to have
more autonomy In dealing with her
conjugality, fundamentally because to
break with a partner is reiativelyeasierthan
to change relationships within a kinship
group. In addition, a conjugal break can
be a positive step for a woman, and in
many cases is socially approved, since in a
context of growing economia need an
"unprocluctive" partner ar spouse ends up
competing for resources that are crucial to
the extended family.
With this thought, we are not ascribing a
secondary role to the spouse in the context
of female power relations. In numerous
situations where there was a partner, the
informant's situation was one of intense
subordinatioh However, what is obvious is
that very rarely was woman's subordination
to man "overcome" within one same conju-
gal relcrtionship orwere relationstransforrned,
establishing greater equality between
spouses over resources and household
decisions. In manycases, thewoman changecl
the basis for subsequent relationships,
establishing very olear "spheres" of
participation for the male partner in such a
way as not to threaten her role as the
center of decision-making and household
control. Various cases were identified where
a man's financial contribution was either
rejected by the woman ar accepted and
channeled towards spheres over which
she had absolute contrai, like building the
house on her lot.
There was thus a olear differentiation
between the nature of conjugal relationships,
defining different experiences for men and
women. The more unstable, brief, non-
legalized, and without children, the greater
the female independence and the
possibilityof a rupture. In addition, the more
traditional and legalized, the greater the
woman's difficulty in establishing her
autonomy and authority vis-à-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

ANO 6 192 10 SEMESTRE 98



partwasthathewouldn'tgotwodayswithout
drinking. When he finally leff the house, he
tookeverything, butthekidsstartedirnproving
with each passing day. I could sieep ali
night long... that was the best of ali... the
next day 1 was rested up for work..." (N.)
"Today I look at my poverty and laugh, like
m playing house... 1 leff everything behind,

my beau'ry salon, the house with the closets,
but I don't wake up with a black eye
anymore, I don't have to hide... not even
my parents understand my way of life, but

m ha ppy now." (A.)
ff 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 female
morality24. However, the challenge to mole
authority did not necessarily result from the
man's inability to provide for the house.
There is no mutual determination between
the principie of authority and economic
provision. 1f there were, ali the women
studied 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
to say that women's increased participation
in household maintenance does not give
them the power to break off a relationship,
but that it can (but not necessarily does)
result in this and, on the other hand, that
the break can occur even when the
woman's income is insufficient or non-
existent. Despite difficulty In identifying 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 majority of the participants reported
having suffered physical violence at the
hands of their partners or spouses, with
differentdegrees of severity and frequency.
Maintenance of the male presence is thus
not related only to the resources he brings
home, but annong other things to his

24 Sart C. A. A Ambigüidade Como Regra: o Divor-
cio à Brasileira. Seminar on Family and Society.
ANPOCS, mimeo, 1992.

imposed presence in the household and
mainiy to the issue of morality and safety
that mole presence confers on the
household and its members. Safety was in
fact a necessity, and female vulnerability
was greater when there was no adult male
in the household. The circumstances in
which wonnen were subject to types of
violence were so numerous that they
explain why some of them submitted to
and maintained their conjugal relationships.
"I am certain that the kids will say that I
threw him out of the house, because he
never quarrels or acts violently... he earns
well, but don't help with anything. Keeping
a hold on the older boys isthe onlything he
does... I get home so tired 1 can't handle
that by myself." (G.)
"1 have five daughters to raise and marry
off. People don't take a divorced woman
seriously...He's harmless, but he's expensive
to support...the only thing he's good for is
that the girls have him around." (J.)
"Bad with him, worse without him. At least
there's no wise guys sniffing around the
place, cause 1 have to sleep on the job
every week (as a domestic), and he's here
with the kids... I know what it means to raise
a daughter around here..." (C.)
As mentioned above, autonomy also
means achieving independence in the
kinship group. We are not saying that the
absence of a spouseorpartner automatically
gives the woman greater control over her
personalsphere and herhousehold. 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 to the very pervasive
nature of the kinship ideology related to
mutualdependenceandsharingofresources.
Knship ideologies, despite creating common
interests among individuais, leave many
submerged conflicts. For example, women's
position intheir kinship group is determined
by the status and roles normally ascribed to
them in society.
Mutual support ideologies, coupled with
a n egalitarian view of access to resources
such as those prevailing in kinship groups,
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can operate to the detriment of women,
favoring mole members, precisely as In
conjugal relations. To democratize kinship
relations can be a difficult process. In
addition, the prevailing economia 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 gradually
moving away from the kinship criterion to
that of friendship, or are getting smaller
and more homogeneous to guarantee the
element of reciprocity.
We have thus reached a point where both
conjugality and kinship relations constitute
barriers to the autonomy and independence
of women. Of the women maintaining their
households, itwasexpectedthattheycould
confornn to either a "typically" femále
partem ofsubmission, altruism, and provision
or an assertive, aggressive, working
woman's personality. ft became olear that
the woman's capacity to "have" her own
income and other resources depended on
the extent to which she was seen legally
and de facto as separate from the other
household members25 and notas a "natu-
ral" extension of a larger group. The process
of women's autonomy is greatly 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, familia!, public, and job spheres.
The message women receive concerning
their value In the conjugal relationship,
kinship group, work, and society asa whole
is becoming increasingly contradictory in
Brazil today, favoring an interrelationship
between changes and expectations in the
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 allowsthem

Moore op.cit.; Okely, J. Defiant Moments: Gender,
Resistance and Individuais. Man, 26, (1),1991, 3-22;
Whitehead, A. Men and ~nen. 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 meaning of family and conjugality
for the low-income population, which is
now organizing itself with quite- different
material foundations and objective
conditions. ltisthebreakiÃ complementatty
of roles, the break in women's subordinate
position, and the search for a more
egalitarian domestic lif e that has led
women to seek and defend changes. Still,
changes have been achieved only in
contextsof rupture (and nottransformation)
in gender relations. Partners and husbands,
brothers, nephews, and sons have shown
little capacity to evolve In their gender
relations and concepts.
Indeed, it is the break in certain paradigms
within which low-income families In Brazil
operateandtheexistenceofcomplementary
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, that have led to the struggle, the
emergence of women's awareness, a gain
in power, and autonomy in relationships25.
A woman's authority and resistance to male
domination increase in proportion to her
ability to 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
their expioitation as compared to men, not
all of the informants were capable (or
willing) to challenge norms orfinally create
new concepts, spaces, and possibilities for

26 Sorti. C. A.. Família Patriarcal Entre os Pobres
Urbanos?, Cadernos de Pesquisa, 82, São Paulo:
Fundação Carlos Chagas, 37-41 (1992). Suarez, M.
Papéis Sexuais em Foco, Anuário Antropológico,
Riode Janeiro: Tempo Brasileiro, 311-15.1985; Stolcke,
V. The Exploitation of Family Moralily: Labour System
and Family Structure on São Paulo Coffee
Plantations, 1850-1979, in Jelin, E. (op. cit.);
Woortmann, E. F. Da Complementaridade à De-
pendência: a Mulher e o Ambiente em Comunida-
des Pesqueiras do Nordeste, Série Antropológica,
111. Universidade de Brasília, 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 three sections above, we have
attempted to examine the complexity of
the debate on female headship. We
exploredtheconceprsoperationaldifficulties
and argue that more research is needed
to reveal the heterogeneity of situations of
household headship beyond a concept
based merely on conjugality. Female
household maintenance has become an
important situation dueto women'sgrowing
incorporation into the labor market and
the rise in mole unemployment. The
concept, based on responsibility over
household maintenance, should inclucie
both single women and those with partners.
It would thus be possible to research the
different processes leading to women's
increased participation in household
maintenance and which lead to men's

decreased responsibilities insupporting their
dependents, far beyond merely the
absence of a male in the household.
The criticai debate on the definition of
household headship, as transposed from
other realíties (alien to, and too limffed for,
an understanding of Brazilian reality)should
be encouraged. The argument is not for
abandoning the definition of household
headship based on conjugality, but rather
in favor of investigating the role it plays In
each society. The argumenthere is that we
should focus not only on numerical
manifestations, since statistics are created
andthectiteriafor"creating"thephenomenon
vary from one society to 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, but women's
growing participation in family survival as
compared to men.
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Abstracts/Résumés/Resúmenes

LUIZA M. S. SANTOS CARVALHO

Working Women and the Dynamics of Maintaining and Heading
Households
Studies on households headed by women define female headship only when there is no
male partner. The alicie, based on a case study in the Federal District of Brazil, contends
that this concept is a construct transposed from other realities and is too limited for
understanding Brazilian reality. More attention should befocused on households maintained
by women, regardless of their conjugal status. The articie argues that households
maintained by women are a n a ppropriate locus for investigating the impact of women's
economic activities, since their position is neither complementary nor secondary to that
of men, and for investigating to what extent male control over women's work and
sexuality, based on man's economic power as the main provider, is changed.

La Femme qui Travaille, Dons la Dynamique de Maintenir et de Diriger
Ia Famille
La définition de chef-de famille féminine n' est attribuée que lorsque la femme n' a aucun
compagnon présent. L' article indique, en se fondant sur une êtude de cas réalisée dans
le District Federal, que ceife conception est une construction transposée d'autres réalités
et trop limitée pour que l'on puisse comprendre la réalité brésilienne. II faut se pencher
avec plus d' attention sur les domiciles maintenus par des femmes indépendamment de
bur situation conjugaie. L' article défend la thèse que les domiciles maintenus par des
femmessont en fait un /ocusapproprié pour investiguer l'impact des activités économiques
sur la femme, puisquesa position économique n'est ni complémentaire ni secondaire par
rapport à celle de l' hom me et pour investiguer jusqu' à quel point le contrôle masculin sur
le travail et ia sexualité féminines a changé.

La Mujer Trabajadora en Ia Dinámica para Sustentar y seria Jefe dei
Hogar
La condición de jefe del hogar se define apenas por el hecho que la mujer no tiene un
compaãero presente. El artículo, basado en un estudio de caso realizado en et Distrito
Federal, seriala que esta concepción es una construcción transpuesta de otras realida-
des y limitada para entender la realidad brasilefia. Se debería dar más atención a los
hogares que son mantenidos por mujeres, independientemente de su estatus conyugal.
El artículo argumenta que los hogares que son mantenidos por mujeres son un "locus"
apropiado para investigar el impacto delas actividades económicasen la mujer, ya que
su posición económica no es complementaria ni tampoco secundaria ala del hombre,
así como permiten investigar hasta quê punto se altera el control masculino Sobre el
trabajo y Ia sexualidad femenina.
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KARLA ADRIANA M. BESSA

Subjective Positions, Expressions of Gender...
Judith Butler has stood out among current feminist thinkers because of the controversial
tone of her writing. Her critical views of contemporary ferninism have succeeded In
establishing a dialogue with the new academia and political demands raised by a post-
structuralist concept of power and subjective formation, while avoiding the nihilism of
shallow and ,apocalyptic analyses that decree the end of "everything". This article
analyzes some of her more controversial points, like her radical critique of philosophy and
identity psychoanalysis and her unique focus on subjective positions and expressions of
gender (that mock and subvert the naturalist illusion of binary sexuality and compulsory
heterosexuality), including the performing activity of drag queens, transvestites, and
queers. Such subjective formations bear subversive potential and imply a new path for
ferninist theory and militancy, while suggesting new perspectives for the hu man sciences.

Positions de Sujet, Actions de Genre...
Parmi les penseursféministes de l'actualité, Judith Butler se détache pane ton polémique
de ses textes..Ses propositions critiques au sujet du féminisme contem porain permettent
en même temps de dialoguer avec les nouvelles exigences (académiques et politiques)
posées à partir d'une conception post-structuraliste de pouvoir et de formation subjective
et d'éviter le nihilisme des analyses simplistes et apocalyptiques que décrètent ia fin de
"tout". Dons cet adido sont analysées quelques points polemiques de sa pensée, tels que
la radicalisme avec laquelle elle critique ia philosophie et ia psychanalyse identitaires, et
ia façon unique dont elle met en lumière les positions de sujet, les actions de genre - qui
déjouent et subvertissent l'illusion naturaliste dela société binaire et de l'hétérosexsualité
obligatoire - telles que l'action artistique des drag-queens, les travestis, les queers. Ces
formations subjectives portent le potentiel subversif et suggèrent de nouvelles perspectives
pour les sciences humaines.

Posiciones de Sujeto, Actuaciones de Género...
Entre ias pensadoras feministas de ia actualidad, Judith Butler se ha destacado gracias
ai tono polémico de sus textos. Sus proposiciones criticas en relacion ai feminismo
contemporáneo, ai analizar algunos puntos polémicos de su pensamiento, tales como
Ia fuerza radical con que critica Ia filosofia y por ia manera sin igual con que trae a
colación posiciones de sujeto, actuaciones de género - que burlan y subvierten ia ilusión
naturalista de la sexualidad binaria y ia heterosexualidad obligatoria tales como ia
actividad histriánica de ias drag-queens, los travestis, los queers. Estas formaciones
subjetivas insinúan un nuevo camino para ia teoria y ia militando feminista, asi como
sugieren nuevas perspectivas para ias ciencias humanas.
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LAU RA PAUTASSI

Ladies First? Women and the Citizens' ncome Proposal
This paper analyzes different forms of gender discrimination and women's vulnerability
dueto their insufficient income. Analyzing the Argentine case, lhe study focuses on the
shaping of the Welfare State and the role assigned to women, schooling, social security
coverage, and access to (and pay scales in) the job market. The emphasis is on the
"socially useful" work primarily performed by women (child care, housework, care for the
elderly, etc.) which is not remunerated in market terms. Based on the above analysis,
"citizens' income" is proposed as a social policy alternativa The proposal consists of
ansuring an unconditional basic income for all citizens (women or men), the implementation
of which would have a major Impact on the situation of women and minors.

Les Dames D'Abord? La Situation de Ia Femme Devant Ia Proposition
du Revenu-Citoyen
L'article traite des diverses situations de discrimination de genre et d'insécurité des
femmes devant l'insuffisance de revenus. En a nalysa nt le cas argentin, le travail traite de
ia formation de l'Etat-providence et du rôle attribué aux femmes, du niveau d' éducation,
de couverture procurée par ia sécurité sociale et des conditions d'accès au marché de
travail et de rémunération de celui-ci. L'accent est mis sur l'étude du travail "socialement
utile" que les femmes usuellement effectuent (les soins donnés aux enfants, les taches du
foyer, l'aide aux personnes âgés, etc. Travail qui n'est pas rémunéré en termes de
marchá A partir de tout cela, la proposition de revenu-citoyen, en tant qu' alternative de
politique sociale. Ceife proposition consiste à assurer un revenu de base, inconditionnel
à tous les citoyens/citoyennes sans aucune contrepartie, et dont Ia mise en oeuvre
provoquerait un fort Impact sur ia situation des femmes et des mineurs.

é,Primero... Ias Damas? La Situación de la Mujer Frente a Ia Propuesta
dei Ingreso Ciudadano
El artículo trata de Ias diferentes situaciones de discriminación por género y ia inseguridad
de las mujeres frente a la insuficiencia de ingresos. Analizando el caso argentino, el
trabajo trata la conformación dei Estado de Bienestar y el rol asignado a ias mujeres, el
nivel educativo, la cobertura em materia de seguridad social y las condiciones de
acceso y remuneración dei mercado de trabajo. El énfasis está puesto en ia consideración
dei trabajo "socialmente útil" que realizam preferentemente ias mujeres (cuidado de los
hijos/as, tareas dei hogar, asistencia a ancianos/as, etc.) y que no es remunerado en
términos do mercado. A partir de alli se presenta ia propuesta dei ingreso ciudadano,
corno una alternativa de política social. 'La misma consiste en garantizar un ingreso
básico incondicional a todos los ciudadanos/as sin contraprestación alguna, cuya
implementación tendría un fuerte impacto en ia situación de ias mujeres y los menores.
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CLARA ARAÚJO

Women and Political Representations: the experience with quotas in
Brazil
The experience with quotas in Brazil is just beginning. At the very least, quotas have given
visibility to the asymmetrical political spaces occupled by men and women.
The purpose of this article isto Identity theoretical tensions accompanying the debate on
quotas and to reflect on some of the respective political challenges in light of certain
aspects stemrning from these experiences. More specifically, the aim is to discuss the
initial resultsof the use of quotas in Brazil, baseia on data from the 1996 municipal elections.

Les Femmes et ia Représentation Politique: l'expérience des quotas
au Brésil
L'expérience des quotas' au Brésil ne fait que com mencer. On peut dire, toutefois, déjà
qu'elles ont, au nninimum fourni de la visibilité aux asymétries d'espaces politiques
existants entre hommes et femmes. Cet article a pour objet me'rtre en lumière certames
tensions de nature théorique qui accompagnent le débat sur les quotas et réfléchir sur
quelques uns des défis politiques indiques, à la lumière d'éléments qui puissent se
dégager des expériences en cours. Dans le cas présent, on prétend discuter, de façon
plus particullere, quelques résultats initiaux découlant de l'adoption des quotas au Brésil.
Pour ce faire, les références sont les données des élections municipales de 1996.

Las Mujeres y la Representación Política: la experiencia de cuotas en
Brasil
La experiencia de cuotas (de representación) en Brasil está apenas comenzando. Loque
se puede decir ai respecto, es que por lo menos han permitido que ias asimetrías de los
espacios existentes entre hombres y mujeres se hagan mós visibles.
Este artículo tiene el objetivo de evidenciar ciertas tensiones de naturaleza teórica, que
hacen parte dei debate sobre estas cuotas y reflexionar sobre algunos de ias retos
políticos serialados, a ia luz de elementos que emergen de las experiencias en curso. En
este caso, se pretende discutir, de manera específica, algunos resultados iniciales
producto de Ia adopción de cuotas en Brasil. Las referencias para esta discusión son ias
datos de ias elecciones municipales de 1996.
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PEDRO PAULO DE OLIVEIRA

Discourses on Manhood
Based on a reading of a rticles that seek to clarify certain aspects of manhood, this paper
classifies two types of discourse on the theme: the first is termed "victim-based", since it
considers the male gender a source of affective, emotional, and even somatic problems
for men; the second is called "criticai", in opposition to the first, and since it chailenges specific
aspects of contemporary manhood, e.g., the emergence of the new man. The synopsis
is a criticai bibliographical review of the new academic field entitied "men's studies".

Discours sur Ia Masculinité
En partant de la lecture d' articles cherchant à éclaircir des aspects de la masculinité, on
est arrive à établir un classement comportant deux types de discours sur ce thème: le
premier a été nommé "victimaire" en vertu du fait de considérer la condition de genre
masculin une source de problèrnes et de difficultés affectives, émotionnelles, et même
somatiques pour les hommes ; le second appelé "critique" par opposition au premier et
en raison également de la mise en question d'aspects spécifiques de Ia masculinité
contemporaine, p. ex., le surgissement d'un nouvel homme. II s'agit d'un résumé
biographique critique sur un nouveau domaine d'études qui est auto-nommé "domaine
de l'étude de Ia masculinité".

Discursos sobre Masculinidad
A partir de la lectura de artículos que buscan aclarar aspectos sobre la masculinidad, se
pudo Ilegar a dos tipos de discurso sobre el tema: ai primero se lo Ilamó de victimario, por
considerar la condición de género masculino como fuente de problemas y dificultades
afectivas, emocionales e, incluso, somáticas para los hombres; y ai segundo se lo Ilamó
de crítico, por oposición al primero y también porque cuestiona ios aspectos específicos
de la masculinidad contemporánea, por ejemplo: la emergencia de un hombre nuevo.
Se trata de una resefla bibliográfica critica sobre un nuevo campo de estudios, que se
auto-titula "campo de estudios de la masculinidad".
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